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Chapter 1: Send Me to the Past

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

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

Damn it, is today the day I die?

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

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

"Then what brings you here tonight?"

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

"I've come with a request."

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

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

"Send me to the past."

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

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

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

"Seo Jin."

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

"We were colleagues during my mercenary days."

"Where is she now?"

"She's dead."

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

"How did Jin die?"

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

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

"Have you completed the great technique?"

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

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

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

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

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

"Didn't you say you completed it?"

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

"I'll get the materials."

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

"Tell me what they are."

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

"The sacred artifact of the Heavenly Wind Cult?"

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

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

"I'll get it."

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

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

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

"Want to give it a ring?"

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

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

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

He's no ordinary person.

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

"What is it?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"There's no time for that."

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

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

"......"

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

"It's impossible."

"Who is your enemy?"

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

"Gasp!"

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

The Murim Alliance closed-off.

The Evil Alliance closed-off.

The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult closed-off.

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

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

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

"I will kill him, no matter what."

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

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

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

"I have the Heavenly Martial Body, too."

"What? Who in the world are you?"

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

"!"

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

"Then how did you survive?"

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

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

"I see."

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

"Then?"

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

"Lies! I can't believe it."

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

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

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

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

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

"You really are...."

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

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

"What is it?"

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

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

"Please, calm down."

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

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

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

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


Chapter 2: Did You Push Me?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"How on earth did you find it?"

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

"That's truly incredible."

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

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

"Now, what's the next ingredient?"

"Don't you want to brag?"

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

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

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

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

"Now, what's the fourth ingredient?"

"Money."

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

"Five million taels."

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

"I'll be back."

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

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

"Wait a moment."

"What is it?"

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

"......"

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

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

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

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

"You're a cruel friend."

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

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

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

"Why make such an effort?"

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

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

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

"Tell me."

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

"And then?"

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

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

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

"Is that more important than five million taels?"

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

"I understand."

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

"I promise."

The two men finished the rest of the alcohol.

"What is the final ingredient?"

"It's something you know as well."

"What is it?"

"The Secret Demon Soul."

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

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

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

"Do you have it?"

The man shook his head.

"Do you know where it is?"

"I don't."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

He could see someone staggering toward him.

It was him, the man.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Ghostly Sage stood before it and began to chant.

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

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

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

"...I'm sorry."

He had decided to go back to the past himself.

"I'm truly sorry."

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

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

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

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

Just as he was about to walk toward the light.

"......"

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

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

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

"My friend."

Ghostly Sage's voice trembled.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Huh?" The man looked around in surprise.

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

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

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

"You have passed all the tests."

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

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

"!"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Let me go back."

"And then?"

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

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

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

"What do you regret so much?"

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

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

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

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

"Thank you."

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

With those words, the old man disappeared.

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

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

"I'm sorry. Really."

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

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

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

"Is it still hell?"

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

"Is it that bad?"

"It's worse."

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

"Aah! My friend! Please!"

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

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

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


Chapter 3: What is Your Wish?

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

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

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

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

I've returned to the past!

My heart began to pound as if it would burst.

"WAAAAAAAH!"

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

Come to think of it, today is!

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

The day of the Shinma-jaengtu.

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

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

"Geom Mugeuk! Geom Mugeuk!"

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

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

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

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

"How about you forfeit now?"

The bastard was already confident of his victory.

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

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

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

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

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

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

"What was your name again?"

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

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

"Ah, right. It was Gu Pyeongho."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

How will you overcome this predicament?

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

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

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

So he knew everything? In that case...

Tattling after getting hit like before is the worst plan.

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

Winning even without inner arts is the best plan.

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

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

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

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

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

"WAAAAAAAAH!"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Will this body really move as I intend?

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

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

Naturally, Gu Pyeongho's anger exploded.

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

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

SWOOSH!

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

Good, good!

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

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

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

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

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

Seeing my smile, Gu Pyeongho went even more berserk.

"This crazy bastard is laughing?"

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

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

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

THWACK!

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

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

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

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

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

"......"

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

CRUUUUNCH!

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

"AAAAAACK!"

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

Cheers erupted from all sides.

"WAAAAAAAAH!"

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

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

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

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

SHWAAAAAA.

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

The Heavenly Demon, Geom Woojin.

The strongest of this era.

...For now.

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

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

I want to tell my past self this.

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

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

"What is your wish?"

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

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

"My wish is..."

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

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

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

"Hunting with me?"

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

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

"We leave at dawn tomorrow."

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

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

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

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

"Sorry. What was your name again?"

Ignored until the very end, Gu Pyeongho shrieked.

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

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

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

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

Thank you, truly.

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


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

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

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

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

What could that bastard be doing right now?

Was he somewhere undergoing hellish training to become stronger?

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Lee Ahn."

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

"Yes, Young Master."

"Come in."

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

My bodyguard, Lee Ahn.

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

The Self-Petrification Art.

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

I looked at her through the mirror and asked.

"How do I look?"

In the mirror, she answered cheerfully.

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

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

"That's no fun."

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

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

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

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

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

Thank you, Lee Ahn.

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

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

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

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

She's even bigger than I remembered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

I said to her abruptly.

"We shouldn't get close."

She asked with a puzzled look.

"Pardon? Why is that?"

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

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

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

Lee Ahn didn't hesitate for a moment.

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

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

"You're acting strange today."

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

"Where to?"

I strode out and said.

"To flip a dinner table."

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

"Why did you do it?"

"Pardon? What do you mean?"

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

Everyone was shocked by my words.

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

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

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

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

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

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

"......"

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

"......"

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

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

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

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

"I am sorry, Young Master."

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

"Everything is my responsibility."

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

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

I helped him to his feet.

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

"What? No, absolutely not."

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

How many decades has it been?

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

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

"I will prepare a delicious meal for you."

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

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

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

"I will ensure this never happens again."

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

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

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

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

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

"I understand."

"Let's go."

Lee Ahn, following behind me, said cautiously.

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

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

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

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

"Suddenly?"

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

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


"Is all of this necessary?"

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

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

"It's necessary."

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

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

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

"I truly hope you have a good time."

"Will I, though?"

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

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

Lee Ahn smiled and bid me farewell.

"Have pleasant dreams tonight."

But I didn't sleep well that night.

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

Then I heard Lee Ahn's voice.

"Young Master, are you alright?"

I must have screamed in my sleep.

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

"What kind of dream was it?"

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

"Aah! Just kill me instead."

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

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

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

"You seem nervous."

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

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

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

"......"

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

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


Chapter 5: A Tiger Doesn't Hide Its Claws

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

Ah, I guess there are three of us.

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

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

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

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

"What's with all that distracting luggage?"

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

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

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

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

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

"You dream big."

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

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

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

"I was hiding my skills."

"It seemed so."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I've achieved complete mastery."

The next moment was a blur of motion.

PWIING!

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

Father's expression was one of surprise.

"You really have achieved complete mastery!"

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

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

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

After scoffing once, my father started walking again.

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

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

Father, walking ahead, spoke without looking back.

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

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

"Thank you."

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

I was the one who finally broke the long quiet.

"Who did you learn to hunt from?"

After a brief pause, my father spoke.

"I learned from my older brother."

"I had an uncle?"

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

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

"You did well."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

My answer was firm.

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

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

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

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

"He deserves to be badmouthed."

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

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

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

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

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

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

He started walking again.

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

That is why I am curious.

What am I to my father?

We climbed for some time longer before he stopped.

"......"

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

"Do you see it?"

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

"I can't see it."

"I can."

"What's over there?"

"Dinner."

"Then we should catch it."

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

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

"......"

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

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

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

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

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

"Thinner. Don't let it break!"

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

"Further, further, further."

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

And the next moment, my energy touched something.

"Did it connect?"

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

"Yes. I can feel it."

"What does it feel like?"

"I think it's a tree."

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

"Examine the area around it. Slowly."

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

"Is it... a wild boar?"

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

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

"It is a wild boar."

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

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

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

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

"Because you should have failed, naturally."

"I'm your son, Father."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

PWIING.

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

"When did you learn to dress an animal?"

"I learned from a book."

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

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

I subtly changed the subject.

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

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

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

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

"I'm glad you know."

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

"You're full of confidence."

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

"There you go, badmouthing him again."

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

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

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

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

"And once you're stronger?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

"And the second reason?"

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

The sneer on his lips deepened again.

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

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

"That's enough."

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

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

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


Chapter 6: If I Become the Heavenly Demon

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

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

Is that really the reason?

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

"That's a relief."

"What is?"

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

"Stop talking nonsense and lead the way."

"......"

Father and I ventured deeper into the forest.

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

"Close your eyes again."

"......"

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

Farther than last time.

"This time, feel the wind."

"I can feel it."

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

"Place your qi on the wind."

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

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

"First, release your qi."

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

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

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

How am I supposed to combine these two separate things?

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

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

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

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

"Not bad."

"......"

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

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

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

"I did it without realizing."

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

He soon spoke as if it were nothing special.

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

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

"It's the same one from before!"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Ah! This is it!

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

SHHHHHHH.

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

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

"It really was a tiger!"

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

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

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

"Yes, I will keep that in mind."

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

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

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

Slowly. Very slowly.

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

"Father? What in the world is this?"

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

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

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

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


"My trump card is this."

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

"This is good."

"It's too strong for me."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

This is fun.

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

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

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

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

What was that?

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

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

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

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

"You weren't asleep?"

"Why were you staring over there?"

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

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

"Let's get some sleep."

"......"

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

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

"!"

In that moment, I knew.

Hwi! It's Hwi!

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Why do you ask?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

So, you all should understand as well.

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

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

"What?"

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

"The reason?"

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

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

Father listened without a word, so I continued.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I will put them properly in line.

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


Chapter 7: You'd Rather Die?

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

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

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

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

Lee Ahn was waiting at the entrance.

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

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

"Protecting you is my job, Young Master."

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

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

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

"What do you mean?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"......"

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

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

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

Just then, someone shouted from a distance.

"Hey, lump of fat!"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Young Master! I'm fine."

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

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

As they drew closer, Lee Ahn spoke quickly.

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

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

The three bastards stood before me.

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

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

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

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

My gaze shifted to the handsome disciple with Yangpo.

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

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

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

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

My gaze returned to Yangpo.

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

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

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

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

This ignorant fool could not even grasp the point.

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

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

"You came looking for me several times?"

"I did."

"......"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Hmph! That was probably something you fabricated."

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

"Enough talk. Give a formal apology."

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

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

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

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

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

"What injustice?"

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

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

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

"What nonsense is this?"

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

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

Yangpo stammered, completely flustered.

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

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

Yangpo's face turned deathly pale.

"Don't say such ridiculous things!"

How can he possibly beat me with words?

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

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

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

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

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

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

"What apology?"

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

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

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

"I'm fine, Young Master."

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

Yangpo spoke with a look of disbelief.

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

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

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

The answer I wanted came quickly.

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

CHAANG.

Yangpo startled when I drew my sword.

"You really are crazy."

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

Yangpo looked around to see if anyone was watching.

"Not there, here."

I puckered my lips obnoxiously.

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

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

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

"Why are you going this far?"

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

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

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

"Correct."

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

"Just who do you think I am!"

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

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

CHAANG.

"Senior Brother, don't!"

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

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

Yangpo was confident he could defeat me.

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

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

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

Yangpo launched a preemptive strike and pushed me back.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

HWIRIK!

PUUUUK!

Red blood sprayed forth.

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

TOK, TOK.

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

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

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

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

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

"Senior Brother!"

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

The fourth brother shouted accusingly.

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

"What did you expect?"

"Can you handle the consequences of this?"

I looked at him and said coldly.

"Your mouth resembles your Senior Brother's."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Do you really think so?"

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

"Couldn't his pride be hurt?"

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

"How do you know?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"My thinking was shortsighted."

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

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

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

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

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

Lee Ahn nodded her head.

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

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

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

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

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

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


Chapter 8: When the Blade Glistens in the Moonlight

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

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

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

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

"I don't like it."

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

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

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

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

"Huh? He doesn't?"

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

"Maybe he doesn't know?"

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

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

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

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

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

"That's..."

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

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

"Because it's easier that way."

"What?"

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

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

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

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

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

She looked at me, surprised.

"Why are you so surprised?"

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

"The first time?"

"......"

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

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

I went to the Demon Village with Lee Ahn.

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

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

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

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

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

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

"How much can you drink?"

"I can't drink much."

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

"I'm... heavy."

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

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

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

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

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

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

"My stomach is in for a surprise."

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

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

She lifted a thick forearm and grinned.

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

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

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

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

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

Lee Ahn stared at me intently and asked.

"Please tell me your secret."

"What secret? Cooking?"

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

I looked at her and smiled faintly.

"Why? Do you want to change too?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

I raised my cup and said softly.

"Sucking up is the only way to survive!"

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

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

I emptied my cup with her.

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

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

She shouted from my back the entire way.

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

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

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

"Alright, I won't worry."

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

"Hahaha."

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

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

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

"Cut her some slack, for my sake."

"Who are you?"

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

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

"Oh! My apologies, Young Lord!"

The window slammed shut even faster than it had opened.

Lee Ahn breathed softly, sound asleep on my back.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The blade slowly lowered, revealing its owner.

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

He was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

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

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

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

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

I couldn't easily answer.

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

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

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

"Why'd you do it?"

He meant, why did I kill his disciple.

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

"Because he acted like an idiot."

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

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

Hostility.

I saw a blazing fire in his pupils.

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

WHOOSH!

The dao resting on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's lap shot up, once again aimed at my neck.

"Should I cut this head off and tell the Cult Leader to put it in his eye? See if it hurts or not?"

The sharp killing intent flowing over the blade carried its master's will. It said, 'It might have sounded like a joke, but it's not.'

"I don't think my head would fit in my father's terrifying, slanted eyes."

When I stepped back, the energy flowing over the blade vanished instantly toward the hilt. It was amazing. He handled such powerful energy so freely with that gaunt body.

This time, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon used the Heaven Destroying Dao to draw a long line on the ground. Then, he drew a vertical line about a handspan from the left end.

"From here to here is our Second Young Lord, and from here to the far end is me."

He divided the line in a nine-to-one ratio.

"What is this?"

"It's the degree to which the Cult Leader cherishes us."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was the nine, and I was the one.

I used my finger to draw a new line at about the two-thirds mark.

"No matter what, I'm his son, in name at least. This side is me, and that side is you, Elder."

This time, I was the seven, and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was the three.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon smiled slyly.

"We can just test it, then. If I bring him the Second Young Lord's head, will the Cult Leader kill me or spare me?"

"Aren't you underestimating the Heavenly Demon's paternal love a little too much?"

"That's why I'm saying we should test it."

The Heaven Destroying Dao slowly moved toward me again.

I pressed my palm firmly against the flat of the dao, stopping it from reaching my neck. The blade was cold. This coldness was his true nature, no matter how brightly the Blood Heaven Blade Demon smiled. To forget that was to die.

"There's no need to test it. There are two sons, but only one Elder."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon grinned.

"The Second Young Lord is no idiot like my disciple."

"If your disciple had resembled you, Elder, he would still be alive."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon placed a hand on my shoulder and patted it a few times.

"Second Young Lord, this old man has lived his entire life with misfortune. So it's best we don't see each other often."

After he finished speaking, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon vanished. His body shot up from beside me with a whoosh and disappeared into the distant darkness.

Once the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was gone, I checked my side. A dark bruise had already formed where he had poked me with the dao's pommel. It had seemed like a playful 'poke, poke,' but the impact felt more like 'BAM, BAM.' The pats on my shoulder were the same.

"Damn it, that damned old man."

I hadn't let my guard down for a moment while dealing with him. Even though I had regressed, I always had to be cautious of the dangers created by variables.

He repeated his threat to take my head to my father twice, which meant the thought of actually doing it was in his mind.

At a glance, he seems whimsical, but he is not. He is a man who always calculates everything thoroughly. If his actions feel whimsical, that too is a calculated whim. That's what made him so difficult to deal with.

I knew a lot about him, but knowing him well didn't mean I could handle him well. Information is just information, and a variable could appear at any time to overturn this advantage.

Anyway, why did he come to see me?

Was it a warning for killing his disciple?

No. As I told Lee Ahn, he isn't someone who cares about his reputation.

He came to see me. My performance on the duel stage must have been impressive, and my wish for a hunt must have felt special. On top of that, I had cut down his disciple, so he must have felt the need to test me. He came to see for himself whether I tasted sweet or like shit, to see if I had what it takes to be the successor.

So, how did I taste?

To me, he was spicy. I only had a small taste, but it was fiery. A deliciously spicy flavor.

Will my first opponent be the Blood Heaven Blade Demon?

Perhaps. After all, I was sent back to the day I dueled a disciple of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

Perhaps your big blade was just particularly eye-catching to the heavens.


Chapter 9: The Demonic Path As I See It

The next day, Lee Ahn found me, looking flustered.

"How did I get back yesterday?"

"You carried me back on your back. I don't remember how I got here."

Lee Ahn's cheeks flushed red.

"Don't lie to me. I... I wasn't that drunk. Was I heavy? I'm sorry, Young Master."

"I'd be lying if I said you were light, but you weren't heavy enough for an apology. Look at these biceps!"

"Oh, dear. Your already thin arms have gotten even thinner."

"Look at these bulging muscles properly!"

After some joking, Lee Ahn bowed deeply.

"Thank you, Young Master."

"Let's drink again sometime."

"Yes, Young Master."

She started to turn away, then asked again.

"If I happened to have made any mistakes in what I said, please find it in your generous heart to forgive me. Honestly, I can't remember what I said."

"You didn't make any mistakes, so don't worry. Ah, but if you do make a mistake next time, just use your pardon ticket."

"A pardon ticket? What's that?"

"It's the right to be forgiven if you make a mistake or do something wrong to me."

"You gave me one? I don't think I received it."

I held out my hand.

"Shake."

Lee Ahn took my hand with her own large one.

"There. I've just issued it."

"Since you're giving one, can't you be generous and make it ten? I'm going to follow you for the rest of my life, so one won't be enough, will it?"

"No way! Just one. So use it wisely!"

"Yes! Young Master!"

Her smiling eyes disappeared into her cheeks.

If anyone needs to be forgiven in this life, it's me, not you. You're the one who should be issuing me about fifty pardon tickets...


That night, I sat alone, training in qi emission.

I sensed three locations at once. The qi I sent to my left detected a person.

Lately, I had become engrossed in the fun of identifying people through their qi. When I found someone, I scanned them from head to toe, checking their height, weapon, and martial arts level.

This time was no different. I was about to examine the person.

The person subtly sidestepped.

I thought it was a coincidence and sent my qi toward him again, but the person moved to the opposite side, dodging my qi again.

Surely he's not dodging it knowingly?

An opponent should never be able to detect this thin, stealthy thread of qi.

Yet, the person dodged it deftly, as if he could feel my qi.

Who could it be?

Curious, I left my room and continued to emit my qi.

I practiced emitting qi while moving. It consumed several times more mental energy than training while stationary, but in a real battle, I would need to emit qi on the move more often.

I felt the person retreat. I chased after him, but he stayed just out of reach.

I arrived at a pavilion in the inner palace.

When I saw who stood there, I sighed in relief.

"Father!"

The person who led my qi here was my father.

"Of course. I was tense, thinking someone else had sensed my qi."

"What's so great about your qi? Even the dog dozing under that wall would've noticed it."

"Aren't dogs just naturally perceptive? But what brings you to my residence?"

"I was just passing by."

He said that, but he had clearly come for me.

"Meeting you like this, even by chance, must prove we have a fateful relationship."

"That's enough of your nonsense."

"......"

I fell silent and joined my father in watching the night sky.

A moment later, I asked.

"When will you decide on a successor?"

"In a hundred years. You all are still far from ready."

"Let's make it a hundred days. I think I'm pretty much there."

"If that were true, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon wouldn't have come to see you."

"How did you know?"

It was a private meeting, yet my father knew. He was keeping an eye on me. He also knew I had been afflicted with the Qi Dispersing Poison.

"The Blood Heaven Blade Demon came to see me right after he met with you."

"What did he say?"

"He wanted me to punish you."

"What?"

The unexpected words startled me. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon went straight to my father to ask for my punishment?

"It was unexpected. He's not the type to ask me for something like that over a mere disciple's death."

"Why on earth would he do that?"

Though I feigned ignorance, I could guess the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's inner thoughts. He was testing the relationship between my father and me. He wanted to see if my father would actually punish me and what kind of punishment it would be. He was trying to find out if my father considered me a successor.

"So I intend to punish you."

"There's no justification to punish me. That disciple deserved to die."

"Justification can be created."

I drew my sword and etched a long line on the ground. I marked off about a tenth of it and spoke.

"The Blood Heaven Blade Demon told me this longer side represents how much you regard him. Did your justification for punishing me come from the length of this line?"

Instead of answering, my father repeated a question I had asked at the hunting grounds.

"You asked which of the Demon Supremes I trust the most, didn't you?"

"......"

Father gave his answer.

"I trust no one."

I understood. With that answer, he also confirmed that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's line was inaccurate.

"Which side are you on? The side that trusts people, or the side that doesn't?"

"That depends on the person."

"And how can you know what kind of person they are?"

"Don't you get to know them by spending time with them?"

"A foolish thought. You can never know the human heart. No matter how transparent a person beside you may seem, you must never think you know them."

I suddenly thought of Lee Ahn. I thought I knew her well, but I kept discovering new sides to her. It was the same principle.

"I will keep that in mind."

"Did you say you needed to establish discipline in our Cult?"

"......"

"Cut the nonsense about rooting out corruption. Tell me your honest thoughts."

"May I be truly honest?"

"Have you ever reported to me with falsehoods?"

"That's not it. It's just that this answer might be disrespectful."

"Speak."

"I believe that at some point, we... lost the Demonic Path."

The muscle below my father's eye twitched. I should not have said that, at least not to him.

"What is the Demonic Path as you see it?"

"The Demonic Path as I see it is..."

After a brief pause, I revealed the thoughts I had long kept buried.

"I believe it's our Cult's unique creed to strike down absolute evil."

Father's eyes widened, perhaps because the answer was unexpected. He turned to look at me.

"...Our Cult's creed to strike down absolute evil?"

"I don't believe our counterpart is the orthodox sects."

"Then what is it?"

"Absolute evil."

I was certain my father would not easily accept what I was about to say. Still, I calmly conveyed my thoughts.

"In this world, there exists an evil so cowardly, vicious, and wicked that it is beyond human comprehension. An absolute evil that would make even a demon click its tongue and turn away. I believe the justice and chivalry of the orthodox sects can suppress lesser evils, but not this absolute evil. The orthodox sects inherently hold forgiveness at their core. As long as they cherish humanity, how can they possibly handle an evil that has abandoned its own humanity to run rampant?"

Father stared at me. I had never seen him focus on my words so intently. Perhaps, deep down, he had been thinking something similar.


"Wasn't that absolute evil us?"



No, Father. In my world, I hope the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult is not the absolute evil. I will make sure it is not.

I continued, "The only existence in the murim that can eliminate a vile and vicious evil in an even more vile and vicious manner. I believe this is where we must find our reason for being. Whether we are good or evil is not important. Sometimes we will have the face of good, sometimes the face of evil. When the great evils that the orthodox sects could not handle kneel and tremble before us, that is when the true Demonic Path will be established. Only then will the murim truly bow before our Cult's dignity. They will ask for our help when they cannot solve their problems, saying only the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult can save the murim. This is the Demonic Path as I see it."

I could swear my father had never had such a thought, nor had he ever heard one like it.

This idea was not something I learned within our Cult. It was something I felt for myself while wandering the Central Plains my entire life.

"If we fail to properly establish the Demonic Path, we won't last long. To justify our killing intent... we must punish ourselves."

Even my father, who was adept at hiding his emotions, could not conceal his shock. This was the man who would shoot a finger qi bullet at my face to check for lies, yet, at this moment, my father showed no reaction, even though I had just said things that should have earned me ten finger qi bullets.

Father was lost in deep thought. I had lived longer than him, but I couldn't guess what he was thinking.

But I felt one thing for certain.

Though only a few days had passed since my return, both my father's fate and my own were changing. We had begun to turn toward a different future.

Finally, my father broke the long silence.

"Do you have any more arrogance left to spout?"

"No, not for today."

I scratched my head and smiled sheepishly.

"I think I know why the Blood Heaven Blade Demon came to me and asked me to punish you."

"Why is that?"

Father's eyes shone with intense conviction.

"He read something in you. That's why he's trying to test you through me."

"He must have read my potential to become the successor."

"It could also be the danger that you'll ruin our Cult."

"Whichever it is... that old bag of bones is surprisingly sharp."

After a moment, my father seemed to make a decision and strode out of the pavilion.

"Follow me."


Father led me to the deepest part of the Heavenly Demon Hall, a place I knew well by reputation.

A small plaque hung above a stone cave.

Little Heaven Cave.

I was so surprised I shouted at my father.

"Surely you're not telling me to go in there?"

This place was a training grotto for the prodigies who would become the Heavenly Demon.

Usually, the Heavenly Demon's disciples or children entered when they were being tested.

One should never underestimate it just because it was a training grotto.

You could enter as you pleased, but leaving was another matter. I had heard that if you couldn't pass the gates, you could never leave. The success rate was fifty percent. In fact, half of the Heavenly Demon's bloodline who entered this place had died here.

That was why even my ambitious older brother never volunteered to enter.

However, it was also a place one had to pass through to become the Heavenly Demon. All who became the Heavenly Demon had passed through here. In that sense, being the Heavenly Demon was one of the most extreme professions.

"I also entered this place when I was your age."

"So how long did it take you to come out?"

"Two months."

"Good heavens. You want me to spend two months of my glorious youth in this dark, damp place?"

"Don't get the wrong idea. It took two months because it was me. The average time to break through is three years."

Father was regarded as the most martially talented of all past Heavenly Demons. The Heavenly Martial Body was likely possible because I inherited his blood.

"Father, why are you doing this to me?"

"Didn't I say it earlier? I intend to punish you."

"Isn't this punishment too harsh?"

"Yangpo, whom you killed, will spend eternity underground."

"To the cheers and applause of the people he tormented."

But my father's mind was already made up.

Father. Are you really sending me to a place where I could die? Just because that old man, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, told you to punish me?

I suddenly remembered what my father had said about mind-reading during the hunt.

Do you not care if your son dies? Or are you hoping I'll emerge stronger?

After all, if I failed to come out alive, it was a punishment. If I survived, it could also be a reward.

Or are you trying to protect me from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, now that I'm sticking out like an awl in a pocket?

Because my father never revealed his thoughts, I had no way of knowing his intentions.

Father placed his hand on a stone slab beside the cave and infused his unique qi. The stone door opened.

RUMBLE.

Father's eyes told me to get in without any more complaints, so I stopped resisting.

"Fine. I'll come out even faster than you did."

RUUUMBLE.

Through the closing stone door, my father spoke with a heartless yet vexing smile.

"Whatever you do. Just don't die."


Chapter 10: You Lose If You Get Heated

I walked slowly down the stone cave's passage.

The air circulated well inside. Light filtered in from outside through various spots, so the interior was not dark. The exquisite design and craftsmanship showed that a truly skilled artisan had built this place.

As I walked through the cave, I passed a certain point and felt a subtle shimmer around me.

SHHHHHHHH.

I knew instantly. A top-tier formation had activated. Only a master with keen senses could detect it.

It was only natural. Why else would the people who died here have been unable to escape? If a trial was too difficult, they could have just given up and left. They must have died because they could not get past this formation. One could walk in easily, but failing the trials transformed it into a hellish formation with no escape.

After walking for some time, I came upon a large plaza.

A stone monument stood at the plaza's entrance, explaining the first trial.

First, cut down all enemies without using sword qi or enhanced sword qi.

Second, if you don't succeed within the time limit, you'll get another chance after ten days.

Third, those who are prepared should stand in the red circle.

Ten days later? What am I supposed to eat until then?

I looked around and found a jar on the wall filled with nutrient balls.

I'll go crazy if I have to eat this tasteless stuff for ten days.

Without hesitation, I stood in the center of the red circle drawn in the plaza's middle.

A moment later, dozens of human-shaped wooden puppets shot up from the floor, clanking. The parts that needed to be cut were painted red. For some puppets it was the neck, for others an arm, and for some, a leg.

My body reacted reflexively. The moment they rose, I launched forward. My instincts decided which technique to use and what to cut first.

SWISH. SWISH. SWISH.

I sliced the wooden puppets apart.

The puppets were not fixed in place. Panels on the floor began moving and shifting their positions.

In the chaos, a few puppets started to descend.

No!

I knew that if I missed those descending puppets, they would never return. That would mean I had failed the challenge.

So I cut down the descending puppets first. As expected, the other puppets moved quickly to obstruct my path.

I leaped over them and swung my sword.

"......"

I cut down the puppet I had almost missed.

The puppets' movements grew faster. At first, I thought this was a trial of movement arts, but it was not. This trial tested one's judgment.

The question was what to cut first. Quick and accurate judgment was the priority, and movement arts came second.

The trial was complex and difficult, but not sophisticated enough to outmatch my instincts and skills.

I cut down all the puppets and safely passed the first trial.

One thing was certain. With my skills from before my regression, I would have never passed this first trial. I would have failed no matter how much I jumped, rolled, and flew around like a madman.

I understood why the test resumed after ten days. Many challengers must have failed their first attempt. They would have needed at least ten days of careful study and practice to succeed.

Only those who accurately remembered the puppets' movements and which ones descended could have formulated a plan. A dull-witted challenger would have had to try again and again.

Seeing the first trial, I understood why clearing Little Heaven Cave took an average of three years.

GRRRRUMBLE.

As soon as I passed the first trial, the stone gate to the second trial opened.

I walked slowly toward the second trial. Before leaving the first area, I noticed writing carved on the wall near the exit. They were the words of past masters who had come before.

@[Succeeded on the ninth try. Uhahahaha.]@

@[Took me sixteen.]@

@[This is insane!]@

@[Finally succeeded after thirty-seven long tries. Tears of hardship blind me.]@

@[Will I die in this place? I just can't solve it. I resent my father.]@

@[Damn it! I tried to go back, but there was no way out.]@

@[Success in six tries. I dare say I'm the best.]@

Among them, at the very bottom, I saw a familiar script.

@[Idiots.]@

It was my father. He must have passed this trial before me.

"Hahaha."

I could not hold back my laughter. It seemed my father had passed on his first try. He was bold enough to curse them out, even though they were technically his ancestors.

"Father, I passed on my first try too! Hahaha!"

I moved on and arrived in the second trial's space. As expected, another stone monument stood in this plaza.

First, use a sword from the wall to cut the stone in half within two hours. You can also use sword qi or enhanced sword qi.

Second, if you don't succeed within the time limit, you'll get another chance after twenty days.

Third, those who are prepared should stand in the red circle.

This time, the retry period was twenty days. A simple calculation meant this trial was twice as difficult as the first.

Survive for twenty days on nutrient balls? I'd rather die.

I steeled my resolve to succeed and stood in the red circle at the plaza's center.

"......"

A stone table rose from the floor. A metal sphere the size of a grown man's head sat on top of it.

So I have to cut this metal sphere.

The given time was two hours. That was far too long to cut a single metal sphere. Figuring there must be a reason, I examined it slowly.

Its surface was smooth. It was not ordinary iron but an artificially created stone. It had to be made of a material stronger than cast iron. When I tried to lift it, it was so heavy I could not budge it without using my inner arts.

Hundreds of test swords hung on the wall. There were various types. Long swords and short swords. Heavy swords and light swords. There were even flexible swords worn at the waist. There were truly all sorts of swords.

The message was clear. This was not an easy challenge, so I should choose wisely and try many times.

I walked over slowly and took a sword from the wall. It was a well-made, ordinary iron sword.

I stood before the sphere, calmed my mind, and swung the sword down with all my might.

CLANG. The sword broke with a sharp sound and flew away. The sphere, however, did not even have a scratch. It was an incredibly strong metal.

I examined the sphere again. To the naked eye, it was just an ordinary metal ball.

I brought another sword and swung it vertically. Once again, only the sword broke. The sphere remained perfectly fine.

"As I thought, it won't be that simple."

I took a new sword and infused it with qi.

WHOOOM.

A blue light immediately shimmered from the sword. I had manifested enhanced sword qi.

Before my regression, I could use sword qi at this age, but not enhanced sword qi. I only grasped the mysteries of enhanced sword qi in my thirties.

"My first enhanced sword qi since regressing."

The color of enhanced sword qi differed for every martial artist. Even if they learned the same heart technique, the color varied slightly. I always found that fascinating.

I liked the color of my enhanced sword qi. It was a pleasant blue that sometimes looked like the sea and at other times like the sky.

Just as I was about to cut the sphere with my enhanced sword qi, a sudden sense of wrongness washed over me. I quickly withdrew my qi, and the enhanced sword qi enveloping the sword vanished.

Isn't this too easy?

At a glance, I thought it was a test of enhanced sword qi, since an iron sword could not cut it. It would be difficult with just sword qi. So, it was a trial one could not escape until they mastered enhanced sword qi.

However, a prodigy who could use enhanced sword qi would just slice through it and pass.

Could a trial be this simple?

Conversely, reaching the state to manifest enhanced sword qi was an incredibly difficult task for someone who could not. One side was too easy, and the other was too hard. The balance felt off.

So, just in case, I went to look at the words the past masters had left on the wall.

@[Cut it in half in one strike with enhanced sword qi.]@

@[I tried eighty-nine times to cut it without enhanced sword qi, but failed every time and ended up using it.]@

@[I cut it without using enhanced sword qi.]@

@[How in the world? I can't believe it.]@

@[Damn it! My sword qi won't cut it. I can't manifest enhanced sword qi, what do I do?]@

@[Two hundredth day of researching enhanced sword qi. The smell of nutrient balls alone makes me want to vomit.]@

@[That comment above about cutting it without enhanced sword qi is a lie.]@

@[I'll add my vote that it's a lie.]@

I wanted to see the message my father had left. As expected, his words were at the end.

@[What a load of bullshit.]@

Hahaha. He called his ancestors' words bullshit. He must have a hard time pretending to be so dignified.

But this time, he had added another phrase next to it.

@[You lose if you get heated.]@

You lose if you get heated? Why did he add something like that? Father would have just left a curse like in the first trial and been done with it.

Get heated? Get heated? Could it be?

I hurried back to the first stone tablet.

First, cut the stone in half within two hours. You can also use sword qi or enhanced sword qi.

The words that caught my eye were 'You can also use sword qi or enhanced sword qi'.

It was not 'by using', but 'can also use'. In other words, it meant I should try cutting it normally and only use them if I really could not.

Come to think of it, the given time was also too long. Two hours was enough time to cut hundreds of such stones. Lastly, the number of swords on the wall was also excessive.

Ah! For this trial, I must cut it without using sword qi or enhanced sword qi.

Father's words about losing if you get heated were a warning not to use enhanced sword qi. When you manifest enhanced sword qi, the sword gives off intense heat.

Another fact supported this guess. The twenty-day retry period meant it was more intricate than the first trial.

I had to cut this normally.

Thank you, Father.

In any case, if I was not supposed to use enhanced sword qi, I did not have time to stand around.

I went back to the sphere. Now that I believed I had to cut it without enhanced sword qi, the sphere looked different.

How on earth can I cut this thing? Vertically? Horizontally? Sideways? Diagonally? Or with a fast sword? A heavy sword?

I tried various methods with the prepared swords. I only succeeded in breaking the poor swords. The sphere would not be cut.

After failing about thirty times, I sat against the wall, half-resigned.

There must be a way.

Time flowed mercilessly. Now, less than fifteen minutes remained.

Do I have to try again in twenty days?

I was nearly in despair.

Should I just cut it with enhanced sword qi and pass?

But my father had gone out of his way to leave a message. I could not choose the easy way out.

This is hard, so hard.

As I sat there in resignation, I absentmindedly projected my qi. It was the qi projection practice my father had taught me on the mountain.

A strand of energy extended from my body and touched the sphere.

I wish you were a wild boar. Then you'd be cut in a single stroke.

My energy enveloped the sphere, slowly feeling its surface.

Suddenly, my eyes flew open.

"......"

There was a minuscule line on the sphere's surface. I had not felt it when looking at the sphere or touching it with my hands.

I focused all my senses to feel it. My energy enveloped it like a bird incubating an egg, striving to become one with the sphere.

The line continued all the way around the sphere and met back at its starting point.

I got up and approached it slowly. My energy still connected me to the sphere.

I closed my eyes. I felt the sphere only with my qi and swung the sword down precisely on that line.

"......"

I did not strike it hard. I focused on hitting the line on the sphere with perfect accuracy, without a hair's breadth of error.

The next moment, something amazing happened.

"......"

The sphere split in half. That line had been a kind of vital point, the one place it could be cleanly split.

An even more surprising thing awaited me.

Roll...

A single pill rolled out from the hollow inside the severed sphere.


Chapter 11: One Day is Enough

I was stunned when I saw the pill that came out of the severed iron ball.

The Demonic Essence Pill !

The Demonic Essence Pill was a miracle herb refined by our Cult only once every ten years. It was a divine pill that allowed a demonic arts practitioner to gain significant power upon consumption. The amount of inner arts gained depended on the user's constitution and cultivation technique.

I was truly impressed. The Demonic Essence Pill was one thing, but the sphere's ingenuity astonished me even more.

It was designed so that cutting the sphere with enhanced sword qi would generate heat and seal the hidden passage. This prevented the Demonic Essence Pill from coming out. The reward was only for someone who cut it with a sword, not with enhanced sword qi.

In my current situation, where I lacked inner arts most, the Demonic Essence Pill was a gift from the heavens.

"Welcome, Demonic Essence Pill! Thank you, Father!"

Without hesitation, I sat down and immediately consumed the Demonic Essence Pill.

The pill released a sharp fragrance as it melted in my mouth and spread through my body. A powerful energy coursed through my meridians. I focused on my cultivation technique and began absorbing all of it.

I had consumed miracle herbs several times before regressing, so dissolving and absorbing them was not difficult. The unique traits of the Heavenly Martial Body also allowed me to absorb more energy than an ordinary person.

I fell into a trance, circulating my qi and regulating my breath. I only opened my eyes after four hours had passed.

The spiritual energy of the Demonic Essence Pill soaked into my body's meridians like rain after a drought. Through several careful cycles, I refined it into pure inner arts and stored it in my qi center.

I stood up and drew out my true qi.

SHWAAAAK! BOOM!

Even the sound of my fist was different. It sliced through the air with a sharper sound, and the explosive impact felt powerful enough to burst my eardrums. I felt ecstatic joy from this incomparably greater power.

"Hahahahaha!"

An irrepressible laugh echoed thunderously throughout the stone cave.

Ah, could it be?

Did Father teach me how to emit qi during the hunt so I could find the cutting line on this iron ball? Did Father succeed the same way?

However, I soon shook my head. No matter how special Father was, he couldn't have predicted I would enter the Little Heaven Cave because of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

No, wait. Perhaps he thought I might go later on...

Whether he wanted me to get the Demonic Essence Pill or was trying to save the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's face, I had gained a great miraculous encounter thanks to my father.

Father, thank you.

I calmed my body and mind by circulating my true qi for one cycle, then walked toward the next stage.


I arrived at the third gate.

One, distinguish between life and death.

Two, if you do not succeed, another chance will be given after five days.

Three, those who are prepared, stand on the red circle.

Distinguish between life and death? What kind of gate could this be?

The retry period had been reduced to five days. For some reason, I felt this wasn't a good thing.

As I stood on the red circle, a table rose from the floor.

A smile spread across my face when I saw what was on the table.

Ten herbs were laid out there. This gate was a test of distinguishing medicinal herbs from poisonous ones.

There's a saying in the murim to be wary of the elderly, children, and women, but the thing to be most cautious of is poison. You should never carelessly consume food or drink from others, and if you must, you should always check for poison with a silver needle.

So, while everyone was wary of poison, how many would have actually studied how to identify poisonous herbs? Those who had would have rejoiced, while other challengers would have been at a loss.

I belonged to the former group. I once told the Ghostly Sage something before I regressed.

@[I can proudly say that when it comes to mountain climbing, swimming, diving, and camping, I am an absolute master. I could draw a map of the Central Plains with my eyes closed.]@

I was the man who had wandered every corner of the Central Plains searching for the 10000 Year Fire Carp. Was I only skilled at swimming and diving? I also knew how to distinguish all sorts of medicinal and poisonous herbs and was well-versed in their effects. I knew enough to tell a decent herbalist to go dig for bellflowers instead of challenging me.

Because of that, I had no need to look at the message my father left.

I confidently picked one of them up. It was the only medicinal herb among the ten poisonous ones.

The table then descended, and another table with new herbs rose in its place.

This time, there were also ten herbs, but they were different from the previous set.

"Ah!"

To prevent anyone from passing by sheer luck, one had to get it right twice in a row.

I could imagine just how difficult this test must have been.

Think about it.

You have to be correct both times, with ten choices each time. What were the chances of getting it right twice in a row? If you guessed based on a hunch, you could spend a lifetime picking poisonous herbs.

In the end, you have to eat them to find out.

As if to confirm my thought, the amount of each poisonous herb was just enough to not be lethal. Of course, being poisoned meant you would suffer for several days.

Still, this was the best method. If you were lucky and found the medicinal herb quickly, you would get out fast. If you were unlucky, it would take a long time.

I picked the non-poisonous herb from the second set. I half-expected a third set to appear, but the test wasn't that harsh.

When I correctly chose the medicinal herb the second time, the door to the next stage opened.

I wondered if anyone else had found the non-poisonous herb twice in a row on the first try like me. A challenger who favored poison arts might have found it at once, but most would have struggled here for a long time.

Curious about what my father had written, I went to the wall where challengers had left messages.

@[Damn it ! I'm going to become a poison man at this rate.]@

@[What kind of idiot thought up this test? How often do we even encounter these poisonous herbs?]@

@[There must be a clue to find the medicinal herb. I have to study it.]@

@[I can't even remember how many times I've failed. Should I just eat all this poison and die? Even the nutrient balls feel like poisonous herbs now.]@

@[I should have calculated properly from the start. I resent myself for trusting my gut.]@

@[Success on the ninety-sixth try. Tears are blurring my vision!]@

@[I ate so much poison that a lot of my hair fell out.]@

At the very bottom was the message my father had left.

@[Fools! Don't believe in things like luck.]@

I could tell. Father must have consumed the poisonous herbs one by one from his first attempt, memorizing each one. He must have realized instantly that leaving it to luck was a waste of time.

He did say he got out in two months.

Even though he said not to believe in luck, it seems my father was quite lucky at this gate. Or perhaps he had some prior knowledge of poisonous herbs and could rule out a few options.

"Fortunately, we father and son managed to keep our hair."


The fourth gate was the final gate. The stone tablet stated it was the final trial.

One, survive in the Illusion Formation of Life and Death.

Two, if you die in the formations, you die in reality.

Two, those who are prepared, stand on the red circle.

To my surprise, a gate where failure meant death had appeared.

The Illusion Formation of Life and Death.

A formation where dying inside meant dying for real.

This time, the messages were from those who had survived.

@[That was a really, really tough fight. Someday, when I become the Heavenly Demon, I'm going to find the person who created the Illusion Formation of Life and Death and kill them.]@

@[It was so scary and difficult.]@

@[Damn it! Who the hell made this kind of formation?]@

@[For the rest of my life, I will never set foot in the Illusion Formation of Life and Death again.]@

Father's message was here as well. This time, there was no profanity, just a single piece of advice.

@[Don't rest.]@

It was obviously a clue for this gate, but it also felt like advice for my life. It was probably because this was the final gate.

Yes, I will press on without rest.

I calmly circulated my qi to fill my reserves of inner arts, then walked toward the red circle.

As I stood inside the circle, the Illusion Formation of Life and Death activated, and the surrounding scenery began to change.

A moment later, I was standing in a wasteland.

The sand trickling through my fingers, the bare trees with their dry leaves, the insects on the rocks, everything was real. No, it felt real.

"The highest-level formations are truly incredible."

It went beyond mysterious and felt wondrous. How could it create such a realistic world? It made me realize that true geniuses really do exist.

It was then.

Martial artists appeared with the sand-laden wind. They had no eyes, noses, or mouths. They were illusions created by the formation.

There were thirty of them in total.

They were illusions, but illusions with substance. Like the rock I had just touched, their swordsmanship would be real.

The illusions surrounded me, radiating killing intent. Even a high-level martial artist would flinch if they lacked real combat experience. The anxiety of being stabbed in the back and the pressure from multiple enemies is greater than one might think.

Of course, I had fought against even more opponents. Besides, since my opponents weren't human, I felt more at ease.

I shot forward, landing swiftly among them.

STAB! STAB!

The fight began as I stabbed the chests of the illusions to my left and right.

I showed no mercy. I stabbed their necks and bellies, broke their arms, and crushed their skulls. Since they weren't human, I felt no guilt.

I dodged attacks and counterattacked. I used a single technique both with and without qi. Since the opponents didn't tire, I could test various things.

When they died, they burst with a POP. Hearing that sound was incredibly satisfying.

After I defeated all thirty of the first wave, I was given a short break.

Just as I was about to quickly circulate my qi, I remembered my father's words.

Don't rest.

Ah, so this was it.

It was my father's advice to fight without replenishing my inner arts during the break. Advice to fight as if it were a real battle, making good use of the inner arts I had.

In a real fight, there would be no time to replenish inner arts like this. This was a rare opportunity to practice controlling my inner arts in a real combat situation.

Still, this is the Illusion Formation of Life and Death, a matter of life or death, and you tell me not to rest? That's advice truly worthy of you, Father.

Following my father's will, I waited without recovering my inner arts.

After enough time passed to circulate my true qi for one cycle, the next wave of illusions appeared.

This time there were twenty of them. The number had decreased, but they were much stronger. Their movements were faster, and their martial arts were of a higher level. Moreover, they now used a variety of weapons. They used not only swords and blades but also shot arrows and threw hidden weapons.

It was a dangerous fight where a single mistake could cost me my life, but I was thrilled. It was the first time since regressing that I could experience a real battle.

Too slow! Come at me faster!

I ran across their shoulders, batting away dozens of hidden weapons in mid-air. I subdued an illusion and used it as a shield. I even fought them with my eyes closed.

Even after the second fight ended, I didn't circulate my qi. I didn't know how many stages there were, but I fought intending to use only half of my remaining inner arts.

The third wave of illusions appeared.

Ten of them this time.

I was certain they would be the last. Judging by their aura, this was the limit of what a challenger could handle. Many challengers must have died here.

Indeed, these enemies were incomparably stronger and faster than the previous two waves.

On the contrary, I was disappointed.

It's already over!

I wanted to fight more.

I weaved between them, practicing dodging their attacks. When I decided it was time, I finished it with a flourish. Since I was sure it was the final battle, I poured all my power into it.

My sword created dazzling lines in the air. From my past experience, the evaluation of the Soaring Sky Sword Art varied depending on the opponent. After all, with martial arts, you can only see as much as you know. Weaker opponents judged it a flashy but superficial sword art. Stronger opponents were shocked to realize its seven sword forms held infinite variations and depth.

As the ultimate techniques of the Soaring Sky Sword Art unfolded, the ten illusions were swept away. They were the strongest illusions in the formation, yet they were annihilated in the fastest and most spectacular fashion. The sight of the enemies bursting, POP, POP, looked just like fireworks.

With the disappearance of the last illusion, the Illusion Formation of Life and Death was broken.

My level was so high that the urgent situation my father had intended never materialized. However, it was a refreshing fight. I felt as if the anger pent up in my chest had been completely released.

Yes, this alone was meaningful enough for me.

When the Illusion Formation of Life and Death vanished, a door leading outside opened, and a stone tablet was erected next to it.

One, to exit, push this tablet aside.

Two, congratulations on safely passing the gates. We hope you will use your strength for the development and revival of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

Thus, the trials of the Little Heaven Cave came to an end.

Amazingly, I had passed through the gates of the Little Heaven Cave in just a single day.

When this news gets out, our Cult will probably be in an uproar. Father took two months, but I got out in a single day? There would be more disbelief than praise.

Gu Pyeongho, who had a duel with me, would probably foam at the mouth, claiming I cheated and manipulated the results. Father and the Eight Demon Supremes would also try to find out how I could have possibly gotten out in one day. There would be more than one or two headaches.

In the end, I decided not to leave.

Right, let's train.

I'll train here. I have to save my father's face, so let's just fill a hundred days and then leave.

Fortunately, there was plenty of training to do, and an even bigger pile of those disgusting nutrient balls.

Let's train! While chewing on solitude and nutrient balls.


Chapter 12: I Shall Perform a Sword Dance

I polished the Soaring Sky Sword Art to perfection, having already achieved complete mastery. Practicing the art with a younger body felt different, even after so long. This must be why they say one can devote an entire life to martial arts and never see its end.

While training in the Soaring Sky Sword Art, I also practiced the qi emission my father taught me. I worked to balance my inner and external arts, which the Demonic Essence Pill had enhanced.

I trained relentlessly.

On the ninety-seventh day, I could perfectly control my increased power. My qi emission grew more skillful, allowing me to release a greater number of qi strands. It was not quite a spiderweb, but I could emit more than ten strands at once.

"That's enough. This is it."

For the final three days, I quietly calmed my mind and organized what I needed to do in the future.

On the one-hundredth day, I pushed the stone monument aside.

The door leading outside opened.

"Ugh, this fresh air! Fucking grain balls, goodbye for now!"

I stretched widely and walked out of that place.

A martial artist from the Heavenly Demon Hall waited at the exit of the Little Heaven Cave.

"Aigoo! Young Lord!"

He stared at me in surprise.

"Why are you so surprised?"

"I was ordered to escort the Second Young Lord to the Heavenly Demon Hall as soon as you came out, but I didn't expect you this early. They told me I'd have to wait at least a hundred days starting from today."

"Since when have you been waiting?"

"I just started today."

So my father expected me to emerge between one hundred and two hundred days. That was his assessment of my talent.

He rated me quite highly, didn't he? Also, he didn't think I would die, at least.

Thinking that perhaps the Little Heaven Cave was a reward, not a punishment, I followed the martial artist.


When I arrived at the Heavenly Demon Hall, my father was alone.

I walked slowly across the red carpet toward the grand chair where my father sat.

People call this carpet the 'Path of Blood'. How much blood must be shed to reach that spot? How much blood did my father see before he could sit there? And how much more blood must be spilled to protect that seat?

"It took you exactly one hundred days."

Father's words made my mouth itch. I wanted to tell him I cleared the trial in a single day. That that's the kind of son he has now.

I guess I really will have to find a bamboo forest on the back mountain to shout in.

"I struggled, but I couldn't break your record, Father."

"Did you cut the sphere properly?"

"I cut it well, without getting heated. You left such a big clue, so of course I had to cut it properly, and I didn't rest in the final illusion formation."

Just then, I saw it. A smile formed on my father's lips. It was not the sneer I had always seen, but a genuine smile of joy. Unfortunately, the smile vanished as soon as it appeared. For my father, a smile is like a mirage.

"You're not a complete fool."

"Of course. Whose son do you think I am?"

Before my regression, the father I knew enjoyed the life-or-death succession battle among his children. But now, I think I understand. He is a man who endures even his children's deaths for the cult's future, not someone who enjoys the conflict.

"So, why did you call for me?"

Before stating his business, my father summoned someone to the hall. He was Sama Myeong, the Head Strategist who held power below only my father in our Cult.

"It's been a while, Strategist Sama."

"To pass through the Little Heaven Cave in just one hundred days. That's incredible, Second Young Lord."

He was not only the Head Strategist but also the Director of the All-Knowing Hall, the brains of our Cult. As the true power who held all the information of the Central Plains, he was a man who had my father's complete trust.

"It was a punishment that lasted a hundred days."

"A punishment? Or a reward?" Sama Myeong gave a meaningful smile.

"Perhaps he tried to give me a punishment but failed?"

"Hahaha."

Sama Myeong laughed, and I laughed with him.

Once the greetings were over, Sama Myeong got to the point. "The reason I asked to see you today, Second Young Lord, is to discuss a certain internal matter of the cult."

He called for me, not my brother, to handle an internal affair? And right after I came out of the Little Heaven Cave? This is definitely different from the past. Normally, internal matters were entrusted to my brother. Even if he were away, they would have sent a letter to assign him the task.

My gaze shifted past Sama Myeong to my father, sitting on the grand chair. In the end, this decision involved my father's will.

"Please, speak."

"A petition arrived recently. It contained allegations of corruption within the Demonic Army."

The Demonic Army was one of our Cult's military organizations, famous for the rough temperament of its members.

Ah!

I sighed inwardly because the leader of the Demonic Army was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's younger brother. This was another moment involving the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"A petition also arrived last year, and the Sanzu River Hall investigated it."

The Sanzu River Hall was the agency that investigated treason, corruption, and misconduct. Everyone disliked it due to its nature, but it was a powerful body that superseded all others.

"However, the investigation failed. No one gave any related testimony, and the dispatched Special Investigator was murdered. The member of the Demonic Army who killed him then committed suicide."

It was such a major incident that I remembered it too. It looked like the Demonic Army had obstructed the investigation from within, but they could not find any evidence. In the end, the case was swept under the rug.

And now, another petition has arrived.

"We would like you, Second Young Lord, to become the Special Investigator and handle this matter."

There was no need to ask, 'Why me?'

This task, which reeked of danger before it even began, was a test from my father.

Getting involved in a corruption case within an elite organization like the Demonic Army is punishable by beheading. The culprits would inevitably try to hide their crimes by any means necessary. They would not go easy on the investigator just because he is the Heavenly Demon's son.

Moreover, I am supposed to poke at an organization led by his younger brother, right after the Blood Heaven Blade Demon himself warned me.

"You're sending me to my death."

Sama Myeong nodded in agreement.

"That's right. You will have to risk your life for this mission."

I looked at my father. He stared back at me with a stern face and suddenly said something unexpected.

"Didn't you say you would seize them and tighten their leashes?"

Those were the words I had said to my father at the hunting grounds.

"That's for when I become the Heavenly Demon."

"So you're too scared to do it now?"

"No, if you put it like that, I can't exactly refuse..."

By putting me in the Little Heaven Cave, my father saved the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's face. Now with this test, he is trying to keep the Blood Heaven Blade Demon in check.

What on earth is going through my father's mind?

Suddenly, I recalled what my father had said on the night of the hunt.


"Could you kill me for your own sake, Father?"

"If this is even a question for you, you shouldn't carelessly speak of reading minds."



My gaze met my father's in the air.

His stern gaze was the same as when we went hunting, and the same as when he sent me into the Little Heaven Cave.

Thinking about it differently, this is not my father's decision.

I faced my father as a changed person, and this is the choice he made as a result. In the end, this is also the path I have chosen.

"I said it while looking at those magnificent stars, so I have to take responsibility. I'll take the case."

At my ready acceptance, my father gave an unreadable smile.

I don't know what your plan is, Father, but I'll perform one hell of a sword dance for you.

Sama Myeong, on the other hand, seemed surprised by my acceptance.

"Will you be alright? As I said, this is an extremely dangerous task."

"Even so, we can't just let those bastards who are plundering our Cult's coffers go, can we? But I have one condition."

"What is it?"

"Grant me not only the authority to investigate, but also the right of summary execution."

The right of summary execution. It was the privilege of not being held responsible for killing a target if it was unavoidable during an investigation.

It was an unprecedented request, so Sama Myeong looked to my father. Father gave a slight nod, granting permission.

"Very well. However, please exercise the right of summary execution only when there is clear evidence."

"Of course."

I bowed my head. "Thank you for entrusting me with this difficult task."

"If by some chance I die, please engrave on my tombstone that Mugeuk was brave."

Sama Myeong let out a chuckle. "I will send an investigator from the Sanzu River Hall to assist you tomorrow, Second Young Lord."

"If possible, please send a beautiful woman."

"Hahaha. I heard that the Second Young Lord has been showing a new side of himself lately, and you really have changed a lot."

"I'll take that as a compliment. Then I'll be on my way. This might be my last night, so I should at least have a drink."

After giving a polite clasped hands greeting, I was about to leave when I glanced back at my father. "Father, how about a drink with your son on what might be his last night..."

Father shot up and walked out before I could even finish.

I grinned at Sama Myeong and commented. "He seems prickly on the outside, but he's surprisingly kind."

"He doesn't seem that way at all." Sama Myeong also left the hall with a smile and a final word.

I called out loudly after him. "You're becoming more like my father, Strategist!"

Sama Myeong did not look back either.

In front of those two, I tried to joke and be playful. To them, I was just a fresh-faced young man. I always repeat it to myself. Don't bring the darkness of the past into this life. I have been reborn.

I stretched widely in front of the Heavenly Demon Hall.

I will pass this test and take one more step toward the position of successor.


The next morning, Lee Ahn informed me that the investigator from the Sanzu River Hall had arrived.

"Young Master, I will follow and help you."

She knew very well how dangerous investigating the Demonic Army was.

Instead of giving permission, I asked. "Is she pretty?"

"Pardon?"

"The investigator waiting outside, is she pretty?"

"Pardon?"

"Don't you go ruining our cozy time! No jealousy allowed!"

Lee Ahn gave me a look that said, 'What on earth are you talking about?' and replied. "The investigator is a man."

"What did you say?"

A moment later, the person Lee Ahn guided in was noticeably short with melancholic-looking eyes. He was, indeed, a man.

"A pleasure to meet you. I am Special Investigator Seo Daeryong of the Sanzu River Hall."

His name meant 'Great Dragon', but his build was the complete opposite. Even his voice was quiet.

"Why did they send you? I asked the Head Strategist to send the most beautiful woman from the Sanzu River Hall."

After looking troubled for a moment, Seo Daeryong shrugged and answered. "I suppose in his eyes, I must be the most beautiful."

At Seo Daeryong's joke, Lee Ahn, who stood beside me, snorted with laughter.

"You're laughing? In this tragic situation?"

Lee Ahn quickly composed her expression. "No, sir."

"Ah, and here I was, hoping to spend some quality time with a beautiful woman for a change." I feigned a sigh. "Alright, let's just get to work. Tell me everything you know about the Demonic Army, and don't you dare stutter. I'll show you what a tragic fate awaits the one who took a beautiful woman's place."

At my half-joking words, Seo Daeryong began to explain as if he had been waiting. "The Demonic Army is composed of six squads under the command of the Demonic Army General. They are an organization that only carries out the direct orders of the Cult Leader. Each squad has thirty members, for a total of one hundred and eighty-one, including the Demonic Army General. There is no vice-commander. The First Captain takes on that role, and he is the Demonic Army General's trusted subordinate."

"You've memorized it well."

"Here is the data on the members of the Demonic Army."

He handed me a thick file. It was a document containing the profiles and histories of all the Demonic Army members.

I pulled out a random page from the file.

"Tell me about Jongpyo."

I thought, There's no way he memorized this one, but he answered as if he had been waiting.

"He belongs to the First Squad of the Demonic Army and is in his seventh year. His unique martial arts is a palm technique called the Soul-Seeking Palm, and he has a very cruel personality. He loves drinking and gambling and has caused trouble several times, but the Demonic Army covered it up."

I asked in surprise.

"What? How do you know all that? Is he your friend? Your enemy?"

"Neither."

I pulled out another file and asked about that person. This time, too, he knew everything about him.

"Don't tell me you've memorized all one hundred and eighty of them?"

"Yes. One hundred and eighty-one, to be exact."

"You're a genius, aren't you?"

"It's a case I've been investigating for a long time."

"No, no. If you memorized all this, you're a genius. A real genius."

"I would prefer if you acknowledged it as hard work."

"Oh, and humble too. I'm starting to see you in a new light."

He had a short stature and a somewhat melancholic impression, but now that gloomy aura felt like the prickliness of a genius.

"There must be a reason I was sent, other than my beauty, wouldn't you agree?"

"Oh, just being humble is no fun, so you show off a little too. You entered the Sanzu River Hall at the top of your class, didn't you?"

"How did you know?"

"This is it! Lee Ahn, did you hear that? To the question 'Were you top of your class?' he replies, 'How did you know?' That's the kind of answer I'm talking about. So cool, so cool, but unfortunately, I bet you don't have a girlfriend."

"Why would you think that?"

"Don't you own a mirror?"

"Regrettably, I do not."

"What don't you have? A mirror? Or a woman?"

"No, the courage to resist a rude superior."

"Hahaha."

I laughed heartily. I had a feeling I was going to like this guy.

Alright then, shall we see how well you work?

"So, what kind of man is the Demonic Army General?"


Chapter 13: I Have a Nastier Temper

"The Demonic Army General's name is Gu Cheonyang. He is the younger brother of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, Gu Cheonpa. He became the Demonic Army General eight years ago. By carrying out various dangerous missions, he has elevated the Demonic Army to a position recognized by all as an elite organization."

Seo Daeryong knew a great deal about the Demonic Army General.

"So he's good at his job."

"That's correct."

"Can I see the anonymous letter that came in?"

"Yes, here it is."

He showed me the anonymous letter. The content was very simple, written in a crooked scrawl to disguise the handwriting.

@[Serious corruption within the Demonic Army. Investigation requested.]@

I stared down at it for a long while. Seo Daeryong asked, "Is something wrong?"

"Let's imagine something," I said, looking at Seo Daeryong. "There's corruption within the Sanzu River Hall, and you find out about it."

"Would you send an anonymous letter?"

"If it were me, I wouldn't," Seo Daeryong answered without hesitation.

"Right? It has nothing to do with you."

"No, that's not why."

"Then?"

"Because sending a letter won't change anything."

His casual reply carried a clear sense of defeatism.

"Your Sanzu River Hall exists to change our Cult, doesn't it?"

"To be precise, we are the sword used by those who wish to change our Cult. We are not the agents of change ourselves."

"So unless the higher-ups change, our Cult won't change?"

"I never said that."

But his expression seemed to ask, Isn't that the case? This pessimistic and cynical way of thinking suited his gloomy aura.

"In any case, this person sent the letter. They believe they'll die if they get caught. You can tell just by how they disguised their handwriting, but why would this person send a letter? Like you said, it's not like doing this will change anything."

Seo Daeryong remained silent. Lee Ahn cautiously stepped forward to answer.

"It's unlikely they sent it out of a sense of justice... so perhaps they have a grudge against the one committing the corruption?"

"That makes sense."

I nodded and returned the letter to Seo Daeryong.

"Anyway, we must find this person. If we look like pushovers, they will never reveal themselves."

"Yes, I think so too."

"So? Think you can do it?"

"I have to. I've already received my orders and come all this way."

"I'm saying this is a really dangerous job. The Demonic Army General might be involved. Aren't you scared?"

"No."

"You know about the last investigator who died, right?"

"I do. The investigator who died then was my direct Senior."

"Ah, I see."

"He was the one who trained me."

A certain sorrow could be felt in his calm words. Perhaps he had memorized the information of every demonic practitioner in the Demonic Army because he wanted to avenge his dead Senior.

"Does it make you sad to think of him?"

"His death was so meaningless."

"It wasn't a meaningless death. That death is what brought you and me here, and you should be scared. These bastards killed a Sanzu River Hall investigator and even murdered their own comrades to silence them. In short, they're desperate men with nothing to lose."

"I don't want to be scared of such filthy bastards."

With those words, I knew for sure. He wanted to avenge his Senior. A great anger lay dormant in that small frame.

"Well then, shall we go investigate?"

As I was about to leave my residence with Seo Daeryong, Lee Ahn followed us.

"Young Master! Please take me with you."

She thought that investigating the Demonic Army was dangerous.

"No, this is an official mission. Take this chance to get some rest."

She needs to distance herself from me.

Lee Ahn watched us leave with a worried expression, then suddenly glanced around.

I had sent my qi behind me to gently stroke her head.

Don't worry, Lee Ahn. I have walked a very long road for days like this.


The Demon Dragon Court, where the members of the Demonic Army resided, was in the western district of our Cult's outer section. Befitting an elite organization, the building was large and the facilities were excellent.

When I arrived at the entrance of the Demon Dragon Court with Seo Daeryong, two demonic practitioners blocked our way. As expected of the Demonic Army, which prided itself on its large builds, these gatekeepers were built like men twice the size of an ordinary person.

"Where are you from?"

"The Sanzu River Hall's Special Investigator, Seo Daeryong. Move!"

Seo Daeryong had a small frame, but he was resolute.

However, the two demonic practitioners did not seem nervous or intimidated. Instead, they mocked him.

"The Special Investigator? You don't look very special to me."

One of them muttered it as if to himself, but loud enough to be heard clearly.

Before I or Seo Daeryong could say anything, the other one quickly stepped forward.

"You can't enter without permission from our superiors."

Seo Daeryong presented the investigation order for this case.

"I am your superior. Here, the order."

"Wait a moment. I will report to my superiors."

"We'll meet your superior ourselves. Move."

I just watched from behind to see how Seo Daeryong would handle this.

"I told you, you can't enter without permission."

"This order is your permission!"

Their voices grew louder.

"What bullshit is this? If you come here, you follow our rules."

"Bullshit?"

Without hesitation, Seo Daeryong mercilessly kicked the shin of the man blocking his path.

"......"

"......"

The man clutched his shin and raised his fist.

"This bastard!"

Seo Daeryong stood his ground and glared at the man.

"Are you trying to strike a Sanzu River Hall investigator?"

The man did not dare strike Seo Daeryong. As arrogant as the Demonic Army was, assaulting a Special Investigator from the Sanzu River Hall meant an immediate trip to prison.

"Agh, should I just beat this rat-sized punk and pay the fine?"

This was the standard of the Demonic Army.

Then again, is it only the Demonic Army? Countless demonic practitioners in our Cult live by their own tempers, without considering the consequences.

We have no Demonic Way.

Perhaps it existed once, but in the present, we have lost it. There is no contemplation on why our Cult should exist in the murim, or what we should pursue in the future.

A collective of villains bound by the twisted prejudice that being savage and strong is justice and truth. If someone were to curse our Cult with these words, I would have no rebuttal.

Seo Daeryong raised his voice.

"Move!"

"I told you to wait until our superior arrives!"

The men did not move.

It was because of this reality that Seo Daeryong must have said those words.


"Because sending a letter won't change anything."



The current squabble he was having with his small frame perfectly illustrated the reality of our Cult.

After watching for a while, I finally stepped forward.

"Do you know who I am?"

Even though I had stepped forward, the two men's arrogance did not diminish.

"We know."

"It seems you don't know me very well. If you knew who I was and still acted this way..."

Before the words even finished, I mercilessly kicked the man's groin. Kicking his shin did not seem to solve the problem, so I kicked something more important.

THWACK!

"Aaaaaaaargh!"

The man clutched his groin and rolled on the ground.

"You're talking about paying a fine while I'm watching?"

My fist slammed into the face of the other, bewildered man.

SLAM!

His large frame flew backward in a single blow.

Seo Daeryong stared with a shocked expression. It seemed he never imagined I would so openly beat up members of the Demonic Army.

"What are you doing? Lead the way."

"Yes, let's go."

Seo Daeryong took the lead, and I followed behind him.

Word must have spread. Before we could enter the main building, a group of demonic practitioners swarmed out to block our path.

"Move!"

When no one moved, Seo Daeryong held out the order and shouted.

"Can't you see this? You are currently obstructing an officially sanctioned investigation. Do you all want to rot in prison?"

No matter how loud he shouted, they just scoffed. Not a single one showed any sign of fear. Moreover, they looked down on Seo Daeryong even more because of his small stature.

The crowd parted, and a man walked out.

"Who are the bastards causing a ruckus here?"

"Special Investigator Seo Daeryong. Identify yourself."

"First Captain of the Demonic Army, Godang. Satisfied, you son of a bitch?"

Just then, Seo Daeryong quickly sent me a telepathic message.

[This man is the de facto second-in-command. He's known as the most vicious of all the Demonic Army members.]

Godang must have seen his lips move as he sent the telepathic message.

"Is this punk crazy? Does he want to die? How dare you use telepathy right in front of me?"

The men at the main gate, and these ones too, were utterly haughty. They disregarded me because the Demonic Army itself was an organization that supported my older brother. The Demonic Army General's brother, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, was also known to be one of my brother's backers. That's why they were so openly disrespecting me.

"Captain Go, I am a Special Investigator from the Sanzu River Hall, here on official orders. Watch your mouth!"

Seo Daeryong was confident even in front of Godang.

I like him. After seeing the trash-like disciples of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the haughty Demonic Army, looking at Seo Daeryong feels like my mind is being purified.

Godang, apparently displeased with Seo Daeryong's attitude, glared fiercely.

"Watch my mouth? What are you going to do if I don't?"

"I will arrest all of you for obstructing a Sanzu River Hall investigation and for insulting an investigator."

"Arrest us? Hahahahaha."

As Godang laughed loudly, the subordinates around him also burst into laughter.

"Do it if you can!"

These were the kind of men who would have acted this way even if enforcement martial artists with the authority to use force had come along.

Unable to do anything more, Seo Daeryong turned to look at me.

It was time for me to step in again.

"Captain Go, it's been a while."

I strode up to Godang and took his hand with a pleased expression, as if for a handshake.

"When did we last see each other? Was it at the last banquet? It's good to see you like this."

In contrast to my cheerful greeting, Godang's expression was not very pleasant.

"I need to see the Demonic Army General urgently, so let's end this territorial display here and you can open the way."

With that, I started walking inside with him. The path opened naturally, and we walked inside, my hand still gripping his.

Godang's subordinates looked puzzled at how easily he had cleared the path compared to his initial bravado.

We walked down the corridor and parted ways with Godang in front of the stairs.

"I'll buy you a drink next time."

Because we had cleared the path and climbed the stairs so easily, Seo Daeryong asked with a surprised look, "Did you know Godang?"

"No. I saw him for the first time today."

"But how?"

"That bastard will have to eat with his left hand for a while. I broke his hand when we shook hands earlier."

"What did you say?" Seo Daeryong shouted in astonishment.

How could he not be shocked to hear that I had broken the hand of a Demonic Army Captain without showing any sign of it?

"I had no idea that happened, but why didn't he order his subordinates to attack?"

"Then it would be revealed what happened to him, wouldn't it? His hand was broken during a handshake? He couldn't show it, if only for the shame of it in front of his subordinates."

Of course, that was not the only reason. When Godang, his hand broken by the sudden attack, was about to retaliate, I quickly sent a telepathic message.

[Act up, and you'll never be able to use this hand again.]

I squeezed his broken hand as if to completely crush it. There was a precedent of me crushing the arm of a Blood Heaven Blade Demon disciple beyond recovery, so Godang was scared.

"That foul-tempered Godang won't just let this go."

"And if he doesn't?"

"He'll try to cause some kind of harm."

"If he does, his head will burst and he'll die. This is a prophecy."

Seo Daeryong looked at me with a newfound sense of awe.

"Impressive, isn't it?"

"Your personality is more... than I thought."

"Why stop mid-sentence? Nasty?"

"......"

"You're the type who can't lie, huh?"

"That's why I'm disliked by many."

"Being disliked by some can mean being liked by others."

After staring at me silently for a moment, Seo Daeryong changed the subject.

"The Demonic Army General's office is on the seventh floor. Let's go."

"Unnecessarily high. Let's go."

And so, we walked up to the seventh floor.


Chapter 14: Nowadays, the Educated Are the Braver Ones

People blocked our way in front of the Demonic Army General's office.

"You can't see him without a prior appointment."

"We're here for an official investigation. Step aside."

"We can't do that."

Tired of the repetitive squabble between Seo Daeryong and the Demonic Army, I thrust the order Seo Daeryong held at the demonic practitioners.

"Do you see the symbol drawn on this order?"

Since it was an official document, the symbol of the Heavenly Demon was engraved in the background.

"Blocking this order isn't blocking us. It's blocking the Cult Leader."

The demonic practitioners flinched at the mention of the Heavenly Demon. I was probably the first person to mention the Heavenly Demon while showing them the background of an official document.

"You can look down on us, but you can't take this lightly, can you? Right? Why? Are you going to look down on the Cult Leader too? Should I report it that way?"

"N-no, sir!"

"Absolutely not."

Just then, a voice called from inside.

"Show them in."

The demonic practitioners opened the door with relief.

Seo Daeryong must have realized his mistake. He should have done this with the gatekeepers earlier. It might have been difficult for him to dare mention my father, but he needed to understand that the Heavenly Demon's authority is meant to be used at times like these.

"Second Young Lord, welcome."

The Demonic Army General, Gu Cheonyang, had an ordinary build, but his aura could overwhelm the larger members of the Demonic Army.

However, he paled in comparison to his older brother, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. They had similar faces and gazes, but the fire I had seen in the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eyes was absent.

"It seems it's harder to see you than my own father."

"It seems my boys have been rude. They're an ignorant bunch by nature, so I hope you'll understand."

"Seeing them swarm out just to pick a fight, it looks like they have nothing better to do. Perhaps you should have them read a book or two."

"Wouldn't you say the ignorant are the brave ones?"

"That's an old saying. Nowadays, the educated ones are braver. They plan better strategies and know exactly what needs to be done."

"I suppose I'm falling behind the times as I get older."

Even during our short exchange, we engaged in a battle of wills. The Demonic Army General, a veteran of the cult's internal politics, received my words without any emotional disturbance.

"But why has the Second Young Lord been put in charge of this investigation?"

"It seems my father intends to punish me."

"A punishment?"

"I made a bit of a mistake during the hunt."

"Ah!"

The Demonic Army General's expression showed he finally understood. He must have considered all sorts of ulterior motives when he heard I was the investigator.

"Then why was this investigation by the Sanzu River Hall initiated? Was it an anonymous letter, like before?"

He acted casual, but the Demonic Army General was surely tense. He might brush aside other organizations, but the Sanzu River Hall was not a place he could so easily dismiss. It was a place that would carry out a sentence according to the law once a crime was revealed.

"I can't disclose any details related to the investigation."

"Between us, couldn't you at least tell me that much?"

He used the phrase 'between us' so nonchalantly. You really needed this level of shamelessness to be at the center of the cult's factional strife.

"I'll be honest with you, General. That's right, an anonymous letter was received."

"I knew it."

As I spoke honestly, Seo Daeryong glanced at me. His eyes asked if I was really telling him everything. My own gaze assured him that it was fine.

The corners of the Demonic Army General's mouth lifted at our silent exchange. To him, our actions must have seemed clumsy, which actually made the situation more advantageous for me.

"I heard that whenever an anonymous letter arrives, the Sanzu River Hall must dispatch an investigator unconditionally. I only just learned of this myself."

The Demonic Army General naturally asserted his innocence.

"When you're in a position leading ignorant and rough men like the Demonic Army, you end up suffering from all sorts of slander."

"I thought there would be less of that, actually. Doesn't slander require some brainpower? As you said, would ignorant men even think of submitting an anonymous letter?"

"The greed of ignorant men is extraordinary. Even you should be careful. When ignorance and greed combine, things that should never happen can occur."

I did not lose my smile, even at his subtle threat.

"I'll finish the investigation as quickly as possible, so please bear with the inconvenience."

The Demonic Army General's slightly stiff expression relaxed.

"Inconvenience? Are we the kind of people who need to worry about that? I'm a bit hurt."

"Isn't it a well-known fact that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon supports my Hyung?"

"That may be so, but my Hyung is my Hyung, and I am me, am I not? I support our Second Young Lord."

I gave him a wide smile in response to his blatant lie.

"Haha. Your words alone are reassuring. Well then, I'll be in your care for the next few days."

"When you leave, my men will show you to a place to stay."

As I got up to leave, the Demonic Army General added a final remark.

"Be careful. I'm saying this because I'm genuinely worried about you."

"For instance, like the time the last investigator was murdered?"

"Surely the Cult Leader wouldn't have sent our Second Young Lord here to die, would he? I'll be mindful of you."

"Haha, just hearing you say that is reassuring. Then I will take my leave."

I left the office with Seo Daeryong. Feeling the heat on the back of my head, I could guess his expression was completely stiff.

Then you're the one who should be careful. It seems Father sent me here with the intention that one of us, you or I, would die.


Head Strategist Sama Myeong watched the Heavenly Demon, Geom Woojin, maintain his sword.

"It has been a while since you've taken out the Black Demon Sword."

The Black Demon Sword was one of the four treasured swords of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

The Heavenly Demon Sword worn by the Heavenly Demon was the best sword, followed by the Black Demon Sword. The third was the Evil Spirit Sword, and the last was the White Flower Sword.

The treasured swords each had unique properties. The Black Demon Sword was rough and destructive, the Evil Spirit Sword held a dark and evil energy, and the White Flower Sword had a gentle and noble nature.

"Did you perhaps take it out to give to the Second Young Lord?"

Geom Woojin's hand paused for a moment before he resumed his work.

"If the boy is fortunate, he will receive it."

Sama Myeong could guess the meaning. If the Second Young Lord handled this matter properly, this sword would be his gift.

"It will not be easy for the Second Young Lord to deal with the Demonic Army General."

Sama Myeong did not understand the Cult Leader's decision. Although Geom Mugeuk's recent actions had been unexpected, he did not believe he was skilled enough to face the Demonic Army.

"A report has already come in about a clash with the Demonic Army. It's possible that passing through the Little Heaven Cave could actually be a poison to him."

That confidence could cause him to ruin things. He was still young. He was too young to deal with the shrewd and seasoned Demonic Army General. That was why Sama Myeong was certain that the Black Demon Sword would return to the depths of the treasure vault.

"I should have stepped in and handled this matter myself."

He knew this from the incident where the last investigator from the Sanzu River Hall was murdered.

The Demonic Army General had either won over the Sanzu Hall Director or seized one of his weaknesses. The Sanzu Hall Director had covered up his subordinate's death without a proper reinvestigation. Sama Myeong had intended to handle it through the All-Knowing Hall, which he led, instead of entrusting it to the Sanzu River Hall.

Then, Geom Woojin said something unexpected.

"That boy said it. That we have lost the demonic way."

Sama Myeong flinched. Those words were disrespectful not only to the Heavenly Demon but also to Sama Myeong himself, the Head Strategist of the cult.

More than displeasure, Sama Myeong felt unease.

"Is that why you sent him?"

In other words, this was no different from asking, 'Is that why you're trying to kill him?' Since Sama Myeong had not yet directly witnessed Geom Mugeuk's change, such a thought was natural.

"If he's going to talk that big, he needs to back it up with action."

To Sama Myeong, these words also sounded like this.

If you act arrogant, you have to take responsibility.

Sama Myeong fell silent for a moment, watching Geom Woojin's hands carefully wipe the blade. Despite having sent his own flesh and blood to a place of certain death, Geom Woojin showed not the slightest waver.

"So the lost demonic way... does he intend to find it himself?"

"It seems so."

"Given the Second Young Lord's recent actions, it might be worth looking forward to."

Geom Woojin silently focused on maintaining the sword. After watching for a moment, Sama Myeong bid his farewell.

"Well then, I have matters to attend to, so I will take my leave."

Sama Myeong bowed respectfully and left. As he walked out over the red carpet, he glanced back.

Geom Woojin seemed uninterested in Geom Mugeuk's life or death, but the care with which he tended to the sword was more meticulous than ever.

Could it be? Does he believe the Second Young Lord will take care of the Demonic Army General?

He rarely revealed his thoughts, but this time, it was even harder to know what the Cult Leader was thinking.

Sama Myeong started walking again.

When he reached the end of the red carpet, Sama Myeong came to a conclusion.

As expected... the Black Demon Sword would be returning to the treasure vault.


We stared dumbfounded at the room the Demonic Army members had guided us to.

"This is too much."

The room they gave us had not been cleaned at all. Dust was everywhere, and cobwebs hung from the ceiling.

"I don't understand. No matter how much the Demonic Army General follows the First Young Lord, the Second Young Lord still came here in person."

"In their eyes, I'm just someone who will be pushed out of the succession battle and disappear. It's not just any fight. Losing a succession battle means death, and if they get too friendly with me, they risk being purged along with me."

I pointed a finger at Seo Daeryong, then drew my hand across my neck. The gesture meant, Get friendly with me, and you'll get it too. Seo Daeryong did not seem to mind much.

"Even so... I don't think they could do this, even out of respect for the Cult Leader."

"They know my father doesn't care about these things. In fact, he probably finds it amusing, and this room isn't the Demonic Army General's handiwork. It was probably that bastard Go Dang's order."

"A petty man holding a grudge..."

"He's just shortening his own lifespan. Don't forget my prophecy."

"Anyway, I'm going to clean up a bit. You should wait outside."

"Let's do it together."

"I can't let you do that."

"Why not?"

I cleaned the place thoroughly with Seo Daeryong. He glanced at me several times, as if finding it strange that I was cleaning. If he knew how much I had suffered before regressing, he would realize this bit of cleaning was nothing.

After we finished, Seo Daeryong brought back clean bedding.

"Are you really going to sleep here?"

"......"

"May I ask why?"

"We need to find the person who sent the anonymous letter. We have to stay here as much as possible to give them a chance to approach us."

"In that case, I will stay. Second Young Lord, please return to your residence and rest."

"If you sleep here alone, some pervert might break in. What are you going to do if a pervert who goes crazy for small-bodied men shows up?"

I said it as a joke, but Seo Daeryong took it seriously.

"Let's sleep here together."

"What if I'm that kind of pervert?"

"Then I will reveal my own hidden feelings."

Hearing such a joke from this gloomy guy felt like a cold wind blew between us.

"I'm hungry. Let's go get something to eat."

When we left the room, Captain Go Dang was waiting at the entrance. His broken hand was wrapped in a bandage.

I pretended not to notice and greeted him cheerfully.

"Captain Go, have you eaten? If not, let's go together. Oh, you've injured your hand. How did that happen?"

Go Dang glared at me like an angry beast. He probably intended to give me a cold warning, but my annoying reaction made his anger surge, and his face flushed red.

"Second Young Lord, I will not forget your cowardly act."

He thought his hand broke because I launched a surprise attack. If he did not realize the outcome would have been the same regardless, then all his future schemes against me would become a precarious tightrope walk over death.

"What are you talking about?"

When I feigned ignorance, the man ground his teeth.

"Some people are mistaken. They think a knife can't enter the belly of someone with a noble status."

"Can you even hold a knife with that hand?"

"We'll see about that. Whether it's a knife that drops, or your guts."

Despite the curse that crossed the line, I smiled and waved as he stormed off.

"Aren't you provoking him too much?" Seo Daeryong asked.

"He's the one who provoked me."

"Pardon?"

"He's the one who waited to threaten me, and he's the one who said he'd stick a knife in my belly, isn't he?"

"Now that you mention it, that's true."

"We try to understand wicked people for all sorts of reasons. Because he's a villain, because that's just how he is. I think that's pathetic. Why should we understand villains? We should hold them to a stricter standard. Much harsher than ordinary people. That bastard should be walking around with his head bowed, but instead, he must be crazy to want to die."

Seo Daeryong nodded emphatically, as if in complete agreement.

"Seeing that guy ruined my appetite. Let's go eat the most expensive and delicious thing we can find."

"......"

"I'm offering to spend money. Can't you give me a more enthusiastic reaction?"

"I apologize. I don't particularly enjoy eating."

"What do you enjoy? Go on, just have some noodles."

"......"

Seo Daeryong really did have a small appetite.

Seeing him leave half of the expensive dish, I decided I really should just buy him noodles next time.

When we returned after our meal, we stared blankly at the bed.

A pair of dead crows had been thrown onto it.

Seo Daeryong's already gloomy eyes grew even more somber.

"I'll have to go get new bedding."

"Before that, grab those and follow me."

"Why these?"

I strode out of the room.

"Because we also have more use for dead crows than live ones."


Chapter 15: They All Look Similarly Ugly

Seo Daeryong followed me out holding the dead crow, his expression completely confused.

"Hang it there."

I read the 'Are you serious?' look in Seo Daeryong's eyes and spoke firmly.

"Hang it in the middle where it can be seen clearly."

I had Seo Daeryong hang the dead crow in the middle of the hallway most used by the Demonic Army.

Members of the Demonic Army flocked over when they heard the news. A few looked intrigued, but most scowled and spat curses.

"Damn it! What is that?"

"Why the hell would someone hang an unlucky dead crow?"

"Does being an investigator give him the right to do anything?"

"Those unlucky bastards from the Sanzu River Hall."

"Ptui, ptui, I knew I had a bad dream last night."

"Isn't that the perfect spot to hang a corpse after tearing it to shreds?"

They wore martial arts uniforms with numbers on their chests that symbolized their units. That was how I knew. The ones cursing the most were Demonic Army members from the First Unit, the same ones I had nearly clashed with at the entrance.

Of course, they did not mention me by name, but cursing the Sanzu River Hall was the same as cursing me.

Just as the atmosphere turned hostile, one person could not stand it any longer and stepped forward.

"Isn't this going too far?"

His voice boomed through the hallway.

"Who said that? They all look similarly ugly here."

As everyone scowled, one man stepped forward.

"I am Jang Ho, Captain of the Demonic Army's Third Unit."

Jang Ho was the largest among the Demonic Army members. His muscular frame looked ready to burst from his martial arts uniform, and a long sword scar slashed across his face, enough to make anyone flinch.

Seo Daeryong's telepathy quickly reached me.

[Jang Ho, the Captain of the Third Unit, is known to be the strongest in martial arts among all the Captains. His personality is nothing to scoff at either.]

Indeed, the presence Jang Ho exuded was overwhelming compared to anyone else there.

"And what is our Captain Jang dissatisfied with?"

"Do I really have to spell it out for you? What do you mean by hanging such an ominous thing in a public walkway?"

"Isn't it better than being thrown on a bed?"

"Stop ruining people's moods for no reason and just catch and punish the one who did it."

I stared quietly at Jang Ho. He showed no intention of backing down. The powerful demonic qi he emitted pressed down on me and Seo Daeryong. For a moment, my breath caught in my throat. He was certainly worthy of his reputation as the strongest among the Captains.

"You have a point. Detective Seo, take that down."

"......"

Seo Daeryong took down the crow he had hung up. The watching members of the Demonic Army openly sneered.

"What a coward."

"He only listens after a beating, anyway."

"How dare he act up, not knowing his place."

I left them to their blatant curses and ridicule and returned to my room.

As soon as we entered the room, Seo Daeryong asked.

"Why on earth did you make me hang the crow's corpse? Especially if you were going to take it down so easily."

His face flushed red, his pride clearly wounded.

"To find out who sent the anonymous letter."

He asked with a bewildered expression.

"So, did you find out?"

"......"

"What?"

The answer was so unexpected that Seo Daeryong's eyes went wide.

"......"

I looked at the crow and said.

"Thanks to this little fellow. So go out and give it a proper burial."


The next day, the official investigation began.

I gathered the Demonic Army's Third Unit first. Since Jang Ho, the Captain of the Third Unit, was the one who stepped forward during yesterday's crow incident, his complaint was expected.

"What is the meaning of this?"

"The meaning of this? Haven't you heard I'm here to investigate?"

"Then why are you investigating our Third Unit first, instead of the First Unit?"

"That's for me to decide."

"Aren't you holding a grudge over what happened yesterday?"

"What happened yesterday?"

Jang Ho bit his lip and glared at me.

"You will all submit your records. I'm going to investigate everything, from your recent activities to your financial records."

At that, the members of the Third Unit began to murmur. Even an ordinary person will have a handful of dust if you shake them down, and these were members of the Demonic Army. To put it bluntly, the kindest person here would probably be the leader of some backwater gang.

Jang Ho roared.

"Even you can't do that."

"I can."

"......"

Jang Ho smashed the desk in front of me.

"Hey, you're free to get excited, but don't forget that rebellion is a serious crime."

At the mention of rebellion, a few demonic practitioners from the Third Unit rushed to stop Jang Ho.

"Please calm down, Captain."

"He's not someone you can deal with nicely."

I provoked Jang Ho further.

"I'll start the investigation with you, the Captain."

"Fine! Let's settle this between us! The rest of you, get out!"

Demonic qi swirled around Jang Ho.

His subordinates tried to calm him down.

"Captain! You mustn't get agitated."

"Don't worry, just get out."

"......"

His subordinates shot me a menacing glare before leaving. I could feel that they followed him with genuine loyalty.

Once all his subordinates had left, Jang Ho spoke coldly.

"You'll regret treating me like this."

The scar slashing across his face twisted, making it look even more hideous.

I stared at Jang Ho for a moment, then lowered my voice and asked quietly.

"How long are you going to test me?"

For a moment, Jang Ho flinched in surprise.

"What are you talking about?"

"You're the one who sent the anonymous letter, aren't you?"

In that instant, Jang Ho's eyes wavered.

"What are you saying?"

However, he was not a man skilled in lying. After his eyes, his voice began to tremble. Soon, Jang Ho readily admitted the truth.

"How did you know?"

As the once-agitated man spoke quietly, he seemed like a different person.

"Yesterday, you stepped forward in a situation where you didn't have to. Wasn't that to avoid the Demonic Army General's suspicion?"

"That's right."

"Also, your Third Unit's martial artists are the most disciplined. When the crow was hung, only your subordinates refrained from cursing or sneering. The way they worried about you just now was another sign. They say you can know ten things by seeing one. A man who runs his unit like this would surely find it hard to overlook corruption within the organization."

In truth, that was not how I figured it out.

I realized Jang Ho was the one who sent the letter the moment he first appeared, thanks to Seo Daeryong's telepathy.


[Jang Ho, the Captain of the Third Unit, is known to be the strongest in martial arts among all the Captains. His personality is nothing to scoff at either.]



The moment I heard that telepathy, I remembered something from before my regression.

There was an incident around this time where a Captain of the Demonic Army died. The reason it stuck in my memory was that I'd heard the deceased Captain was the strongest among all the Demonic Army Captains. Why would someone so strong in martial arts die? I remembered having that question.

I was certain the dead man had been Jang Ho. He must have submitted the letter and tried to solve the Demonic Army's problems, only to be killed by someone within the Demonic Army.

Just as I expected, the person who sent the letter was Jang Ho.

"I couldn't write the full details because I wasn't sure if the letter would be taken seriously."

He had suspected that the Sanzu River Hall might also be under the influence of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"However, I never imagined that the Second Young Lord would come to investigate."

"What did you think when you heard I was coming?"

"Forgive my impertinence, but I thought we were doomed."

I turned to Seo Daeryong and remarked.

"Is honesty a trend among young people these days?"

"However, Second Young Lord, you're younger than us."

"Ah, right."

After a grin, I asked Jang Ho.

"What exactly is happening here?"

"The Demonic Army General is using the Demonic Army for his private gain."

"......"

The details Jang Ho shared about the situation were far more serious than I had imagined.

"He's taking money to dispatch his subordinates on assassination contracts."

"What?"

Even I, who am rarely surprised by anything, was shocked. I thought he was just taking bribes from some regional sects. Something that should never happen was happening.

With masters like those in the Demonic Army on the move, they would not be doing it for a pittance. He must be raking in an enormous amount of money.

Seo Daeryong asked in surprise.

"How is that possible?"

"He uses their leave or sends them out under the pretext of special training."

"Even so, I don't understand."

Unlike Seo Daeryong, I realized the one way it could be possible.

"The entire First Unit is involved."

"How did you know?"

Jang Ho was startled that I guessed it instantly.

"They were the first to block our way. They were also the ones who cursed the most at the sight of the crow's corpse. Whenever something happens, they move as one. Didn't I say it before? You can know ten things by seeing one. You can tell just by looking at the First Captain. So, how did you find out about this?"

"The martial artist who killed the investigator in the previous case and then committed suicide was my friend. He was also the one who submitted the letter."

"So he didn't commit suicide, he was forced to."

"That's right. He told me he had submitted the letter a few days before he died."

In my life before regression, I never knew about this incident. There was only Jang Ho's death. This means the case was never solved and was simply buried.

"How close were you?"

"We joined the cult at the same time. He was like family."

"Why didn't you reveal it then?"

"At the time, after those bastards murdered my friend and the investigator, they monitored the inside with terrifying strictness. It was hard to even breathe properly."

"Who killed them?"

"I believe the Demonic Army General gave the order, and Godang, the First Captain, carried it out himself."

If what Jang Ho said was true, this was a massive corruption case involving the Demonic Army General and the entire First Unit of the Demonic Army. On top of that, it included the murder of an investigator. This was truly the largest-scale crime in the history of our Cult.

Could my father and Sama Myeong really have been unaware?

They must have noticed something. That's why they sent me.

They sent me to test whether I could handle this case by going head-to-head with the Demonic Army General. Even though I could die facing him... now that I think about it, that's pretty harsh.

Father, that saying about a beast raising its young strong by dropping them off a cliff isn't true. They say if the cub falls, the parent rushes down with its fast legs to carry it back up!

I looked at Jang Ho and said.

"You had a good friend."

"He was the good friend. If I were a good friend, I would have stepped forward when he died."

"That would be a foolish friend."

Not everyone in the Demonic Army was trash.

Watching this, Seo Daeryong also seemed moved. The investigator who died in the previous case had been a Senior he respected.

Both men suffered from the shared pain of having lost someone close to them in that incident.

Watching these two, I felt there was hope for the 'lost demonic way'. The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult I envision is a place where people like them hold important positions.

"Thank you for mustering your courage."

"Seeing you figure me out at once, I decided to trust you, Second Young Lord."

"A good choice. By the way, will there be any problem if I go through your financial records?"

"None. You can shake them down as hard as you want, and not a speck of dust will come out."

"Everyone has dust. I can even turn things you don't consider dust into dust, but don't worry. I won't shake you down that hard."

I opened the door and went out. In the distance, the subordinates of the Third Unit were waiting.

"Captain Jang has agreed to submit all the records on your behalf. So you can all return."

Jang Ho played along with my act, shouting loudly.

"We'll see about that! If I'm found innocent, I won't let this go!"

His eyes held a look of gratitude. By saying he was taking responsibility for the investigation on behalf of his subordinates, I had made them trust him even more. The Jang Ho from before my regression died, but the Jang Ho of today will not.

Saving those who shouldn't have died. That is the purpose of my regression.

After closing the door, Seo Daeryong said to me.

"Second Young Lord, you seem very different from the rumors."

"What do the rumors say?"

"Just..."

"Just say it honestly. You're just relaying a rumor, right? It's not your own opinion."

"There are words that you are not suited for the position of the Heavenly Demon. I apologize."

"It's fine. Couldn't that be a compliment?"

"Pardon?"

"Is being suited for the Heavenly Demon a compliment? I don't think so. I believe ruling our Cult through a reign of terror is an outdated idea. Don't you think our Cult needs to change now?"

At the mention of change, a strange light flickered in Seo Daeryong's eyes, but he soon replied in a somewhat somber tone.

"Change isn't as easy as it sounds."

"True. It's not easy."

"If you become the Heavenly Demon, will you try to change our Cult?"

Of course.

If it doesn't change, my family will be annihilated, and our Cult will only be waiting for the outcome of being closed-off.

However, instead of voicing those inner thoughts, I said something else.

"Honestly, I'd rather travel around the Central Plains and have fun than become the Heavenly Demon."

This was also true to some extent. Once I kill Hwa Mugi, I plan to travel the Central Plains and enjoy myself to the fullest.

"Everyone else would sell their souls to become the Heavenly Demon..."

"You're saying I sound like someone who has it all, is that it?"

"I won't deny it."

"That's because you're a power-oriented person."

"Me?"

I asked him abruptly as he widened his eyes as if wronged.

"Are you happy when you help someone?"

"......"

"Are you happy when you get promoted?"

"...Yes."

Seo Daeryong then sighed and berated himself.

"Ah, so I am a power-oriented person?"

"Everyone's conditions for happiness are different. For some, it's money or power. For others, it's living quietly, and for some, it's righteousness."

"Is it possible to be happy by practicing righteousness?"

"Sounds hypocritical?"

"......"

In my past life, I knew someone like that. A person so selfish that he wore the mask of righteousness to hide it. In the end, he even deceived himself. He was not a good person, but he believed until the very end that he was walking the path of righteousness.

Seeing people like that made me more uncomfortable than those who were honest about their ambitions, but I have no intention of criticizing him. That was just his way of living.

"In this murim, there are many who truly live by righteousness. They are people too great to be measured by hearts the size of a soy sauce dish, like yours or mine."

He stared at me for a moment, then sighed.

"Since I'm a power-oriented person... I don't really know."

I chuckled looking at Seo Daeryong. I do not know how he appears to his peers, but to me, at least, this side of him seems cute.

"Enough with the unbecoming self-reflection. Go and get Jang Ho's records. Like I said before, go easy on him, and bring more investigators from the Sanzu River Hall. We're going to create the impression that a large-scale investigation is about to begin."

"Understood."

I stood by the window and looked outside. Just then, in the building across the way, the Demonic Army General was standing at a window, looking in this direction. Our eyes met, but I pretended not to notice.

Because what I was looking at was not that insignificant man, but the Heavenly Demon Hall, visible far beyond him.


Chapter 16: I've Already Heard the Answer

That afternoon, Seo Daeryong arrived with a dozen investigators from the Sanzu River Hall.

The Demonic Army grew restless as a full-scale investigation seemed imminent. A rumor spread that every member, starting with Jang Ho, would be thoroughly searched.

Then, an incident occurred that evening.

An investigator from the Sanzu River Hall ran to my room while I was resting.

"There's big trouble. I think you need to come quickly."

When I arrived, the hallway outside the interrogation room was chaotic. A fight had broken out between the Demonic Army and the investigators.

"Stop right there!" I shouted, pushing through the standoff to stop the fight.

One investigator lay bleeding on the ground. It was more than a simple beating. Blood poured from his torn face, and his ribs were broken.

An enraged Seo Daeryong had tried to intervene, but the Demonic Army had beaten him up too.

"Are you badly hurt?" I asked.

"I'm fine, but my colleague is seriously injured," Seo Daeryong replied.

"Take him to the infirmary at once."

The other investigators carried the fallen man away.

The instigator, First Captain Go Dang, stood there shamelessly.

"Did you do this?"

"I did," Go Dang admitted.

The surrounding demonic practitioners were all from the First Division of the Demonic Army. Because of them, Go Dang wasn't intimidated. He was enjoying the situation, and his subordinates looked ready to snicker.

"For some reason, it feels like a day a prophecy might come true," I said.

Seo Daeryong knew which prophecy I meant and swallowed hard.

"What's this sudden talk of prophecies?" Go Dang asked.

Seo Daeryong stared intently at Go Dang's head and answered for me.

"Captain Go, it's a prophecy you definitely don't want to know."

"Then I'll make a prophecy for you too, Second Young Lord," Go Dang sneered. "Our Second Young Lord will lose the succession struggle, get kicked out of our Cult, and live by leeching off those bastards from the Murim Alliance orthodox sects."

The listening members of the First Division roared with laughter.

Instead of anger, I felt pleased.

"Oh, what a wonderful prophecy!" I exclaimed.

"Wonderful?"

"I'd survive even after losing the succession struggle, wouldn't I? And on top of that, I could live my whole life without working, just by leeching off others! Isn't living a life of idleness the dream for all of us? Thank you so much for the prophecy! I'll go live my second life there."

Go Dang's expression hardened at being mocked.

"Why did you injure the Sanzu River Hall martial artist?" I asked.

"He bumped shoulders with me in the hallway. When he tried to walk away without apologizing, I taught him a lesson."

"You probably bumped into him first, and you wouldn't have let it go even if he had apologized."

Go Dang didn't deny it. He just smiled, and the Demonic Army members around him laughed along.

"It's poison," I said.

"Poison?" Go Dang asked quizzically.

"Your subordinates. They're poison to you."

"What nonsense is this?"

His pride wouldn't let him back down while his subordinates watched. He would rush toward the ruin I had planned for him.

"Go Dang, didn't you kill a martial artist from our Cult like this last year? And the year before that, you killed three people in a tavern brawl."

The victims were all low-level martial artists. The Demonic Army covered up the incidents before they became official cases.

"The world is full of cripples who don't respect their Seniors."

His gaze shot toward me, as if to say, A guy just like you.

"Do you know what I received before coming here?" I asked.

"What is it?"

"The right of summary execution."

The words 'summary execution' silenced the entire area.

However, Go Dang just scoffed.

"What good is authority if you can't carry it out?"

His subordinates burst into laughter again.

This is the poison I was talking about. This is what happens when a fool becomes conscious of the eyes around him.

He should have been extremely tense, but he was posturing for his subordinates. He alone didn't realize what kind of stage he stood on.

I took a step forward, and the First Division demonic practitioners around Go Dang rushed forward together.

"Touching us means touching the entire Demonic Army," Go Dang said. "I wonder if the Second Young Lord truly has that kind of courage."

"At least I don't hide behind my subordinates," I retorted.

He raised his bandaged right hand.

"I'm injured because of a certain coward."

I then raised my own right hand.

"I won't use my right hand either," I said.

"!"

Go Dang flinched, not expecting this.

However, he was deluded into thinking he was the star of this stage.

"If you get hurt, are you going to run and tattle to the Cult Leader?" he taunted.

His subordinates burst out laughing. The stage grew hotter with each laugh.

"I won't hold you responsible if I get hurt. Not even if I die."

"You swear it?"

I tapped my sword twice, swearing an oath.

Only then did the bastard accept my challenge.

"Fine. Let's do this."

Go Dang drew his sword, holding it in his left hand. He stepped forward confidently, as he could handle a sword just as skillfully with his left hand as with his right. I, on the other hand, was right-handed.

I placed my right hand behind my back as if clasping them and walked forward slowly.

"What if you use that hand when you get desperate?" Go Dang asked, afraid I would use my right hand.

"Then tell your subordinates to attack and kill me together."

"Hmph! So confident. I heard you had a little talent show with the brats from the Southern Blade Sect. You must've gained some confidence from that."

"Actually, your little show is far more entertaining."

"Shut up!"

Go Dang charged, thrusting his sword.

I consider this duel another part of my training. The most important part of training is practical combat, after all. A real fight with a Demonic Army Captain is an experience money can't buy.

Go Dang held nothing back. He used all his strength, trying to wound me at any cost.

Sighs of disappointment came from the crowd every time his sword missed.

To them, I might have looked like I was about to be stabbed at any moment, but my heart was as calm as a lake.

Fighting him makes one thing clear. At my current level, I can easily handle someone like Go Dang with just my left hand.

Everyone's interest in the outcome of this fight will be, 'In how many moves?'

The number I decided on is forty moves. When this fight is over, a rumor will spread.

The Second Young Lord kills the First Captain of the Demonic Army in forty moves.

Since I defeated Yang Po, the disciple of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, in about twenty moves, defeating Go Dang in forty moves will seem reasonably balanced.

On the fortieth move, I changed my movement arts and closed in on him.

The moment I grabbed his sword wrist, Go Dang tried to shake me off and retreat, but if that were possible, he wouldn't have been caught in the first place.

I spun my body while holding his arm.

"......"

Go Dang's arm twisted like a wet rag. A bone jutted out from his wrist.

"Aaaaaaaargh!"

My fist flew again and smashed into the screaming bastard's face.

Go Dang tumbled to the floor with a heavy THUD.

I mounted the fallen man's body and brought my fist down. If I had imbued it with inner arts, he would have died instantly, but I struck him without it, just delivering the impact.

THWACK! THUD! THWACK!

One of the watching demonic practitioners from the First Division charged at me.

I swung my sword while still sitting on Go Dang's stomach.

The charging man's lower abdomen was sliced open, and he pitched forward.

The Demonic Army, Seo Daeryong, and the Sanzu River Hall investigators were all shocked. They hadn't expected me to cut him down in a single strike.

"You crazy bastard!"

"Kill him!"

Two of Go Dang's henchmen drew their swords and rushed me.

The attacks they swung in their haste were the last moves of their lives.

I shot to my feet and unleashed a series of thrusts. Their swords grazed my body, but mine struck their targets precisely.

SHUNK! SHUNK!

The two men collapsed, pierced through the neck. They sprayed fountains of blood in all directions.

The place instantly became a sea of blood. The members of the Demonic Army hesitated, unsure whether to charge as three of their comrades lay dead.

I shouted powerfully.

"The crime of the men who just died is treason."

They froze at the word 'treason'.

After immobilizing them, I walked over to the fallen Go Dang.

"Your Captain is the same. He severely injured someone who came on the Cult Leader's orders, so it's clearly treason."

I looked down at him and said coldly.

"Do you know what happened to the families of the people you picked a fight with and killed at the tavern last year? Of course you don't. You wouldn't have cared. They lost a father, a child, a husband. Do you think those people are living properly? Who the hell do you think you are to beat people? Who the hell do you think you are to kill our cult members?"

"...Please spare me."

His face was a bloody mess, but it was filled with a desperate will to live.

"Why should I?"

"...I'll repent."

Bloody water gushed from the man's mouth.

"Lies. You'll just do it again, won't you?"

"No. Absolutely not."

"You said it yourself, didn't you? That you'd do it again."

"...When did I say that?"

"Your entire past life said it for you."

I lifted my foot high and brought it down on Go Dang's head with a crushing stomp.

SHWIIK!

SQUELCH.

The man's head burst like a watermelon, and he died instantly.

A dead silence fell. No one could have imagined I would kill Go Dang, a favorite of the Demonic Army General, by smashing his head.

After killing Go Dang, I shouted at the First Division demonic practitioners.

"Treason is punished by summary execution. Do you want to die? Are you still holding up your swords?"

At that, the First Division demonic practitioners all lowered their swords at once. Their Captain was already dead, and their own heads would fly if they stepped up. They were completely overwhelmed by my martial arts, which had cut down their comrades in single strikes.

"The First Division of the Demonic Army will withdraw and be confined until further notice! From this moment on, anyone who leaves their room will be punished for treason. Be warned!"

When I gestured for them to leave, they didn't dare refuse and all went outside.

The watching Sanzu River Hall investigators stared at me with shocked faces. Their shock was mixed with a clear sense of joy and awe.

Seo Daeryong said to me.

"You're much stronger than I thought."

"What did you think?"

"Well... I didn't think you could beat the First Captain of the Demonic Army."

"We had a prophecy, didn't we?"

I said it to make him laugh, but Seo Daeryong didn't smile. He looked at the scattered corpses with a tense expression.

"Even for you, Second Young Lord... is this really okay?"

I spoke firmly to the frightened man.

"Don't make a fuss over just three or four deaths. I came here prepared to cut down half the Demonic Army."

"!"

For the first time, I saw just how wide Seo Daeryong could open his eyes.


That evening, the Demonic Army General sought me out.

He waited for me not in his office, but at a brothel in the Demon Village.

There were about a dozen brothels in the Demon Village. Though no one had set the rule, one's choice of establishment was naturally determined by rank. The brothel where the Demonic Army General waited was the most luxurious one.

"I called you here to have a drink. It's been a while," he said.

He treated me as if nothing had happened. He was even more subtle and gentle than usual.

"Have you been here before?"

"This is my first time."

"It's a good place."

Indeed, the food and alcohol were of the highest quality. The courtesans were stunning beauties, and the musicians' skills were superb.

"It looks expensive," I remarked.

"It's the most expensive place in the Demon Village. I made special arrangements for you today."

He was the type of man who took pride in such luxury and entertainment.

"Life is uncertain. You never know when you'll die. You have to enjoy it to the fullest. Don't you agree?"

"You're right."

"Come, let's drink."

I drank with him. The Demonic Army General acted as if he were in his own home, a testament to how often he came here. He drank, sang songs, and even jumped up to dance with a courtesan. He had clearly summoned me because of Go Dang's death, but he didn't mention it at all.

Since I was far removed from entertainment in my past life, I just played along moderately.

After a round of lively fun, the pleasantly drunk Demonic Army General finally dismissed the courtesans.

"I hear there was a small accident with my boys?"

The phrase 'small accident' reflected his intention for handling this matter.

"Yes. There was an unexpected clash."

A Captain of the Demonic Army had died. It was an incident that could have turned our Cult upside down, but the Demonic Army General was trying to use it as a blessing in disguise.

"Let's just let bygones be bygones. How about we wrap this up here? I had no choice but to use him, but that First Captain was a fellow with a lot of shady dealings."

It meant he wanted to pin everything on the dead First Captain and end it.

Wow, you're a real piece of trash.

He was his trusted subordinate. Forget revenge, he was trying to turn him into a criminal. This is why they say only the dead are pitiful.

"Even if it was for the investigation, it could become a huge problem if we make an issue of you killing a Demonic Army Captain, couldn't it?"

"I am sorry about that."

"What do you say? Shall we end it here? One Captain and three subordinates should be enough, don't you think?"

"Thank you for your consideration. I'd also like to resolve this amicably, but there's one problem."

"What problem?"

"There's no evidence. I came here for an official investigation. Don't I need evidence to report to my superiors?"

"Evidence can be fabricated easily enough."

"That's difficult. The anonymous letter I received mentioned the First Division has been privately taking outside contracts. This isn't a matter that can be swept under the rug."

I had heard it from Jang Ho, but I claimed it was in the letter.

The Demonic Army General struggled to hide his surprise, not expecting me to know even that.

"To close this case, I absolutely need evidence."

I didn't explicitly ask him to hand over the evidence. However, he would have understood it like this.

'You must provide the evidence for this to end.'

After our short, private talk ended, the Demonic Army General called the courtesans back in and resumed his merrymaking.

The Demonic Army General tried to have even more fun than before, but I could feel his unease. His dance moves were not as sharp as they had been earlier.


Chapter 17: Villains Don't Get Agitated

I left the Demonic Army General and went to the infirmary.

Seo Daeryong, who was already there, startled when he saw me.

"Huh? Second Young Lord, what are you doing here?" he asked, clearly surprised.

"Why so surprised?"

"It's nothing. I just didn't expect you to come all the way to the infirmary, Second Young Lord."

"I'm more surprised that you're here."

"Pardon?"

"I heard your colleagues don't like you."

"That's why I'm trying to make up for it."

Despite his words, he and his colleagues seemed to be getting along without any major issues.

"How's your injured friend?" I asked.

"The Demonic Physician is treating him now. Thank you for calling for the Demonic Physician Elder."

"Of course I had to. We're still colleagues working together, even if it's a temporary assignment."

I had said it without much thought, but Seo Daeryong and the nearby Sanzu River Hall investigators looked slightly moved.

A moment later, the Demonic Physician emerged from the treatment room.

He was the most skilled divine doctor in our Cult. The orthodox sects called him the Demonic Physician, a name the doctor himself liked, so we all used it.

"How is he?" I asked.

"Fortunately, his life isn't in danger. However, he'll need to rest for a while before he can return."

"Please use the best medicine available."

"I will."

The Sanzu River Hall investigators who overheard our conversation came to thank me. They rarely had the chance to be treated directly by the Demonic Physician, even when injured on a mission.


On the way back to my quarters, Seo Daeryong asked a question.

"What did the Demonic Army General say?"

"He wants me to wrap this up and leave."

"What about the First Captain's death?"

"He wants to pin the whole thing on him."

Seo Daeryong looked shocked.

"But his most cherished subordinate died, didn't he?"

"Not his most cherished, but his most useful. Someone else will soon fill that void. What exactly were you expecting from the Demonic Army General?"

"I thought he'd go on a rampage to avenge his subordinate."

"That's a misconception. You think villains get agitated more easily?"

"They don't?"

"That's only true for petty thugs. True villains don't get agitated easily. In fact, it's the pure and good people who get emotional quickly. Their feelings well up in an instant."

Of course, the Demonic Army General must harbor great malice toward me. He's probably waiting for any chance to plunge a sword into my heart and remind me of today's humiliation.

"What are you going to do now?" Seo Daeryong asked.

"I've cast the bait, so let's see how he responds."

"Bait?"

"I'll tell you when he bites."

I told him I needed evidence to close the case. Now it was time to watch what the Demonic Army General would do.

"Then what should I do now?"

"Let's have a drink."

At my words, Seo Daeryong turned in another direction.

"Where are you going?"

"To buy drinks. Is there anything you like?"

"Buy whatever you want to drink. Here, take this."

I tried to give him money, but Seo Daeryong strode away.

"I'll buy the drinks today."


Seo Daeryong and I started drinking in the middle of the day.

The alcohol he bought was sweet and easy to drink, which made it dangerously easy to have too much.

"I like sweet drinks," I said.

"Didn't you say you don't really like to eat?"

"I drink sometimes."

After a few drinks, Seo Daeryong began to open up.

"You once called me a power-hungry person, didn't you?"

"Adding 'person' sounds too harsh. Let's just say you have power-seeking tendencies."

"That's the same thing."

"It's not necessarily a bad thing. It's better than being lethargic, isn't it?"

Despite his gloomy appearance, Seo Daeryong had big dreams. Someone without dreams would not talk about 'change'.

"Honestly, I want to succeed. I don't have a shred of desire to grandly implement justice by stopping the corruption in our Cult. It's all I can do to feed myself and manage my killing intent."

I should have brought Lee Ahn here. This is the kind of mindset Lee Ahn needs.

"You say you're living diligently for yourself, so why are you so intimidated? Lift your head!"

Seo Daeryong lifted his head.

"How old are you?" I asked.

"I'm thirty-two."

"Wow! You're older than you look."

I was surprised. I thought he was around twenty-three or twenty-four. Then again, becoming a Special Investigator required at least ten years of experience after joining, no matter how smart you were.

"Why did you become an investigator?"

"To be honest, I wasn't confident I could succeed with martial arts. I never learned a martial art that could lead me to the peak level, and my short stature isn't suited for it either..."

The Sanzu River Hall was not a place for combat. It maintained discipline within the cult through absolute authority.

Therefore, the Sanzu River Hall recruited investigators who were smart, had excellent judgment, and could handle subjects well, rather than those who were strong in martial arts.

"It might sound pathetic, but I chose to become Detective Seo because I had no confidence in my martial arts."

"The way you keep emphasizing that, it seems you still have lingering feelings for martial arts."

"Who wouldn't? Anyone who has entered the murim would."

"It's not too late, even now."

"It is too late."

"Now that sounds a little pathetic."

Seo Daeryong looked up from his cup and met my gaze.

"You can't because it's too late? Because the martial arts you learned are weak? Because you're short? Do you really think those are the reasons?"

Unable to offer an excuse, Seo Daeryong drank the alcohol in his hand.

"It's been a while since I've been beaten with the truth. My bones ache."

"Later on, your bones will ache even when you're sitting still. You need to get moving before you get old."

"You say that so easily, even though you're younger than me."

I smiled and emptied my cup.


Just then, a Sanzu River Hall investigator arrived and handed something over.

"Someone from the Demonic Army brought this."

It was a booklet and promissory notes worth several thousand taels.

"He took the bait."

The booklet was a contract killing ledger, a record of paid assassinations carried out by the Demonic Army of the First Division.

"They said this was discovered at the First Captain Godang's house."

The ledger detailed which of the First Division's martial artists were mobilized, how much they were paid, and who they killed. Coincidentally, the members listed were the very ones who had died by my hand.

They had created a new ledger, extracting only the parts detailing their activities. The intention was to use the dead to wrap up this incident. They had also reduced the number of cases to just three or four, framing it as a deviation by Godang and a few members. The Demonic Army General had minimized his own responsibility.

I handed the booklet to Seo Daeryong.

"Go dunk your face in cold water and sober up!"

"Yes. I'll start by investigating the promissory notes."

"It's useless. They'll be untraceable. Investigate something else for me instead."

"Please, tell me."

"Find out who the smartest person in the First Demonic Army is. There's bound to be one guy who is unusually learned and intelligent for his position."

"Understood."

"I need to go see the Demonic Army General again."

"Why him?"

"I need to buy some time."

We hurriedly left the room and went our separate ways.


When I met the Demonic Army General again, he looked much more at ease.

"Evidence was found at First Captain Godang's house," I said.

"Oh, that's good to hear."

"This allows me to breathe a sigh of relief."

"Haha, this calls for a celebratory drink. I'll make a reservation, so let's meet later at the same place as yesterday."

"However, there is one problem."

"Again? What is it this time?"

"This was brought over by the Demonic Army. We should have been the ones to find it."

A flash of annoyance crossed his face, as if asking why I was being so meticulous.

"Is the source that important?"

"It is. The Head Strategist is no ordinary person. If he learns the information came from the Demonic Army, he'll immediately doubt the entire investigation. If it comes out later, I'll be in danger too."

"So what do you suggest?"

"I think we need to at least pretend to investigate for a little while. I'll conduct a large-scale investigation for just one day, so I ask for your cooperation. Do you think I want to stay here any longer than I have to?"

That was the final, decisive point to persuade him.

"I won't go through any confidential documents. Regular papers will be sufficient. It's just a formal investigation, after all."

Only then did the Demonic Army General nod his permission.

"Fine. I'll tell my subordinates to cooperate."


With the Demonic Army General's permission, a large-scale seizure began.

The Demonic Army's ledgers and documents were moved to the investigation room, and the inquiry started.

I did not request any confidential documents that would have troubled the Demonic Army General.

I did not need them. I was looking for something else. I sought the applications they had filled out when they first joined the Demonic Army and the last wills they had left behind before dangerous missions.

I secretly summoned the best handwriting expert in the cult.

I had him use the materials I brought to identify who had written the contract ledger.

When Seo Daeryong returned, I pretended to be a fortune-teller.

"Shall I guess who the smartest person among the First Division's martial artists is?"

To his disbelief, I named a single person.

"It's Yang Gu, isn't it?"

"Huh? How did you know?"

The handwriting analysis had revealed that Yang Gu was the one who wrote the contract ledger.

Now I knew who managed the Demonic Army General's affairs. I had also secured definitive proof through the handwriting comparison.

"What now?" Seo Daeryong asked.

"What do you mean, 'what now'? We move to the next step. Bring Yang Gu to the tavern in the Demon Village without anyone else knowing. Can you do it?"

"I'll try to use my head."

"I believe in you, top entrant!"


Two hours later, Seo Daeryong had brilliantly completed his mission.

He had brought Yang Gu to a tavern in the Demon Village, our designated meeting place.

The one who brought him was Jo Hyang, a beautiful investigator from the Sanzu River Hall.

"The food here really suits my palate," Yang Gu said.

"I like the food here too," Jo Hyang replied.

Yang Gu was lost in the hopeful expectation of an ecstatic night with this woman.

"Why are there so few customers? This place is usually packed." Yang Gu looked around, puzzled.

"It's nice and private, isn't it?"

"It seems even the heavens are welcoming our first meal together."

Jo Hyang smiled and played along with his grand statement.

"This is the first time I've realized that love at first sight can truly happen."

"The mood is great, let's have a drink."

"Alright."

Yang Gu shouted toward the kitchen.

"Bring out your best alcohol and food."

At that, Seo Daeryong and I emerged from the kitchen.

"Unfortunately, it looks like you'll have to have that drink another time."

Yang Gu startled at my appearance.

"Second Young Lord?"

His eyes darted around, trying to understand the situation, before he glared fiercely at Jo Hyang.

"Damn bitch! You tricked me!"

"......"

The next moment, Yang Gu's jaw twisted as he tumbled to the floor. Seo Daeryong had rushed him like a thunderbolt and landed a single blow.

"She's not someone who deserves to be cursed at by the likes of you."

Seo Daeryong was imitating me. He showed the sole of his foot to the man's face and spoke menacingly.

"You want me to smash your head in like your Captain?"

Yang Gu shook his head frantically.

"No! I was wrong."

Seo Daeryong was not the least bit afraid of Yang Gu, who was twice his size. It was not because he trusted in me, but for another reason.

While other investigators subdued Yang Gu and took him out the back door, Seo Daeryong approached Jo Hyang.

"Good work."

"I just did as you advised. I told him I wanted to have a meal with him since he was rumored to be the smartest person in the Demonic Army. I didn't think he'd follow along so easily, though."

"With you, he would've come even if you'd glared at him while asking."

For a moment, Jo Hyang gave a suggestive smile.

"Is that a compliment?"

Seo Daeryong did not answer.

Jo Hyang bowed to me and Seo Daeryong, then left.

Once we were alone, I spoke to Seo Daeryong.

"You're a real man. A true alpha."

"Pardon?"

"You like her, don't you?"

"No, I don't."

"You were a bit too forceful for someone who says no."

The guy who was so gloomy in front of me was shining in front of Jo Hyang.

"She's just my junior."

Seo Daeryong, his face flushed, quickly changed the subject.

"So what happens now?"

"It's about time to wrap this up. So, gather all the investigators and enforcement martial artists you can."

"......"

"Call that junior you like, too!"

"I said I don't!"

Seo Daeryong needlessly raised his voice before scurrying out of the tavern.

"He makes it so obvious..."


I went to the kitchen, grabbed a bottle of alcohol, and sat on the tavern's railing.

"Come on out!"

At my call, Lee Ahn walked out from the side of the building with her head bowed low.

"You silly bear, can't you play by yourself?"

"I was just curious if you were doing well."

"Come here. Since you're here, let's have a drink."

"I'll get a cup."

"Don't bother."

I drank straight from the bottle, then handed it to her.

"Drink up and give it back."

"How could I dare?"

"Why? Is it dirty because I drank from it? Oh?"

"No, of course not. I just feel it would be presumptuous of me to put my lips to it. I'll drink, I'll drink."

She took a drink. Trying her best not to let her lips touch the bottle, she spilled it all over her clothes.

"I'm sorry, Young Master."

"Lee Ahn."

"......"

"You don't have to be like that."

"...Yes."

"Everyone else in the world might, but you don't have to."

I took the bottle back from her and drank again.

"Still, it's nice to see you after a few days."

Lee Ahn gave a bashful smile, her eyes disappearing into her cheeks. You can always tell when she is truly happy.

"How is your martial arts training going?"

"Yes, I'm doing my best, but..."

"You need to do more than that. Even villains do their best."

"When you say things like this, I feel energized without even realizing it. Your advice is addictive, Young Master."

"You'll get sick of it if you hear it too often."

"I don't think so."

I handed her the bottle.

"Drink away your worries about me with that alcohol, then go back and wait."

Then I gave Lee Ahn the best possible side dish to go with her drink.

"This business will be finished today."


Chapter 18: Not Everyone Lives a Life of Revenge

I woke Yang Gu, who was asleep in the chair.

Yang Gu looked around drowsily and belatedly realized he had been captured.

"Is the spot where you were hit okay?"

"Huh? Ah, yes."

Yang Gu was flustered by my gentle approach.

"Honestly, I like smart people like you. It's frustrating to deal with simple-minded fools who are impossible to reason with, the kind who push their stubbornness as if it were some grand conviction. You're not like that, are you?"

"Why did you capture me?"

"I think you know the answer better than I do. Frankly, I don't want to torture you. As you know, our methods of torture are a bit extreme. We turn perfectly fine people into wrecks and throw them away, don't we?"

"Threats are useless. I don't know anything."

"I know. I don't think you know much. You probably just did as you were ordered. Just be honest about that, and we're done."

"I don't know anything. I wasn't ordered to do anything."

"Then I suppose I'll have to speak with the other you."

"The other me?"

"The you that cares more about you than you do."

At my signal, an old man entered from outside.

"This man has spent his entire life as a torturer. What was your confession success rate again?"

He was a short old man, but the aura he exuded was truly terrifying.

"Ninety percent, sir."

"That makes you a master of interrogation."

"Not quite, sir. Half of that ninety percent died after confessing."

"And the other half?"

"They live on as beggars, complete wrecks."

The old man's raw killing intent was so thick that Yang Gu could not bear it and cried out.

"Please, spare me!"

I lightly patted Yang Gu's shoulder. "You can go now. I need to call out the other you, the one who is less brave and wants to avoid unnecessary pain. His loyalty or conviction might be weaker than yours, but at least he'll love you more. So, you can step aside."

Meanwhile, the old man lit a fire in a brazier. He began heating iron skewers of various thicknesses over it. His businesslike demeanor, not even humming a tune, amplified the sense of dread.

Terrified, Yang Gu pleaded, "If I talk, I'll die."

"You'll die at the hands of the Demonic Army General even if you don't talk. Think about it. How will the Demonic Army General react when he hears you've been captured by me? He'll try to eliminate you by any means necessary. You know what kind of person he is better than I do, don't you?"

Agitation and fear churned in Yang Gu's wavering eyes.

"You know, don't you? That no matter where you hide, he'll eventually find you and kill you. There's only one way for you to survive."

"What is it?"

I brought my face close to Yang Gu's. Staring into his terror-stricken eyes, I whispered like a demon.

"Strike first before you get struck. Of course, you'll have to leave our Cult. Still, with your level of martial arts, you should be able to live well anywhere."

In that moment, I was a true demon. I was tempting him while simultaneously lying. I had no intention of letting him go. If you commit a crime, you must be punished.

"There's no time to hesitate. By now, the news that you're in our hands has probably spread."

In truth, the Demonic Army General did not know about his disappearance yet. Yang Gu, having just woken up, had no sense of time, but only two hours had passed since his capture.

"Or you can test your willpower."

I turned away immediately, giving him no time to think.

Just then, I heard Yang Gu's voice from behind me.

"...What do I have to do?"

"When the Sanzu River Hall investigators come in, just state all the facts as they happened."

"And after that?"

"We'll arrest the Demonic Army General. You'll leave our Cult with a new identity."

Yang Gu's hesitation was not long.

"Alright. I'll do it."

I left the room at once and had the waiting Sanzu River Hall investigators go inside. I ordered the old torturer to keep heating the iron skewers at the side.

A short while later, Seo Daeryong came and reported the contents of Yang Gu's confession.

Just as Jang Ho had suspected, the Demonic Army General had ordered the killing of the Sanzu River Hall investigator and Jang Ho's peer. The one who carried it out was Godang, who was already dead. Besides that, there were countless other evil deeds.

"He's killed so many people, one way or another."

Because of this, Seo Daeryong was worried.

"The Demonic Army General won't allow himself to be arrested peacefully. He knows he'll be beheaded if he's caught."

"I'm not going to arrest him."

"What?"

"I'm going to kill him."

Seo Daeryong gasped in shock, his mouth hanging open.

"If the Demonic Army General is arrested, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon will definitely make a move. He won't just stand by and watch his own brother be beheaded. If that happens, the situation will get complicated."

It would be nice to expose his crimes before everyone and deal with him through a formal trial, but that is just an ideal. Fabricated evidence proving his innocence would pour in, a scapegoat would take the fall for his crimes, and slander and all sorts of conspiracy theories about me would start to circulate.

"However, if the Demonic Army General dies during the arrest, things will be different. All that will remain is the evidence proving his guilt."

"The Blood Heaven Blade Demon will seek revenge."

"Not everyone lives a life of revenge just because a family member dies. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, especially, won't waste his life on vengeance."

"How can you be so sure?"

Because I know the kind of life he has lived.

"I can't be certain, but even if he does seek revenge, he won't be able to act immediately. If I get hurt or die, it will be obvious who did it. In fact, to avoid suspicion, he might even have to protect me."

"And later?"

"By then, I'll be stronger, so there's no need to worry."

I left Seo Daeryong standing there blankly, his expression a mixture of disbelief and confusion, and walked out of the room. As I walked down the corridor, Seo Daeryong belatedly threw the door open and rushed out.

"Where are you going? Surely... you're not?"

"What if I am? Want to come with?"

Seo Daeryong flinched.

"I'm going to buy some alcohol. Don't worry, just wait here."


That 'surely' was correct. It was also true that I bought alcohol.

The Demonic Army General who greeted me had a relieved expression.

"Is the investigation over?"

"Yes, thanks to you, it wrapped up nicely."

"It's a shame to think of parting with you, Second Young Lord."

To his insincere words, I gave an equally insincere reply.

"When I become the successor, I will be sure to repay the kindness you've shown me."

"That's my line. I will never forget the favor of you letting this go so smoothly."

Yes, he would never forget this. The greedy man had suffered a huge loss. He lost his subordinate, First Captain Godang, and handed over the evidence with his own hands. If the investigator had not been me, he would have died several times over.

"In that spirit, shall we have a drink?"

I poured the alcohol I had brought into the cups prepared on a table in the corner.

"Here, let's drink."

I toasted with him and drank. For him, it was a celebratory drink. For me, a farewell drink.

"Why did you do it?"

"What?"

"You must have more money than you could ever spend in your lifetime. I'm asking why you were so greedy that you used the Demonic Army as hired killers."

For a moment, the Demonic Army General's expression hardened.

"You should have asked the dead First Captain that."

"What would a puppet know?"

"What are you talking about?"

"I'm just curious about our general's disposition."

"Disposition? Did you just say disposition?"

"Then again, what could possibly be inside that black heart of yours? Nothing but the desire to have more, I suppose."

"This bastard, I've let you go on for too long..."

The agitated Demonic Army General roared. In that very instant, my sword, which had been waiting for an opportunity, was drawn.

SHIIING!

THWACK!

A flash of sword light flared as my blade pierced the Demonic Army General's chest. I had closed the distance, stealing his breath, and my strike was so fast that the Demonic Army General could not avoid it.

The Soaring Sky Sword Art Fifth Technique, the Blue Sky Strike.

It was the swift sword form, one of the eight techniques of the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

Even with his heart pierced, he did not die instantly.

With the sword still through him, he slowly sank to the ground. His face was blank, as if he could not comprehend what had just happened. Then, he looked up at me with lifeless eyes. The moment I pulled out the sword embedded in his heart, he would die.

I spoke softly in a calm tone.

"Demonic Army General Gu Cheonyang, I hereby arrest you for the private misuse of the Demonic Army and for over twenty counts of murder and conspiracy to commit murder."

Only then did the Demonic Army General's gaze fall to the sword stuck in his chest.

"...This isn't... an arrest, is it?"

"You were going to be beheaded anyway. For the sake of those who remain, let's just call it this, Patriarch. I apologize for the surprise attack."

I pulled out the sword, and the Demonic Army General died on the spot.

I could have made it look like he died after a fierce battle, but I did not. It was better to let people think I got lucky and killed him in a single blow.

I summoned all the Demonic Army members and the Sanzu River Hall investigators to the location. Everyone gathered, except for the First Division of the Demonic Army, who were under probation.

"The Demonic Army General, who committed grave sins, died while resisting arrest."

My resonant voice echoed through the hall.

Everyone stared back and forth between me and the Demonic Army General's corpse with horrified faces. They probably never imagined the Demonic Army General would die at my hands.

Among the shocked faces was Third Captain Jang Ho. A flicker of ecstasy passed through his eyes as he gazed at the Demonic Army General's body. This was the moment his friend's death was avenged.

It was the same for Seo Daeryong. The moment had finally come when all his efforts, memorizing the personal details of every Demonic Army member to avenge his senior, had paid off.

I immediately commanded Seo Daeryong.

"You will arrest all members of the Demonic Army's First Division, lock them in the prison, and formally investigate this case."

"......"

Next, I gave an order to Jang Ho.

"Third Captain Jang Ho, under your command, all Demonic Army members, excluding the First Division, will assist the Sanzu River Hall investigators in arresting the First Division! I have been granted the authority of summary execution, so this order carries the same weight as one from the Cult Leader. Carry it out immediately."

"Yes, I understand."

Jang Ho led the Demonic Army and followed Seo Daeryong.

The problem would have been if the Demonic Army General were alive, feverishly ordering them to catch this person and kill that one, but he was already cold. Loyalty maintained by fear is bound to crumble like a sandcastle with the death of its leader.

As he was turning to leave, Jang Ho looked back at me.

We shared the emotions of the moment with faint smiles.

Thank you.

It was all thanks to you.

After the arrest of the Demonic Army's First Division was complete, Seo Daeryong returned to the residence where we were staying.

"We've arrested all members of the Demonic Army's First Division, suppressed their inner arts, and locked them in the prison. Six of the First Division's martial artists were injured in the process, but there were no deaths."

"Well done."

Even though the work was done, Seo Daeryong still looked worried.

"You really killed the Demonic Army General."

"If I had let him live, many people would have been killed to destroy evidence. Jang Ho, who sent the petition, would have eventually died. Many of the Third Division's martial artists who tried to protect him would have been sacrificed as well, and you would be no exception."

"Ah, you thought that far ahead."

Seo Daeryong could not hide the surging emotion.

"Young Lord, you are a truly righteous person."

"Righteous? Don't be ridiculous! I was just angry that he was messing with what I'm supposed to inherit. I'm a selfish person like that. So don't get the wrong idea."

Seo Daeryong, who had been staring at me silently, bowed his head respectfully.

"You've worked hard."

"You too. You went through a lot."

As he was turning to leave, Seo Daeryong suddenly said, "Still... I hope that you become the successor, Second Young Lord."

I thought that perhaps those words were the highest praise a person like Seo Daeryong could offer.

As soon as he finished speaking, Seo Daeryong immediately left.

As I was about to follow him out, something caught my eye, and I sat down on the edge of the bed for a moment. The bedding on the bed where the crow's corpse had been was replaced with a clean, new set. It seemed Seo Daeryong had changed it despite being so busy.

I stood up and looked out the window to see Seo Daeryong, having left the building, crossing the training grounds.

I stuck my head out the window and shouted.

"Couldn't you say something like that to my face next time?"

Seo Daeryong's pace toward the entrance quickened.

Beyond his retreating back, I could see the place I needed to go. Was it because this incident had brought me a few steps closer? The Heavenly Demon Hall looked more magnificent than usual.


Chapter 19: This Summer

Lee Ahn nearly jumped out of her skin when she heard I had killed the Demonic Army General. She didn't care how I had managed it.

"What in the world possessed you to do something so dangerous?" she demanded.

Her anger was obvious when she called my action a 'stunt'. She probably didn't even realize she had said it.

"His younger brother is dead. Do you think Elder Blood Heaven Blade Demon will just let this go?"

"That's why you need to train hard, so he can't lay a finger on me."

"I couldn't stop him even if I did seclusion training for thirty years!"

"Then you'll win. He'll have died of old age by then."

Lee Ahn sighed at my carefree response.

"Ever since you changed, Second Young Lord... my life has become twice as difficult."

"Haha. Good, you'll lose some weight."

"Second Young Lord!"

Lee Ahn wasn't the only one. The entire academy was in an uproar.

The impact of this news was far greater than when I killed his disciple. I felt the change on my way to the Heavenly Demon Hall after my father summoned me. The gazes directed at me were different.

Many had expected my brother to be the successor, but that was beginning to change.

People were ecstatic when I won the duel. My wish for a hunt became the talk of the academy. They were astonished by my courage when I killed the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's disciple, and now, I had killed the Demonic Army General.

According to Lee Ahn, I was all anyone talked about. My popularity skyrocketed overnight because everyone despised the Demonic Army and the trouble their haughty members caused.

Some martial artists even approached to greet me.

Of course, no one directly said things like 'That was amazing' or 'Well done'. They feared the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's retribution.

They approached silently, offered a clasped-hands greeting, and gave me a respectful look. I felt their support in those gazes. These were the people who hoped I would become the successor.

I accepted every one of their greetings as I made my way to the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Father, Head Strategist Sama Myeong, and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, Gu Cheonpa, waited for me in the Heavenly Demon Hall.

I paid my respects to my father and Sama Myeong first, then greeted the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"It's been a while, Elder."

"Have you been well, Second Young Lord."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was calm, considering his brother had just died. His uniquely eccentric aura from his last visit was gone. He would not dare show such a presence before my father.

"What exactly happened?"

"I've written everything in the report."

"I want to hear it from you directly, Second Young Lord."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon calmly spoke his mind, even in my father's presence. Neither my father nor Sama Myeong interfered. They seemed to regard it as his right.

"The investigation revealed your brother's grave crimes. He tried to kill me during the arrest. My apologies, Elder."

"It's fine. If my brother committed a crime, he deserved punishment. What I don't understand, however, is this. Pathetic as he was, my brother wasn't foolish enough to attack the Second Young Lord after his crimes were so clearly exposed."

He implied his brother would have surrendered peacefully to ask for his help later. I had prevented that.

"I don't know why he did it. Perhaps he couldn't bear the thought of being captured by someone so young."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at me for a moment before speaking again.

"I saw the body before I came here. A single stab, was it?"

"......"

I did not elaborate on the fight.

In a difficult situation, the more you talk, the more you risk making a mistake. It's best to leave things to his imagination for now.

He could not press me for details with my father watching. It did not matter if someone was stabbed in the back or the foot. The Cult believed that the one who died was simply the weaker fool.

"Your martial arts are far more impressive than I thought, Second Young Lord."

"I suppose my status as the Cult Leader's son helped. He was agitated, so the Demonic Army General couldn't have used his full power against me."

"I suppose so."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon smiled softly and thanked me.

"Thank you for your honesty. It puts my mind at ease."

"Don't mention it."

His disciple and now his brother were dead. His rage must have been at its peak. We were now mortal enemies, yet the Blood Heaven Blade Demon showed no anger. It was a testament to his emotional control.

Before leaving, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at my father. The first time he visited me, he had twice threatened to bring my head to my father. That showed his confidence in their relationship.

If so, shouldn't the Blood Heaven Blade Demon be saying something like, 'Cult Leader, how could you do this to me? You should have called me first to handle my brother's arrest. I'm truly disappointed!'

But the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze held no disappointment. Father's expression was also unchanged as he looked back.

"You must prepare for the funeral. Go and rest."

"Thank you for your consideration, Cult Leader."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon bowed respectfully and turned. He walked across the red carpet without a single glance at me.

After he departed, Sama Myeong broke the silence.

"You have done well. The evidence you gathered was conclusive, Second Young Lord, so we closed the case without issue. Are you injured?"

"I'm fine, thank you for your concern."

Sama Myeong must have had many questions about this unexpected result, but he did not ask. He likely considered it a matter between my father and me, since my father had assigned me the investigation.

"The Cult Leader has bestowed a reward upon you, Second Young Lord, for your great service."

A demonic practitioner from the Heavenly Demon Hall brought over a long wooden box. His cautious steps hinted at its important contents.

I opened the elegantly engraved lid and found a single sword inside.

I was stunned. It was the Black Demon Sword, the most precious sword in the cult, second only to the Heavenly Demon Sword.

"The Cult Leader has bestowed the Black Demon Sword upon you, Second Young Lord."

A bright smile spread across my face. I was too overjoyed to hide it, so I made a playful remark.

"If you were going to give me a sword, it should have been the noble White Flower Sword. That one suits my disposition."

Father replied with a look that said, 'Not a chance'.

"The sword that suits you is the Black Demon Sword."

"You don't know your son at all. Sword, what do you think?"

I slowly drew the Black Demon Sword.

A cold chill radiated from the blade and filled the hall. I had not infused it with any qi. The energy came from the sword itself.

The moment I drew it, I knew. This was my sword. It suited me perfectly.

"Isn't this reward too extravagant?"

Sama Myeong answered my humble question on my father's behalf.

"It is not. The matter of the Demonic Army General was one of the most troublesome issues in our Cult."

"So you just dumped that headache on me."

"Though we didn't expect you to handle it so cleanly, Second Young Lord."

Sama Myeong asked my father, his voice full of admiration.

"Did you expect this outcome, Cult Leader?"

Father shook his head.

"I was just hoping he wouldn't get himself killed."

I knew that wasn't true.

He sent me because he trusted me. He knew I had mastered the Soaring Sky Sword Art and consumed the Demonic Essence Pill in the Little Heaven Cave. He must have believed I wouldn't be easily defeated. Of course, he probably didn't predict the Demonic Army General's death.

And I knew why my father gave me the sword. It was his way of telling the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, 'I acknowledge his achievement. Do not touch my son over this matter.'

It was a silent warning. The sharp-witted Blood Heaven Blade Demon would not have missed its meaning.

"Thank you, Father."

I presented the sword and offered my formal thanks before leaving the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Someone called out to me on my way back to my quarters.

"Second Young Lord. The sun is pleasant. Why not rest a moment before you go?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sat in an open area before the flower garden.

Of course. There was no way this old man would leave so easily.

I walked over slowly and sat across from him. His gaze fell to the Black Demon Sword at my waist. I could practically feel him grinding his teeth. His grudge must run deep, but he would not dare try anything.

"It seems this summer will be especially hot."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon roared before I could finish my sentence.

"You wet-behind-the-ears little bastard! How dare you ambush and kill my brother? Today, I'll tear you limb from limb and scatter your remains on my brother's grave."

Demonic qi erupted from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and swept through the area. The flowers in the garden withered instantly. Where did he hide such power in that gaunt body?

I drew upon my inner arts to resist his demonic qi and tried my best to remain composed.

The next moment, the demonic qi vanished as if it had never existed. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon grinned.

"That's what I should have said, isn't it?"

He tried to poke me in the ribs again with the pommel of the Heaven Destroying Dao.

This time, however, I blocked the incoming pommel with my palm and shouted back.

"You damn old fool who's clearly aged out his ass! Who the hell do you and yours think you are, undermining the discipline of our Cult for your own greed? If you dare stand up for that corrupt piece of trash you call a brother, I'll snap every bone in your scrawny body like a dry reed!"

I added with my own grin.

"That's what I would have said, isn't it?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared, dumbfounded, then burst out laughing.

"Gwahahahaha!"

His booming laughter was so loud that distant cultist guards turned to look our way.

Then the Blood Heaven Blade Demon abruptly stopped. His face became impassive, as if he had never laughed. His mood swings were truly mercurial.

"Still, couldn't you have shown him some mercy for my sake?"

"I would have handled it more leniently if I could have. I planned to end it with him simply stepping down from his post. However, he had crossed the line long ago. No, it was as if he didn't even know a line existed."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded. It was his own brother's business. How could he not have known? It was not as if he was uninterested in the cult's internal politics.

"You knew about the corruption within the Demonic Army, didn't you?"

"I knew."

"Why did you let it continue?"

"He wouldn't listen to me, and well, I'm not exactly a saint myself."

I was surprised by his honesty regarding his brother.

I have to be careful at times like this.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was clearly an emotional man, and he knew how to use those emotions to his advantage.

"When I heard my brother was dead, I was honestly relieved. I thought, 'Now that bastard won't get in my way anymore'."

"I understand that feeling."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's small, narrow eyes widened, as if asking, Really? How could you possibly understand?

"It would be the same as hearing that my own brother had died. I'd be relieved that I wouldn't have to deal with him myself."

Our gazes locked. I saw fire rekindle in his eyes.

What did he see in my eyes? What do you see in me?

I could not tell what the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was thinking.

He might still be plotting to kill me, the man who murdered his brother, regardless of the relief he claimed to feel. Or perhaps he had truly let bygones be bygones.

I had no regrets.

If I can't survive a fight against you, one of the Eight Demon Supremes, then I'm not strong enough. I'll just be killed by Hwa Mugi anyway. I must overcome all of you and press forward. That's the only way I'll survive.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked up at the sky and finally responded to my initial greeting.

"Yes, it will be a hot year."

He complained that it was already hot and began to fan himself with the broad side of the Heaven Destroying Dao.

One thing was certain. The sun would not be the only reason for the heat between us this summer.

I shaded my eyes with my hand and looked up at the sky with him.

"Fortunately, the heat doesn't bother me."


Chapter 20: We Are Demons

The beginning is crucial when you receive a new sword.

A sword communicates with a martial artist. With a peerless treasured sword like the Black Demon Sword, the depth of that communication is incomparable to other swords.

A sword never rejects a martial artist. However, if the communication is not well established, one cannot draw out the sword's full power.

The same is true when one fails to properly understand the sword's nature. For instance, a person with extreme Yang inner arts using a weapon with extreme Yin energy, or a person with demonic arts using a Buddhist weapon.

The way the sword is handled is also important. Wielding a rough sword like the Black Demon Sword gently, or a gentle sword like the White Flower Sword roughly, also prevents one from unleashing the sword's full power.

In my life before returning, I had seen a sword synchronize with its master and weep on its own. The sight was truly magnificent. I thought to myself that I wanted a sword like that too.

Can I synchronize with this sword like that?

After circulating my qi to calm my mind, I drew the Black Demon Sword.

Even without any true qi infused, the sword's own sharp energy made the surroundings feel cool.

[It's good to meet you. From now on, I am your master.]

I slowly infused qi into the Black Demon Sword. It was the first time my inner arts and the Black Demon Sword met.

Then, the enhanced sword qi began to form.

A wave of blue, like the sky, rippled along the blade.

It's definitely different!

It was different from the color of my enhanced sword qi until now. I expected it to become deeper and darker because it was the Black Demon Sword, but instead, it was a brighter, more radiant blue. Just as small things can be more moving, I was extremely pleased with the change in my enhanced sword qi's color.

I like you.

I hoped my feelings would be conveyed directly to the Black Demon Sword.

After withdrawing the enhanced sword qi, I unleashed a technique from the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

The Black Demon Sword is not a gentle sword. I had to operate the technique with the most powerful and fierce momentum possible to match the sword's nature.

The Soaring Sky Sword Art felt different when performed with the Black Demon Sword.

After finishing one round of the technique, I spoke to the sword in my mind.

[For now, we'll survive with this sword art. Later, I'll teach you a truly amazing martial art. Let's hold on until then. Got it?]

I strove to communicate with the Black Demon Sword.

It was not something that could be achieved just by conveying my feelings. I trained and trained until the Black Demon Sword felt natural in my hand.

I ate and trained. I trained as soon as I opened my eyes. Sometimes I trained without even eating. I even slept with it in my hand. I trained even in my dreams.

For a while, I devoted myself solely to training.


Today, as I left my house to go to the training grounds, the scene before my eyes startled me.

Hundreds of demonic practitioners filled the large open space in front of my house.

They were the Blade Demons, subordinates of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. I couldn't tell if the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had sent them or if they had come on their own, but their feelings toward me were certainly hostile.

Their cold gazes and the demonic qi they emitted poured down on me.

I unknowingly clenched my jaw. Even in my long life before returning, I had never received the energy of so many people at once. Good energy would have been overwhelming, but this was clearly killing intent.

If I endure any longer, I will suffer internal injuries!

Nevertheless, when I didn't back down, their demonic qi grew even stronger. The demonic qi truly struck my body like a downpour. Just as my whole body felt like it was being torn apart, a certain secret art suddenly came to mind.

I began to employ a certain incantation while completely accepting the demonic qi.

The Meridians Strengthening Art.

It was one of the few secret arts I had learned in my life before returning, an art that could strengthen one's meridians.

The meridians, the pathways for true qi, are the most important part of a martial artist's body, but they are also the most difficult part to strengthen.

The Meridians Strengthening Art was a secret art where multiple martial artists simultaneously released their internal energy to strike the target's entire body, thereby strengthening the meridians. The more people there were, the better the effect.

Opportunities to receive so much demonic qi at once were rare, so I took the risk and unleashed the Meridians Strengthening Art.

I had hoped I could use it someday, but I never thought that day would be today.

When I closed my eyes and feigned a pained expression, the bastards thought they had me. They excitedly poured out even stronger demonic qi.

More, more, more!

I furrowed my brow in proportion to my delight.

Those bastards must have wanted me to retreat. They must have wanted me to hide inside my house to escape the demonic qi. They probably wanted to pressure me here for days, turning me into a coward who couldn't even step outside.

I took a step forward, and then another, while performing the Meridians Strengthening Art.

In response, the demonic qi poured down even more intensely.

The meridians all over my body convulsed. My true qi circulated through me at a terrifying speed, following the incantation of the Meridians Strengthening Art.

The proficiency of the Meridians Strengthening Art now moved past the second stage and into the third.

More, more, more!

Their demonic qi erupted violently with each step I took forward. It was a battle of momentum, a battle of pride.

How many steps had I taken like that?

The Meridians Strengthening Art had already passed the fourth stage and was heading toward the final fifth stage.

Normally, such rapid progress would be impossible. The most difficult part of the Meridians Strengthening Art is for the practitioners' minds to align and create a single, unified energy.

The emotion carried in the demonic qi flying at me was singular. Hostility.

The demonic qi, which had seemed like it would pour down endlessly, gradually began to subside. There was a limit to the qi the Blade Demons could pour out.

When the demonic qi completely vanished, I opened my eyes. The Meridians Strengthening Art had just completed the final fifth stage. Thanks to that, my meridians had become incomparably stronger.

I could see the Blade Demons staring at me. They all had shocked and dismayed faces. They surely hadn't expected me to endure their demonic qi until the very end.

Ganging up like a pack of dogs and abruptly unleashing their demonic qi was a cowardly and cheap trick, but I decided I would forgive them, just for today.

I walked slowly toward them.

Even with hundreds gathered, only the sound of my footsteps could be heard.

Tension filled the air. It felt as if the place would instantly become a sea of blood if someone shouted, 'Kill him!'

And the victor of this battle of wills was me. By withstanding the demonic qi that had flown at me, I had already broken the Blade Demons' momentum.

The Blade Demon at the front stepped aside to make way. Then, the Blade Demons standing behind also moved aside, like a line of dominoes falling. I walked through the path the crowd created.

The expressions on the Blade Demons' faces were varied. Some were surprised, some were appalled, some were impressed, and still others were angry.

However, none of them who met my gaze dared to make a provocative move.

I said nothing. I had won the battle of wills, but I knew that if I needlessly provoked their pride, the Blade Demons would go berserk.

And so, I walked out of that place in silence.

As I took my final steps, I felt a change in the Blade Demons' emotions. They were showing respect for my courage in overcoming their demonic qi and walking through their midst.

Demonic practitioners are simple. They trample the weak and worship the strong. It would be more accurate to see this not as a cowardly trait, but as something closer to their fundamental nature.

When I had completely left that place, I finally let out a sigh.

"......"

I hadn't exchanged a single word with them, but it felt as if I had fought a great war.

I then went to meet someone.

I walked across the red carpet to the front of the empty grand chair.

I didn't dare walk up the steps and sit down, but I was curious what it would feel like to sit in that spot and look down at this place.

Just then, a heavy voice came from behind me.

"Do you wish to sit?"

The owner of the voice was my father.

I answered without turning around.

"No, I don't want to be trapped in that chair."

"You're about to spout more sophistry."

I smiled, turned around, and bowed my head respectfully to my father.

Father walked past me and up toward the grand chair.

"Come up here."

Father called to me from beside the grand chair.

I slowly climbed the steps and stood next to my father.

"......"

It was a moment where I could have made some pointless, flippant remark, but I quietly sat down. It was a seat I had wanted to sit in at least once.

"How is it?"

I looked down at the scene visible from the grand chair. The pillars to the left and right of the central red carpet and the evil spirits carved into the walls first caught my eye. Although it was decorated with splendid and magnificent ornaments, the view of the hall from here felt desolate for some reason.

"I thought it'd be incredibly exciting, but I feel nothing at all."

Then, my father said something unexpected.

"So did I."

I turned my head to look up at my father. A hint of regret for past years might have flickered in his blunt gaze, but my father's expression was as unchanging as ever.

"The Blade Demons gathered earlier. I don't know if the Blood Heaven Blade Demon ordered it, or if they conspired among themselves to come, but..."

Father cut me off.

"They went on their own."

"So you knew."

As expected, my father knew everything. I, the Eight Demon Supremes, all of us are under my father's surveillance.

"They showed me blatant hostility. I held my ground, trying not to be overwhelmed by their momentum. I was fine while I was enduring it, but once I left that place, I started to tremble."

"Were you afraid of them?"

"No, I don't think I was afraid of the Blade Demons. I think I was afraid my judgment might have been wrong. If someone had gotten excited and charged in, starting a fight, I might have died there. Even if I had survived, I, who had slaughtered the Blade Demons, could not have become the successor. I suppose that's why I was afraid. At the fact that a moment where I have to make a choice with everything on the line might come again..."

I conveyed my honest feelings just as they were.

I wanted to convey these feelings to someone, and that someone was my father, not Lee Ahn. Why? Emotionally, Lee Ahn is the closer person.

"When I had that thought, I wanted to see you, Father."

Father tossed out casually.

"A demonic practitioner is not one who looks back. They are people who only look forward."

A life of only looking forward, without looking back... I know better than anyone what kind of life that is.

As you say, Father, I won't look back, but I won't only look forward either.

We stood there for a long while, gazing at the scene from the grand chair.

"The view from here is too desolate. Is there really a need to have those statues of evil spirits?"

"Because we must not forget that we are demons."

Feeling a sense of dissonance at those words, I wondered if I wasn't fated to live as a demon.

"How about statues of beauties instead? The famous Four Flowers of the Central Plains, I mean. We could place one in each corner."

I snuck a glance and saw my father looking down at me as if I were pathetic.

"Seeing as I'm spouting nonsense, I suppose it's time for me to get up. Please sit, Father."

I stood up from the grand chair and slowly descended the steps.

When I turned around at the bottom of the steps, my father was still standing beside the grand chair.

Meeting his gaze as he looked down at me, I asked calmly, "May I kill the Blood Heaven Blade Demon?"


Chapter 21: Four Strides Are Enough

"Hahahahaha!"

Father's thunderous laughter echoed through the main hall.

"Is talk about killing someone really that funny?"

Father stopped laughing and stated definitively, "You can kill the Demonic Army General, but you can't kill the Blood Heaven Blade Demon."

He meant I couldn't kill him yet.

"Then why'd you make me conflict with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon? Take responsibility!"

"Alright, I'll take responsibility."

He took responsibility as easily as he spoke.

"I'll entrust you with the position of Sanzu Hall Director."

I was stunned. I never dreamed he would make me the Sanzu Hall Director.

"Is that even possible?"

Of course, what could be impossible for the Heavenly Demon?

"Was it possible for a mere investigator to kill the Demonic Army General?"

As things unfolded, I realized Father might have planned to make me the Sanzu Hall Director from the start.

"You said you wanted to establish proper discipline, didn't you?"

To me, his words meant one thing. He was giving me a sword and telling me to go on a rampage. More bluntly, I would be the shield and take all the blows.

Father would face many complications if he acted directly, but what about the wild, uncontrollable youngest son of the Heavenly Demon?

Are you trying to use me to handle the matters you've been putting off? Regardless of whether I live or die?

I couldn't tell if this was a cold father's love or just a step in making me his successor. Right, I shouldn't get emotional about this.

Father was right about one thing. You can never truly know a person's heart. Don't try to read their mind. Judge them by what you see and hear, by the situation as it unfolds.

Father was always like this. He was the kind of man who would leave a message on the wall for his child, but also throw that child into danger if it served a purpose.

In a way, a father like this was easier to handle. I just had to give him what he wanted and take what I needed.

"If you send me out to catch a bull, you should at least give me a knife."

"Is there something you want?"

The name of a place I absolutely had to visit after my regression flowed from my lips.

"Please allow me into the Heavenly Demon Archives."

The Heavenly Demon Archives collected all sorts of precious murim secret manuals. Only a few permitted individuals, including the Heavenly Demon himself, could enter.

"The Heavenly Demon Archives? Why?"

A bewildered look appeared on Father's face.

"If you think you can learn some ultimate martial art just by going in there, you're gravely mistaken. You'll just end up reading the titles."

There were that many secret manuals. Even if I got lucky and found the best one, it would be on a similar level to the Soaring Sky Sword Art I already knew.

Father's eyes held a mix of doubt and reprimand, as if asking how I could not know that.

"I want to test my luck."

Father must have been curious. He must have wondered what my intentions were.

After staring at me for a moment, Father made his decision.

"I don't know what kind of vile intentions you have, but..."

Father gave his permission only after adding that unnecessary remark.

"I grant you access to the Heavenly Demon Archives for seven days."

"Thank you, Father."

Seven days was an unprecedented amount of time for someone who wasn't a successor. It meant that entrusting me with the Sanzu Hall Director position was that important.

"Tell them that the discipline of our Cult will have to wait for just seven days!"


Lee Ahn was extremely excited that I was going into the Heavenly Demon Archives.

"Young Master, when you go into the Heavenly Demon Archives, you have to focus on memorizing one martial art and come out. If you get greedy, you won't gain anything. Oh, and make sure to eat your meals. If you skip meals to save time, your memory will suffer, and it'll be a loss in the end. Ah, and it's so big in there, you might get lost..."

I watched Lee Ahn chatter on and reflected on myself.

The Lee Ahn in my memory was a very quiet person, yet here she was, a chatterbox.

I must have been like that back then, filled only with the desire to become the successor. I must have just stared at the roof of the Heavenly Demon Hall while the very people who could help me achieve my dream stood right in front of me.

That must be why Lee Ahn became so quiet. I was the one who made this talkative, cheerful woman so taciturn.

"Did you hear what I said?"

"I heard you. Focus on one thing, and eat my meals properly."

"And sleep well. I'll be hoping for a good result. Don't forget. Being able to enter the Heavenly Demon Archives when you're not even a successor is a heaven-sent opportunity."

"Aigoo, my ears are going to bleed. Ugh, they might be bleeding already."

"Ah, I'm sorry. I'll talk less from now on."

"No. A depressed personal bodyguard is even more terrifying."

"Then please keep my words in mind, and ah, another thing you should think about when you're looking for a secret manual is..."

"Please!"

In truth, Lee Ahn didn't need to worry. I knew exactly where to go in that vast Heavenly Demon Archives.

To explain why I wanted to enter the Heavenly Demon Archives, I had to go back to my search for the Secret Demon Soul, the final ingredient for the Great Regression Technique.

I had returned to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult after its closed-off period to get the Secret Demon Soul.

I had carved a deep wound on my face to become unrecognizable. I was already a dead man. After leaving the cult for decades and disfiguring my face, no one recognized me.

On my own strength, I rose from a common martial artist to a position where I could have a private audience with the new Cult Leader. It took a very long time.

In the final year, when I obtained the Secret Demon Soul, I heard a story about a certain martial art.

The Four Strides of the Wind God.

The person who obtained the Four Strides of the Wind God was none other than Ju Baekdo, the Cult Leader of the Wind Demonic Cult at the time. The Cult Leader position had changed six times in the decades after the closed-off period, which shows how chaotic our Cult was.

I clearly remembered what he told me during a drinking session.

"...I was able to rise to the position of Cult Leader because I found the lost Four Strides of the Wind God."

The Four Strides of the Wind God was unquestionably the greatest movement art, composed of just four techniques.

It was said to have once supplemented the Heavenly Demon's martial arts, but it was lost in some generation and no longer passed down, yet, Ju Baekdo had obtained that very art.

"...The previous Cult Leader and his blood relatives suddenly met a tragic end, causing the Heavenly Demon's unique martial arts, the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, to be lost. The only silver lining was that only the Heavenly Demon Hall was wiped out, so we were able to preserve the strength of our Cult and enter the closed-off period. After that, our Cult was in continuous chaos over the Cult Leader position. If I hadn't obtained the Four Strides of the Wind God, our Cult would have continued in turmoil and eventually collapsed from internal strife."

He rose to the position of Cult Leader just by adding this movement art to his own martial arts. That showed how outstanding the Four Strides of the Wind God was.

"Where did you find the Four Strides of the Wind God?"

"In the Heavenly Demon Archives. At the time, I was in charge of managing it."

"If the secret manual was there, why was it known to be lost?"

"Because it wasn't placed on a bookshelf."

"......"

If I hadn't drunk with him that day, if he hadn't been in a good mood, if he hadn't started boasting in his drunkenness, I would never have known where the Four Strides of the Wind God was.

The Heavenly Demon Archives was the largest library I had ever seen. Ninety-nine massive bookshelves filled the space, lined with all sorts of secret martial arts manuals. Unparalleled arts that would make anyone's heart pound were scattered throughout, secret manuals our Cult had collected over many long years.

I walked slowly between the shelves and savored the smell of old books. Endless bookshelves overflowed with martial arts manuals. Seven days didn't seem like enough time to even read all the titles.

Of course, I didn't need to search for a needle in a haystack.

"Here it is."

I stopped in front of the nineteenth bookshelf.

Secret manuals on sound arts were shelved here. I had no intention of spending my new life with music.

I looked not at the manuals, but underneath the shelf. A single book propped up one sagging side, leveling it against the weight of the other books.

I used my inner arts to lift the bookshelf slightly and pulled out the book.

Four characters were written on the cover of the old secret manual.

風神四步.

"It really was here!"

I was overjoyed.

I recalled my past conversation with Ju Baekdo.

"Because the Four Strides of the Wind God wasn't placed on a bookshelf."

"Then where was it?"

"That precious secret manual was being used as a prop for the nineteenth bookshelf."

He said he discovered it because of his obsessive compulsion. He was the type who had to place his chopsticks perfectly straight and fold his clothes without the slightest error. He said that a water cup on the corner of a table would make him too worried to eat.

In the Heavenly Demon Archives, he had seen the crooked prop under the bookshelf and discovered the manual while trying to straighten it.

I didn't know why this precious secret manual became a bookshelf prop. Ju Baekdo, who discovered it, didn't know either.

I could only assume some past intrigue was involved. Some incident must have required hiding the world's number one movement art here. It could have been a succession struggle or the result of a misguided love from a past Heavenly Demon. Or perhaps it was someone's twisted ambition.

In any case, I now had a connection with the Four Strides of the Wind God.

I carefully opened the first page of the secret manual.

A single, proud line written before the main oral secrets made my heart swell.

To walk the world, four strides are enough.

Yes, this was it. A martial art vying for number one in the world should have this much pride.

The Four Strides of the Wind God was composed of four techniques: the Shadow Step, the Vanishing Step, the Hell Step, and the Swift Step.

The first stride, the Shadow Step, was an infiltration art. At first, it could only avoid one person's eyes, but mastery increased the number of people one could evade. The manual said that at complete mastery, one could vanish instantly even while watched by dozens of people.

The second stride, the Vanishing Step, was a defensive movement art. It was an evasion method to find a path to survival against an unavoidable attack.

The third stride, the Hell Step, was a movement art for closing in on an opponent. The manual explained it could neutralize any defense or evasion.

The Hell Step was essentially saying, "I'll open the path to hell for you, so you just take the head."

The Hell Step and the Vanishing Step were therefore contradictory. One art always evaded, and the other always closed in. If the two techniques clashed, the outcome would depend on the caliber of the martial artists.

The final stride, the Swift Step, was a movement art that pushed the limits of speed. The higher one's mastery, the smaller the Central Plains would become. I was certain that at complete mastery, the Swift Step would demonstrate movement beyond human limits.

In the end, the Four Strides of the Wind God was simple.

Infiltrate, evade, attack, and run.

It asked a simple question. When facing someone, weren't these four perfect steps enough?

I sat in a corner of the Heavenly Demon Archives and quietly began to memorize the oral secrets.

I followed Lee Ahn's advice faithfully. I ate the beef jerky I brought for every meal and slept soundly. In return, I focused all my remaining time on the Four Strides of the Wind God with a clear mind.

The oral secrets were as deep as the sea and their meaning as vast as the sky.

It was a martial art designed to modify a single excellent technique for any situation. That made it much harder to understand than arts woven from dozens of techniques. It was a depth I could never have understood without my past life.

Was that why? The meaning changed every time I read it, from the first time to the tenth.

I lost track of time, engrossed in the oral secrets.

After seven days in the Heavenly Demon Archives, I had perfectly memorized the oral secrets of the Four Strides of the Wind God and could perform the art. Of course, I was only at the first stage of mastery. All that remained was to raise my level through continuous training.

I tore out the most important part of the secret manual and swallowed it. I then propped the rest back under the bookshelf. The Four Strides of the Wind God returned to its role as a bookshelf prop.

I didn't want another lucky person to learn the Four Strides of the Wind God. I intended to be honest with my desires.

And with that, I took my first step out of the Heavenly Demon Archives.


Chapter 22: You Can Just Teach Me in Secret

After leaving the Heavenly Demon Archives, I went straight to the Heavenly Demon Hall.

"I'm back."

Father looked down at me quietly and beckoned me forward.

"Come closer."

I took five steps forward.

"A little more."

This time, I took three steps.

"More."

I walked right up to the foot of the stairs.

Father scrutinized me. He must have been curious about what martial arts I had learned, but since I walked without using the Four Strides of the Wind God, he couldn't discern anything from my movements.

"What martial arts did you learn in the Heavenly Demon Archives?"

"It's a secret."

Father seemed to expect that response. He unleashed his demonic qi without hesitation.

"I won't ask a second time."

The demonic qi that flew at me was on a completely different level than the qi from the demon fiends. It didn't sting. Instead, it felt like sinking into a dark abyss. My body grew cold, and my true qi naturally slowed.

I never intended to hide it from Father, so I answered honestly.

"I learned a movement art."

"What kind of movement art?"

"The Four Strides of the Wind God."

A stunned silence followed.

Soon, the demonic qi that had briefly receded washed over me again.

"Cut the nonsense."

"It's true."

The demonic qi dragged me into a deeper abyss. It rose to my neck and submerged my face, but I stared back at Father without flinching.

I sank endlessly into the swamp-like abyss. I couldn't breathe. I believed he wouldn't actually kill me, but the unavoidable terror of suffocation washed over me.

In that moment, it felt as if something enormous was staring at me from within the darkness.

"!"

The instant our eyes met, the crushing pressure vanished. I stood on the edge of the red carpet in the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Father withdrew his demonic qi and spoke like he was giving a command. "Demonstrate the martial arts you claim to have learned."

Father still didn't believe it was the Four Strides of the Wind God.

"What will you give me in return?"

Father looked at me in disbelief. No one in his life had ever made a demand with conditions attached.

"I'll let you live."

I smiled faintly, stepped back, and stood in the center of the great hall. Then, I slowly demonstrated the Four Strides of the Wind God.

When I performed the Shadow Step, Father shot up from his seat. He had recognized from the very first step that it was different from other martial arts.

I completed all the techniques of the Four Strides of the Wind God.

Father rarely showed his emotions, but he couldn't hide his shock. It was a lost martial art, so this was his first time seeing the Four Strides of the Wind God. Even so, he recognized its incredible power.

"Where did you learn the Four Strides of the Wind God?"

Now, Father believed that this movement art was indeed the Four Strides of the Wind God.

"I learned it in the Heavenly Demon Archives."

HWI IK.

In an instant, Father crossed the space. He appeared before me, grabbed my throat, and asked coldly.

"Do you dare lie to me?"

He seemed ready to break my neck at any moment. It was the first time Father had ever laid a hand on me, and the emotion behind it was rage.

But I wasn't angry. Father was sincere about martial arts. That sincerity was why he held his position and why he was so strong. I understood that about him.

"The Four Strides of the Wind God was not in the Heavenly Demon Archives."

A chilling energy, cold enough to freeze my blood, flowed from his fingertips. It was a different sensation from sinking into the abyss earlier.

"I am certain I learned it there."

"That's a lie!"

"Can you guarantee you've read every single one of those numerous secret manuals? It could have been on a different shelf, not the one for movement arts."

"Then you knew the Four Strides of the Wind God was there!"

"I didn't know."

"Lies!"

"I really didn't. I was trying to learn a different martial art and happened to find it by chance."

I stuck firmly to this part of the story. There was no other way to explain it. Of course, Father wouldn't believe me.

Father released his grip on my neck and asked again.

"Where was it?"

"It was being used as a prop under a bookshelf."

"And how did you discover it?"

"I found it when I tried to straighten the crooked prop."

Father considered whether to believe me. He started to call a subordinate to fetch it, but then stopped.

"You must have already destroyed the important parts of the secret manual."

"How did you know?"

"Because I would have done the same."

After glaring at me for a moment, Father returned to his grand chair with the same speed he had used to fly at me.

"Recite the oral secrets."

As expected! That's Father.

My goal isn't to defeat Father and take the seat of the Heavenly Demon. Nor do I plan to wait for that bastard Hwa Mugi in the same situation as last time.

Killing him is important, but the purpose of my regression was to save Father and the members of the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Revenge will not be the entirety of this regression. Revenge is the reason for my return, but the purpose of my return is to live this life happily.

After killing Hwa Mugi, until Father passes his position down to me, I plan to live freely, wandering the world without being tied to the Cult.

That's when my real life will begin. With this young body, I will live a life without constraints. The title of my autobiography will be 'Life, Like Geom Mugeuk'.

Therefore, teaching Father a movement art is not a problem at all.

Of course, not for free.

"I refuse."

I quickly added the next part to stop my angry father from flying at me again.

"There's no such thing as a free lunch in this world."

"As I recall, the secret technique I taught you at the hunting grounds was free."

"That was payment for the drinks you had at the hunting grounds."

Father looked dumbfounded at my shameless words.

"How on earth have you held back until now? You shameless bastard."

"You have to be big to defy someone. I'm taller than you now, Father. I gritted my teeth and endured it until I grew this tall."

I didn't yield a single word to Father.

Father. You can't win against me. You have no idea how much I've suffered. I've overcome near-death experiences several times.

"Is there something you want?"

"Since I'm giving you the oral secrets of a martial art, it's only fair that I receive the oral secrets of a martial art in return. I'd love to be taught the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, but that seems difficult, so I'll settle for the Heavenly Demon Defense Art."

A moment of silence fell.

The Heavenly Demon Defense Art was, as its name suggests, a body protection art. It was a unique martial art of the Heavenly Demon passed down only to the Heavenly Demon himself.

"Impossible!"

"What I'm offering is the Four Strides of the Wind God. Strictly speaking, I'm the one getting the short end of this deal."

"The Heavenly Demon Defense Art can only be learned by the Heavenly Demon and his successor."

"You can just teach me in secret. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art is a martial art that activates without any obvious signs anyway, so no one else will ever know."

It was a martial art that would never be revealed to outsiders.

I could feel Father's hesitation. If he got serious, became angry, and pressured me intensely, I would eventually have to tell him, but Father didn't do that. He was who he was.

In any case, it was a martial art I absolutely had to obtain. Learning the Heavenly Demon Defense Art was like gaining an extra life.

"Please think it over and let me know."

I bowed politely and was about to turn away when Father's voice reached me.

"However, the Four Strides of the Wind God comes first."

To my surprise, Father had decided to pass down the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

He's really going to teach me the Heavenly Demon Defense Art?

Perhaps Father wants me to be his successor. Or does he not care, assuming I'm just a kid who will die fighting the Eight Demon Supremes anyway?

"Very well."

"Why do you accept so readily? I could just take the Four Strides of the Wind God and not teach you."

"Because you're not the type of person to do something shameful in front of your own son."

A sneer touched Father's lips. Using a word like 'shameful' was the strongest card I could play. How could Father not see through my intentions?

I'm sorry, Father, but I can't just hand over the Four Strides of the Wind God for nothing, can I?

Fortunately, Father's reaction wasn't too bad. He was the type to value someone who secured a price for something, rather than naively offering up the oral secrets of a martial art.

"Good. Tell me the oral secrets."

"......"

I recited the oral secrets of the Four Strides of the Wind God to Father.

Father quietly closed his eyes and mulled over the oral secrets.

When six hours had passed, Father began to perform the Four Strides of the Wind God.

I watched him without blinking.

Father's demonstration of the Four Strides of the Wind God was both the same as and different from my own. His movements were a declaration of his interpretation.

I engraved every single movement of Father's performance into my mind. It was not to imitate him exactly. I knew that one's level of martial attainment is determined by how one interprets the subtle differences, what sets my version apart from his, and why.

After performing all the techniques, Father fell into silent contemplation.

I too fell into a deep meditation, comparing the Four Strides of the Wind God Father had just performed with my own.

I must learn.

Father's approach to martial arts. The way the strongest thinks and the depth of his interpretation.

Eventually, Father emerged from his meditation.

"This is truly a fine martial art."

For Father to call a martial art 'fine' was the highest praise.

"You can't just take it for free now, can you? Your conscience wouldn't allow it."

Father scoffed, but this time, his scoff was tinged with satisfaction.

I had now created the biggest variable since my regression.

Could Hwa Mugi truly defeat a father who had also mastered the Four Strides of the Wind God?

Of course, I planned to beat Hwa Mugi myself, but teaching the Four Strides of the Wind God to Father was a kind of backup plan.

Father kept his promise.

"I will now impart the Heavenly Demon Defense Art. I will say it only once, so memorize it well."

Before listening to the oral secrets, I sat down in a cross-legged meditation posture.

Father would truly say it only once. Instead of memorizing it with my mind, I intended to circulate it directly and memorize it with my body. This was something no one but a master of my level should ever attempt.

Father began to recite the oral secrets of the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

"Move your internal energy gently from Myeongmun-hyeol to Sinyu, Jisil, and Wiyu. At this point, the true qi must be as light as snow settling on a blade of grass. Speed is crucial up to Biyu, Ganyu, and Gyeogyu. Increase your speed as if walking, then running, then taking light flight, and upon reaching Sinju, Pungmun, and Goguon, pour it out forcefully like a cascading waterfall..."

The oral secrets were blatantly difficult from the very beginning. The difficulty was extreme. My heart pounded as I moved my true qi according to the secrets. I almost resented Father for not stopping me from circulating it directly, knowing how difficult it was.

Naturally, several crises arose. I managed the smaller ones well, but as I neared the end, I faced a major crisis.

In an instant, my true qi reversed its flow and ran rampant, as if my meridians were about to burst. The taut meridians felt like they could rupture at any moment. If I hadn't strengthened them with the Meridians Strengthening Art before, I would have surely suffered severe internal injuries.

So learning the Meridians Strengthening Art was all preparation for this very day. In that case, I will not die today!

On the edge of a cliff where qi deviation, internal injuries, and death awaited, I became the incarnation of positivity and fought back.

I also believed.

That it was not my destiny to die while learning martial arts from Father.

Did my faith get through?

The true qi that had been rampaging like a wild horse calmed down. The qi flowed along its proper meridians. Having passed the crisis, I was able to complete the final oral secrets of the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

HUUUUU.

Completing one full circulation with a long breath, I slowly opened my eyes.

Father was standing by the large window of the Heavenly Demon Hall, gazing outside.

Did he know that I had just overcome such a great crisis?

If I had fallen into qi deviation, would he have helped me?

Until I heard the words 'From now on, you are the next Heavenly Demon' from Father's lips, I couldn't be sure of anything.

Whether he knew my thoughts or not, Father continued to gaze out the window as he spoke of the greatness of the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

"When your life is on the line, the Heavenly Demon Defense Art will activate on its own. In the future, if you achieve complete mastery of the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, you will never die."

The moment I heard those words, a single question arose in my mind.

Then why did you die, Father?


Chapter 23: They Lived Just Fine

Father must have achieved complete mastery, so why didn't the Heavenly Demon Defense Art activate? Was he defeated even after it activated? Or did he fight so fiercely that he didn't even have enough inner arts left to trigger it?

The more I learned about Father's incredible martial prowess, the more questions I had about his death. Did Hwa Mugi truly defeat a man like him?

I want to ask Father.

What on earth happened that day?

However, I couldn't ask. It was an event that had not yet happened.

And I would never know.

Because that event would never happen.

I smiled faintly and spoke to Father.

"Now there's a secret between us, Father. I'm happier about that than I am about learning the Heavenly Demon Defense Art."

The word 'secret' seemed to bother him, and Father's expression soured. I quickly added more before turning away.

"Even if you're annoyed, you can't do anything to me. I'm still more familiar with the Four Strides of the Wind God, after all."

I unleashed the Swift Step and shot out of the room in an instant.

My body reached the end of the red carpet.

SHIIIIING!

A rush of wind brushed past me, and I immediately stopped using the Swift Step.

Before I knew it, Father blocked my path.

TAK!

He then flicked my forehead mercilessly with his finger. I had no chance to dodge. Even if I had tried, Father's movements were too fast to avoid.

"Ouch!"

I clutched my forehead. I wasn't exaggerating. It hurt so much that I saw stars.

"You were acting so smug, I thought you were faster than me."

The next moment, Father vanished.

He used the Shadow Step to disappear from my sight, then immediately used the Swift Step to return to his grand chair. Watching his movements, I again felt that his interpretation of martial arts was certainly different from mine.

I could tell he hadn't come over just to flick my forehead for being cheeky.

Father was intentionally showing me. This is my interpretation of the Four Strides of the Wind God, he seemed to say.

"The movement arts you used to return was the Four Strides of the Wind God, but what in the world was the movement arts you used to fly over here initially?"

"The Heavenly Demon Flight Step."

The Heavenly Demon Flight Step was Father's signature movement arts.

"Is it faster than the Swift Step?"

"Right now, of course it is. I don't know what will happen once the Four Strides of the Wind God reaches complete mastery."

"The day I achieve complete mastery, we'll settle it."

"I'll achieve complete mastery first, so I suppose I'll already know the outcome."

"That's not for certain. I might achieve complete mastery faster. After all, doesn't a young mind work more quickly?"

"That clever head of yours is bleeding."

A trickle of blood flowed from my forehead where he had flicked me.

"Aaaah! I should've just asked you to teach me the Vajra Body Divine Art instead."

I left the Heavenly Demon Hall with the glorious wound on my forehead.

It was a wound money couldn't buy.

I felt I had grown another step closer to Father.

Of course, when such thoughts arose, I had to be careful.

Mistakes in relationships are always made when one lets their guard down, thinking they are close.

In any case, both Father and I had taken a step forward with this martial arts exchange. The future where Hwa Mugi would arrive was set, but the present was constantly changing.


"Who on earth was it? What insolent bastard dared to lay a hand on you?"

Lee Ahn grew agitated upon seeing the bruise on my forehead. At that moment, she was like a passionate Noona whose younger brother had just come home after a fight.

"And if I tell you? Will you get revenge for me?"

"Of course! Just say the word! Who was it? I'll go right now and...."

"It was Father."

"......"

"Why aren't you going?"

Suddenly calm, Lee Ahn took a step back.

"I'm a protector, not an attacker."

I laughed at her firm declaration. It was fun to trade jokes and playful banter like this, something I couldn't do in the past. It was also fun to see her smiling eyes disappear into her cheeks.

"Oh, and I've been made the Sanzu Hall Director. I'll be heading to the Sanzu River Hall as soon as the appointment is official."

Lee Ahn's expression went beyond surprise to sheer disbelief.

"You're telling me the great news of becoming the Sanzu Hall Director so casually?"

"What's the big deal?"

"Good heavens! Do you not realize how prestigious the Sanzu River Hall is? You're the Sanzu Hall Director! It's the kind of place where even the Demon Supremes are dragged for punishment if they commit a crime."

How could I not know? That was the very reason Father was sending me there.

My appointment as the Sanzu Hall Director would likely cause another huge stir within the Cult.

"Congratulations, I'm truly happy for you."

"Thank you."

"But why did the Cult Leader suddenly appoint you as the Sanzu Hall Director?"

"I guess he felt bad after hitting me."

"Please be serious!"

"I told him. I said that our Cult needs to change. That it should become a place where people don't have to learn martial arts that destroy their own bodies just to protect someone else."

"!"

Lee Ahn flinched, her voice trembling as she asked.

"Wh-what do you mean by that?"

"I'm going to make our Cult a place where no one has to live their entire life in an overweight body because of the side effects of the Self-Petrification Art."

Lee Ahn's face was blank with shock. I wondered how long she remained in that daze.

"Don't tell me... you knew?"

"......"

Soon, she grinned and spoke nonchalantly.

"It's the path I chose."

"It was a choice forced upon you when you were young."

"No."

Lee Ahn was firm.

"I remember it clearly. They told me that day that learning the Self-Petrification Art would have these side effects. They said the choice was mine to make. So I made it."

That choice couldn't have been fair. They must have asked the little girl something like this.

You must learn this martial arts to protect him, but can you accept the side effects?

In other words, the choice was coerced.

However, I didn't say that to her. I didn't want to diminish the pride she took in her choice.

"I'll cure those side effects for you. Not right now, but later."

Lee Ahn smiled as she replied.

"They can't be cured."

"I can cure them. Trust me."

"Yes, I'll believe you."

She took my words as a joke. The one who had taught her the martial arts must have told her that the side effects could never be eliminated.

As if wanting to drop the subject, Lee Ahn changed topics.

"But if you become the Sanzu Hall Director, won't the current one protest?"

"What can he do? It's an order from the Cult Leader."

In truth, I wasn't particularly worried about the current Sanzu Hall Director. Judging by how he handled the past incident with the Demonic Army, it was clear he had either been won over or was being blackmailed by them. He had to step down one way or another, which was likely why Father appointed me. Sama Myeong would handle his resignation properly.

"I'm more worried about the backlash from the martial artists who do the actual work. If the Heavenly Demon's son suddenly drops in as the Director, wouldn't they be resentful?"

"The person who dropped in is so wonderful and brilliant, no one will be upset."

"Thanks for saying so, anyway."

"People's opinions are always set when it comes to the one who pays their monthly salary."

I smiled at her usual joke and brought up the topic I had been postponing.

"Speaking of the monthly salary. Lee Ahn, there's something I need to handle. Listen carefully to what I'm about to say."

"Yes, tell me anything."

"Bodyguard Lee Ahn, as of this moment, you are dismissed from your position as my bodyguard."

Lee Ahn's large frame jumped, landing with a thud. She was so startled I almost felt sorry.

"What are you talking about all of a sudden?"

"I said you're dismissed from your bodyguard duties."

"Are you serious?"

"......"

She looked at me as if her entire world had collapsed.

"I'll ask one more time. Are you serious?"

Her voice trembled pitifully, but my answer was firm.

"I'm serious."

"May I ask why?"

"Because you wouldn't get revenge on Father for me."

She didn't laugh at the joke.

SHIIING.

She drew her sword and aimed it at her own throat.

"I would rather die. I will die as your bodyguard."

Lee Ahn, dying once is enough.

I quickly told her.

"This isn't goodbye. You're to remain as one of my martial artists."

"Whew! You should've said so sooner. I almost died! Check my neck, did I cut myself?"

Only then did she let out a sigh of relief. However, that didn't mean all her worries had vanished.

"But being a bodyguard is my calling. I've never considered any other work. What exactly do you want me to do?"

"Martial artist, Lee Ahn! I now bestow upon you a new title."

"......"

"I hereby appoint you Captain of the Ghost Shadow Squad."

She was just as shocked as when I had dismissed her from her bodyguard duties.

"The Ghost Shadow Squad? Does our Cult have such a unit?"

"No."

"You're making me the Captain of a unit that doesn't exist?"

"I'm going to create it. It will be under my direct command, and you'll receive your monthly salary from me, not the Cult."

"The Ghost Shadow Squad... does that mean the shadow of a ghost?"

"Yes. If I had to give it a meaning, it's that I will be the ghost, and you will be my shadow."

I had intentionally included the character for 'shadow' in the name. Since she had lived her entire life as my shadow, I hoped the name would feel more personal to her.

"I like the name! But have you received permission from the Cult Leader?"

"Not yet."

Creating private organizations within our Cult was strictly forbidden.

"I'll be sure to get his permission."

"You'll be able to do it. The problem is me."

"Why you?"

"What do you mean, why me? First of all, I'm not skilled enough to lead such an important unit, am I?"

"Don't worry about that. I'll teach you a martial arts befitting the position."

"Even if I do become stronger... would I really suit such a position? No one will follow me."

They will.

They will all follow you, won over by your character.

And one day, they will learn that the Captain they follow is the world number one beauty. Yes, this murim will witness the strongest organization in history, led by the world number one beauty.

"Lee Ahn, for my sake, can you become the pillar of the Ghost Shadow Squad?"

Our gazes met and locked in the air.

Her confidence was at rock bottom, but with the words 'for my sake' included, her answer was already decided.

"Yes, I accept your command."

"Good. For now, you're a lone Captain, but this will one day become the strongest organization in the murim. From now on, abandon your existing martial arts. Focus solely on cultivating your inner arts and building your physical stamina. When the time is right, I will teach you a new martial arts."

"Understood."

Though she answered spiritedly, Lee Ahn wore a bewildered expression, unsure whether she should be happy or worried.

"Then who will protect you from now on?"

"Am I a child that needs protecting? A martial artist must protect their own body."

In her eyes, which seemed small as they were nestled in her cheeks, there was only worry.

"I don't know what to say."

"Just say, 'Thank you.' I'll also give you the highest monthly salary of any Captain in our Cult."

"But you don't have any money, do you?"

"I'll earn it."

"Doing what?"

"There are ways to make money. If all else fails, I'll just have to sweep the courtyard of the Heavenly Demon Hall."

"I don't need money. I've saved everything I've earned until now."

"Money is always necessary. It's your price, your value. I'm paying you what you're worth. So don't feel burdened by it."

"...Yes."

"And once you start spending money, it disappears in a flash. Save up tenaciously. Life is long. If you're unlucky, you'll live to be a hundred. No, you might even have to live another hundred years after Rejuvenation."

Lee Ahn laughed at my half-joking words.

The me of the past would have worried about her.

Could she accept this change? What if problems arose?

However, having lived a full life, I knew it was all needless worry.

There was no need to worry. Everyone was smarter than I thought, more capable of looking after themselves, and they lived just fine.


Chapter 24: What's Meant to Happen, Happens

I had some time before I officially took the position of Sanzu Hall Director. In the meantime, I decided to take care of one thing.

I planned to give the best treatment to the Ghost Shadow Squad martial artists who would join in the future. I would reward them with a monthly salary befitting their abilities, instead of wringing out their youth under the guise of loyalty.

It wouldn't matter if they squandered their money living lavishly or bought land and a house for their old age. As long as they didn't gamble, I didn't care.

To do that, I needed a vast amount of funds. I knew a way to earn a lot of money around this time.

I left a letter for Lee Ahn saying I was going out for some fresh air, then secretly left the Cult.

I had lived my life with regression in mind.

I spent most of my time struggling to obtain materials for the Great Art, but I always made sure to remember what I needed. I knew precisely when and where various incidents in the murim occurred over several decades, especially the ones I could use.

The incident was about to happen in a village near Mount Wuyi in Fujian province. It was an event I absolutely could not miss.

I ran the entire way as training, using the Swift Step of the Four Strides of the Wind God. I was only a beginner, but the more I ran, the more its profundity captivated me.

When I rested, I gazed at the distant plains and lost myself in old memories. When the wind blew sand and dust from the horizon, I would jump up and run again.

I timed my pace to arrive on the day of the incident, running excitedly on some days and slowly on others.

After running for a long time, I finally arrived at the village at the foot of Mount Wuyi.

I remembered a story I heard from an old mercenary back when I was wandering as one myself.

He said he once ran a mercenary office and collected commissions. The incident he always spoke of whenever he got drunk, the one he called 'a tragic affair', was happening here today.

I asked a merchant for the location of the mercenary office.

The mercenaries' gathering place was a rundown building at the end of the marketplace.

I stepped inside to find about a dozen mercenaries in a suffocatingly small space. Some dozed against the wall, others maintained their weapons, and a few chatted in small groups. Some glanced at me but quickly lost interest.

I walked over to a middle-aged man writing at a desk in the corner.

A surge of emotion hit me when I saw him. He was Lim Chu, the man who told me about today's events during my mercenary days.

"Is there any work?"

Lim Chu raised his head.

"I haven't seen you before. Who recommended you?"

"Seo Gwang told me to come."

"What's your relationship with Martial Artist Seo?"

"We've worked together before."

"What job?"

"I helped Seo Gwang with a job on Mount Heng."

"That was the Little East Sect matter, wasn't it?"

"No, it was the Southern Veil Sect."

I could tell he asked the wrong question on purpose. Lim Chu was cautiously verifying my identity in this place where all sorts of people gathered, but I had come prepared.

"If it's a recommendation from Martial Artist Seo, I can trust you. Can you work today?"

"Of course."

"You've come at a good time. There's a big job today. Go wait over there. We need more people to gather."

I went to the spot he indicated and sat down. A few mercenaries glanced at me, but I ignored them.

After about two hours, everyone for the mission had gathered. There were fifteen of us in total.

In my past life, Lim Chu said fifty mercenaries were mobilized for this job. Freelancers and their drunken exaggerations.

Even with fifteen people, it was clearly a big mission. Freelancer jobs usually involved two or three people at least, and six or seven at most. They wouldn't use so many of these rough wanderers unless it was a truly urgent matter.

"Martial artist Yang will be in charge today."

The man introduced as Yang Dang had bones hardened by a long life as a mercenary.

"The pay is high, which means the mission is dangerous. Any bastard who does something stupid dies by my hand first, so keep that in mind."

After warning everyone, Yang Dang approached me.

"Recommended by Martial Artist Seo?"

"That's right."

"Can I trust your skills?"

"Who do I have to cut down to be acknowledged? You?"

I came on strong because acting too submissive would make me look like a poor mercenary.

"Hey, don't be cocky. In this world, a neck like yours can be lopped off like a drop of morning dew."

I sensed he was trying to make an example of me to establish discipline, so I didn't pick a fight.

"Don't worry, I'll follow orders well. I just need to get paid, that's all."

"We'll see."

The fifteen mercenaries mounted the prepared horses and carriage and headed off.


We met the woman and the boy only after several rendezvous to determine the final location.

Anyone could see they were mother and son from their strikingly similar faces.

Yang Dang explained the mission only after we met them.

"We have to get these two safely to Nanping. We need to move as fast as possible."

Mobilizing fifteen mercenaries for a bodyguard mission meant the woman and boy had a significant status. It also meant they were in great danger.

The child, a cute and handsome boy, looked at me through the carriage window. I smiled and waved at him, and he bowed his head in greeting.

He seemed well-educated with a good personality. The woman with him gave me a slight nod before closing the curtain, her face filled with anxiety.

The carriage carrying the two of them began to move. We mercenaries rode on horseback, guarding the carriage from the front and back.

The carriage stopped only when the horses were too exhausted to run any further.

While the horses rested, we also rested and ate. Yang Dang distributed prepared beef jerky to the mercenaries. He gave separate food to the woman and child.

The mercenaries received double their usual pay for this mission. Yang Dang, our leader, was probably pocketing several times more. Perhaps that was why he was so on edge, determined to complete the mission safely.

"We don't know when we'll get to eat again. So everyone, eat up!"

After resting for about an hour, the carriage set off again.

Some time after we departed, a mercenary tumbled from his galloping horse.

"Stop!"

The mercenaries stopped and checked the fallen man. His face had turned black and he foamed at the mouth. He was dead.

"He's dead."

The mercenary who reported this looked at his colleague and they both startled. Their eyes were bloodshot, and their faces were also turning black.

"Poison?"

The moment they uttered the word, they clutched their throats and fell backward.

"......"

The mercenaries collapsed one after another, their faces and bodies turning black.

Three people remained standing. Yang Dang, who led us, another mercenary, and me.

I knew from the way the two of them looked at me.

These are the ones who released the poison!

This was something even I hadn't known. Lim Chu's story said an external attack took down the mercenaries and their bodies were never found. I never imagined the leader had poisoned the food.

It seemed they disposed of the bodies to hide that they were the ones who used the poison.

"Why aren't you dead?"

Yang Dang demanded, glaring at me with surprise.

"Because I didn't eat the jerky you gave me. How could I eat food from someone I just met today?"

Many things changed because I regressed, but some things did not. The deaths of these mercenaries today were just like the fate of the cook who mixed Qi Dispersing Poison into the rice, only to die that same day.

Even if I try to prevent unnecessary bloodshed, some things are unavoidable. What can be changed will change, and what's meant to happen, happens.

The two men drew their swords simultaneously.

"It would've been better for you to eat it and die."

Just then, the unexpected happened.

PUUK!

Yang Dang's sword pierced through the other mercenary's back and burst out of his chest.

"Kuhk!"

The man collapsed, spewing blood.

I shook my head and spoke to Yang Dang.

"Are you an idiot? You should've let him fight me first and then killed him. How do you know how skilled I am?"

"This bastard is a calculating and selfish guy, he never would've fought first. If I had to step up and fight anyway... it's better to just kill him while he's distracted by you."

It seemed the two of them were of similar skill.

"What a pathetic life. You live standing in a line, just stabbing the back of the person in front of you. You think your turn won't come?"

"I won't let anyone stand behind me, so save your concern."

"What on earth are you going to do with money earned by killing your own comrades?"

"There's plenty to do. Drink, buy women."

"You'd kill this many people for just that? The ghosts will all cling to you. With that weight, do you think your lower half will even be able to stand?"

"You moronic bastard. Worry about your own life!"

The bastard killed his comrade because he had something else to rely on.

Four men appeared. Three wore masks, while the apparent leader was unmasked. I could tell from their gazes and gait that they were considerably skilled.

"You've arrived?"

Yang Dang greeted them respectfully. Judging by his tone and actions, these newcomers had hired Yang Dang.

The unmasked man ignored Yang Dang and me. He looked at the carriage and shouted.

"Come on out. Before I burn the whole carriage down."

The woman and child got out of the carriage, their faces pale with fear.

"You hide so well, like little rats. It was a real pain finding you."

The woman pleaded with the man.

"Martial Artist Gwon, please spare at least our Yang."

The woman seemed to know the man well. The man called Gwon appeared to ponder for a moment.

"Very well. For old times' sake, I'll let him live."

Joy and hope flickered across the woman's face, but then Gwon revealed his vile true colors.

"Did you really think so? You damned bitch. You should be on your knees begging for your life, not acting like you're my superior."

Gwon guffawed, mocking the desperate mother's love.

The startled child clung to his mother's skirt. The woman's expression hardened at the humiliation from a former subordinate. Still, she pleaded again, desperate to save her child.

"If you spare Yang-yi, I'll give you ten times the money you're being paid."

"No matter how great money is, it can't be more important than my life. Your father has already been subdued and captured. It's all over."

The woman let out a grief-stricken sigh when she heard her father had been subdued.

Just then, the man called Gwon turned his gaze to me.

I was smiling and waving at the child, who looked ready to burst into tears. It was the same way I had greeted him when we first met.

Gwon, thinking my behavior was out of place, asked Yang Dang.

"Who's that guy? Wasn't he one of your men?"

Everyone's attention focused on me. The woman holding her child, in particular, looked at me with desperate hope for an unexpected turn of events.

I slowly walked forward and stood in front of the woman and child.

"I'm the man who was paid to take these two to their destination. I'm also the kind of person who puts those I must protect behind me."

In that moment, a lifeline woven from the Heavenly Silk was placed in the hands of a woman who had been clutching at straws.


Chapter 25: You've Come to the Right Place

Kwon glared at Yang Dang. "Who the hell is that guy?"

"He's a mercenary I haven't gotten rid of yet."

"You should have gotten rid of him! Wasn't the original deal just to hand over the woman and child?" Kwon demanded.

"I'll take care of it."

"Do it now!"

Yang Dang drew his sword and approached me, confident he could win.

I wonder how much arrogance and delusion my youthful face will cause in the future. How many more like Yang Dang will it attract?

"You look like a bunch of scoundrels who betrayed your master," I said. "Do you really think you'll get paid properly? He'll probably kill you to silence you and swallow the money he owes you."

Kwon's eyes blazed with fury. "What? A bunch of scoundrels who betrayed our master?"

"I'm holding back because of the child," I added.

Kwon laughed in disbelief. "This guy is one strange lunatic."

"Hit a nerve, did I? You were really planning to kill that guy and take his money, weren't you? Don't do it. That guy killed all his comrades to get here."

Kwon's face turned red, unable to hide his true intentions. "This damn mercenary worm!"

He shouted to his subordinates, "Kill that bastard first!"

Three masked men stepped forward.

I looked at Yang Dang. "See? He said 'that bastard first'. Doesn't that mean you're next after me?"

Yang Dang couldn't hide his bewilderment.

"Even if you're going to run, you should at least get paid first," I continued.

Yang Dang, who had taken a step back, flinched. "What nonsense is this? When did I ever run away?"

The moment Yang Dang flared up in anger, hidden weapons cut through the air.

"......"

Kwon had launched a surprise attack. Unable to dodge the sudden volley, Yang Dang collapsed.

I looked at the dead Yang Dang. "The idiot handled things so poorly. Live like that, and this is what happens."

Then I turned to Kwon. "Your turn is next."

"You're just like him," I said. "You should have at least kept one of them alive to face me. What's the point of killing him just because you got angry? How can any of you expect to survive long if you can't control your tempers?"

"How long are you going to listen to this bastard's flapping jaw?" Kwon shouted.

The three masked men drew their swords and stepped forward.

Indeed, their skills were enough that they didn't need Yang Dang as a shield.

I gestured for the woman to cover the child's eyes. She hugged the child, covering his eyes and ears.

I didn't drag the fight out. I lunged forward before they could attack.

I unleashed the Hell Step from the Four Strides of the Wind God. My skill was only at a toddler's level, but it turned my opponents into newborns.

They had no chance to defend. I appeared before the first man in a flash. The moment he registered my presence, I cut his throat.

I saw the second man's eyes widen behind his mask. Gasp! What the... His thought died as I slit his throat too.

The third masked man failed to react even after his two comrades died. Less than a blink of an eye had passed.

My original martial arts, now combined with the Four Strides of the Wind God, created an attack they couldn't have blocked with a hundred years of preparation. I closed in on the third man with the Hell Step and cut him down with the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

Kwon stared at me with a horrified expression. To him, it must have looked like three sword lines appeared at once, felling his subordinates simultaneously.

"A fast sword technique?" he asked.

"I didn't even use a fast sword technique, but I suppose that's how it looked to you."

"Wh-who are you?" Kwon's voice trembled with terror.

Instead of answering, I asked the woman, "Who is that man?"

"He is Kwon Won, one of the vassals who protected our family. I am Geum Sayeon, the daughter of the Golden Manor Master."

"The Golden Manor!" I acted surprised.

But I already knew her identity.

The woman's father was Geum Ahju, a great merchant ranked among the top ten in the Central Plains. He was the wealthiest man in Fujian and the master of the Golden Manor.

This was the reason I had traveled so far.

The rebellion of the Golden Manor.

This was the incident Lim Chu had told me about. The Golden Manor Master was betrayed and killed by the vassal he trusted most.

The master's daughter escaped due to a last-minute schedule change. She tried to flee by hiring a mercenary, but they all lost their lives in the end.

Geum Sayeon said, "I want to hire you, Master. Please, help us."

"The situation has changed, so my price has gone up."

"That's a relief. We can afford any price, no matter how high. Please kill that man and save my father."

At that, Kwon Won pleaded with me. "Spare me and join our side. I'll speak to the Elder and have him pay you more than that woman!"

"More than the daughter of the Golden Manor Master? How?"

Kwon Won was momentarily at a loss for words.

I walked toward Kwon Won and scolded him coldly. "You said you were a vassal, didn't you? Then your place should be in front of that woman and child."

Kwon Won desperately tried to dodge my sword, but the gap in our skills was too great to be bridged by a struggle for survival.

My sword cut through Kwon Won's bone and flesh, piercing his heart. He collapsed with a single scream.

Only after seeing him die did Geum Sayeon feel relieved. She still firmly covered the child's eyes and ears.

I searched the bodies of Kwon Won and the masked men, collecting throwing knives. The place I was heading would be crawling with enemies.

"Let's go," I said.

"We have to take my Yang to a safe place first," Geum Sayeon replied.

I climbed into the driver's seat. "Get in. The safest place right now is next to me."

Geum Sayeon's hesitation was brief. She had seen my skills firsthand and knew she would have died without me.

She boarded with the child. The carriage turned and sped back the way it came.


Yeo Sang.

He was the Chairman of the Yeo Family Manor, the guardian family of the Golden Manor, and the mastermind of the betrayal.

He had prepared for this day for ten years. He won over key martial artists of the Golden Manor, eliminated some through staged accidents, and sent the rest far away.

He thought his plan was perfect. That was until I reappeared with Geum Sayeon.

When Geum Sayeon and the child got out of the carriage, Yeo Sang smiled brightly. He mistakenly thought his subordinates had captured them.

"Hahahaha!"

If the mother and son had escaped, he would never have slept peacefully again.

"Where is Kwon Won?" he asked, thinking I was one of Kwon Won's subordinates.

"He's dead. Everyone is dead except me."

Yeo Sang must have sensed something strange in my tone, but he was more curious about his next question. "By whom?"

"A young, handsome, mysterious master."

"What did you say?" Yeo Sang shouted, his expression uncomprehending. "You pathetic fool! What are you thinking, showering the enemy with such praise?"

"Because it's the truth."

"Fine. Let's say that's true. Then how did you survive..." Yeo Sang flinched as he grasped the situation.

"It was you!"

I answered with a faint smile.

Yeo Sang shouted, gathering his subordinates. They swarmed forward, surrounding me and the carriage.

"If you saved the woman and child, you should have run far away. Why did you return to the tiger's den?"

I looked around. "Where's the tiger here? All I see is a pack of dogs that bit the master who raised them."

Not only Yeo Sang but all his men radiated killing intent. They were Yeo Sang's limbs and the treacherous martial artists of the Golden Manor. Their pricked consciences made them mask it with an even colder fury.

Standing beside the carriage, Geum Sayeon held her son tightly. Despite the terrifying situation, she showed no fear. She knew composure was a luxury of the strong, and her merchant blood made her quick-witted. She took her son into the carriage so I could fight without hindrance.

Yeo Sang sensed I was no ordinary man and was extremely cautious. "Who might you be, Master? First, let's go inside, have a drink, and talk. I'll treat you to some fine liquor."

"No need for formalities. I won't spare you for acting nice. I won't spare you for begging, either. So feel free to curse and raise hell."

Sensing his appeasement wouldn't work, Yeo Sang gave a cold command. "Attack together and kill him!"

He emphasized the words 'attack together'.

The moment he gave the order, the men rushed in from all sides.

SHWIK! SHWIK! SHWIK! SHWIK! SHWIK!

Like a cool breeze, throwing knives flew from my hand. Before the men could even think to dodge, the knives cut off their thoughts and embedded in their vital points. The charging martial artists dropped one after another.

The knife throwing art I learned before my regression was the Life-Taking Secret Art of the Flying Dagger Grandmaster, Seo Muncheol.

I had never found a superior knife throwing art, so it was a martial art worth keeping for a lifetime.

When I ran out of throwing knives, the survivors rejoiced. Their joy was brief, born from the misconception that I was only a master of knife throwing.

I drew my sword and charged. Their skills ranged from high to mid-level, but they were all the same before my completely mastered Soaring Sky Sword Art.

After I swept through the area, all the enemies had fallen. Yeo Sang's face grew pale.

"Who are you, Master?"

The blood dripping from my sword earned me that title.

"Master? What master! I'm just a swordsman who smelled money passing by."

"How much would it take for you to just walk away?"

"You have a lot of money?"

"Enough to change a person's life."

"If you have so much money, why do this? If you wanted to change your life, you should have used your own money. Why touch someone else's? Especially your own master's."

Yeo Sang, at a loss for an answer, could only bite his lip.

As Yeo Sang hesitated, racking his brain, a voice shouted from a building in the back.

"Drop the sword!"

One of his subordinates emerged, holding a sword to Geum Ahju's throat.

The subordinate was trying to force my submission, but Yeo Sang sighed in dismay. He had intended to keep Geum Ahju hidden and negotiate, but his foolish subordinate brought him out.

Since what was done was done, Yeo Sang roared to pressure me. "Hurry up and drop your sword! Or the Golden Manor Master dies!"

In that instant, a stream of sword qi tore through the air.

The Soaring Sky Sword Art, Fourth Technique, the Burning Sky Strike.

It was already a rough and domineering sword qi technique. Channeled through the Black Demon Sword and loaded with powerful inner arts, its force could startle the heavens.

KRAKAKA-CRACK!

The swirling sword qi flew past and struck the martial artist.

He had used Geum Ahju as a shield, hiding two-thirds of his body, but the exposed third vanished. The dead body collapsed with a thud, leaving only Geum Ahju standing.

Thinking this was his chance now that I had expended my inner arts, Yeo Sang lunged with his sword in a surprise attack.

I was prepared, so his critical strike missed. As he continued his attacks, Yeo Sang's openings became more apparent.

Even if he had polished his skills his entire life, he would have been no match for me. Greed had filled the space where training should have been.

I could have subdued him immediately but allowed him a few more moves. If I defeated the head of the Yeo Family Manor too easily, curiosity and fantasies about me would grow too large.

Yeo Sang's sword flew continuously, aiming for my vital points. His life was on the line, making his attacks desperate.

An onlooker might have held their breath at the thrilling match, but my mind was as calm as still water.

After some thirty moves had passed, the fight ended with the sound of tearing flesh.

THWACK.

Yeo Sang's outstretched sword froze in mid-air. Its blade reflected Geum Ahju's joyous face.

My sword had crossed Yeo Sang's attack at an angle and was now embedded in his heart.

Yeo Sang's eyes, fixed on me, were full of resentment. I spoke to him calmly.

"You're the Patriarch of a guardian family, aren't you? You, of all people, shouldn't have done this. In your next life, become a merchant if you want to make money. Become an assassin if you want to kill people."

Already dead, Yeo Sang could not answer. He crumbled when I pulled out my sword.

Geum Sayeon, who had been watching from the carriage window with bated breath, cheered and got out with her son.

"Father."

"Grandfather!"

Geum Sayeon and the child ran to Geum Ahju and embraced him.

"Sayeon! Yang!"

Geum Sayeon clung to her father and shed tears. When his mother cried, the child cried with her.

A short while later, the imprisoned martial artists of the Golden Manor were freed.

Once the area was cleared, Geum Ahju expressed his gratitude to me again. He had heard the story from Geum Sayeon, and his gratitude for saving his daughter and grandson was far greater than for saving himself.

"I will never forget this debt. You, Master, are the benefactor who saved our family from annihilation. Would you please tell me your esteemed name?"

I can imagine how curious they must be about me, since I dealt with Yeo Sang and his men single-handedly.

"I'm nothing more than a passing mercenary."

"Even the Mercenary King couldn't have handled them this easily."

"You flatter me."

When I refused to reveal my identity, Geum Ahju didn't press further.

Geum Sayeon told Geum Ahju about the promise she had made with me. "I promised our benefactor that the reward would be in money."

Geum Ahju praised his daughter with a satisfied expression. "Well done. You made the most reliable promise."

Having regained his composure, he finally showed the bearing of the wealthiest man in Fujian.

"If what our benefactor needs is money, then you've come to the right place today."


Chapter 26: The More You Take, The Deeper The Bond

Geum Ahju led the way through the secret passage beneath the Golden Manor.

The path was a complex maze. I felt deadly traps and mechanisms hidden in the walls, ceiling, and floor. I could also feel the tension from Geum Sayeon, who followed behind me.

We wound through the intricate path, which only someone who knew the way could navigate. We soon arrived at the secret warehouse that stored the Golden Manor's treasures.

"You saved our lives, so it'd only be right to give you our entire fortune, but that's not really possible."

"I don't expect that much."

"Deciding on a monetary sum would be fine, but how about this instead? You can take as much as you can carry from this place in one trip. However, you can't use a cart, and you can't get help from anyone else."

"So you'll acknowledge whatever I can carry out myself?"

"That's right."

"May I use my inner arts?"

"Of course."

"Then I'll be able to carry out quite a lot, you know."

"If it weren't for you, we'd all be dead. This is a reward we must offer."

"Thank you."

"I'll give you two hours starting now. Is that acceptable?"

"That's more than enough."

I slowly walked into the treasure warehouse.


As Geom Mugeuk entered the treasure warehouse, Geum Sayeon asked Geum Ahju a question.

"Are you sure about this?"

"What do you mean?"

"With his martial arts, he might take more than you think. Aren't you worried about the loss?"

Geum Sayeon laughed as if joking, but he was inwardly worried. His mother, a woman who had dedicated her life to accumulating wealth, might later fall ill from regret. A large part of that life could now disappear in someone else's hands.

However, his mother's reaction was unexpected.

"Is there anything in there more precious than what we protected today?"

Geum Ahju patted her son's shoulder.

"The fact that you and Yang-i are alive is enough. If I had lost you both..."

Geum Ahju could not finish the sentence. She had lived her whole life hearing that she was so cold not even a drop of blood would come out if pricked, but when it came to her children, she was a person who could shed blood and tears. She just never had the chance to express it.

This opportunity made Geum Ahju realize something desperately.

She deeply regretted neglecting her own flesh and blood to accumulate wealth. Her family was something she would not regret losing all her fortune for.

There was another reason she would not regret giving away her entire fortune.

There are many kinds of death. One feels no regrets if they die while striving for a purpose. This case, however, was a betrayal by a trusted vassal. She probably would not have been able to close her eyes even in death.

"That Master is no ordinary person."

"Yes. Despite his young age, his skills were extraordinary."

"What I saw wasn't just his skill."

"Then what else did you see?"

"I've been pondering how to describe it, but I haven't been able to figure it out. That Master has an indescribable presence about him."

She had met countless people in her lifetime. It was the first time she had met someone so young who exuded such a relaxed yet unique atmosphere.

"Money can be earned again, but a connection with someone like that might only come once in a lifetime."

Moreover, he was young. Geum Ahju hoped the bond with that young man would continue into the next era of the Golden Manor, led by her son and grandson.

"That's why it doesn't matter if he takes it all. The more he takes, the deeper our bond will become."


I can say with certainty that I will never see a treasure warehouse like this again.

On one side, gold items were piled up like a mountain, so bright they were dazzling. There were Buddha statues, martial artist statues, tableware, ornaments, and all sorts of animals like tigers, toads, turtles, and pigs. Everything that could be made of gold was stacked there. They must have been neatly displayed at first, but the collection grew so large they just started piling them up.

A display case next to it exhibited rare jewels. It held everything from jewelry like rings, necklaces, and bracelets to women's norigae made of jade.

The opposite display stand held ceramics, and behind them hung paintings by famous artists. The place was truly filled with all sorts of rare and precious things.

Next to those were items that truly excited me.

There were Night-Luminating Pearls that lit up the dark and the Antitoxin Bead, which prevented poisoning if held in the mouth. The Antitoxin Bead was of the highest quality and very small.

There were five of each. These items could not be easily obtained even with money, making them more valuable than any other jewel in this place.

With a joyful heart, I took the Night-Luminating Pearls and the Antitoxin Bead first. I gathered all of them and tucked them into my clothes.

An enormous value had just been pocketed, but this was only the beginning.

Next, I put expensive-looking rings on my fingers and layered bracelets and necklaces on my arms and neck. I wore so many they felt heavy and dangled.

I looked for something to hold the gold items. A large leather pouch would have been great, but unfortunately, there was nothing suitable.

Should I take off my clothes and use them as a bag?

While thinking this, I spotted a bolt of fabric in a corner. I inspected it and found it was a bolt of Heavenly Silk from the Outer Regions.

I tore off the largest piece I could with my sword, made a large bundle cloth, and swept the gold items into it.

Since I could move them using my inner arts, I rearranged the items again and again, packing in as much as I possibly could. I left the paintings and ceramics behind because they might get crumpled or broken. I also did not know their exact value.

I did not consider the Golden Manor Master's circumstances. She was not someone whose wealth I needed to worry about.

And so, I filled the entire two hours and the bundle cloth to the brim with treasure.

When I emerged from the secret vault, the jaws of Geum Ahju and Geum Sayeon dropped.

I carried a bundle far larger than my own body. It was so big it was impossible to imagine how much was inside.

I only managed to get out because the warehouse door was so large. Otherwise, I would have had to break down a wall.

"I'll just take this modest amount."

THUD.

When I set the bundle down, the floor vibrated.

Geum Ahju saw the rings on every one of my fingers and the necklaces and bracelets dangling from my neck and arms. She burst out laughing.

"Hahahahaha!"

"Shouldn't you be crying?"

"It's true that I'm sad to see my fortune diminish, but I'm glad my benefactor isn't a hypocrite. The hypocrites I know would've taken only a few items to save their useless, petty face, but how bitter would they feel inside? I despise such hypocrites. Greed is the most precious and important emotion that governs humanity."

She was a proponent of greed. That very greed likely allowed her to become the wealthiest person in Fujian.

"Tearing the Heavenly Silk to make a bundle cloth was also a very wise decision."

"Thank you."

"It's a shame to part ways. Stay for a drink before you go."

"I'm not the type to drink with treasure lying next to me. I'll see you next time."

"If I ever need help, may I seek you out again?"

"Of course. Please earn a lot more by then."

Geum Ahju laughed heartily at those words. I felt again that the more honest I was about wealth, the more her favor grew.

"If I want to meet you, where should I go?"

"Leave a message in your name, Chairman, at any West Lake Inn in the Central Plains, and I'll come find you."

The West Lake Inn was a secret contact point run by our Cult. It received necessary messages like this and relayed them to important figures in our Cult.

"Indeed, you are no ordinary person."

Geum Ahju would know. Only extraordinary people operate contact points in this manner.

"Take care until we meet again."

"I wish you luck in your martial endeavors."

After forging a deep bond with the Golden Manor Master, I left that place. The connection with the Golden Manor Master was by no means a loss for me, so I departed in high spirits.


I acquired a carriage in the village, loaded it with treasure, and headed for the Cult.

On the way back, I sold off the gold and jewels in portions. The quantity was too large for any single place to handle. I stopped at various shops in every city I passed through to sell the gems.

Having wandered the Central Plains my whole life, I knew exactly what was where and the best places to sell. I sold off all the gold items and jewels except for the Night-Luminating Pearls and the Antitoxin Bead.

I then deposited the money into the most trustworthy banks: the Central Plains Bank, the Continental Bank, and the Tempest Bank. The total amount I secured reached a staggering three million eight hundred thousand taels. It was far more money than I had expected.

Thank you, the Golden Manor Master. You may not know it, but this money will become the cornerstone of an organization that will become a legend in the murim.

I left three and a half million taels in the banks and returned with only three hundred thousand taels in bank notes.

As soon as I returned to the Cult, I went to the Heavenly Demon Hall to meet my father. As always, my father guarded the Heavenly Demon Hall like a great mountain.

As I walked the blood-red carpet, a question suddenly occurred to me.

Here, my father must listen to reports from his subordinates several times a day and make important decisions. Decisions by which some live, and others die.

Is my father truly satisfied with this life?

Just like me, and just like Lee Ahn, wasn't my father also pushed into the position of the Heavenly Demon? With his true desires hidden deep in his heart.

"I heard you left the Cult."

"I went to earn some money."

"Money? Why?"

"I can't live off your money forever, can I? And I think I'll be needing a lot of it in the future."

"What do you plan to use it for?"

"I want to have a private organization."

"A private organization?"

Father's expression sharpened slightly.

"Don't the Demon Supremes each command their own subordinates? To deal with them, I need an organization of my own."

"Absolutely not. If you have one, your brother will want one too. The relatives and disciples of the Demon Supremes will also try to get them. It's forbidden!"

I did not expect to get permission on the first try. It was not an urgent matter anyway.

One by one, good subordinates will gather, and when the water eventually overflows, the dam will inevitably break.

I did not press the issue, and my father did not mention it again.

"Did you earn a lot of money?"

"Yes, I earned a lot."

I took a thick envelope from my robes and held it out.

"This is for you, Father."

When my father extended his hand, the envelope flew from my grasp to his. The telekinesis was incredibly smooth yet fast, containing the profound principles of ascension.

Father checked the envelope's contents. Inside was a bank note for one hundred thousand taels.

"What is this money?"

"It's your allowance, Father."

"What?"

Father was stunned. The large sum did not shock him. The very word 'allowance' did.

"I have plenty of money."

"I know. You're the richest person in the world. The money I just gave you is my first allowance to you, a token of my gratitude for giving birth to me and raising me."

Father looked down at the bank note for a moment, then asked abruptly. "Are you trying to curry my favor?"

"I'll be doing a lot of cringeworthy flattering in the future, but this allowance isn't part of that. I just wanted to give it to you once. Please rest well, Father."

I bowed respectfully and walked back down the path of blood.

Father's gaze burned the back of my head until I left the hall. He must be extremely bewildered right now.

After all, he had just become the first Heavenly Demon in history to receive an allowance from his son.


Chapter 27: I Heard

A few days later, I officially became the Sanzu Hall Director.

Early that morning, martial artists from the Sanzu River Hall arrived at my residence. Special Investigator Seo Daeryong, the man who investigated the Demonic Army with me, led the group.

"We've come to escort you, Director."

"Detective Seo. So you've come."

"I volunteered."

This small, melancholic-looking man had actually played a large role in my appointment as the Sanzu Hall Director.

"Let's go."

I decided to bring Lee Ahn with me.

"Lee Ahn, you should come along. You need to learn how an organization is run."

"Thank you!"

Lee Ahn looked happy enough to fly, probably because she thought I would leave her behind again.

"This isn't for fun. Go and learn. Learn how an organization operates and how to treat your subordinates. Don't miss a single thing."

"......"

When we arrived at the Sanzu River Hall, all the investigators stood lined up at the entrance. It seemed this was their way of welcoming a new Director.

As I passed, they performed a clasped hands greeting in unison and shouted loudly.

"We greet the Director!"

I expected they wouldn't welcome my appointment. Their gazes, however, were more favorable than I had anticipated.

I quietly asked Seo Daeryong, who stood beside me.

"Did you tell them I'd cut their monthly salary if they didn't pretend to welcome me?"

"No."

"Then why is the atmosphere so good?"

Seo Daeryong lifted his foot and mimed stomping on the ground.

That gesture made me understand their hospitality. It was because of Godang, the First Captain of the Demonic Army. Godang had murdered the first investigator sent to the case and had injured another one.

I had smashed Godang's head in and killed him, which gave them satisfying revenge. My Heavenly Demon bloodline offset any resistance to my young age, and since I had killed a Demonic Army General, my martial arts skills were also proven.

"Would you like to say a few words?"

At Seo Daeryong's suggestion, I turned to face my new subordinates before entering the building.

I slowly looked at each of their faces and delivered a short message.

"I don't know if you'll be happier or more miserable with me as your Director, but one thing is certain. Your hearts will beat faster than before."

With only those words, I turned and walked into the building.

I could hear murmuring behind me. I didn't need to worry about how they interpreted my words. They would find out soon enough.

As Seo Daeryong guided me to the office and turned to leave, I stopped him.

"Detective Seo, did you ever think we'd meet again like this?"

"Honestly, I was very surprised."

"I came because I missed you, Detective Seo."

Seo Daeryong's expression didn't change at all, as if such flattery had no effect.

"Lee Ahn, you should avoid a blunt man like this. Life with him would be boring forever."

"He could be a genuine person, though," Lee Ahn said, defending Seo Daeryong.

"No, this friend is a watery soup with no substance."

This time, Seo Daeryong himself stepped in.

"I may not be a rich broth, but I'm not bland either."

"Oh, you've got a personality. You'll be needing that personality often from now on."

The quick-witted Seo Daeryong instantly understood my meaning.

"No. I'm a bland soup. Please don't look for me for dangerous tasks."

"I'm going to mix rice into that watery soup and add a ton of spicy seasoning."

Seo Daeryong took a step back. He only pretended to be scared, but Seo Daeryong is a brave man. I know that great courage and spirit reside within that small frame.

"Now, tell me about this hall. I don't know a thing."

As if he had been waiting for the question, Seo Daeryong began to explain.

"As you know, the Sanzu River Hall protects and enforces the rules and laws of our Cult. It handles various incidents within the cult and roots out corruption. The total number of personnel is one hundred, with thirty investigators and seventy enforcement martial artists."

The enforcement martial artists assisted investigators, acted as bodyguards, and arrested criminals.

"That's not as many as I thought."

"It's an organization that doesn't require large numbers."

The Sanzu River Hall was an authoritative organization that everyone feared. There were exceptions, like the Demonic Army, but most demonic practitioners were afraid of the Sanzu River Hall.

"Among the thirty investigators, there are five Special Investigators. The Special Investigators handle difficult and important cases, but you can consider them the same as regular investigators during normal times. The enforcement martial artists aren't assigned to specific investigators but are dispatched for support whenever needed."

After hearing the full explanation, I asked him a question.

"Detective Seo, what do you think is the biggest problem with the Sanzu River Hall?"

Seo Daeryong hesitated for a moment before he answered.

"No organization in our Cult can escape the influence of the Eight Demon Supremes."

He didn't single out the Sanzu River Hall, but his meaning was clear. The Eight Demon Supremes were the biggest problem.

"Are you also under their influence?"

"I am not. As I said, I'm a loner."

He meant that he had never gotten involved in the cult's politics for money or promotion.

"That's not to say I'm a man of great conviction. You can just think of me as a grumbling malcontent."

"That's why I like you. I don't like people who are too hung up on ideals either," I said, glancing at Lee Ahn.

"I like rational people. People who take care of themselves first."

Knowing I was talking about her, Lee Ahn just gave a faint smile.

My gaze returned to Seo Daeryong.

"You said it yourself, didn't you? That our Cult will never change. How about we start changing our Cult together, starting now?"

"What if you leave after igniting all that passion? Just as you arrived so suddenly."

"I suppose I'll have to leave when it's time to go."

"Then I, who burned with passion alongside you, will be left alone in the burnt ashes, won't I?"

"That's not my problem. Weren't you a loner anyway? So, what do you say? Are you in?"

At my shamelessness, Seo Daeryong let out a loud, deliberate sigh, but his answer was different from his actions.

"I'll do it."

"The reason?"

"Didn't you already show me the reason while handling the Demonic Army affair?"

"I'll be counting on you from now on."

"Yes. Leave it to me."

I cheerfully extended my hand, and Seo Daeryong grasped it firmly.

You ask what will happen to you when I leave? What do you think? You'll sit in my seat.

I was appointed with a better welcome than I expected. Now, I needed to make them clearly recognize the kind of person I am.

For that, I needed an example. A really vicious and bad one.

"Are there any recent cases related to the Eight Demon Supremes that I should look into again?"

The phrase 'look into again' was a roundabout way of saying 'unjustly handled'.

Seo Daeryong understood my meaning at once.

"Of course... there are."

The word 'of course' reiterated the problem with the Sanzu River Hall that Seo Daeryong had mentioned.

"Bring it to me."

A moment later, Seo Daeryong returned with a file.

After reviewing the case details, I let out a long sigh.

"You're doing this on purpose to get me killed, aren't you?"

Of all things, the case Seo Daeryong brought was related to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"I didn't want to do this either, but... it's a recent case, and it fits what you described."

"But why did it have to be the Blood Heaven Blade Demon!"

Lee Ahn, who had been watching, quickly interjected.

"Young Master, you have to hold back this time. Elder Blade Demon must be on the verge of exploding."

I handed the file to Lee Ahn.

"The story written here is too unjust to be covered up for that reason. Lee Ahn, read it and see if you can still close it."

After reading the contents, Lee Ahn couldn't bring herself to close the file and sighed.

"I can't let this go."

I shot up from my chair.

"Let's go. If destiny calls, I must answer."

In truth, this wasn't destiny. It was just the inevitable consequence of an old man neglecting the trash around him.


Gwa Ju was drunk.

He drowned in a despair so deep that even alcohol couldn't help.

His son, a martial arts academy student, had been beaten by a group of friends. The boy had suffered a head injury and had not regained consciousness for ten days.

Jo Cheonbae, the owner of the Alluring Inn who knew his situation well, sat down in front of him.

"Is the rumor true? That those bastards were released?"

Gwa Ju downed his drink in one gulp after another.

"Damn it! Damn it all!"

An investigator from the Sanzu River Hall had looked into the incident. He had assumed the culprits would be thrown in prison. Instead, the three of them were found not guilty and released. The incident was ruled an injury sustained during a friendly duel.

"It's all over. They say the father of the kid who led the whole thing is one of the Hundred Blade Ghosts."

The Hundred Blade Ghosts was the leader of a hundred blade demons.

"Oh no!" Jo Cheonbae lamented. If the other boy's father was a subordinate of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and one of the Hundred Blade Ghosts, then this was the end of the matter.

"The investigators at the Sanzu River Hall are all the same. Those bastards are the worst of them all."

"Shh! Lower your voice. What if someone hears you?" Jo Cheonbae glanced around and tried to calm him down.

"Let them hear! Tell those sons of bitches from the Sanzu River Hall to kill me first! Tell the Hundred Blade Ghosts to come and kill me himself!"

SLAM!

Gwa Ju slammed his hand on the table. A liquor bottle wobbled, but Jo Cheonbae quickly caught it.

"My friend! Please, hold it in."

"If my son doesn't wake up, my wife won't live out her natural life."

Jo Cheonbae knew that wasn't an exaggeration. Gwa Ju had only one son, and he had watched for a long time how much the couple doted on him.

"He'll wake up."

"If he doesn't, I'll kill that bastard, and then I'll kill myself."

At that very moment, a voice came from behind them.

"And you think you can kill him?"

The two men turned their heads. Three young men stood at the entrance of the tavern.

"Who are you?"

The young man in the center, who had just spoken with a voice full of ridicule, was Yang Ho, the one who had led the assault.

"Who do you think you are, old man, talking about killing someone's precious son?"

Gwa Ju shot up from his seat.

"You! You!"

Faced with Yang Ho so unexpectedly, he was shocked and flustered, but he soon roared.

"You, you bastard. Because of you, right now... Give me back my son! Give him back!"

His emotions were so intense he didn't even know what he was saying, but Yang Ho was indifferent.

"You bastard! We haven't heard a single word of apology from you!"

At that, Yang Ho stepped forward and bowed his head politely.

"I'm sorry. I've truly committed a crime worthy of death. It will never happen again. There? I definitely apologized. So you should stop calling me a bastard, old man."

"What? What did you just say?"

"I'm not your kid, am I?"

The two thugs with him snickered, and Yang Ho also struggled to hold back his laughter.

Drunk and enraged, Gwa Ju couldn't hold back and tried to draw his sword, but Jo Cheonbae rushed over and desperately stopped him.

"Endure it. Endure it! For your family's sake, just endure it!"

If Gwa Ju drew his sword here, Yang Ho would obviously kill him. Gwa Ju was a low-ranking martial artist from an external sect, while Yang Ho, though young, had been properly trained in martial arts since childhood.

"Old man, are you crazy? You told me to apologize, and when I do, you try to kill me."

Yang Ho could have just left, but he seemed to have come with a purpose, as he continued to provoke Gwa Ju.

"Wow, you have no conscience. Go on, kill me. Kill me if you can."

How could a human be so shameless? Gwa Ju wanted to stab the bastard right then and there.

But he couldn't. He couldn't win, and even if he did kill Yang Ho, it would create an even bigger problem. That would be the end of everything. Not just himself, but his unconscious son and his grief-stricken wife would all be murdered by Yang Ho's father.

"You all should get going too. Go on."

Jo Cheonbae tried to send Yang Ho and his friends away, but Yang Ho acted as if he had abandoned his humanity.

"I was wondering who our Dong-yi took after to be such a coward. Turns out it was his father."

In that instant, Gwa Ju lost his reason.

Gwa Ju drew his sword. As if waiting for it, Yang Ho's fist flew.

The punch struck Gwa Ju in the face, sending him crashing into a table before he collapsed.

"That guy definitely drew his sword first!" the two thugs behind Yang Ho shouted like witnesses.

Yang Ho rushed forward and began to beat Gwa Ju.

THUD! THUD! THUD!

"A mere warehouse guard dares to report me to the Sanzu River Hall?"

This was the reason the punk hadn't left. His father had severely scolded him for being reported to the Sanzu River Hall, and unable to contain his anger, he had come to take it out on Gwa Ju.

Only after landing his fill of punches did Yang Ho get off Gwa Ju's body.

"This is all your fault. I told him to go home and steal some money, but he said he couldn't because his father earned it through blood and sweat. That idiot, acting all righteous. Am I the only trash here? So how could I not hit him? This is all your responsibility. Got it?"

"...You confessed with your own mouth!"

Gwa Ju's lips were split and blood trickled from a cut under his torn eye, but in that moment, he found a glimmer of hope.

"What confession?"

"Everyone here heard it! Why you beat my son. You confessed that it wasn't a duel, but an assault."

Yang Ho glared fiercely at the surroundings.

"Well? Is there anyone here who heard what I said?"

Several other customers were there, but no one dared to step forward. Even the tavern owner, Jo Cheonbae, couldn't intervene. The moment he did, he would not only have to close his business, but his very life would be in danger. It was the same for the other customers.

"Nobody heard anything, they say. Hehehe."

At Yang Ho's laughter, Gwa Ju finally shed the tears he had been holding back.

"Ugh... sob!"

He couldn't bear the injustice. The reality that he could do nothing while the one who put his son in a coma mocked him was too devastating. He was ashamed as a father and felt so sorry. He didn't want to cry, but the tears kept flowing.

"A grown man crying like a baby. It's really like father, like son. Hahaha."

The thugs who came with Yang Ho also cackled and laughed.

It was at that very moment. From the second floor of the tavern, a young man's voice rang out clearly.

"I heard."


Chapter 28: We're Starting, So Hold on Tight

Yang Ho shouted irritably at the voice from the second floor.

"Which bastard is it?"

The same voice replied.

"You haven't even checked who it is, and you're already cursing?"

Then, a woman's voice joined in.

"This isn't courage, it's recklessness."

The woman's voice was so pleasant it explained the expression 'like rolling jade beads'. It felt like even her curses would be a pleasure to hear.

"What on earth is inside that head of his to make him act like that?"

"His upbringing must have been poor."

"Some kids grow up just fine even if their parents neglect them. So you can't just blame the parents for everything."

"You're right."

Normally, Yang Ho would have flown into a rage, but his mind was filled with lust instead.

Judging by her voice alone, she must be a peerless beauty. If I play my cards right today, I might be able to spend a hot night with her!

He planned to crush the man with her and take the woman for himself.

Such a fearless fantasy was possible for a reason. In the Demon Village, one's status and skill determined which inns, taverns, and brothels they frequented.

The Alluring Inn, run by Jo Cheonbae, was a place for low-class martial artists. Neither his father nor his subordinates, the Blade Ghosts, ever came here.

Martial artists from the orthodox or unorthodox sects didn't just drop by the Demon Village. So, Yang Ho naturally concluded his opponents must be low-class martial artists from our Cult.

Meanwhile, the conversation on the second floor continued.

"To think the son of a mere Hundred Blade Ghosts is committing such tyranny in broad daylight. The prestige of the Blade Ghosts must be truly great."

"It's probably only possible because he's riding on the coattails of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's authority."

Yang Ho was puzzled. No one had ever dared to look down on his father before, and now his opponent was even mentioning the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"I can imagine how he was raised from a young age."

"He grew up not knowing how scary the world is."

Yang Ho listened and then spoke politely, a stark change from his earlier tone.

"Esteemed senior, you've graced us with your presence. Please reveal yourself and point out the mistakes of this foolish junior."

The moment he finished, he added another comment.

"You idiot, did you think I'd fall for that? I don't know what kind of bastards you are, pretending to be mysterious, but you'd better show your faces right now or you'll die."

A man then peeked his head out from the second floor.

Yang Ho relaxed when he saw the man's youthful appearance.

"Is it you?"

"Yeah, it's me."

"What about the bitch who was chattering with you?"

Then, the woman peeked her head out. Yang Ho screamed at the sight of her.

"Aargh! What the hell?"

"Why are you so surprised, Master."

"Is it really you? Is it you!"

The owner of the voice was a fat woman, not a peerless beauty. His happy fantasy shattered, and Yang Ho roared.

"You bastards, get down here right now if you don't want to die!"


"Let's go down now."

I finished my drink at Lee Ahn's words.

I was the one drinking on the second floor. I had come to meet the victim's father, Gwa Ju, and ended up catching an unexpectedly big fish.

I leaped from the second floor to the floor below. Lee Ahn followed, jumping down as well. She used her movement arts to land lightly despite her large frame.

Yang Ho was startled by our movements. He had assumed we were third-rate martial artists, but we were far too nimble.

I helped the fallen Gwa Ju to his feet and sat him in a chair.

"I'm sorry for not intervening sooner. I had a feeling that bastard would run his mouth, so I waited. Thanks to that, I got a confession."

"Second Young Lord?"

"Oh, you recognize me."

"Actually, I recognized your bodyguard. She's quite famous within the academy."

I looked at Lee Ahn and pouted.

"Does this make any sense? You're more famous than me!"

"How could I be famous? They just recognized me right away because I'm so big. Tsk!"

Yang Ho's face turned pale as he listened to our conversation.

"You're... the Second Young Lord?"

"Relax. I'm here today as the Sanzu Hall Director. No, wait, you should probably be more nervous then."

Yang Ho, who had been shouting as if he owned the world, lowered his voice and spoke politely.

"I failed to recognize a noble person of our Cult. Please forgive my rudeness. I'm still young."

"From the way you act, you don't seem young at all."

"No, I'm not. I'm just a kid who doesn't know anything."

Yang Ho bowed his head low. The young brat was cunning, knowing instinctively when to submit.

"May I be excused now?"

"Wait. I have business with you."

"What business is that?"

"I'm here to investigate the assault case you committed."

"But the Sanzu River Hall already ruled me innocent."

"This case is being completely reinvestigated."

A startled Yang Ho stood in shock while Gwa Ju's face brightened. Jo Cheonbae, who was next to him, flinched and stopped himself from cheering.

I listed Yang Ho's charges one by one.

"You extorted money daily, so that's habitual extortion. You forced him to steal, so that's instigating theft. You beat a friend to the brink of death, so that's attempted murder, and as if that wasn't enough, you came and assaulted the victim's father. Your crimes are too heinous. You'll spend at least twenty years in prison."

"Twenty years?"

Yang Ho turned deathly pale. He couldn't handle two days in prison, let alone twenty years.

"No, it just happened while we were having a duel!"

"Too late. You confessed yourself right in front of the Sanzu Hall Director."

Cornered, Yang Ho brought up the person who had shielded him from all his evil deeds.

"Do you know who my father is?"

"I do. He's the Hundred Blade Ghosts."

"If you frame me, my father won't just stand by."

"Don't talk nonsense about being framed. You want me to show you what a real frame-up looks like?"

The brat flinched and shrank back from my intensity.

"And your father will be too busy to look after you. I'm planning to arrest him too, on charges of pressuring a Sanzu River Hall investigator."

The teenage Yang Ho couldn't withstand the pressure.

"Father won't let you get away with this. He'll get out of prison and get revenge on you. No, he can kill you even from inside prison! So you'd better think carefully..."

"......"

I didn't let him finish. My fist slammed mercilessly into the brat's stomach.

Yang Ho clutched his stomach and collapsed. Then, another thunderbolt struck him.

"If we add the crime of threatening the Sanzu Hall Director, that's thirty years."

Yang Ho looked up, his face filled with terror.

"...No, please save me!"

"I'm feeling generous. I'll drop that one."

"Please, forgive me."

"Alright, give me one reason why I should forgive you, and stop going on about your father."

"That is..."

"Have you ever saved someone? Ever helped anyone? No? Then tell me something even remotely good you've done. Try to make something up, even if you have to force it."

"......"

"You can't even make something up, can you? It's hard to invent something on the spot when you've never done it. Why should I forgive someone like you?"

"I'll... I'll live a good life from now on!"

"Sure. Live like that after you get out of prison and pay for your crimes."

WHOOSH, SMACK!

I mercilessly slapped the brat across the face. His jaw twisted as he lost consciousness and collapsed.

"Transport him to the Hall."

I could have beaten him half to death right there, but I didn't. For him, the real hell would be twenty years in prison. It wasn't an empty threat. I fully intended to give him a twenty-year sentence and throw him in.

The prisons of our Cult were hellish places where human rights were ignored. I could guarantee this brat wouldn't last a month before taking his own life.

Turning over a new leaf? If he were that kind of person, he wouldn't have committed such vicious acts in the first place.

The two goons at the entrance backed away, trying to flee.

However, martial artists blocked the entrance. They were Seo Daeryong and the enforcement martial artists of the Sanzu River Hall. They were known to be more fearsome than any other martial artists in our Cult, the kind even the Demonic Army wouldn't dare challenge.

The two lackeys wet themselves and collapsed.

"We only did what we were told!"

"Please spare us!"

Punishment was one thing, but first, these guys had a role to play.

"If you don't confess everything exactly as it happened, you'll take all the blame."

"We'll tell you everything!"

"I'll tell you!"

I spoke as if I might forgive them for testifying, but that was a lie. Once I had their testimony, these guys were headed to prison too. Their sentences would be shorter than Yang Ho's, but I planned to give them at least five years.

If I made an example of these guys, would anyone dare bully their peers in the martial arts academy or the academy again?

"Take them to the interrogation room and get their statements!"

"Yes, sir!"

The enforcement martial artists subdued the three's acupoints and transported them to the Hall.

One of the watching customers couldn't hold back and started clapping.

CLAP, CLAP, CLAP!

Then, the rest of them cheered. Jo Cheonbae finally let out the cheer he had held back.

This reaction probably wouldn't have happened if it weren't me, but I am the son of the Heavenly Demon, so it was okay for them to cheer.

I addressed them in a loud voice.

"From now on, if you suffer any injustice, report it to the Sanzu River Hall. As long as I am the Sanzu Hall Director, no external pressure will work."

The applause grew louder. If I wasn't afraid of a Demon Supreme, what other external pressure could possibly work?

I finished with a joke. "If someone tries to scare you by saying they'll call their father, like that brat just did, I'll call my father too!"

Laughter erupted from the crowd.

Just then, one of my subordinates reported something to me. I immediately relayed the good news to Gwa Ju.

"Before coming here, the Demonic Physician treated your son."

"Is that true? That noble person treated my son?"

"To me, your son is more precious. I've just been told he has woken up, so please, hurry and go see him."

"Uwaaah!"

Overwhelmed, Gwa Ju cried out.

"Ah! Dong-ah, Dong-ah! You're alive! My son is alive!"

The tavern owner, Jo Cheonbae, embraced him.

"This is great, just great."

People who knew the two of them gathered around to congratulate them.

Gwa Ju shed tears of overwhelming emotion.

"I will never forget this kindness."

I stopped him as he was about to give a deep bow.

"Haven't you dedicated your entire life to our Cult? It's only natural that our Cult should protect you."

Our Cult was maintained because of people like him, who silently dedicated their lives to it. The current our Cult has lost this natural sense of gratitude.

"Our Cult is grateful to you."

I bowed my head to him. Gwa Ju sensed the sincerity in my heart and shed tears.

"Thank you, thank you so much."

"You should hurry and go see your son."

"Yes, I'll be on my way now."

He hurried off to see his son. The tavern owner, Jo Cheonbae, then spoke to me.

"Whenever you come by, drinks and food will be on the house."

"Thank you. I'll come by next time for a drink."

"It would be my honor if you did."

Jo Cheonbae bowed deeply. The other customers also bowed. For them, this was likely the most satisfying thing they had ever witnessed.

After they bowed and stepped back, Lee Ahn and Seo Daeryong walked over from behind me.

Seo Daeryong asked cautiously, his expression worried.

"But... will you really be alright?"

Since I planned to arrest not only Yang Ho but also his father, the Hundred Blade Ghosts, I would be seriously provoking the Blood Heaven Blade Demon again.

"Will I be alright? Of course not. All hell will break loose again."

"I'm worried."

"Isn't this the case you brought to me? Trying to bury me with the Blade Demon's big sword."

"That's true, but..."

Seo Daeryong sighed. Regret was written on his face, as if he thought he shouldn't have brought this case forward.

I spoke powerfully to Seo Daeryong, who desperately dreamed of change, and to Lee Ahn, who still feared it.

"We haven't even really started yet. So don't let your hearts waver, and hold on tight!"


Chapter 29: What We Should Fear

I expected the Blood Heaven Blade Demon or the Blade Demons to show up first. However, the first backlash for arresting Yang Ho came from within.

About thirty investigators from the Sanzu River Hall gathered in the main hall and summoned me.

The one leading them was the most senior Special Investigator, Gong Myeong.

"We should've visited you in your office, but there were too many of us, so we've been rude."

"It looks like you've come here to fight, not to talk."

"Absolutely not. Please don't misunderstand."

They had not come with one mind. I could tell just by looking at their eyes who had a complaint and who had been dragged along reluctantly.

Gong Myeong stepped forward on behalf of everyone.

"I heard you reinvestigated a case that our Hall had already closed as not guilty."

"I did."

"That act undermines the morale and authority of our Hall's investigators."

I asked the investigators standing behind Gong Myeong.

"Do you all think so too?"

"Yes, we do," they answered thunderously.

"My thoughts are a little different. I think the Yang Ho case is what undermined the Hall's authority, and quite severely at that."

"What do you mean by that?"

"Do I really need to explain something so obvious? This is disappointing."

At that, Gong Myeong's expression hardened as he retorted, "You're the one who has already done something nonsensical, Director."

"Did you hear that when I arrested Yang Ho, the bastard confessed everything in front of everyone?"

"I did."

"So what's this? Why have you all swarmed here?"

"We are addressing the reinvestigation of an already closed case."

"A matter of principle?"

"That's right. It's also unprecedented."

"Investigator Gong, an innocent child was beaten nearly to death. The guilty bastard was caught and even confessed. Shouldn't it obviously be reinvestigated? How do you think you look, bringing up principles in this situation?"

"You can call me old-fashioned, but it can't be helped. For an organization, principles are that important."

Is he being stubborn, or is he trying to pressure me? He would not back down an inch.

"Fine, let's see what everyone thinks. Anyone who thinks the reinvestigation is right, come over here!"

They came here for collective action, so I doubted anyone would move.

But one person walked over to my side.

It was my absolute supporter, Seo Daeryong. Everyone knew he was close to me, so there was no ripple of agitation.

"My loyal subject and one-man army, Detective Seo."

"If you say it like that, it makes it seem like I moved because of our personal connection, doesn't it?"

"Weren't you?"

"No. Separate from my loyalty to you, Director, I believe this case must be reinvestigated."

"The reason?"

"The investigation was insufficient."

Gong Myeong and a few other investigators openly scowled, but Seo Daeryong calmly stated his thoughts.

"And we can't rule out the possibility of external pressure."

"Good. Anyone agree with this opinion?" I raised my hand high again and looked at the investigators.

I thought it was unlikely, but one person stepped forward.

"I think so too."

He was the martial artist Godang had injured during the last investigation of the Demonic Army. I had not only avenged him but also asked the Demonic Physician to give him the best treatment.

"I'm the Flying Tiger. I wasn't able to greet you properly back then. Thank you so much."

"How's your injury?"

"It's fine."

"That's a relief."

Other than the Flying Tiger, no other investigators moved. They seemed to be watching Gong Myeong's reaction. After all, they had known me for only a few days, while they had been with Gong Myeong for years, or even over a decade.

Then, one more person moved.

"I'm Yang Gon. I'm from the same class as the Flying Tiger. Thank you sincerely for avenging the Flying Tiger."

With Yang Gon stepping forward, a few more people mustered their courage and moved to my side. They did not move because of personal connections. They were the ones who also thought this investigation was wrong.

However, the number of people still standing on Gong Myeong's side was overwhelmingly larger.

I called out one person from among them. He was the man at the center of today's events.

"Investigator Jonghwa!"

"......"

Jonghwa was the investigator who had been in charge of this case. He was the one who had let the son of the Hundred Blade Ghosts go free.

"What are your thoughts?"

"...I investigated the case properly."

I walked up to Jonghwa, stared intently into his face, and asked, "Did you, by any chance, take a bribe from the Blade Demon?"

For a moment, Jonghwa's expression stiffened. Gong Myeong got angry on his behalf.

"What kind of outrageous remark is that?"

I unleashed a cold aura and asked Gong Myeong, "Then did you take it?"

"No."

"Then why are you stepping forward? Going so far as to make such an outrageous remark to your superior?"

"Because it concerns my subordinate."

"He's my subordinate too. Is he not?"

In that moment, Gong Myeong realized his slip of the tongue and bowed his head.

"You are right. I apologize."

"Don't step forward without permission."

"......"

After shutting him up, I spoke to Jonghwa again.

"Did you take money from the Hundred Blade Ghosts?"

"I did not."

"Do you swear it?"

"I swear on my life."

As if to prove his innocence, he did not avoid my gaze.

"If you don't believe me, you can investigate."

"I already did. You really didn't take any money."

Everyone was startled by my words. To have already investigated meant an internal investigation had been completed.

I told him not to step forward, but Gong Myeong could not hold back.

"Our investigators can't be internally investigated without a special investigation."

"I conducted it as a special investigation. I even got a direct order from the Cult Leader to conduct it as an external investigation."

I asked the startled Gong Myeong coldly, "When the Cult Leader appointed me as the Director here, did you think he wouldn't back me up this much?"

"No."

I looked around at everyone and said calmly, "I was curious. If you didn't take any money, why did you cover up the case like this?"

"I didn't cover up the case. According to my investigation..."

I cut Jonghwa off.

"Because that bastard threatened to kill your younger sister?"

Jonghwa froze instantly. His expression seemed to say, How did you know that?

"The investigation into you revealed that you are a remarkably incorruptible man. I didn't believe it. I told them to dig deeper, saying no one in the world hates money, but surprisingly, you really were an incorruptible man. So why would someone so upright just gloss over the case? It turns out you have one great weakness. Your only family, your young sister."

Jonghwa's eyes wavered.

A shocked Gong Myeong asked him, "Were you really threatened by that bastard?"

Jonghwa could not answer.

"You fool, speak! Were you really threatened!" Gong Myeong pressed him, but Jonghwa just kept his head down and said nothing.

I also knew why Gong Myeong had taken the lead. Jonghwa was the junior he cherished the most. He had stepped forward to help prevent Jonghwa from facing any disadvantages because of this.

I said to Jonghwa, "If you're worried about your sister, don't be. I've already sent enforcement martial artists to guard her at a safehouse. Your sister will be safe until this case is completely resolved."

Only then did a look of relief spread across Jonghwa's face. Soon after, as if admitting everything, he knelt before me.

"I have committed a crime worthy of death."

Watching this, Gong Myeong sighed.

"Ah..."

Having worked together for a long time, he would have known better than anyone how much Jonghwa adored his sister. However, it seemed even he did not know this had happened.

I spoke to Jonghwa, whose head was bowed low.

"You know you shouldn't have done this, even if you were threatened, right?"

"Yes, I will gladly accept my punishment."

The watching investigators had varied expressions, but they were all furious. This was not someone else's problem. It was something that could happen to any of them at any time.

"Get up."

"......"

Jonghwa rose from his spot.

"If this had happened after I became the Director, I wouldn't have forgiven you. However, since this happened before I arrived, I'll make a special exception and forgive you."

"Are you really forgiving me?"

"It's not me forgiving you. It's your past life of integrity that has forgiven you. Now, that past life of integrity has been wiped away by this incident. Start building it up again from the beginning."

Not expecting to be forgiven, Jonghwa was deeply moved.

"Thank you. Thank you so much."

However, my next words truly moved him.

"Now that I'm the Director, your families are like my family. Any bastard who touches my family, I'll destroy them all. What? Don't believe me? I've cut down a General of the Demonic Army. You think I'd be scared of some Blade Demon?"

I could feel the gazes directed at me growing hotter.

"From now on, this Hall will not tolerate any external pressure. From this moment on, if you take even a single coin as a bribe, you will be charged with a serious crime. You'd better be prepared to be locked up in the same prison as the criminals you've thrown in there. If you don't think you can abide by this, then get out of this Hall."

There were various reactions. Joy and excitement, animosity, disbelief, all bloomed on their faces.

"In return, I won't let anyone who messes with you get away with it, just like this time. If you're threatened, tell me, and I will definitely protect your family. Even if they've already been kidnapped, I will rescue them. You can trust me. If you can't trust me, then trust the Cult Leader. I'll beg my father to save them if I have to, so I will get them back. So, if you face any external pressure, you must report it to me."

I was speaking from the heart. The Sanzu River Hall would only function properly when there was certainty that we and our families were safe.

"I'm the kind of person who believes that whoever commits an evil act must be punished, no matter who they are. Even if someone from the Heavenly Demon Hall does wrong, I won't let it slide. If the Cult Leader commits a crime, I'll arrest the Cult Leader too!"

For a moment, everyone held their breath. To say you would arrest the Heavenly Demon was a statement for which you could be killed by the Heavenly Demon on the spot.

"What I fear isn't the Cult Leader, nor is it the Eight Demon Supremes. What I fear is us becoming useless. Failing to protect those we must protect, and failing to stop the guilty bastards from smirking as they get away. Yesterday, when I caught that guy, the people at the inn were so happy they all clapped. I'm a guy who likes the spotlight, so I'm going to keep getting applause from now on."

As my sincerity was conveyed, the investigators' expressions changed. Jonghwa, who had been threatened, was especially at a loss, his eyes turning red.

Just then, an investigator standing behind Gong Myeong walked over to my side and spoke. It was none other than Jo Hyang, the woman Seo Daeryong liked.

"I want to receive applause with you too, Director."

That was the beginning. One by one, the investigators walked over to my side. Some were sincere, while others came over reluctantly, swayed by the atmosphere. It did not matter. What was important now was that they were all moving in the same direction.

Now, the last person remaining was Gong Myeong.

"Don't you like the new principle I've established?"

"No, that's not it."

"Then why are you still standing there?"

"......"

"Is it because your pride is hurt?"

"No. I don't know if what you've said is sincere, Director."

Nonsense. His pride was hurt. He had come with the good intention of protecting his junior, but his justification and momentum had vanished, and he had even been embarrassed. That was why these few steps were so difficult for him.

I had to soothe that wounded pride. That was the role of a leader. This was a time that needed unity, not division. While he was stubborn, he was not a bad person. In fact, when I investigated Jonghwa, I had him thoroughly investigated too.

"Everything I said before was sincere. To make my sincerity a reality, I absolutely need your experience and help."

I extended my hand to Gong Myeong first.

"Help me."

"Thank you, Director."

Gong Myeong took my hand. His hand was trembling. This act had more value than just placating Gong Myeong. It was because of the investigators watching this scene.

I immediately gave an order to Seo Daeryong.

"Detective Seo."

"......"

"Take the enforcement martial artists and go arrest Yang Ho's father, Yang Tae of the Hundred Blade Ghosts, right now. The charge is aggravated blackmail."

At that moment, Gong Myeong spoke cautiously.

"He won't submit to the arrest quietly."

I spoke loudly for everyone to hear.

"Let him. If he does, I'll wipe out the entire Blade Demon Sect."

They were probably all wondering what I was relying on to act this way, but one thing was certain.

The investigators of the Sanzu River Hall standing before me had probably never once heard someone talk about wiping out the entire Blade Demon Sect since the Hall was founded. They were excited. Their hearts must have already started beating faster. I could feel their fervor.

With this passion, I could be sure. Today was the day the morale of the Sanzu River Hall was the highest since its inception.


Chapter 30: The Reason the Sword Cries

Seo Daeryong returned empty-handed with the enforcement martial artists.

He explained, "Yang Tae refused arrest. He claimed the blade ghosts can defend themselves within Southern Blade Sect territory. I tried to take him by force, but his subordinates interfered, so I had to retreat."

As one of the Hundred Blade Ghosts, Yang Tae had one hundred direct subordinates. Arresting him would not be easy if he refused.

The investigators, whose morale was at its peak, grew agitated.

"He's disrespecting us."

"We must take all the enforcement martial artists and arrest him by force."

Gong Myeong calmed the younger investigators and urged caution.

"You must handle this carefully. If a clash occurs with the blade ghosts, many of the enforcement martial artists will be injured."

"But we can't just let this go, can we?"

While the investigators debated, I held out a document to them.

"Here, send this to him."

"What?!"

I showed them a summons. The charge I had written on it shocked everyone.

@[Treason.]@

"Can you really apply a charge of treason for refusing arrest?"

Even the veteran Gong Myeong did not know this.

"I can," I said. "We were appointed directly by the Cult Leader, while the Blood Heaven Blade Demon appointed the Hundred Blade Ghosts. Our orders and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's orders can't conflict. In the end, he's disobeying the Cult Leader's command. We don't need to go ourselves. If we send the summons by messenger, he'll come running."

He will come. If he makes one wrong move and the sparks of treason fall upon all the blade ghosts, he will die at their hands.

"Yes, I understand."

Seo Daeryong took the summons and immediately rushed out.

Indeed, less than an hour after the summons was delivered, Yang Tae appeared at the Sanzu River Hall.

The word 'treason' was a magic phrase that made even the most ill-tempered opponent compliant.

But while it could bring him here, it could not make him confess.

After two hours of interrogation, the man still refused to admit he had threatened to kill Jonghwa's younger sister.

I expected this, so I entered the interrogation room myself.

Yang Tae sat in a chair, his inner arts suppressed. He flinched when I entered. The imposing aura of the Hundred Blade Ghosts could not compare to my current presence, especially after I had cut down the Demonic Army General.

"Second Young Lord."

"You should call me the Sanzu Hall Director, not Second Young Lord."

"My apologies. Director. The summons mentioned treason. What on earth is this about?"

"I thought this was the only way I'd get to see our Martial Artist Yang." I smiled and spoke gently.

Yang Tae responded in kind. "I apologize for resisting arrest. As you know, when you're part of an organization, there are many situations where you have to be mindful of others, aren't there? I have my reputation to maintain in front of my subordinates."

"I understand."

"This was never something that should have blown up like this. It all started because of some kids' squabble."

"There is some truth to that."

I went along with his words, wondering how he would play this. Yang Tae must have thought he found an opening, because he began trying to win me over.

"I knew you were a reasonable person. It seems we can resolve this amicably."

"How so?"

"Isn't this the first time you've been entrusted with such a heavy responsibility, Director? As you run the Sanzu River Hall in the future, you'll need a lot of outside help. It will also cost a lot of money."

He was speaking indirectly, but it was clearly a bribe.

"And that's not all. When the time comes for you to officially become the successor, you will absolutely need our help. After all, most people are lining up with the First Young Lord right now...."

"If you're offering help, I'd be glad to take it. Please, help me a lot."

Yang Tae's expression brightened instantly.

"As expected of a magnanimous man. I will serve you well from now on, and I'll arrange a good meeting for us soon."

He glanced at me and stealthily rose from his seat.

"Where are you going?"

"Isn't our conversation over?"

"Didn't you mean you'd help me after you get out of prison?"

At the word 'prison', Yang Tae's expression hardened.

"Why must you make such a disappointing joke?"

I looked up at him, revealing a cold qi.

"Does this sound like a joke to you? We're talking about the crime of threatening to kill the family of a Sanzu River Hall investigator."

"I've already made it clear that I never made such a threat."

"Your testimony doesn't matter. The testimony of the investigator who was threatened has already been accepted."

"What are you talking about?"

"Our Cult has a rule. The testimony of a Sanzu River Hall martial artist takes precedence over any conflicting testimony. It's a clause created to protect the authority of the Sanzu River Hall's investigators, who enforce the rules. You probably didn't know. I only just learned of this law myself. It's all because of people like you. There are more than a few who think they can get away with anything just by insisting they're right."

A flustered Yang Tae was speechless. He likely never imagined this situation when he first arrived.

Then, I struck him with another blow.

"Confess, and I'll reduce your sentence to ten years. Deny it, and it's twenty. There will be no further negotiations."

"W-what? Ten years?" Yang Tae was so shocked he stuttered.

"Choose."

"Are you crazy?"

Yang Tae's suppressed nature emerged, and his words turned harsh.

"If I have to be, I will be. It seems it would be difficult to deal with people like you with a sane mind. Now, I'll give you half a quarter-hour to think it over."

Yang Tae's composure finally shattered. He spoke with blazing eyes.

"Don't be ridiculous. Forget ten years, I have no intention of spending even a single day in prison."

Seeing no more value in conversation, I rose from my seat.

"The trial will be held within a few days."

"By whose authority?"

"By mine. You live by your own authority, don't you?"

His urgent words stopped me as I turned to leave.

"Wait! Second Young Lord! Director! Why are you doing this?"

"Are you asking because you don't know? Your son assaulted his friend and nearly killed him. It wasn't just a one-time fight, he bullied him every day for years, and yet, the parent threatened to kill Detective Seo's family to bury the incident, and you ask me why I'm doing this?"

"Are we the same as some warehouse guard? Shouldn't you at least treat us as superiors? People have always turned a blind eye to things like this until now, haven't they?"

His words were sad and terrifying. They also fueled my drive to move forward.

"Not anymore."

"If you touch me, the Demon Supreme won't just stand by."

"He will. He stood by when I cut down the Demonic Army General, so what makes you so special?"

Yang Tae finally exploded. He had wrongly concluded that he was in this mess for trying to be nice.

"......"

Yang Tae slammed his fist on the desk and spoke through gritted teeth.

"Listen here, Sanzu Hall Director! I am a man with many friends who would risk their lives for me!"

"I guarantee you, no one will step up for you. Who would genuinely like someone like you enough to risk their life?"

I threw one last remark at the trembling man.

"Why? Why don't you try threatening to kill my family too?"

Yang Tae grew agitated but did not dare say a word.

As I watched the man grit his teeth and swallow his rage, a thought occurred to me.

Perhaps our downfall wasn't because of Hwa Mugi.

Discipline had crumbled so much that a mere member of the Hundred Blade Ghosts could threaten a Sanzu River Hall investigator and even subtly threaten me.

"Just confess."

I spoke calmly and left the room. As the door closed, I only heard the sound of him striking the poor desk.


That same day, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon came to see me.

He sat in my residence's front yard, drinking wine. His great sword was plunged into the ground before him.

"Welcome, Second Young Lord. Or should I call you the Sanzu Hall Director now?"

"Call me whatever is comfortable for you."

"I'm more comfortable with Second Young Lord, so I'll call you Second Young Lord."

"As you wish."

"Come, have a drink."

I obediently sat across from him. He invited me for a drink but did not pour me any.

"I'm sure I warned you. It's not good for you to see me often."

"You are always the one who comes to see me, Elder."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at me for a moment, then abruptly brought up the past.

"There was a moment recently when I saw you in a new light. When you won the duel and made your wish to the Cult Leader, I shouted inwardly. Yes, that's it. A smart man would make a wish like that."

"Even I thought it was a pretty good wish."

"Yes, it all started that day."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon emptied his cup and refilled it. He still did not offer me a cup and drank by himself again.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon leaned against the Heaven Destroying Dao, which was stuck in the ground behind him like a wall. The giant dao's overwhelming size was awe-inspiring compared to his gaunt frame.

"That's a truly magnificent sword."

"Aren't you afraid of this sword?"

"Why should I be afraid of it?"

"Because you make my sword cry."

I met the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's piercing gaze.

"Why would the sword be crying because of me?"

"Then why is it crying?"

"It cries out of lament."

"About what?"

"Your disciple used Qi Dispersing Poison on me during the duel tournament, and another disciple came to me and insulted my subordinate. Your younger brother used the Demonic Army for his own selfish gains, and your subordinate threatened to kill a Sanzu River Hall investigator. The sword cries because it laments seeing that those around its master do not live up to his character."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's mouth curled into a smile.

"You have a silver tongue."

"I merely stated the facts, and now I'm an eloquent speaker."

"You're wrong."

"Please, enlighten me."

"First, you said those around me don't live up to my character. That's not true. They are a perfect match for my character. I'm only a man of that caliber."

As expected of this formidable old man. People with great pride or a thirst for honor are usually easier to deal with.

"And strictly speaking, it's not their fault. It's yours."

"Mine?"

"When a dragon ascends to the heavens, it always brings a storm with it."

"Who is the dragon?"

"Who else but you? Aren't my people being swept away by that storm?"

"What ascension? It's just a loach stirring up muddy water with a finger qi bullet."

"A loach becomes a snake, and a snake becomes a dragon."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon emptied his cup again, still drinking alone.

"Damn it! Everything is fine, but why do my people have to be the ones swept away?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sighed, set down his cup, and stated his purpose directly.

"Release the member of the Hundred Blade Ghosts you have locked up. Because of you, the morale of our Southern Blade Sect is at rock bottom these days."

"If the investigation finds him innocent, he will be released."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon began to unleash his demonic qi. I had felt its intensity before and understood why my father said I could not yet handle the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. The martial arts of a Demon Supreme were truly on another level.

"Let me give you a piece of advice."

"Don't."

"What?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's expression twisted for a moment, but I continued calmly.

"If you came to ask a favor, then just ask the favor. Don't ask a favor and give advice at the same time. Young people these days find that sort of person disagreeable."

He could have easily erupted in anger, but he was formidable. Instead, he withdrew his demonic qi.

"You're right. It's rare to find someone who speaks so bluntly these days."

"You should be wary. Stagnant water is bound to rot."

"Who would want to become stagnant? When you've been immersed for a while, you grow attached and sometimes miss the chance to let things flow away."

"Even so, we don't immerse ourselves in rotten water, do we? Take this opportunity to let the rotten water flow away. He is not a man worth protecting."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon drained his cup in one go and then offered it to me.

"Will you accept a drink from me?"

It was the first drink he had offered. I obediently accepted the cup.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke as he poured the drink. "Fine, I'll let the rotten water flow away."

"A wise decision indeed."

Just as I was about to drink, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon made a meaningful remark.

"In return, from now on, you, Second Young Lord, will become my water."


Chapter 31: You're the Crazy One

My cup stopped dead in the air, halfway to my lips.

Become his water? Could it be?

"What do you mean by that?"

"I'm asking you to become my man."

I never expected the Blade Demon to approach me like this. He publicly supported my brother. Was he really abandoning my brother for me? This was the most unexpected thing to happen since I first met the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Second Young Lord."

"......"

"Do you want to become the Heavenly Demon?"

"I do."

I answered without hesitation.

"Then drink that liquor. I will be your backer."

"But Elder, don't you support my brother?"

"That was a choice I made before I knew you were this kind of madman."

"First a dragon, now a madman. I'm quite busy."

You're the crazy one.

I killed his younger brother, crippled his disciple, and imprisoned his subordinate, yet this old man offered to be my backer. He was a man who would sell anything for his ambition.

"I killed your brother, Elder."

"Once you leave your parents' arms, you're strangers. Feeling your guts tear just because a blood relative died? Don't make me laugh. It's human nature to feel more pain from a thorn under your own fingernail."

Every word this old man spat was sincere.

"It's not like I formally joined hands with the First Young Lord anyway... and even if I had, a man's heart can always change."

"Gaining you, Elder, would be like gaining a grand army. However..."

"What are you hesitating for?"

"I don't know if I can trust you, Elder. Just as you're abandoning my brother now, you could abandon me too."

"If a situation arises where I must abandon you, then I will. Do you think I'm doing this because I trust you? I'm a man who has never trusted anyone in my life."

"Then why did you choose me?"

"Because I thought I could bet my fate on your madness, the way you push forward so fearlessly."

"So in the end, you chose me because I'm a madman."

"With that madness, you'll devour them all."

If I were a young man of this age, I might have felt puffed up with pride at being chosen. I might have believed the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's words completely.

However, I know all too well the dirty tricks old men use to exploit the young.

Do you want to become the Heavenly Demon?

That was the question he had asked earlier. The statement was designed to create an illusion. It suggested I could become the Heavenly Demon just by taking his hand.

The question he posed now was steeped in the same scheme.

"If you were to become the Heavenly Demon, what kind of Heavenly Demon would you be?"

"At the very least, under my rule, the Demon Supreme won't be able to pressure the Sanzu Hall Director."

"Hahaha. As expected, my eyes were sharp."

His sly, serpentine attitude never showed his displeasure, no matter how foul he felt.

It was all part of the old man's masterful tactic to sway my decision.

For now, I politely refused. In the push and pull of relationships, letting yourself be pulled along makes you unattractive prey.

"I'm grateful that you think so highly of me, but I believe now is the time for me to do the job I was assigned. What would my father think? Wouldn't he say I neglected my duties to play politics after being entrusted with a great responsibility?"

"Hiding behind the Cult Leader. Is that truly a wise choice?"

"What do you mean?"

"The Sanzu Hall Director? What do you think will happen if you do that job well? What if the Cult Leader keeps you in the position of the Sanzu Hall Director? Do you plan to rot away as the Sanzu Hall Director for the rest of your life? That job is merely a part of the process. The path you must choose is always singular. It's one of the crossroads between becoming the successor or not. The moment you get confused, you'll lose your way and end up wandering in the deceptively beautiful forest called the Sanzu River Hall."

He brought my father into it to conclude his persuasion.

"Rather, the Cult Leader will take note of you joining hands with me. The mere fact that I chose you will increase your stature, and you will catch everyone's eye."

However, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon overlooked one thing.

My will to establish discipline in our Cult was not mine alone. Father's will was also intertwined with it.

"Please give me some time to think. I will drink this liquor when I have made my decision."

I placed the cup back down on the table.

Despite my postponement, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon smiled with satisfaction.

"That's right. Of course, you should. You shouldn't just drink it like an idiot because I told you to."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon rose from his seat. He drew the Heaven Destroying Dao that was stuck in the ground behind him.

He pulled the dao from the earth and swung it at me in one smooth motion.

I didn't dodge. I drew the Black Demon Sword and blocked the attack.

"......"

A metallic explosion erupted. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke from behind our crossed blades.

"I'll have your answer tomorrow."

"I will give it to you in five days."

We glared at each other. The tense battle of wills lasted only a moment.

"Let's see each other in three days."

Without waiting for a reply, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon shot into the sky and vanished over the wall. His movement was swift and incredible, with no wasted motion.

I sheathed the Black Demon Sword and rotated my wrist.

"Damned old man, that hurts like hell."

It wasn't a full-powered attack, but the dao's extraordinary internal energy made my wrist throb.

This old man. He secretly enjoys inflicting pain on others.

It was his way of making sure I understood his martial superiority. One might think of it as an old man's pride or a nasty hobby, but I believe the Blood Heaven Blade Demon has a clear intention behind actions like this.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon would poke at your sides until you were bruised. Or, like today, he would inflict a pain that made your arm ache for days.

This pain instills unconscious fear in an opponent. The physical violence plays a significant role in manipulating them to his will.

The more I experience it, the more I realize he is no simple old man. I also understand why my father is using me to dance with a sword.

There were eight beings like the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. If the Eight Demon Supremes united, even my father would struggle to deal with them. They might slander and fight amongst themselves, but they became one mind when facing the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Moreover, they were the main force of our Cult. If my father eliminated them simply because he disliked them, the Murim Alliance or the Evil Alliance would invade immediately.

You like that I'm a madman? That's something you say only when you don't know how mad I can truly be.

Before heading to my quarters, I stopped by Lee Ahn's personal training ground.

Lee Ahn was so focused on her training that she didn't notice my arrival. She was doing the basic physical conditioning I had told her to do.

She panted as if she were about to pass out, but Lee Ahn endured it and devoted herself to her training.

Why you?

Because when I give an order, you become a simple, stubborn fool. You're not normally like that, but you willingly become one for my sake.

After watching her train for a moment, I returned to my room.

I brought out some liquor and sat by the window, allowing myself a moment of leisure.

When I think of Hwa Mugi, I can't rest for even a single moment, but that doesn't mean I will only charge straight ahead. If I lose the composure to look at my surroundings, I will surely miss something.

So, I had a few drinks for the first time in a while, using the brightly shining moon as a side dish.

I thought of my father, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and the other Demon Supremes. I also thought about my life after killing Hwa Mugi.


Even on the next day, Yang Tae's spirit was not broken.

"Hmph! Director of the Sanzu Hall, you've picked a fight with the wrong person. Don't you know that messing with me is the same as messing with the entire Southern Blade Sect?"

He threatened me, using the Blood Heaven Blade Demon as his shield.

"If you just let me go, I'll pretend this never happened. I'll even speak to the Demon Supreme myself to ensure that no harm comes to Director Seo."

Then he tried to coax me.

He had never experienced such a desperate situation in his life. Looking at his records, he had lived a life of constant success, starting as a Blade Ghost, then moving through the Ten Blade Ghosts to become one of the Hundred Blade Ghosts. He had never suffered hardship, and no one had ever challenged him in his life.

He didn't know how to act in this situation. Instead of a sincere apology, he resorted to coercion and appeasement. These were the only methods he had ever used to live his life.

Unlike yesterday, I treated Yang Tae calmly.

"Martial artist Yang. Have a seat. Today, the Southern Blade Sect officially announced their regret regarding this incident."

At that, Yang Tae was overjoyed.

"I told you, didn't I? The Demon Supreme would never abandon me. Now, release me."

Yang Tae's expression softened, thinking he would soon be free.

"Let's just forget about our past grievances."

As if he were the one forgiving me, I calmly asked him a question.

"Do you know why I'm treating you so politely right now?"

"Isn't it because you want to end things on good terms?"

"No. It's because this is the last day I will ever see you."

"Isn't that the same thing? Once I leave, we'll have no reason to see each other again."

Yang Tae's face filled with joy. It was time to help that face find its true expression.

"I think you're misunderstanding something."

"Misunderstanding?"

"The Southern Blade Sect didn't express regret to us. They expressed it to you. They regret that you tarnished the honor of the Southern Blade Sect."

"...What?"

"And they officially apologized that a martial artist of the Southern Blade Sect caused such a disgraceful incident. They also apologized to the victim and promised compensation. They even said they would ensure nothing like this ever happens again."

"What... kind of bullshit is this? The Southern Blade Sect has never officially apologized for something like this before. No matter what incident occurred."

Yang Tae's voice trembled.

"It must be an honor. To have changed such a sect."

"Don't lie to me!"

"Well then, I hope you have a pleasant life in prison."

I stood up from my seat. Belatedly, Yang Tae started shouting and causing a ruckus. I told the guards to just leave him be. This tantrum would be his last.

He would have to take responsibility for his actions, for never once showing a hint of sincere remorse.

I gave an order to Seo Daeryong, who waited outside the door.

"Contact the prison and send him to the harshest section."

"......"

Even the comfortable sections of our Cult's prison are hell. The saying that it's better to be beheaded than imprisoned didn't come from nowhere. With his personality, he wouldn't last in prison. The same went for his son.

I did not pity them.

If I hadn't intervened, they would have lived lavishly. Gwa Ju's family would have lived a miserable existence. There must have been other Gwa Jus I never knew about, and more would have appeared in the future.

The threatened investigator, Jonghwa, would have had his future ruined as well.

That is why I feel no pity or regret.

"What on earth happened?"

"What about?"

"Why did the Southern Blade Sect issue a statement of apology? This is completely unprecedented."

"Go and ask them why they did it."

"I would if I could. With the current atmosphere, if I went to the Southern Blade Sect, I probably wouldn't walk out of there."

"No. Right now, you could dance in the Southern Blade Sect's training grounds and still walk out safely."

I left the bewildered Seo Daeryong behind, striding down the hallway as I added one last thing.

"For the next two days, at least."


Chapter 32: I Need a Side Dish

The next day, the Demon Cult opened a branch of the Sanzu River Hall in the Demon Village.

It was located directly across from the Alluring Inn. The branch was very small, so only one new investigator and one enforcement martial artist were stationed there.

As they moved in the necessary furniture and hung the sign, the owner of the Alluring Inn, Jo Cheonbae, watched me cautiously.

"Director, why did you place the branch here?" he asked.

"Let's say you were wronged by one of our cult's martial artists. What would you have done until now?"

"...What do you mean, what would I have done?"

Jo Cheonbae's question said everything. What could he have done? He would have just suffered the injustice.

"If it's a matter involving our cult's martial artists, you can report it to the Sanzu River Hall. Do you know anyone around here who has done that?"

"No, not that I know of."

Of course, there were none. To even reach the Sanzu River Hall, a person had to state their purpose at the cult's main gate, then undergo an identity check and a body search. Someone had to pass through several such procedures just to arrive at the Sanzu River Hall.

So who would bother to file a report? In the end, the Sanzu River Hall had effectively abandoned the residents of the Demon Village.

"Innkeeper, please spread the word. Tell the residents of the Demon Village that if our cult's martial artists harm them, they can come to this branch and file a report."

"But... everyone will hesitate. They'll fear retaliation."

"That's true. That's why I'll be making an announcement soon. Anyone who retaliates against an accuser in a Sanzu River Hall investigation will be sentenced to execution by beheading."

"Execution by beheading? Ah, you're really opening this branch for us."

Jo Cheonbae was deeply moved. Normally, he would have dismissed it as a mere formality, a meaningless gesture that would eventually fade.

However, Jo Cheonbae had seen and heard for himself how I dealt with Yang Tae and his son from the Hundred Blade Ghosts. He was ecstatic.

"Hey everyone, come over here and listen!"

He immediately began telling people in the marketplace about the new branch.

It was impossible to know how many people would come forward to report their grievances.

However, the number did not matter. This attempt would play a significant role in establishing discipline within our cult. Now that reporting was so easy, incidents of recklessly bullying the weak would surely decrease.

As we returned after setting up the branch, Seo Daeryong looked to be in a good mood.

"We should have done this a long time ago... You've done a truly great thing."

"It's a matter of where you place your center of gravity."

"What do you mean?"

"Until now, the Sanzu River Hall's center of gravity was in its head. It solved problems among the various organizations within the cult while being mindful of the Eight Demon Supremes. It strayed from its original founding purpose and was reduced to a handmaiden of power. From now on, I will place the Sanzu River Hall's center of gravity in its legs. I'll start by protecting the residents of this Demon Village, the low-ranking martial artists, and those who suffer injustice because they are relatively weak. In this process, we just need to remember one single principle."

"What is that?"

"That the weight of a life is the same for everyone. A low-ranking martial artist, a Demon Supreme, the weight of their lives is the same. Therefore, we will handle matters with the same standard."

A wave of intense emotion washed over Seo Daeryong's face.

"If anyone else had said this, I would've thought it was bullshit. Just pathetic idealism that ignores reality, but if it's you, Director, I believe you."

"Is that an insult or a compliment? You just insulted me, didn't you?"

"If you get any scarier, I'll be the first one to file a report."

I watched the back of the man as he scurried away and let out a small laugh.

To maintain the power of the Sanzu River Hall I had described to him, there was one thing I had to do.


I summoned all the enforcement martial artists.

"We greet the Director!"

They greeted me at the top of their lungs. After I imprisoned the Hundred Blade Ghosts, my popularity had soared even higher than when I was first appointed.

It was not just popularity. My authority had grown as well. The attitudes of those who had subtly looked down on me, thinking my brother had pushed me aside in the succession race, had changed. If we passed each other, they now lowered their eyes first.

"I thank you all for your dedication to this hall."

I stepped to the side of the platform and expressed my gratitude with a clasped hands greeting. The enforcement martial artists returned my greeting in unison.

"This is the first time we've gathered like this, without the investigators, isn't it?"

"......"

"On a good day like today, we should be having a pleasant conversation, but today, I intend to talk to you about something a little uncomfortable."

My words made the enforcement martial artists tense up.

"As you all know, there are those in our cult who defy and challenge this hall's authority. The Demonic Army was like that, and so were the blade ghosts. The reason is simple. It's because they believe they are stronger than you."

It was a statement that could wound their pride, but I did not beat around the bush. There are things to say to investigators, and things to say to enforcement martial artists. For these men, being direct was more effective than being roundabout.

"Take any of the Eight Demon Supremes. Could you take my warrant and arrest their high-ranking leadership, someone on the level of the Hundred Blade Ghosts?"

No one could answer with confidence. This was their reality.

"Why can't you? Because they believe their fists are stronger than the laws of this hall. What must we do to change this? It's simple. Your fists must become stronger than theirs. If they fear you, they won't even dare to defy you."

Everyone's expression grew heated. They had all likely experienced at least one instance where others did not respect their authority.

"I want you all to become stronger than you are now."

Of course, the current enforcement martial artists were strong. However, they were not strong enough to overwhelm the martial artists of the elite organizations. Their strength was similar, or perhaps even a little lower.

"Therefore, starting today, we will cancel all schedules and begin special training."

The words 'special training' elicited various reactions. Some looked pleased, while others hardened their expressions.

"If you feel this change doesn't suit you, it would be best to quit now. I will have you transferred to another department, so please step forward."

After a moment's hesitation, two men stepped forward. They honestly said they wanted to go to another department.

I promised to reassign those two to the departments they desired and sent them on their way.

"Don't worry about what others think. Not everyone needs to fight in the Sanzu River Hall. It is enough to support our cult from a position that suits you. Anyone else?"

No one else stepped forward.

"Good."

I beckoned to a man who was waiting in the distance.

He was none other than the Third Captain of the Demonic Army, Jang Ho. He was the strongest man among the Demonic Army's Captains.

Ever since I killed the Demonic Army General and avenged his friend, he had developed a great fondness for me.

"This is the man who will conduct your special training starting today."

A new Demonic Army General had not yet been appointed, so the entire Demonic Army was on standby. That was why such a request was possible.

Jang Ho stepped before them. His large build and the scar on his face overwhelmed the enforcement martial artists.

"I am Jang Ho, and I will be in charge of your training for the time being. I took on this job out of personal respect for the Director here. The training will be harsh, but I promise you one thing. Those who endure it will definitely be stronger than before. Understood?"

"......"

The enforcement martial artists answered loudly.

"Training begins in one hour. Everyone, get ready and reassemble. Dismissed."

The enforcement martial artists all dispersed, leaving only Jang Ho and me.

"How is the atmosphere in the Demonic Army these days?"

"It's unsettled. Things will only stabilize once the next Demonic Army General is decided."

I had also heard various rumors about the next Demonic Army General. I heard that because it was such an important position, my father and Sama Myeong were deliberating carefully over the appointment. The Demon Supremes had also begun to move to install their own people.

"I'm sorry to ask for your help at a time like this."

"Not at all. Please call on me anytime. Second Young Lord, no, Director, if it's your command, I will come running anytime."

"Thank you."

Just as Jang Ho also left and I was about to turn away, a voice came from somewhere.

"Two days left now."

I turned my head and saw the Blood Heaven Blade Demon perched on the wall behind me.

"You must have nothing better to do."

"When you become a Demon Supreme, time is something you have in abundance."

"When I become the Cult Leader, the Demon Supremes will have more work than they can handle."

"If you want that, then take my hand."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was applying pressure, trying to get his way no matter what.

"My brother will be disappointed if he finds out you're doing this."

"He'll understand. Isn't it human nature to side with the more competent one? Do you know why I hate those orthodox sect bastards? They wrap up these feelings too much. They could just say, 'I like that guy because he's rich,' or 'I like that guy because he's stronger,' but instead they go on about righteousness and morality. You'd think they'd get qi deviation if they were honest."

"Wouldn't it be the same for me?"

"What would?"

"That human nature to side with the more competent one. Other Demon Supremes might want to join hands with me, right? And among them, there might be someone more competent than you, Elder."

It was a response that could have left him speechless, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon handled it with ease.

"Look here, Second Young Lord. Do you believe in your own abilities and potential?"

"......"

"And you're confident you'll become the Heavenly Demon."

"I am."

"And I was the very first person to recognize that. Just by looking at the ability to discern someone's true worth, isn't it already clear who is the most competent?"

"Even I, a smooth talker, am no match for you, Elder."

"Hahahaha. See you in two days."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon let out a loud laugh, then leaped away and vanished.

That old man is so damn good with his words.

At a glance, it all sounded correct. However, thinking about it calmly, it was closer to being unreasonable.

I had only recently begun to attract attention within the cult. Everyone must be watching my changes.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon simply stepped forward first because he got involved with me. It was like him claiming something was his just because he drooled on it a bit.

Joining hands with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon? It was not an impossible notion. If he truly became my ally, he would certainly be a great source of strength.

However, I could not join hands with him like this. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon still held the upper hand.


The next day, I stood on a hill overlooking the training grounds and watched the enforcement martial artists train.

Jang Ho was harsh. It was truly a training of blood and bone, but the enforcement martial artists gritted their teeth and endured it.

Jang Ho had motivated them all with a single sentence before they began.

"This is the training we in the Demonic Army do."

That one sentence was enough. If they could not endure the training that the Demonic Army did, it would be the same as admitting that the Sanzu River Hall was a joke to them.

I thought that Jang Ho was a truly clever man. Nothing was more effective for a martial artist than provoking their pride.

Jang Ho's shout carried from the distance.

"Endure it! Your wife, your children, your friends, anyone can betray you, but the sweat you're shedding right now will never betray you!"

Hearing Jang Ho's roar, I chuckled. It was funny that Jang Ho, who had never even been married, was mentioning wives and children.

Anyway, they've really met their match.

The thought that it would be truly reassuring to have a martial artist like Jang Ho under my command flashed through my mind.

Ah!

A good idea regarding the Blood Heaven Blade Demon came to me.


On the third day, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was waiting for me at the same place where he had first proposed we join hands.

Just like before, he had the Heaven Destroying Dao stuck in the ground and was leaning against the blade, drinking.

"Are you ready to drink my liquor now?"

I sat down across from him.

"I'm ready."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon smiled with satisfaction and poured me a drink.

We toasted vigorously, but I did not drink.

"Why did you put it down without drinking?"

"I need a side dish."

"A side dish? What kind of Commander whines about a side dish?"

A look of displeasure appeared on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's face. He had realized that the side dish I mentioned was not actual food, but a demand.

"What kind of side dish do you need?"

Amidst the taut tension, I answered, "The Demonic Army."

At the unexpected words, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eyes widened.

"Serve me the Demonic Army."


Chapter 33: Is That a New Protective Armor?

"If I put it in your mouth, could you even digest it?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked provocatively.

"I'll chew it up and swallow."

"Look here, Second Young Lord. There's a natural order to things in this world."

"Isn't drinking alcohol with a side dish part of that natural order?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon pressed his fingers firmly between his eyebrows as if a headache was forming. His anger erupted, and he shot to his feet.

"I can't stand this anymore. I've waited three days, and you give me this ridiculous condition?"

He yanked the Heaven Destroying Dao from the ground.

"I'll take that head of yours to the Heavenly Demon Hall!"

SWOOOOSH!

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon swung the Heaven Destroying Dao. It was not a genuine attempt to kill me, but an irritable attack filled with pure rage.

"......"

I parried with the Black Demon Sword, creating a sharp metallic sound.

"Not bad! Not bad at all!" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon exclaimed. He seemed surprised that I had so easily blocked an attack imbued with considerable power.

"Right, taking that precious head of yours won't be easy, will it?" The Blood Heaven Blade Demon swung the Heaven Destroying Dao again. The attack was faster and stronger than the last.

The Heaven Destroying Dao tore vertically through the air. I struck it away again with the Black Demon Sword.

CLAAAANG!

A sound louder than before erupted.

The Heaven Destroying Dao had earned the name 'Weapon Destroyer', but it could not damage the Black Demon Sword. I could afford to remain calm.

He keeps acting up. Should we just snap it in half? The destroyed Weapon Destroyer! Wouldn't that be a great rumor for tomorrow morning?

I was only joking with my sword, but the thought sparked something. An intense desire to use the Four Strides of the Wind God surged within me.

Could the Blood Heaven Blade Demon truly block the Hell Step I would unleash?

My fighting spirit created this temptation. A supreme martial art like the Four Strides of the Wind God reacts to a strong opponent. It tells me to fight. To win.

Not yet! Not now.

Time was on my side. There was no reason to risk a dangerous fight with my insufficient inner arts.

Before he could launch a third attack, I feigned a sore wrist and leaped back. Of course, this did not mean I was backing down on my demands.

"Give me the Demonic Army."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon withdrew his dao. "Who exactly are you asking me to put in the Demonic Army General's seat? Don't tell me it's you?"

"Of course not."

"Then who?"

"Please appoint the Third Captain, Jang Ho."

"Jang Ho?"

If Jang Ho became the Demonic Army General, I could make the Demonic Army an organization friendly to me. My position within the Cult would become incomparably stronger.

It would not only help me, but having a martial artist like Jang Ho as the Demonic Army General would also be a great boon to our Cult.

"Appointing Jang Ho as the Demonic Army General isn't an easy task, even for me."

His words were true. If a Captain were chosen from within the Demonic Army, Jang Ho would be a strong candidate, but for an elite organization like the Demonic Army, the leader was usually chosen from the outside. The Heavenly Demon Hall and the Eight Demon Supremes would engage in a war of nerves, each trying to install their own person.

"Second Young Lord! If you're too greedy, your stomach will burst."

"Isn't the path we walk one where we must devour everything until our stomachs burst?"

"We?"

"You're the one who said we should devour everything with madness, Elder. You're also the one who suggested we join hands. Would the path of madmen be an ordinary one?"

"Madmen!"

"Am I wrong? Anyone else might be different, but how could you, Elder, join hands with me unless you were mad?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon glared at me, his eyes blazing.

I did not know where his ambitions were ultimately aimed. He died before he could reveal them to the world.

Surprisingly, the first of the Eight Demon Supremes to die was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. That meticulous and cunning Blade Demon.

"Hmph! You sound as if you've already become the Heavenly Demon."

"Aren't you the one who put these ideas in my head, Elder? What exactly are you trying to do with me? Are you just planning to use a young man with your slick words? Like your Elder disciples?"

My words seemed to hit a nerve. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon roared.

"Your greed has overturned the drinking table!"

"......"

He actually kicked over the table, then flew away in a flash.

I watched him disappear into the distance and let out a faint smile. It was the first time the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's composure had been broken.

He would not be able to refuse my proposal. He knew better than anyone that besides his drinking table, I had seven others.


I immersed myself in martial arts training in my personal training ground.

I always felt this while training after my regression. I truly loved this tireless youth. It was not a matter of having a lot or a little inner arts. Even without trying hard, my body felt light and energetic.

The immutable truth that you only realize something's value after you lose it must apply most strongly to youth.

Yes, back then, I did not know. I did not know how precious the passing time was, or how much I would later long for this moment.

Martial arts? Money? Power? It is both ridiculous and sad that you sacrifice youth to obtain them, yet even after regressing, my reality is that I have no choice but to keep running.

Still, it is a mistake I make with full awareness. Because I know its value better than anyone, I trained with all my might, taking each step with care.

I moved through a crowd of imaginary enemies using the Four Strides of the Wind God.

At first, there were three or four enemies. As I continued to train, their numbers grew. Five became seven, and seven became ten.

At first, the enemies stood still like scarecrows. Now, the enemies in my imagination moved, conversed, and even cursed at me. As I trained, their martial arts also improved. My martial arts imagination determined the level of my training.

I dedicated seventy percent of my training to the Four Strides of the Wind God. I spent the rest of the time honing the qi training my father taught me and the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

After a round of training, I lay on the floor of the training ground to catch my breath. I had sweated so much my whole body was drenched, but no feeling was better than this moment after finishing my training.

I could see the red-tinged sunset clouds drifting past the window.

How wonderful would it be to travel the Central Plains in this young body? The sunset I watched while gathering materials for the great art and the sunset I'll see after killing Hwa Mugi and becoming the world's number one will be completely different...

Before my regression, I endured all that hardship by imagining this very moment. Now, I endure by looking forward to the future after I kill Hwa Mugi.

I can't just think about the me of today. The me of tomorrow who dies miserably at an opponent's hands from insufficient training is also me. Yes, I must endure.

As I got up again, my imaginary enemies also rose to their feet.


Two days later, new information arrived.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had recommended the Third Captain, Jang Ho, as a candidate for Demonic Army General.

Although the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had disappeared in a fit of rage, he had ultimately accepted my will. It was a drinking table he could not overturn in the first place.

The person most surprised by this news was Jang Ho himself.

"What on earth is going on?"

The very fact that he came to find me and ask showed he was intelligent and perceptive.

An ordinary person would have considered this a sudden stroke of luck. Jang Ho, however, was a man who understood that such luck does not exist in the world.

"This is your doing, isn't it, Second Young Lord?"

"That's right. I asked the Blood Heaven Blade Demon."

"I'm grateful that you think so highly of me, but this isn't a position I can handle."

"There's no need to be humble. The Demonic Army General who died by my hand also held that position."

"That's a different case."

"Just lead them like you lead the Third Company. Then I'm certain you'll become the greatest Demonic Army General in history."

He was the strongest martial artist among the Captains. He also had the active support of the Third Company's martial artists. If the choice were made from within, he was more than qualified.

"You're overestimating me, Second Young Lord."

"It could also be that you're underestimating yourself. In any case, other candidates are being mentioned, so let's wait and see."

Amidst his confusion, Jang Ho was also delighted. What else was the dream of the Demonic Army Captains?

"Now, we've done all we can, so let's leave the results to the will of heaven."


I told Jang Ho to do his best and leave the rest to fate, but I doubted that indifferent heaven would respond so kindly. I had to move diligently and make things happen myself.

That night, I went to see my father.

Father had separate quarters in the Heavenly Demon Hall. They were probably the largest and most magnificent in the world.

Seeing my father's unfamiliar appearance, I blinked as if I were seeing a ghost.

"Is that a new protective armor?"

"No, these are my pajamas."

"......"

"......"

"They're floral-patterned pajamas. Not demons or evil spirits..."

"I believe in sleeping comfortably."

It was the first time I had ever seen my father in pajamas. The bright floral pajamas were shocking enough, but it was even more surprising that he showed himself to me like this. He could have told me to wait and change his clothes.

"What brings you here so late at night?"

"Late at night? It's still early evening. I didn't know you went to bed so early. Isn't this top-secret? If the Murim Alliance found out, they'd attack immediately. 'The Heavenly Demon sleeps early, let's launch a surprise attack in the middle of the night!'"

"Just get to the point!"

"......"

I stopped my banter and revealed the reason for my visit.

"I intend to use the Blood Heaven Blade Demon as my sword."

"Didn't you say you were going to kill him?"

"It would be a waste to kill him."

This would not be new information to my father. When the Blood Heaven Blade Demon recommended Jang Ho, he must have already realized that we had joined hands.

Not just my father, but anyone interested in the Cult's internal politics could have guessed. Everyone was watching to see how my relationship with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would unfold. They watched to see how my brother would react, and how the other Demon Supremes would each make their move.

Father changed the subject.

"How is the new sword?"

"I like it."

"Let me see."

I presented the Black Demon Sword, scabbard and all, to my father.

Father slowly drew the Black Demon Sword and nodded in satisfaction.

"You've tamed it well."

"You can tell just by holding it?"

"I should know by holding it. Am I supposed to find out after getting stabbed?"

Father returned the Black Demon Sword.

"The Blood Heaven Blade Demon won't be tamed this easily."

"I have no intention of taming him. I'll use him until he breaks and then discard him. As of now, he has no collection value."

"What if you're the one who gets cut?"

"Then I'll get cut, but there will be a difference between me and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. The old Blood Heaven Blade Demon will be finished if he breaks once, but the more I'm cut, the stronger I'll become. I'll apply medicine, wrap it in bandages, and keep moving forward."

"Easier said than done, but why are you reporting this to me?"

"I'm receiving a stipend from you now, Father. It's only natural that I report to you."

Father's eyes narrowed.

"You didn't come to ask me to accept the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's recommendation?"

He was a truly perceptive man, but this time, he was wrong.

"No, it's the opposite. Please, do not grant his wish under any circumstances."

"You're telling me not to grant it? Why?"

"I'm going to break the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's spirit this time. He's so arrogant in front of me. Sometimes, he acts more high and mighty than you, Father. I plan to break that spirit of his."

"Stop with the nonsense. Tell me your real intentions."

"Why do you think I'm not being sincere?"

"This is a chance to gain the Demonic Army, and you'd give it up just to break the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's spirit? You're not that kind of child, are you?"

As expected of my sharp-witted father.

"Yes, you saw right through me."

"What are you after?"

"There's something I need to get from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. For that to happen, this matter cannot go his way."

"Is it more important than the Demonic Army?"

"In some ways, yes. Oh, and I'll make the Demonic Army mine too. I'll make it all mine."

Father stared at me for a moment, then turned away.

"Stop being ridiculous and go."

His words said that, but I could feel it.

Father would grant my request.

I chuckled, looking at the flowers blooming on my father's back.

Father. At least for tonight, there's nothing more ridiculous than those pajamas.


Chapter 34: Rather Than Dealing with One Tiger

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon entered the Heavenly Demon Hall. He walked slowly along the path of blood and stopped at the end of the carpet.

"Have you been well?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon greeted Geom Woojin with polite respect.

"Thanks to you, I've been well. How about you?"

"I've been a bit busy lately, thanks to your son."

Geom Woojin smiled faintly. "Now that the boy's grown up, he doesn't do as I wish."

"Hahaha. Is there something even you can't control, Cult Leader?"

"Don't they say children are beings sent by heaven to show us that life doesn't always go our way? You'll have to have a child of your own to understand."

"Perhaps my child is growing up somewhere out there."

Geom Woojin laughed. He was gentler and more friendly than when he dealt with Geom Mugeuk. If Geom Mugeuk had seen this, he would have undoubtedly said, 'You should smile so brightly at your own son!'

After exchanging light greetings, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon subtly mentioned Geom Mugeuk. "He may not be doing as you wish, Cult Leader, but the Second Young Lord has been distinguishing himself within the cult recently."

"Isn't that your handiwork?"

It was no exaggeration. Geom Mugeuk's popularity had soared after he got involved with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"The Second Young Lord is your creation, Cult Leader. I've only just realized what a magnificent creation he is."

Geom Woojin did not deny it. Believing he was behind his son's achievements was not a bad thing.

"He's still just a child."

"I sometimes recall when I was the Second Young Lord's age. If the Second Young Lord is a child now, then I must have been a worm."

"You're overestimating the child."

"You were the one who overestimated him first, Cult Leader." He referred to Geom Mugeuk's appointment as the Sanzu Hall Director. It was an unconventional appointment, no matter the reason.

"That's why I'm bringing this up. I'd like to try and make the Second Young Lord into an even better creation."

"If you step in, it would be a miraculous encounter for that second brother of his."

"You praise me too much."

"Do as you see fit."

"Thank you."

Finally, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon carefully revealed his reason for visiting. "Since you've given your permission, would you be willing to back him properly?"

"What do you mean?"

"This matter of the Demonic Army General. Please allow me to proceed as I see fit." He requested that Jang Ho be appointed Demonic Army General, as he had recommended.

A moment of silence passed. The two men faced each other without any emotional fluctuation. Geom Woojin broke the silence first.

"The matter of the Demonic Army General will be difficult."

"This is also what the Second Young Lord desires."

"As you said yourself, I've backed the second brother enough. I have to think of the first one too."

"There's something I've learned while raising disciples. When you decide to back someone, you must back only that one person completely. I'm often criticized for failing to do so."

"I'll be fine. Unlike you, who is generous, I kill everyone who criticizes me."

Their gazes locked in mid-air. They had spent enough years together to understand each other's intentions with just a look. The longer those years, the more awkward a silence like this becomes.

"Is there anything else to say?"

At the Heavenly Demon's order to leave, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon did not insist. He knew well that once Geom Woojin made a decision, he would not easily change it. Another method was needed.

"I'll see you again next time."

"Do that."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon turned and left. His expression was stiff the entire time he walked back down the path of blood.

What is this belated weighing of scales? If you're going to back someone, you should back them to the end. Tsk!


"The Cult Leader is thinking more of the First Young Lord than you." The Blood Heaven Blade Demon began to drive a wedge between my father and me the moment he saw me.

"It seemed he considers the First Young Lord his successor."

When he has a weakness, he's the first to try and rattle his opponent. This old man's political maneuvering is truly detestable.

"I think our partnership was a mistake."

"What do you mean?"

"If I'm losing to my brother, you, as an Elder, should be filling in what I lack..."

"Are you saying I'm inadequate?"

"I'm saying it's somewhat disappointing."

Instead of getting angry, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon placated me. "Look here, Second Young Lord. Making Jang Ho the Demonic Army General was impossible from the start."

"Have you given up already?"

"There's no need to cling to something that can't be done."

"You acted so high and mighty, yet you can't even manage this?"

"This? High and mighty?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon flared up, and I provoked him even more. "You were the one who offered to be my backer, Elder."

"And you were the one who pestered me like a child to do the impossible."

"Then you should've refused back then. You shouldn't have recommended Jang Ho the next day. Weren't you just hoping for a lucky break, Elder?"

I drew a long line at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's feet. "You said it before, didn't you? That this line represented how much the Cult Leader thought of you, Elder. I believed in this line..."

I drew another line, less than halfway to the first. "Wasn't the real line between my father and you, Elder, actually here?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon could not refute it. What would have happened if I had not gone to my father and made a separate request? Would my father really have granted the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's request?

"If my father refused, you should've pleaded more. If it were me, I would've definitely succeeded."

"Then go ahead and try."

"What?"

"Didn't you just mock me for not being able to handle 'this much'? Then it should be easy for you."

"What will you do if I ask my father and easily accomplish it?"

"Go ahead and try. It'll probably just backfire."

He seemed confident that since his request was refused, he would never grant his son's. At times like this, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon knew my father well.

"Are you suggesting a bet?"

"A bet? Fine. Let's do it. If you fail too, then from that point on, you'll become my tool without complaint and stop making demands."

"And if I succeed?"

"I'll grant you what you want."

"Anything I want?"

"Is there something you want?"

After a moment of thought, I told him. "Get me miracle herbs. At least, miracle herbs better than the Demonic Essence Pill."

For a moment, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon flinched in surprise.

I knew the exact nature of this surprise.

"Do you know how difficult it is to obtain miracle herbs better than the Demonic Essence Pill?"

"I know, that's why I'm making it a condition. Since we've decided to be in the same boat, isn't me getting stronger the same as you getting stronger, Elder?"

There was a reason I demanded miracle herbs from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

I knew he had miracle herbs.

He possessed the Azure Jade Divine Pill, a legendary miracle herb that could grant even more inner arts than the Demonic Essence Pill.

In the past, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had gifted the Azure Jade Divine Pill when he officially joined hands with my brother. It was revealed then that he had kept it for many years without consuming it.

The purpose of provoking this bet was precisely for this Azure Jade Divine Pill.

"You can't make Jang Ho the Demonic Army General, and you can't get me miracle herbs. I don't see any reason why I should join hands with you, Elder."

"Fine. If you seat Jang Ho as the Demonic Army General, I will get you my miracle herbs."

"You promise."

I drew the Black Demon Sword and held it out. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon struck my sword with his Heaven Destroying Dao, flicking it away.

"......"

That clear sound was our promise.

A promise made with our signature weapons holds a much stronger binding force than words.

As always, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon shot up into the air and vanished into the distance.

If I win the bet, he will keep his promise. After all, the Azure Jade Divine Pill was something he had prepared for the successor.

If I can consume the Azure Jade Divine Pill on top of the Demonic Essence Pill I took before, I will not lose a fight against a Demon Supreme due to a lack of inner arts.

And I knew how to win this bet.


I went to the office of the great Strategist, Sama Myeong.

The All-Knowing Hall, where he resided, served as the brain of our Cult. All information from the murim was gathered and sorted here. Only a fraction of that information passed through Sama Myeong to reach my father.

I could not be sure, but I probably accounted for a significant portion of the information passed from the All-Knowing Hall to the Heavenly Demon Hall these days.

The security perimeter from the entrance of the All-Knowing Hall to Sama Myeong's office was tight, even stricter than the Heavenly Demon Hall's. This signified the important role the All-Knowing Hall played in our Cult. Since it was a place where strategists gathered, it had to be thoroughly protected.

When I entered the Head Strategist's office, Sama Myeong was working amidst a pile of documents. The stack of papers on his desk was so high it nearly obscured his face.

It might seem like the Head Strategist's job is just to offer a few words of advice beside my father, but in reality, it is a battle with documents. He spends his entire day reading and rereading hundreds of messages from messenger pigeons arriving from all over the Central Plains, sorting the information that must be discarded from what must be saved.

Knowing that well, I could be the Sanzu Hall Director, but I could never be the head of the All-Knowing Hall.

Sama Myeong stood up from his desk and greeted me warmly. "What brings you here? Please, have a seat."

I sat across from him at the table. A subordinate brought tea shortly after, as if he had been waiting.

"I'm not sure if it will suit your taste. We only have one kind of tea here."

"The aroma is very nice."

I took a sip of tea and looked around. As befitting the workplace of our Cult's greatest intellect, the walls were lined with all sorts of books.

"I hear that whenever our Cult's martial artists gather these days, all they talk about is the Sanzu River Hall."

"Aren't they just busy cursing it?"

"Not at all. I've heard nothing but praise."

I knew public opinion about the Sanzu River Hall better than he did. For as many who were enthusiastic about the promise of fair law enforcement, there were just as many who opposed it.

They had lived as they pleased until now, so they must have felt a needless anxiety.

'What if I get caught too?' That must be their worry. I need to establish discipline firmly before this atmosphere spreads.

"But what brings you here?"

"I have something to ask you, Strategist."

"Go ahead."

"What do you think of Jang Ho?"

"I think he's a good martial artist. He has the makings of a great leader for the Demonic Army."

Sama Myeong probably already knew that I was behind this recommendation, that I was trying to place Jang Ho in the position of the Demonic Army General.

"Then what are the chances of Jang Ho becoming the Demonic Army General?"

"To be honest, not even ten percent."

"Even if the Blade Demon recommended Jang Ho?"

"The Cult Leader has already rejected that recommendation."

That must be why he gave the figure of ten percent. The real answer was probably 'impossible', but he said ten percent out of courtesy.

"What if my father changes his mind?"

"Then of course it's possible. However, it won't be easy. As you know, the Cult Leader is not one to reverse a decision he has made without a proper justification."

"I know that well."

The decision was made at my request in the first place.

I have no intention of asking a father like that to change his decision again without justification.

I have to create a justification for him to change his decision. This was what I had prepared.

"What about this? What if he receives another recommendation from a different Demon Supreme, following the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's?"

"Two Demon Supremes recommending the same person at the same time? It's unprecedented... but if that were to happen, there would be a good chance for Jang Ho to become the Demonic Army General. It would give the Cult Leader a justification to change his mind, but is it possible?"

In a situation where the Blood Heaven Blade Demon has already stepped forward, getting another Demon Supreme to also recommend Jang Ho was by no means an easy task.

"I'll have to try. Sometimes, isn't it easier to deal with two tigers at once rather than just one?"

"I think it would be more difficult."

That was why this precondition was necessary, to avoid the disaster of having my limbs torn off by both at the same time.

"What if those two tigers are on terribly bad terms with each other?"


Chapter 35: Better That You Don't Forget

"I've been wronged. I didn't do it!"

Bae Jongtak, a martial artist from the Flower Sword Supreme's Northern Heaven Sword Sect, pleaded his innocence in the Sanzu River Hall's interrogation room.

He was accused and arrested for raping a young servant girl from a sword family. In the past, such an incident would not have even become a case. This time, however, Bae Jongtak was arrested the day after the accusation was filed.

"That servant girl is framing me! Let me confront her. I'm innocent."

"Why would the servant girl frame you?"

"How should I know? Maybe someone put her up to it, or I made some mistake toward her, but at the very least, I did not rape that girl."

He looked genuinely wronged.

"Fine. I'll let you confront her."

"Bring her in right now."

I gave the signal. Seo Daeryong, waiting outside, brought in a girl who looked about thirteen or fourteen. The child was terrified.

"Hey! Why the hell are you doing this to me!"

Bae Jongtak roared at the girl.

I raised my hand to calm him down.

"Quiet! If you shout one more time, this confrontation is over."

"Yes. It's just that I've been wronged."

I asked the girl.

"Is that the man who raped you?"

The girl slowly nodded.

"Look at that! She nodded without even looking at my face properly."

"She already knows you. Why does she need to look at your face?"

"She can't look at me because she feels guilty."

"Are you sure you didn't do it?"

"I didn't. I swear to the heavens I didn't. Punishing me based only on this child's word would be incredibly unfair. Think about it. If I was lonely for a woman, I could just go to a brothel. Why would I touch a little kid like that?"

"How would I know? You tell me. Do you get excited when you see little kids?"

"Didn't I just say it wasn't me?"

Bae Jongtak glared menacingly at the girl.

"You don't know how scary the crime of false accusation is, do you? I'll forgive you, so just tell the truth. Say it's not true!"

The girl flinched, terrified.

"Look at her! She's trembling, isn't she?"

"That's because she's scared. Didn't you say you would find and kill her family in her hometown if she revealed you raped her?"

This girl hadn't reported the incident herself. The child told another servant girl, who then went to the Sanzu River Hall Branch across from the Alluring Inn to report it for her friend.

"Why do you only believe her?"

"Because I believe her."

"Isn't that too biased?"

"Because it's certain you raped her."

"Then give me some solid proof! Don't just believe her word."

I glanced at Seo Daeryong. He went outside and returned with two more girls, both slightly older than the first.

Bae Jongtak flinched the moment he saw them.

"You remember them, right? They're the girls who used to be your servants."

"I know them. You've all grown so much!"

Bae Jongtak greeted them cheerfully, but the girls kept their heads down and did not respond.

"While listening to the girl's testimony, I suddenly grew curious. If he did it this time, had he done it before?"

So I looked for his previous servants and investigated. As a result, I found out they had also been raped.

"They've already given their full testimonies. You raped the girls the same way and made the same threats. You'd toy with them for two or three years, then replace them with another girl."

Bae Jongtak's expression changed, realizing he could no longer deny it. The pleading man vanished, revealing his true nature.

"I was drunk and made a mistake. Please, just let it go this one time."

The bastard's calm demeanor was a stark contrast to the man pleading his innocence moments before. It was like watching a street performance.

The bastard calmly told the girls.

"Honestly, you girls liked it too, didn't you? I even gave you money each time."

The youngest servant girl pulled coins from her clothes and threw them on the floor. They scattered with a CLATTER. She hadn't spent a single one, saving them all for today.

Bae Jongtak pretended not to see, turning his head to plead with me instead.

"I've heard that in the Sanzu River Hall's history, no one has ever gone to prison for touching a servant girl."

"You even did your homework. That's right."

"I'll make sure this never happens again. I'll swear it to the heavens. I'll even write a pledge. No, I won't keep female servants anymore."

"You're not going to prison."

The girls lifted their heads at my words, their faces filled with fear.

"Thank you. Thank you so much."

The bastard grinned at the girls. They all avoided his gaze and lowered their heads.

"But you do have to go somewhere else."

"Where is that?"

"Here."

SHIIK! PUUK!

My sword sliced through the bastard's neck in a single strike. He died instantly, not even screaming as he fell backward with his chair.

The startled girls cried out. The bastard's blood flowed over the coins scattered on the floor.

I immediately turned to the girls.

"The one who tormented you is dead. Your families won't be killed. From now on, live without worry."

The girls stared at me, their faces shocked.

"You'll never forget what happened to you, not until the day you die. Since you can't forget it, you'd be better off not forgetting today either. Let this moment, when this bastard paid for his sins, cover what you endured. Remember him only by this end."

This was the best I could do for them.

The girls looked from the corpse to each other.

A moment later, the oldest girl stepped forward and bowed her head respectfully.

"Thank you so much for avenging us."

The other girls bowed their heads as well.

"Thank you, Elder. Uhhhk."

The youngest servant girl burst into tears. Another girl hugged her, tears streaming down her own face as she offered comfort.

No one cares how servant girls are treated. In the past, I was the same.

"There's no need to thank me. We punished that bastard because you bravely testified. This was your retribution. So continue to live bravely."

"......"

"And don't worry about retaliation from this man's friends or family. That will never happen. The Sanzu River Hall will protect you from now on."

Now, even the oldest girl was shedding tears.

"Thank you... really."

Father, if we fail to protect these children while lost in the false name of 'survival of the fittest', then those bastards from the orthodox sects you despise so much will cut off our heads. No, we would deserve it. We would have no room to complain.

Investigators came in and led the girls out. I had already told them to pay special attention to these girls, so they had nothing to worry about.

This incident will spread as a rumor within the sect, and the number of bastards who mess with servant girls will decrease. The mistaken idea that such things are acceptable just because we are the Demonic Cult... that is the first thing that needs to be corrected.

Lee Ahn, who had been watching, shook her head.

"When I saw that bastard denying it earlier, I really thought he'd been wronged. It's truly frightening."

"Humans are scarier than ghosts."

"But that man belongs to the Northern Heaven Sword Sect. Will the Flower Sword Supreme just let this go?"

"Her own subordinate repeatedly raped young servant girls. Is she going to make an issue out of me killing someone like that? It would be better for her if she didn't."

"Aren't you scared, Young Master?"

"I am scared. I'm scared I'll die before I can clean up all this trash."

"Since you became the Sanzu Hall Director, Young Master, our Cult has been getting nicer. What if we end up filled with people more righteous than the Murim Alliance?"

I immediately corrected her joke.

"Not raping servant girls isn't being nice, is it? It's just the obvious thing to do."

"Ah, that's true."

"And until now, we haven't even been able to do that obvious thing."

Just then, Seo Daeryong returned.

"Director, why did you do that?"

"What?"

"You killed him intentionally, didn't you? Isn't it your philosophy that bastards like him should be locked in prison to suffer?"

Because our Cult's prison was a place more painful than death.

"That's right."

"Then why did you kill him?"

As expected, Seo Daeryong is sharp. I deliberately handled this case involving the Flower Sword Supreme myself, and just as he said, I killed the man intentionally.

"Killing him like this was the only way to create an official reason to see the Flower Sword Supreme."

Seo Daeryong was startled.

"The issue with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon is already a headache. Why are you trying to meet the Flower Sword Supreme?"

"Because I need a second tiger."

"What?"

I looked at the bewildered Seo Daeryong and gave an order.

"Send word to the Sword Supreme right now. Tell her a problem arose during the interrogation and that I will go meet her personally to explain."


Two hours later, I headed for the Northern Heaven Sword Sect with Seo Daeryong.

"Do you really have to take me with you?"

"This is an official visit. Can the Director go alone? His right-hand man has to follow."

"When did I become your right-hand man?"

"A power-hungry and cold-hearted man who loves only one woman, a rebel who raises his hand alone when everyone else is silent... you're more than enough to be my right-hand man."

"Good heavens!"

"Which description do you like?"

"I don't like any of them!"

Before long, we arrived at the entrance of the Northern Heaven Sword Sect.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's Southern Blade Sect occupied the southern part of our Cult's territory, while the Flower Sword Supreme's Northern Heaven Sword Sect dominated the north.

"This is my first time at the Northern Heaven Sword Sect. None of the cases I've handled have been related to them until now. Unlike the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the Flower Sword Supreme manages her subordinates well. The demonic swords of the sword family also value honor."

"Is that so?"

When I responded indifferently, Seo Daeryong asked.

"Do you think otherwise?"

"From what I see, the demonic swords and the blade demons are all the same. Should people who value honor have eyes like that?"

The demonic swords guarding the entrance did not have friendly gazes.

Word of Bae Jongtak's death had already spread. Their reaction was not 'He died because he committed a crime,' but closer to 'You killed one of our martial artists for just touching a servant girl?' Of course, they wouldn't dare provoke me now, so they all soon bowed their heads respectfully.

Seo Daeryong said to me in a low voice.

"As a pacifist, I've been seeing that kind of look a lot lately. I keep seeing it whenever I'm with a certain someone."

"I'll add 'pacifist' to the list of modifiers that describe you."

"Ah..."

A martial artist waited to guide us.

"The Demon Supreme is waiting for you. I am Sa Woojong."

Sa Woojong was known as the Flower Sword Supreme's right hand. He was one of the top three martial artists in the Northern Heaven Sword Sect, and his aura was as sharp as a blade.

I know this man well. Not from any personal connection, but because his end was quite impressive.

"A pleasure."

"Please follow me."

Sa Woojong led us deeper inside. We passed the buildings where the demonic swords resided and entered the innermost area.

A small thatched cottage stood there.

This cozy, well-decorated cottage was the Flower Sword Supreme's residence.

"The Sanzu Hall Director has arrived."

At Sa Woojong's announcement, the cottage door opened. A woman in white robes walked out.

"Welcome, Director Geom."

The woman with the gentle voice was the Flower Sword Supreme, So Yeonrang.


Chapter 36: I Am Already Loyal

The Flower Sword Supreme was a beautiful woman. She looked to be in her twenties, but she was actually twice that age. This gave rise to a saying in our Cult.

The world may change, but the Sword Supreme never does.

In fact, she seemed to grow younger with each passing year.

However, anyone foolish enough to be deceived by her delicate appearance would have their tongue cut out before a cold iron sword plunged into their heart. The red camellia engraved on the scabbard of her unique weapon, the One Flower Sword, was as intense as blood.

"It has been a while, Elder."

"I never get used to hearing the word 'Elder'. How about calling me Senior?"

She treated me politely. She was famous for her respectful speech and impeccable manners, which she extended even to low-ranking martial artists.

"Considering the seniority between us, Elder, I can't do that."

"Respect someone just because they're old? I don't think so. Respect should be given to those who are respectable. Just as you should respect someone young if they're worthy of it."

"Very well. I'll follow your wishes, Senior. In return, please feel free to call me Second Young Lord."

"I will."

I introduced Seo Daeryong to her.

"This is the Special Investigator who looked into the recent incident. I brought him to explain what happened."

Seo Daeryong respectfully performed a clasped hands greeting to the Flower Sword Supreme.

"I am Special Investigator Seo Daeryong. I will now report on the incident."

The Flower Sword Supreme raised a hand to stop him.

"That's enough. If the Sanzu River Hall ruled that he committed a crime, then he must have. A man who would rape a young servant deserves to die, so my sword family won't take issue with what happened during the investigation."

I gestured for Seo Daeryong to withdraw. He quietly exited the thatched hut.

The Flower Sword Supreme looked at me with a faint smile. She had noticed I had come for another reason.

"I've heard that thanks to the Second Young Lord's hard work, a wind of change is blowing through our Cult."

"I'm just running around recklessly."

"If it helps our Cult develop, how could that be reckless?"

Among the Eight Demon Supremes, the Flower Sword Supreme was considered the one who least fit the Demonic Cult. This humble thatched hut proved it. It was decorated in a Dan Ah style, like the secluded home of an old master from a prestigious orthodox sect.

"You're doing excellent work."

"It's only possible because you're such a strong pillar of support, Senior."

The Flower Sword Supreme shook her head.

"Don't waste your flattery on this wrinkled old face."

This was clearly a deliberate statement meant to elicit a specific response.

"How can you say such a thing? You still look like you're in your twenties, Senior."

"My twenties! What an absurd thing to say!"

An irrepressible smile bloomed on her face as she waved her hands in dismissal.

"I'm someone who is content to step back and realize the principles of martial arts."

However, she lived a life contrary to her words.

After my father was killed by Hwa Mugi and our Cult was closed off, a full-blown power struggle erupted internally. The Eight Demon Supremes and other renowned masters of our Cult all vied for the position of Cult Leader.

So, who was the first Cult Leader?

Surprisingly, it was the woman standing before me. It was hard to believe, given her gentle smile and calm demeanor now, but the Flower Sword Supreme had been the first to make a move and seize the position.

A bloody storm raged in the process. She was merciless. That bloody storm continued throughout her short tenure as Cult Leader. It would have been better if she had at least been good at politics, but the Flower Sword Supreme's ability to rule could not keep up with her ambition.

She caused every tragedy that occurs when an incompetent person is overly ambitious. She lost her life to the next Cult Leader before even completing three years. That is why my assessment of her could not help but be harsh.

"To be honest, when this incident occurred, I felt a great deal of pressure."

"Why did you feel pressured?"

"As you may have heard, there have been many clashes with the Southern Blade Sect recently."

I subtly mentioned the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Southern Blade Sect. Among the Eight Demon Supremes, those two were known to have the worst relationship. For that reason, the blade demons and sword demons were also like cats and dogs.

"The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the Elder, put me under severe pressure, and now, a conflict has arisen with the sword family..."

"I am a completely different person from the Blade Demon!"

The Flower Sword Supreme's voice rose, as if she found even the mention of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon unpleasant.

"Of course, you are completely different."

"Since we're on the topic, I heard that the Blade Demon recommended a man named Jang Ho from the Southern Blade Sect for the position of Demonic Army General. What happened?"

She might seem like she only trained alone in her thatched hut, but she was aware of all the affairs within the cult. She was proving that her future seizure of power would be no accident.

"Jang Ho is an outstanding and loyal man."

"What I'm asking is why the Blade Demon tried to make that man the Demonic Army General."

"To be perfectly honest, Jang Ho is my man."

The Flower Sword Supreme did not seem surprised, as if she already knew. What she was curious about was this.

"How did you persuade the Blade Demon?"

"I provoked the Elder's pride. I asked if he, a Demon Supreme, shouldn't make a choice for the good of the cult. That he should recommend someone with real ability, not because of personal connections or political power."

"The Blade Demon wouldn't be persuaded by a reason like that."

"You're right. It was probably because he didn't want to lose me. In any case, the Blade Demon said this. That among the Eight Demon Supremes, his heart for the cult is the greatest."

The Flower Sword Supreme's expression soured as if she found his words absurd, but I pretended not to notice and continued.

"However, it seems it won't be easy for even the Elder to install Jang Ho as the Demonic Army General. The Head Strategist suggested a method, but that too is difficult."

"What method did the Strategist suggest?"

"He said it would be possible if another Demon Supreme recommended him as well, but the problem is that there's no other Demon Supreme who would do so."

"Why do you think there isn't one?"

"Pardon?"

"Do you think the Blade Demon is the only Demon Supreme who cares for the cult?"

The Flower Sword Supreme asked me with a cold gaze.

"Isn't your purpose for visiting me today to provoke my pride and get me to recommend Jang Ho along with Senior Blade Demon?"

Now was the time to show honesty. A scheme only truly takes flavor when tricks and truths are mixed so thoroughly that you can no longer tell what its ingredients are.

"You noticed?"

"What is your reason for going this far?"

"To get the Demonic Army in my grasp. I want to use that influence to become the successor as quickly as possible."

The Flower Sword Supreme stared at me silently.

Why would that fastidious old man, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, choose me? Going so far as to abandon my brother. She must be having such doubts.

"Now I understand clearly why the Cult Leader appointed the Second Young Lord as the Sanzu Hall Director."

"Why is that? I still don't quite understand my father's intentions."

She came closer and stared into my eyes.

"The Second Young Lord has a strange way of swaying people's hearts."

She expressed her exact feelings at that moment, as if only someone overflowing with confidence could reveal such candid thoughts.

"I'll take that as a compliment."

After a moment of contemplation, she finally made a decision.

"Alright, I will also recommend Jang Ho."

"Are you serious?"

I put on a surprised expression, but inwardly, I had expected her to recommend him. It was precisely because of her special relationship with the Blade Demon.

"May I ask why?"

"Let's just say it's to show that the Blade Demon isn't the only Demon Supreme who cares for the cult."

She turned away. Knowing it was a silent dismissal, I bowed to her politely.

"I will not forget the grace you have shown me."

She did not reply, but I knew the exact reason why.

Her involvement in this matter was entirely because of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

She was worried that I might be a talent worthy of being the successor, and that the Blade Demon had recognized it first. If that were the case, she would not want the Blade Demon to have me all to himself. She would not even want to give the Blade Demon a piece of horse dung found on the road.

Why?

Because she truly, horribly despised the Blade Demon.

When she became the Cult Leader, the very first person she killed was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.


The next day, the Flower Sword Supreme recommended Jang Ho for Demonic Army General.

The entire cult was stirred by this shocking news. Never before had a Captain of the Demonic Army been nominated, nor had two Demon Supremes ever joined forces to recommend a single person.

This was especially true since those two Demon Supremes were the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme, who were on bad terms. Naturally, Jang Ho became the center of attention.

In the Heavenly Demon Hall, Cult Leader Geom Woojin and Head Strategist Sama Myeong also discussed the matter.

"I never imagined the Second Young Lord would be able to bring the Sword Supreme into this."

"He must have used their discord."

"Everyone knows of their discord, but no one could have pulled this off so easily."

Neither the Blood Heaven Blade Demon nor the Flower Sword Supreme were easy people to deal with. Trying to use their well-known discord would likely have just backfired.

"What about this man, Jang Ho? Can he be entrusted with the Demonic Army?"

"His abilities themselves are outstanding. However, he's more of a pure martial artist, so his political standing is weak. Choosing Captain Jang was a very clever move from the start."

"He probably didn't scout Jang Ho from the beginning."

"What do you mean?"

"It was likely an emotional choice. He's a more emotional child than one might think."

Sama Myeong found Geom Woojin's words unfamiliar. The Cult Leader had never before shared his assessment of his children with him.

"It's both a strength and a weakness."

To Sama Myeong's words, Geom Woojin stated firmly.

"It's a weakness."

Sama Myeong held his tongue with a faint smile. Not just him, but everyone could feel that the Cult Leader had been opening his heart to Geom Mugeuk recently.

However, that did not mean he thought the Cult Leader would make Geom Mugeuk his successor. Geom Woojin often made decisions that were completely different from how things appeared. It was still too early to tell.

"How should we conclude the matter of the Demonic Army General?"

"If two of them recommended him, we must accept it. We have to consider their reputation."

Geom Woojin gave the order as if he had been waiting for this moment.

"Appoint Jang Ho as the Demonic Army General."


"I don't know how I can ever repay this favor."

Upon hearing the news that he had become the Demonic Army General, Jang Ho came to see me first. He felt both joy and worry at the fact that he was now the Demonic Army General.

"Knowing your personality, Captain Jang, you probably won't be able to repay the favor."

"Pardon? What do you mean by that?"

"There are two reasons I made you the Demonic Army General, Captain Jang. The first is that I believe you're the most suitable person for the position. I felt you were the right person not for your sake or mine, but for the Demonic Army and our Cult."

"I'm so overwhelmed by your high praise that I don't know what to do."

"The second reason is that I want the Demonic Army to become my strength, but don't the first and second reasons contradict each other? It won't be easy for an upright person like you, Captain Jang, to maintain a personal relationship. Oh, and let me say this in advance, I have no intention of forcing a friendship on you, so don't worry."

Then, Jang Ho said something unexpected.

"Do you remember when we first met? I submitted a petition because of my friend's death. It was to get revenge. I staked my life on it. As you can see, I'm an emotional person who values relationships with people above all else. If you saw me as someone who would abandon personal relationships for the organization, you've misjudged me. If you hadn't come then, Young Lord, I probably would have died."

And that was true. If I had not gone, he would have died in that incident.

"I want to be loyal to you, Young Lord. No, I am already loyal. Of course, I'll be loyal to the Cult Leader and the cult, and I'll work hard for the Demonic Army, but my greatest loyalty is to you, Young Lord."

He was speaking from the heart. I could tell. I had gained a far better subordinate than I had ever imagined.

"I want to become a person like you, Young Lord."

"What kind of person am I?"

"You're the kind of person who makes me feel like I can accomplish any difficult task as long as I'm with you."

"With flattery like that, I suppose I don't have to worry about you suffering disadvantages for being bad at politics."

"Haha, I'm not that clean-cut of a guy."

"I'll be in your care from now on."

"I should be the one saying that."

I firmly clasped his large hand. I liked the unexpected side of this big, rough man.


Chapter 37: What Lies Beyond the Door

"Training ends today."

The enforcement martial artists showed their disappointment at Jang Ho's words. The training had been so difficult they cursed countless times, but they had also gained a lot.

Their martial arts had not improved by leaps and bounds, but their lax mental discipline was now pulled taut.

For masters at the level of enforcement martial artists, a difference in mental strength could lead to a difference in skill.

Moreover, Jang Ho had taken time to observe their martial arts, correcting improper stances and habits. Thanks to him, many had seen a tangible improvement in their skills.

Until the very end, Jang Ho told each martial artist how to fix their posture and what kind of training they should do in the future.

The enforcement martial artists who had endured such hellish training probably never thought they would say something like this.

"Can't you train us a little longer?"

Just then, I stepped forward from where I had been watching.

"That's going to be difficult. Captain Jang has been appointed to the position of the Demonic Army General."

Everyone was startled at the mention of the Demonic Army General. They had been confined to the training grounds and had not heard any outside news.

"Congratulations."

Someone's congratulations were met with a burst of cheers and applause.

Jang Ho left them with a final farewell.

"I won't forget the time I spent with you all. Well then, see you next time. No, wait, if I see you guys from my position, it means big trouble. Let's hope we never see each other again for the rest of our lives!"

After giving his final, joke-laced farewell, Jang Ho left the place.

I stood on the platform where Jang Ho had been. The look in the enforcement martial artists' eyes was quite different from the first day of training.

"Listen up, you first and last martial artists to be trained by the Demonic Army General!"

A few of them burst into laughter at my words.

"Now, if I order you to go arrest my father, you'll be able to go without fear, right?"

Laughter erupted here and there again.

After lightening the mood, I delivered the words I wanted to say to them.

"Martial arts are important, and fighting well is important. However, I believe the most important thing for those who bear the name of enforcement martial artist is pride. The pride of upholding the rules of our Cult and protecting the system. We walk our own path. Understand?"

"......"

"You've all worked hard in training. I've prepared a banquet, so drink your fill and rest today!"

A cheer of joy, even louder than their previous thunderous reply, erupted.


The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was waiting for me in the place we always met.

"Seeing you standing tall here is like looking at a guardian stone protecting me."

"Are you calling me a blockhead?"

"How could I?"

I thought he would be furious about me dragging in the Flower Sword Supreme, but he was uncharacteristically calm.

"Congratulations on seating Jang Ho as the Demonic Army General."

"Thank you."

I was more nervous than ever. I did not know what this old man might suddenly do.

However, today's the Blood Heaven Blade Demon showed an unexpected side, just as Jang Ho had.

He was very calm. So much so that it made me wonder, Was this the kind of person the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was all along?

This is why you shouldn't judge a person by seeing only one side of them. You shouldn't be deceived by the front. I still don't know what the other side of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon looks like.

"How did you persuade the Sword Supreme?"

"If you promise not to get angry, I'll tell you honestly."

"I won't get angry."

"I provoked the Sword Supreme's pride by saying that you, Elder, are the true Demon Supreme. I used you."

The corners of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's mouth curled up.

"In that case, you're the one who was deceived. There's no way that cunning woman wouldn't have seen through your shallow trick."

He disliked the Flower Sword Supreme, but at least he did not underestimate her.

The same was true for the Sword Supreme. Her getting involved in this matter also meant that she trusted the Blade Demon's judgment of people.

"That fox will definitely try to pull something on you. She'll probably try to stop you from meeting me, using the fact that she helped you as an excuse. What will you do then?"

"For me, you come first, Elder."

"She'll bring up the fact that she helped Jang Ho."

"That's fine, since you helped me first, Elder."

"Will you still say that when she makes you an offer you can't refuse? Just like this."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon took a small box from his robes and held it out.

"A promise is a promise."

I took the box and opened it carefully.

A single, bluish pill radiated a divine spiritual qi as if it were not of this world.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke with an expression that truly showed his regret.

"It's a Azure Jade Divine Pill."

In this moment, I did not need to pretend to be surprised. I was genuinely shocked that he had produced the Azure Jade Divine Pill so readily. I had expected him to make all sorts of excuses and not give it up so easily.

"Oh! Is this really a Azure Jade Divine Pill? How did you obtain this?"

"I've kept it in storage for a long time. It's something I saved without taking it myself."

"Are you really giving it to me?"

"Should I take it back?"

"Of course not."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon drank the alcohol placed before him as if his stomach was churning.

Setting down his cup, he said, "Second Young Lord, I will bet the rest of my life on you."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had laid down the most powerful card he held.

I had once told my father that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had no collection value.

Now, I have to correct that statement.

If you're going to be this bold, then I too will properly collect you.

The Azure Jade Divine Pill that was meant for my brother came to me, and with it, the fates of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and I changed. It did not come by force, but 'willingly', so the change was even greater.

"Thank you for believing in me."

I politely gave him a clasped hands greeting and then made a request.

"I'm going to take the divine pill here and now, so would you stand warden for me?"

At that, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was startled.

"You're going to take the divine pill in front of me?"

"Yes. Since you gave it to me, Elder, I believe it's right to take it in front of you."

Standing warden while someone circulates their qi was an act that held a certain symbolic meaning. For a martial artist, it is the final stage of trust.

"You trust me?"

"Isn't it because I trust you that I'm taking this Azure Jade Divine Pill? If you had poisoned it, I would have to do whatever you say to get the antidote."

A look of interest flickered in the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eyes.

"What's your reason for believing I didn't poison it?"

"Because you're not the type of person to choose such a despicable method."

"I think I'm quite despicable, though?"

"There are many kinds of despicableness. The Elder I see is not someone who would break a promise by flipping the whole board."

"What if your intuition is wrong?"

"I'll think about that when the time comes. Now, please stand warden for a moment."

In truth, it was a safe gamble. This was because I knew that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon loathed poison techniques and evil arts to the point of shuddering.

I sat down on the spot in a cross-legged position and took the Azure Jade Divine Pill without hesitation.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at me with a surprised face. It seemed he had not expected me to actually take the miracle herbs in front of him.

The Azure Jade Divine Pill was a miracle herb I had never seen even in my life before regression.

Divine pill, please dissolve well.

The Azure Jade Divine Pill began to melt in my mouth, its medicinal effect spreading past my throat and throughout my entire body. It was a much greater energy than that of the Demonic Essence Pill I had taken before in the Little Heaven Cave.

My blood vessels, strengthened by the Meridians Strengthening Art, opened wide to welcome this immense energy. My vessels willingly became a field to receive the pill's energy, which galloped like a thousand-ri horse. The spiritual qi, rushing like a gale, spread into the fine blood vessels throughout my body.

I poured my heart and soul into circulating my qi to perfectly assimilate this massive energy into my inner arts.

After several rounds of careful qi circulation, I was able to store the divine energy of the Azure Jade Divine Pill in my qi center.

When I opened my eyes, I could see the Blood Heaven Blade Demon a short distance away, staring at me with his arms crossed.

"How did the divine pill taste?"

"It was like honey. I've never eaten anything so delicious in my entire life."

"Damn it! Damn it all!"

He lamented that he had not been able to eat it himself.

"I'm certain it was digested ten times more valuably than if you had taken it yourself."

Now, even if I were to fight the Blood Heaven Blade Demon right in front of me, no one could say I lost because of my inner arts. My qi center was overflowing with that much pure qi.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon squatted down in front of me. Up close, I saw he had more wrinkles than I thought.

"Hey, Second Young Lord."

"Yes, Elder."

He looked into my eyes and asked, "What is your identity? What are you that you could turn my heart upside down and make me spit out a Azure Jade Divine Pill?"

I immediately drew upon my inner arts and unleashed my demonic qi. Like an erupting volcano spewing lava, the demonic qi burst forth. It was a cold and stern energy, different from what I had shown him until now.

"I am the one who will lead you in the future. That is, if you are still alive by then."

Amidst the suffocating energy pressing down on him, various emotions flickered across the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's face. At the very least, he did not scoff, even if he might have been angry.

As I withdrew my demonic qi, the frozen air around us thawed.

"I'll admit you've got guts."

"Let me ask just one thing as well."

"......"

"What is it that you ultimately desire, Elder?"

"What could an old man like me possibly want? I just keep living as I've always lived, pulled along by inertia."

"For you to say that, aren't you far too passionate?"

"Am I?"

"When you push me, you seem like a young man. I can feel a blazing fire."

In that moment, I saw the flames in the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eyes once again. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was still standing alone amidst the flames.

"Do I seem that way?"

"......"

In contrast, he spoke as if he lacked confidence in himself.

"That's a relief. Lately, I thought I had completely cooled down...."

I could guess what kind of feeling this was. No matter how much ambition, aspiration, and desire you put in a basket, there are things that time indifferently takes away.

"Please give me some alcohol."

"Alcohol? But I lost our bet."

"The moment you gave me the Azure Jade Divine Pill without holding back, you won the bet. I will accept your alcohol, Elder."

"Are you serious?"

"Please lead me well from now on."

He's this difficult for even me to handle, so how hard must it be for my enemies? I plan to make the Blood Heaven Blade Demon truly one of my people. I don't know if that will be possible, though.

A deeply moved the Blood Heaven Blade Demon poured me a full cup of alcohol.

"Here, take it."

I coolly drank the alcohol the Blood Heaven Blade Demon gave me.

"Let's do well from now on!"

"Yes, and if you're going to pull any tricks, please only pull as many as I can handle."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who had flinched for a moment, burst into laughter.

"Hahaha!"

Since he became the Demon Supreme, I was probably the first person to say the word 'tricks' to his face.

"Let's have another drink."

"Alright!"

I know. Even though he's smiling so broadly right now, he hasn't fully opened the door to his heart yet. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon is not a person who can be judged by only what is visible through that slightly ajar door.

I don't know what lies beyond that door.

Just as my father said that you can never know a person's heart, I intend not to predict or make assumptions about the person known as the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. I will judge him only by what I can see.

And our relationship will be decided on the day that door opens wide.

Whether I burn to death in your flames, you die pierced by my sword, or we become eternal friends, it will all be decided on that day.


Chapter 38: I'm Going to Rip Them Off

I trained late into the night at my personal training ground.

Training was my top priority. If I lost to Hwa Mugi, everything I was building would be for nothing, no matter how valuable.

When training became too tough, I imagined dying at Hwa Mugi's hands because I had missed a single moment of practice. It was an unrealistic scenario, but the desperate thought helped me overcome laziness.

Fortunately, today's session was the most satisfying since my regression.

Pure, powerful internal energy swirled in my qi center. My techniques grew stronger, and my speed increased.

My inner arts had reached a level where I could face the Demon Supremes in a battle to the death. No one would believe someone my age could possess such internal energy.

It's still not enough.

I needed to gather more. With inner arts, more was always better.

My continuous training yielded considerable progress with the Four Strides of the Wind God. I knew I would eventually hit a wall, but for now, my skills improved with every use.

Using the Four Strides of the Wind God stoked my desire to fight. The technique constantly stimulated my fighting spirit.

I had to be patient. A time would come when I could reveal myself to the world on my own terms.

I had just finished a round of the Four Strides of the Wind God when someone spoke from behind me.

"Your internal energy has grown again."

Startled, I turned and saw my father standing there.

"You're truly like a ghost."

He had appeared behind me without a sound and guessed my inner arts had increased just from watching my technique.

I spoke honestly.

"I obtained the Azure Jade Divine Pill from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon."

Father didn't seem surprised by the major news.

"Why aren't you surprised?"

"Didn't you say you had something to gain from him?"

"But that something was the Azure Jade Divine Pill!"

"I knew the Blade Demon had the Azure Jade Divine Pill."

I was shocked. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon wouldn't have told anyone about this.

"How did you know?"

His next words were even more shocking.

"Because I gave it to him a long time ago."

"Good heavens! You're the one who gave it to him?"

I suddenly recalled the Blood Heaven Blade Demon drawing a line, insisting he was closer to my father than I was. This confirmed the two must have been very close once.

"What did you wager in your bet with him?"

"I wagered myself."

"It seems the Blade Demon made a very bad deal."

"My business is just getting started. I plan to rip off the Eight Demon Supremes properly."

In the past, my father would have dismissed this as nonsense, but now he said nothing.

"Why are you just listening?"

"Because I think you might actually do it."

"So you finally recognize my true worth."

"Why do you hate the Demon Supremes so much?"

"When I look at them, I hear this voice in my head. 'Hey, don't you want to become the Heavenly Demon? But what can you do? You can only become the Heavenly Demon if we support you. Should I be your backer? You want that? Then impress me.'"

"Isn't that just a persecution complex?"

"Maybe. In any case, I hate it."

I didn't intend to fight this battle alone. It was a fight I would wage with my father, so I shared my honest feelings about the Eight Demon Supremes. I couldn't let our relationship become twisted, no matter what happened with others.

"Train."

As my father turned to leave, I thanked him.

"Thank you for appointing Jang Ho as the Demonic Army General."

"It wasn't because of you. It was because two Demon Supremes recommended him."

I called out to my father again.

"Father."

He answered without turning back.

"What is it?"

"I'm going to be happy."

For a moment, I saw my father's back tremble slightly. He must not have expected me to say that.

"I believe that for the people around me and for our Cult to be happy, I have to be happy first."

I cut in before my father could speak.

"It's a cheap sentiment, perfect for getting killed, right?"

"As long as you know."

Father paused at the door and added one more thing.

"If you intend to walk this path, don't even think about happiness."

I shouted before my father closed the door.

"I refuse. I'll walk that path, and I'll definitely be happy."

The door slammed shut with a THUD, as if to mock my impossible dream.

I understood why my father hated the word happiness. Both of us had lived lives far removed from it.

We had always considered happiness a refuge for losers.

But, Father, I've learned that living a happy life is just as hard as striving for a goal.

......No, maybe it's even harder than just running toward success. Maybe we were escaping to success instead, Father.


The Flower Sword Supreme was certainly different from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

She had helped make Jang Ho the Demonic Army General, but instead of rushing over to boast, she remained silent.

This means she wants me to visit her.

Her silence told me she valued face and honor. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, in contrast, prioritized his own emotions. He was the type to rush over and yell just to feel satisfied.

I bought a bottle of fine liquor and went to see the Flower Sword Supreme. I found her tending the flower garden in the yard of her thatched cottage.

"The flowers are beautiful."

"They say flowers grow more beautiful as you age. That's still a distant story for you, Second Young Lord."

She probably didn't know that when you get even older, such things just become a bother.

"I sincerely thank you for your help. I've brought some liquor as a token of my gratitude."

"I appreciate the gift, but I don't drink alcohol. I quit a long time ago."

"Ah, is that so? I apologize."

"It's alright."

I already knew she didn't drink, but I had brought the liquor on purpose to avoid seeming like I understood her too well. It might have been excessive, but I had to do what I could. Relationships were built on such small details.

"I was taught to repay any help I receive. Is there anything you desire?"

She spoke in a gentle tone, still tending to her flowers.

"It would be best for you to cut ties with the Blade Demon."

She presented this as her price, just as the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had predicted.

"May I ask why?"

"Because the Blade Demon is a man far removed from the ideals the Second Young Lord pursues."

"It may be a presumptuous question, but do you know what my ideals are?"

"You said you'd change our Cult into a place of strict order and discipline, didn't you? The Blade Demon hates being bound by rules more than anyone. You'll have many conflicts with him, Second Young Lord."

The Flower Sword Supreme probably thought her persuasion would work. She was filled with pride and considered herself an incomparably better person than the Blade Demon.

"I'm sorry, but I don't think I can do that, Senior."

Her figure flinched for a moment.

"Why is that?"

"Because Elder Blade Demon gave me too great a gift."

I normally wouldn't have mentioned the gift, but I intended to leak the news about the Azure Jade Divine Pill to her.

I planned to make both the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme my people.

Their terrible relationship would make them easier to handle in some ways. Above all, their emotions would erupt, allowing me to learn their true natures more quickly and certainly.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon would be the Left Emissary, and the Flower Sword Supreme the Right Emissary.

They would become the most powerful Left and Right Emissaries in murim history, the Left Blade and Right Sword. I planned to place them at my sides, then grab the other Eight Demon Supremes by the hair and shake them up.

"What kind of gift?"

"It's a personal gift, so it's difficult for me to say."

"I thought we were close enough to have this conversation. Was I mistaken?"

"Ah, this is difficult."

I pretended to think for a moment, then spoke as if I had no other choice.

"Since you've done me such a great favor, Sword Supreme, I'll tell you. The Elder gave me the Azure Jade Divine Pill."

"What did you say?"

She stopped tending the flowers and turned to me. Her composure and aloofness shattered instantly.

"Are you saying he really gave you the Azure Jade Divine Pill?"

The Flower Sword Supreme found it utterly unbelievable that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had given me the pill. She was even more surprised than I had expected.

"Where is that divine pill now?"

"I've already consumed it, but why are you so surprised?"

"The Blade Demon is an inherently greedy man. How could I not be surprised that he gave something so precious to you, Second Young Lord?"

"It seems he judged me to be more precious than the divine pill."

I said it like a joke, but the Flower Sword Supreme didn't laugh. She must have thought it was true.

"Thank you again for your help. Please let me know if you ever need my assistance. I'll see you next time."

I gave a polite farewell and turned to leave, but the Sword Supreme called out to me softly.

"Second Young Lord."

I looked back at her.

"Second Young Lord, what kind of person is the Blade Demon, from what you've seen?"

"Eccentric, violent, and selfish. I disliked him at first, but he grew on me the more I met him."

"And not because he gave you the Azure Jade Divine Pill?"

"I can't deny that. Who wouldn't be pleased? It's the Azure Jade Divine Pill, after all."

"It's merely a miracle herb."

"But that miracle herb was exactly what I needed."

She tried her best to sever my relationship with the Blade Demon.

"If you want to continue receiving my help, cut ties with the Blade Demon. The Blade Demon is not the one."

"Then prove it."

"Prove what?"

I stared at her for a moment before I spoke.

"Prove that you, Senior, are a more helpful person to me than Elder Blade Demon."

The Flower Sword Supreme's expression hardened slightly.

"Was all that talk about establishing discipline and justice in our Cult just nonsense?"

"Elder Blade Demon gave me the Azure Jade Divine Pill. I need a justification to cut ties."

"Isn't the ideal of doing what's best for our Cult justification enough?"

I let out a deliberate smirk.

"Dreams, ideals, loyalty...... I despise people who try to win the hearts of their subordinates and juniors for free with such things."

In that moment, the Sword Supreme became enraged, and I saw her true self.

Her expression turned cold, revealing a desolate gaze.

Her eyes were like a barren desert.

While I had seen a blazing fire in the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eyes, I felt a terrible thirst from the Flower Sword Supreme. The stark change from her gentle demeanor made this desolation feel even more intense.

It was hindsight, but I now knew for sure why she was the first to move after Hwa Mugi cornered her. I knew why her ambition was hastier than the other Eight Demon Supremes. She must have needed to fill that desolation with anything she could.

Normally, I would have put away the whip and offered a carrot, but I didn't.

"I don't know what you think of me, Senior, but I'm preparing for a great undertaking. I'll have to meet many people and make many decisions. I don't have the confidence to judge right from wrong every time. So please, show me something I can judge easily."

As I spoke, I held out my hand to her.

"Place something in this hand more precious than the Azure Jade Divine Pill Elder Blade Demon gave me."

The Blade Demon is not the one? Not a chance. It has to be the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. That was why she was so shaken. That was why she was asking these questions.

"Second Young Lord, what is it that you want?"

I closed my outstretched palm. I didn't ask for her help. It wasn't time yet.

"No, there's nothing for now."

To her, my words would sound like, I already have the Blade Demon, so I'm fine.

Because I said I wanted nothing, she would grow more anxious. If I had demanded something, she would have responded rationally.

"Then I'll see you next time. I won't forget the favor you've done for me."

I bowed politely and left the thatched cottage.

After walking for a while, I looked back. She was still standing in the same spot, staring at me.

I bowed my head once more toward her blazing gaze, then walked away.

Yes, just like that. Come to a boil.

The cooking could only begin once the water boiled.


Chapter 39: This Is How You Do It

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon waited for me at our usual spot as I returned from my meeting with the Flower Sword Supreme.

"What did that vixen have to say?" he asked. The Flower Sword Supreme had clearly put him on edge.

"She told me to cut ties with you, Elder."

"Just as I thought! What did I tell you? I knew it, didn't I? Did she give a reason?"

"She said you and I have different ideals, Lord Blood Heaven Blade Demon. That you're too... free-spirited, Elder."

"Bullshit." A cold demonic qi swirled from his body.

"So, what are you going to do?"

"Naturally, I have to side with whoever offers the better deal."

"What?"

I deliberately provoked the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. "You have to weigh your options when you can. Wouldn't you do the same, Elder?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon couldn't get angry. He would have done the same thing himself.

"For now, you have the upper hand, Elder. Surely she won't offer something better than the Cheonoe Shindan?"

"She might. She's the type to do anything if it means ruining me."

"Why did your relationship with the Flower Sword Supreme turn so sour, anyway?"

After a moment's pause, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said, "Does a person need a reason to hate someone?"

I knew the reason.

They were two people with reasons to trust no one. They were villains, if you had to call them that, with a lust for power so great they would be offended to be second to anyone.

"Would you like a drink? If you go back now, won't you just feel conflicted and bitter?"

"What do you take me for?"

"Composure? I don't think that's a virtue. When you're upset, you should be upset. When you're in a bad mood, you should talk it out. Come on, let's go. I'll buy you a drink today."

He seemed to hesitate for a moment, then flicked his body and shot off. "I'll be waiting in the Demon Village," he said, vanishing into the distance.

That old man and his temper.

He had clearly changed since the first time he came and poked me in the ribs.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon waited for me in front of the Alluring Inn, which Jo Cheonbae ran.

"I thought you'd be at the brothel."

"I hate places with women."

"That's unexpected."

"Unexpected? Why? Do I look like a womanizer?"

"No, it's not that. It's just that your late brother was fond of brothels."

"You're ruining the taste of the drink. Drop the talk about that bastard."

"......"

I had brought it up on purpose. I wanted to keep the wound in his heart from festering. Not that it seemed particularly necessary for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

As we took our seats in the Alluring Inn, I asked, "Why did you choose this tavern of all places?"

"They opened a Sanzu River Hall Branch across the street."

It seemed he had seen it while passing by and decided to stop here.

"Be careful. If you go around hitting people on the street for no reason, even you, Elder, will be dragged in by me."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon gave me a look of disbelief at my joke.

Jo Cheonbae greeted us warmly. "Welcome, Director."

"It's been a while."

"It's an honor to have you visit again."

"I come because the drinks and food are good."

As Jo Cheonbae took our order and disappeared toward the kitchen, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke. "You're needlessly kind."

"Is there anything wrong with being kind?"

"If you let yourself be swayed by sentiment, you're bound to mess things up. Let's take that innkeeper as an example. Will the food come out better when you're kind like this? Or when you threaten to kill him if it tastes bad? In that respect, the First Young Lord has an advantage over you."

"Certainly, the ruthless have an easier time in a world filled with killing intent."

"It's not too late."

"Even so, I won't be getting on that carriage of ruthlessness."

"The reason?"

"Because I believe the food coming out now will taste better if it was made happily while whistling, rather than made while trembling in fear."

"Someday, that man will use your kindness to ask for and demand bigger things. If you don't grant them, he'll criticize and curse you. That's what humans are."

"Someday, that man will return something greater because of this small kindness I've shown. Perhaps he might even save my life because of it. That's also what humans are."

"We'll see about that."

We drank together.

"Actually, I think you're more emotional than I am, Elder."

"How did you block my blade with those eyes of yours? You're not just misjudging me, you're completely wrong."

I think I judged him correctly. Throughout this whole process of getting entangled with me, he has expended a lot of emotion. Even now, he was pouring out his feelings in a conversation he had never had in his life.

"Since we're on the subject, I have one more thing to say. From now on, you'll have to manage your Blade Fiends and disciples. Otherwise, they'll keep clashing with the Sanzu River Hall."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon slowly raised his head and stared at me coldly. "You're getting more and more arrogant."

"You're the arrogant one, Elder."

"What?"

"Aren't you looking down on our Cult and my father? 'It's me, I'm the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. What does it matter what my disciples do?' Isn't that what you're thinking?"

"......"

The table shattered. The liquor bottle and food dishes crashed to the floor and broke.

"You're too insolent. Sometimes I really want to beat you to death." Glaring at me, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon shouted at the innocent Jo Cheonbae. "What are you standing there staring at? Bring a new table and more liquor and food!"

"This isn't how you handle this. This is how you do it." I stood and moved to the table next to us.

Then I placed some money on the table. "My apologies. This money should be enough to cover the broken things and your lost sales for today."

Jo Cheonbae waved his hands, refusing the money. "It's fine. It's really fine."

"I'm not fine with it. Please take it, and set a new table for us here. One that's groaning with food."

"......"

Taking the money, Jo Cheonbae scurried back to the kitchen.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon scowled deeply. "You're telling me to do something like that?"

"If you don't want to do it, then you shouldn't break things."

"Are you trying to teach a Demon Supreme how to do good deeds right now?"

"The demonic path I intend to establish doesn't involve smashing up inns just because you're in a bad mood."

"You... just what are you!"

"Stop shouting and come sit over here."

In the end, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon sat down at the table where I had moved. "Insolent bastard. You're definitely a madman!"

He glared at me, then said coldly, "If you betray me, I'll kill you."

Jo Cheonbae, who was bringing new liquor, flinched in surprise. He quickly pretended not to have heard, placing the bottle and cups down before returning to the kitchen.

I filled a new cup to the brim with liquor and gave it to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. "Were you serious about what you just said?"

"Yes, I was serious."

"Then pledge your loyalty to me with all your heart. That threat you just made is the kind you can make in that situation. When you've been truly loyal, only to be betrayed and abandoned, that's when you can plunge a sword into your master's heart."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon couldn't refute it.

I filled my own cup and held it out for a toast.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon scoffed and drank alone. Although our cups didn't clash, I heard them clinking in my heart.


A person entered the Flower Sword Supreme's thatched cottage. It was her right-hand man, Sa Woojong.

"The Second Young Lord is currently meeting with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and drinking."

The Flower Sword Supreme, who stood with her back turned, said nothing.

"He's an arrogant bastard."

Only then did the Flower Sword Supreme turn and glare coldly at Sa Woojong. Sa Woojong lowered his head. "I apologize."

"Watch your mouth. There's nothing more vulgar than speaking carelessly about someone behind their back."

"I'll keep that in mind from now on."

Sa Woojong had deliberately insulted Geom Mugeuk, knowing the Sword Supreme would get angry. He believed he was expressing the emotions she couldn't show on the surface.

Sa Woojong believed he was a special existence to the Sword Supreme. Although she spoke formally even to the gatekeeper, she only ever spoke casually to him. He was special.

"He's not the Second Young Lord I knew."

In the few short months since the duel tournament, the storm Geom Mugeuk had stirred up was growing larger and larger.

"Even so, it's just a tempest in a teacup."

Sa Woojong underestimated Geom Mugeuk, but the Flower Sword Supreme's thoughts were different.

"What if that teacup is large enough to hold the entire murim? That greedy old man offered the Cheonoe Shindan. It's the same as offering his everything. The Blade Demon must have seen the potential for a successor in the Second Young Lord."

"Did you also see potential in the Second Young Lord, Sword Supreme?"

Geom Mugeuk had certainly shown an unexpected side. However, it wasn't to the extent that she would give him miracle herbs like the Cheonoe Shindan.

That's why it was irritating. She wondered if the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had seen something she hadn't. That she couldn't see what that damn old man saw? Her pride was wounded, and she was annoyed.

"You should rest for today. I've prepared a new person."

The Flower Sword Supreme stared coldly at Sa Woojong and seemed about to say something. Her lips started to move but ultimately didn't utter a word.

She spun around and went inside the cottage.

Sa Woojong's expression as he watched her back was incredibly complex, but his gaze was fervent.

Once inside the cottage, she operated a secret device. The floor opened up to reveal a secret passage.

She descended into the passage. It grew pitch-black the further she went, but she descended with a familiarity that suggested she had done this many times before.

A long corridor stretched out underground. She walked to the end of it, opened the door, and went inside.

The inside was a lavishly decorated bedroom. A young man sitting on a large bed shot to his feet.

The Flower Sword Supreme walked slowly to a vanity with a large bronze mirror and sat down. The young man's eyes, reflected in the mirror, were filled with fear.

The Flower Sword Supreme spoke gently to the young man in the mirror. "It's alright, take off your clothes first."


After my drinking session with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon ended, I stopped by Lee Ahn's training ground on my way back. The sweltering energy I felt from inside told me how diligently she was training.

She moved about the training ground in her heavy body, dripping with sweat. It was grueling training that pushed her to her limits, but not a single one of her movements was wasted.

Watching her, I feel the time has come to pass on a new martial art to her.

"Ah! You're here, Young Master?"

"You seem to be training hard these days."

"How did you know?"

"It looks like you've lost some weight."

"Really?"

Even though she knew it wasn't true, Lee Ahn beamed. Perhaps because the topic of weight came up, she asked a question she had been saving. "Young Master. Was what you said before true? That you can fix my side effects."

Knowing Lee Ahn's personality, how much must she have agonized before asking this? She must have worried over and over about how I would react if I answered, 'I was just kidding'.

Even if the person who taught her the Self-Petrification Art had told her the side effects could never be removed, she still couldn't help but ask.

"Can you really fix it?"

It was the first time I had seen her so nervous.

"I can fix it."

"Really?"

The time had come to tell her the truth. "I know a sorcery that can eliminate the side effects of the Self-Petrification Art."

It was a method I discovered while wandering the Central Plains for ingredients for a grand technique. I was determined to restore her original body if I ever regressed. Thinking about it now, my past life wasn't just a desolate path for revenge.

"What kind of procedure is it?"

"It's a grand technique called the Poison Self-Purification Art."

"...The Poison Self-Purification Art?" She repeated the words several times before asking again. "How did you learn it?"

"That's a secret. You know, right? There are many secrets to keep when it comes to martial arts."

"Yes. I know. I know." Her voice trembled throughout our conversation.

"You could perform the procedure now, then."

"I could."

"But why aren't you doing it?"

"It's a very dangerous and difficult procedure, and I don't know what variables might arise. That's why I'm going to do it when my martial arts skills are much higher than they are now."

"Ah! So there really was a cure!" Her face filled with joy.

"You'll have to risk your life. I don't know what might happen during the procedure. Can you still do it?"

"......"

There wasn't a hint of hesitation in her answer.

"This is disappointing."

"Huh? Did I make a mistake?"

"I thought you would say something like, 'If I were to die, I wouldn't be able to protect you, Young Master, so I won't undergo the procedure'."

It was my joke to preempt that possibility.

"You told me to live my own life, didn't you?" she said, then smiled brightly, as if it had all been a joke.

I know now. That expression was her true self.

Her true heart, suppressed by loyalty and responsibility, that natural heart any person would have... I want to help her find that heart.

"Lee Ahn."

"Yes, Young Master."

"Is there anywhere in the Central Plains you'd like to visit?"

"No, there isn't."

She had spent her whole life looking only at me, so she probably never got to properly see any place she went.

"Let's go on a tour of the Central Plains together later."

"Really?"

"Yes. Let's go to every famous spot and see every magnificent view. I'll let you taste all the famous dishes. I know quite a few places."

"Is that a promise?"

"You have to promise, too."

"What?"

"That you won't abandon me then."

"Me, abandon you, Young Master? That would never happen, not even if the heavens and the earth were to split apart."

We'll see if you still say that when you become the world's number one beauty and every man in the world adores you.

"We'll see about that."


Chapter 40: Grow Stronger, Lee Ahn!

Early the next day, I went to the Heavenly Demon Hall to see my father. Father was not in the main hall but in his personal training ground. I waited outside for him to finish.

"Come in."

Father, having been informed of my visit, had me enter. I felt a tremor of nervousness as I stepped inside. It was my first time ever entering my father's personal training ground.

The moment I did so, my father rushed toward me from the middle of the training yard.

Father unleashed the Hell Step. The sword that flew at me was the Heavenly Demon Sword.

The Heavenly Demon attacking with the Heavenly Demon Sword while using the Hell Step? No opponent could survive.

The situation ended in a flash. The Heavenly Demon Sword stopped mid-air. I stood right next to it, so close my breath could have fogged the blade. I had dodged my father's attack with the Vanishing Step.

Did the Vanishing Step win against the Hell Step? Of course not. The attack was just slow enough for me to barely evade it.

"You keep aiming for this handsome face of mine."

"Those who aim for you outside won't be as merciful as I am."

"Thank you for sparing my life."

I looked around my father's training ground as if nothing had happened.

"I thought there would be something special here, but there's nothing."

There really was nothing. The empty space held only a few swords, daos, and spears leaning against a wall.

"You don't even have a single training dummy."

"Why keep what is unnecessary?"

Then again, I also train by imagining a virtual enemy. How would my father be any different?

Just then, an iron plate on the wall caught my eye. The plate, about 20 centimeters thick, was covered in deep fist imprints. To my surprise, it was made of thousand-year-old cold iron.

"My goodness! Just how strong are your fists? This is abuse of thousand-year-old cold iron."

"Enough nonsense. Come here."

Father had a reason for bringing me into his training ground.

"Demonstrate the Four Strides of the Wind God."

"......"

Opportunities to receive my father's teachings were rare, so I did my best to demonstrate the technique.

The Four Strides of the Wind God had four major techniques which contained over nine hundred variations. Depending on one's interpretation, that number could change. How one interpreted and applied these variations slightly altered the movements, which ultimately changed the technique's power. This was why the same martial arts could feel different depending on the user.

When I finished, my father looked flushed, likely because my achievement was higher than he had expected.

I discussed the technique with my father. At first, it was a simple discussion about putting more force into my feet or twisting my waist faster. I conveyed my thoughts exactly. Some of my points contradicted my father's opinions, but he was surprisingly flexible.

He performed the technique on the spot, just as I had described.

"It seems you were right. Putting more force into the right foot is the correct interpretation."

While discussing martial arts, my father felt like a different person. He was free, generous, and rational. For a long while, my father and I discussed the Four Strides of the Wind God. We were so engrossed that our discussion only ended when I felt the pangs of hunger.

By the time our conversation ended, I could feel my mastery of the Four Strides of the Wind God had reached a new level.

"Thank you for your great teachings. This debt of gratitude..."

I will repay it by killing Hwa Mugi.

"I'll repay you later with money."

Father said abruptly at my jest.

"Stay for a meal."

I was stunned for a moment.

"Why are you so surprised?"

"It's the first time I've ever heard you say that. Asking me to eat with you."

"You're surprised by the strangest things."

Father left the training ground first. Just as he said, it was a strange thing to be moved by, but honestly, I felt a lump in my throat.

I had a meal with my father. I expected a grand feast, but the table was neat and simple with fewer dishes than I thought.

"There's more rice, so eat a lot."

"......"

I ate without making any jokes. This wouldn't be a frequent opportunity, so I tried my best to remember this moment. He gave me a strange look as I ate quietly, then continued his meal in silence.

Whenever I was with my father, I usually made a point of being more playful, but in this moment, it was the me from just before my regression eating with my father. As a grown man to another man, as a martial artist to another martial artist, and yet, still as father and son.

Father... I missed moments like this.

I had never once missed it before, but now, I finally understood. Deep in my heart, I had been longing for this.

And so, my historic first meal with my father ended. I would never forget this first meal, where we exchanged not a single word.

After we finished, my father asked me.

"Did you enjoy the side dishes?"

It was time to return to my usual self.

"Would you like to trade chefs with me?"

Don't be sad, Chef Im. It's just a joke.

"No need."

"Haha."

I drank the alcohol served with the meal with my father.

"You drank with the Blade Demon at the Demon Village?"

"......"

Indeed, my father knew my every move within the cult.

"How much do you trust him?"

"I don't trust him."

"......"

"Because I don't know him. No matter how transparent someone may seem, one should never be arrogant enough to think they know them."

Father wore a satisfied expression when I answered according to his teachings. He was worried I might trust the Blade Demon and get stabbed in the back.

"Why did you come to see me today?"

He asked this question more than eight hours after I had arrived.

"I have a favor to ask."

"Speak."

"Please allow me to add one person to my family."

Father gave me a look as if I had said something absurd.

"Do you mean you wish to marry?"

"No."

"Then?"

"I wish to pass down the Soaring Sky Sword Art to my bodyguard, Lee Ahn."

I intended to pass the Soaring Sky Sword Art, which I had completely mastered, to Lee Ahn. She would need something of that level to protect her position as the head of the Ghost Shadow Squad. The problem was that the Soaring Sky Sword Art was passed down only to those of the Heavenly Demon's bloodline. I could not teach it without my father's permission.

"So you badmouth your true blood relatives, yet you want to make your bodyguard family?"

"Yes. She is more precious to me than my blood relatives, and she will accomplish great things in the future."

"The Soaring Sky Sword Art is your unique martial arts. Are you sure about this?"

"My unique martial arts will be the Nine Calamities Demonic Art."

This entire process will be for nothing if I don't become the successor. Ultimately, all of this is to gain my father's recognition. I must become the successor and inherit the Nine Calamities Demonic Art to face Hwa Mugi.

"You're quite confident."

"She is a person worthy of being taught."

"In what way?"

"She is a better person than I am."

Father was silent for a moment, perhaps finding the answer unexpected. After taking a sip of his drink, my father asked.

"Do you intend to make that child the head of your private organization?"

"Yes, that's right. In the future, I may eliminate some Demon Supremes. I will fill that vacuum with my private organization. So please, grant me your permission."

Then came my father's ready reply.

"Fine."

At first, I thought I had misheard. I didn't think he would grant permission so easily.

"Do you really mean I can pass down the Soaring Sky Sword Art to Lee Ahn?"

I checked once more, but my father just nodded silently. I thought he would set some condition or mission... Why did he agree so easily?

"Promise me one thing in return."

"Please give your command."

"The next time you decide to kill a Demon Supreme, you must tell me. No matter which Demon Supreme it is."

It was not a difficult promise. I had intended to do so anyway. I had no intention of taking out Demon Supremes without my father's permission.

"Yes, I will definitely do so."


"You called for me?"

Having received my father's permission, I immediately summoned Lee Ahn to my personal training ground.

"Do you know why I called you?"

"Yes, I have a rough idea."

"What is it?"

"Aren't you going to test what I've trained so far?"

It was a natural assumption since I had called her to the training ground.

"How is it? Are you ready?"

"I did my best to train."

"Not for that."

"Pardon?"

"I'm asking if you're ready to be taught a new martial arts."

Lee Ahn was startled for a moment. Soon, her surprise turned into excitement. For a martial artist, what could be more thrilling than learning a superior martial art?

"Lee Ahn, head of the Ghost Shadow Squad."

"......"

"From this moment on, I will pass down the Soaring Sky Sword Art to you."

Lee Ahn, who had been standing there blankly, shrieked in astonishment.

"......"

It was the most surprised I had ever seen her.

"No! The Soaring Sky Sword Art is passed down only to the Heavenly Demon's bloodline, isn't it? If you teach it to me, the Cult Leader will strike me dead! You'll get in huge trouble too, Young Master. If you're planning to teach me in secret, please give up. There are no secrets in this world, and even if there were, I can't learn it."

After she poured out a torrent of words, I asked with a smile.

"Are you finished?"

"There's more, but I'll just say this. No! Absolutely not!"

I smiled and told her.

"I got my father's permission."

"What?"

Lee Ahn's eyes widened. Watching her, I realized just how varied her expressions were. She had many ways of showing surprise, and this one was new.

"Really?"

"......"

"That can't be possible."

"If you doubt it, you can come with me and confirm it yourself."

Lee Ahn, who feared my father more than anyone, waved her hands dismissively and backed away.

"I'd rather you just kill me."

"I don't dislike you enough to lie about this. Want me to tell you the decisive reason why I'm telling the truth?"

"What is it?"

"You're right. If I taught you without permission, you'd die. There's no way I'd put you in that kind of danger."

It seemed Lee Ahn had at least that much faith in me.

"You really got his permission?"

"......"

Lee Ahn's pupils trembled.

"But the Soaring Sky Sword Art is your unique martial arts, Young Master. Why are you trying to teach it to me?"

"Because you need to learn a martial art of this caliber to be the head of the Ghost Shadow Squad, and... you're like family to me. So it's okay for you to learn it."

In that moment, Lee Ahn was overcome with emotion.

"Young Master."

"It's not for you, it's for me. So I can work you to the bone in the future. So don't get too happy."

"Still, how could I dare to learn your martial arts, Young Master?"

"My unique martial arts will be the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. So you can learn this without feeling burdened."

Finally, tears began to fall from Lee Ahn's eyes.

"No one has ever... treasured me this much..."

I gently patted the back of Lee Ahn, who couldn't finish her sentence. Lee Ahn broke down and sobbed completely. Something that had been building up deep inside her had finally burst. I let her cry her heart out.

Once she had composed herself, I passed down the Soaring Sky Sword Art to her. The martial arts transmission was conducted through telepathy.

[The Soaring Sky Sword Art is composed of eight techniques that contain the changes and energy of the sky. Think of your qi center as the sky and expand it as much as possible. Your true qi must flow like the wind, sometimes like a spring breeze, and other times as powerful as a passing typhoon. The beginning of the qi is....]

The brilliant Lee Ahn perfectly memorized the mnemonic verses after I recited them five times.

"You must be able to recite the verses immediately, even if someone pokes you in the side while you're sleeping. Understand?"

"Yes, I understand."

Lee Ahn would work herself to death. If I taught her from time to time, her skills would improve day by day.

"And this."

I took a small wooden box from my robes and held it out to her.

"What is this?"

"Open it."

Inside the box was an Antitoxin Bead, one I had taken from the Golden Manor Master's secret vault.

"What is it?"

"It's an Antitoxin Bead."

"What? The legendary Antitoxin Bead?"

"Yes. In the future, if you're in danger of being poisoned or face someone who uses poison arts, fight with this in your mouth."

"Why are you giving this to me?"

"It's a gift to congratulate you on officially learning the Soaring Sky Sword Art."

"No! I've already received a martial art, I can't accept something so precious on top of that!"

"You have to take it."

"......"

"Because I'm going to give one to someone I'm less close to than you. I can't give one to someone else if I haven't even given one to you."

"That's a strange line of reasoning, isn't it?"

"Alright, then. I'll come by later to test what you've learned. Don't slack off on your training."

I hurriedly left before the place could become a sea of tears again. From behind me, I could feel a heat that went beyond mere emotion and gratitude.

I looked forward to the future that this passion would create. At the very least, I won't let it become a passion that makes her throw her life away for me. Therefore...

Grow stronger, Lee Ahn.


Chapter 41: Sophisticated Yet Terrifying

For a while after that day, I focused only on teaching Lee Ahn, my work at the Sanzu River Hall, and my own training.

Lee Ahn absorbed the Soaring Sky Sword Art instantly, like a sponge soaking up water. Her talent for martial arts was greater than I had ever imagined. She combined that talent with grueling effort, and her progress was astonishingly fast.

Teaching Lee Ahn taught me something new. The act of teaching is also an act of learning. Explaining what I already knew allowed me to see myself objectively.

Ah, so this is how I was thinking about this technique.

This gave me a chance to reconsider things I had never seriously thought about.

Teaching isn't just ladling out stagnant water. If you teach without sincerity, the water dries up, but if you teach with deep thought and dedication, you expand the well itself.

That was how I learned while teaching Lee Ahn. I had never taught anyone in my past life, so this process was a tremendous experience.

During a short break from training, she asked me seriously.

"Young Master. Are you really going to create the Ghost Shadow Squad?"

"......"

"Then can I design the martial arts uniform? I want to make a stylish one, not something drab and black. I'll even make separate versions for the academy and for missions, with different colors and designs."

I almost burst out laughing. I had never once considered the uniform's color or design since deciding to create the Ghost Shadow Squad. The same was true for every uniform I had ever worn.

"I also want to make different masks for missions, based on their difficulty. The ghost design should be stylish yet terrifying, so the sight of it makes people's knees buckle... Why are you laughing?"

"I'm just wondering what a stylish yet terrifying ghost looks like."

"I'm actually pretty good at drawing. I'll show you later."

"I guess future members of the Ghost Shadow Squad will be wearing some fancy clothes."

"Don't tease me."

Lee Ahn was a truly meticulous person. If she turned that focus from me to others, she would become an excellent Captain who could soothe everyone's hearts.

"The most important thing is your skill. The Ghost Shadow Squad will take on the most dangerous missions in the murim. Your ability will determine if you succeed and minimize casualties."

"Yes, I'll keep that in mind."

"And one more thing. Something is more important than skill."

"What is it?"

"The resolve to lose subordinates. A steadfast heart that won't be wounded even if you lose them."

Lee Ahn stared intently at me.

"You see me as a child, don't you, Young Master? Since I'm always by your side like this."

"Aren't you?"

"I'm not. I'm not a child, and I'm not as innocent and kind as you think. I won't be heartbroken if I lose a subordinate. I'm actually more worried you'll be disappointed in me later, thinking, 'Was she always this cold-hearted?'"

"I won't be disappointed by that. Then we're good."

Lee Ahn must have thought it was a good time to speak, because she confessed her inner thoughts.

"When you said you'd pass down the Soaring Sky Sword Art to me, Young Master, I finally felt like my feet were on solid ground."

"What do you mean?"

"Honestly, until then, I felt like I was floating. The Ghost Shadow Squad? Will an organization like that really be created? Me, a Captain? I thought you were just caught up in some fervor, but as I memorized the verses of the Soaring Sky Sword Art, I felt it was real. Can I handle all of this? Ah, I'm sorry. I was trying not to ask such unconfident questions."

"It's okay to ask. No, you must. How can you walk a path that will change so many destinies without asking? Ask today, and ask tomorrow. You must still ask ten years from now. This is a path you must walk while constantly questioning. I'll keep nagging you, too. We must keep asking each other."

The ones who don't ask these questions are people like the Eight Demon Supremes.

They believe their decisions are right simply because they think they are superior to others. They have no concern or empathy for others. They do not ask.

"Yes, Young Master. I'll ask whenever I'm confused. I'll ask you, and I'll ask myself."

I gave Lee Ahn's head a quick pat.

"Well done."

Lee Ahn's face flushed slightly as she smiled bashfully.

"Alright, back to training!"

"......"

When her training neared its end, I brought her books on organizational management, mercenary tactics, and leadership.

"Read these in your spare time."

"......"

Her continuous training had caused her to neglect her studies of the Sanzu River Hall's affairs. She needed to learn how to run an organization, even if only through books.


A few days later, I went to the Southern Blade Sect to meet the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

When I entered the Southern Blade Sect, the blade demons flocked over to watch me. This was a place where people lived. Some were trash and some were decent. All sorts of people gathered here.

Fundamentally, I held no ill will toward them. Thanks to them, I had perfectly completed the Meridians Strengthening Art.

The blade demons also favored me, since I was on good terms with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Many had been impressed by my courage during the Meridians Strengthening Art, and some even looked at me with respect.

A few blade demons greeted me politely, while some clapped and cheered from a distance. Perhaps they resembled their master. The blade demons were like adorably crazy bastards.

I waved to them.

A blade demon guided me to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's office.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked surprised by my visit.

"Did something happen? Are you here to arrest me?"

"Have you committed a crime since we last met?"

"My life is full of sin."

"Fortunately, not today."

"Then why are you here?"

"I came to give you this."

I held out the item I had brought to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"What's this? A box that spews deadly poison when I open it?"

"Where could I even buy a box like that? I'd like to get a few."

"I asked what it is."

"Please, open it."

He opened the box and found the Antitoxin Bead inside. It was the exact opposite of his joke.

"It's a top-quality Antitoxin Bead."

"I can see that, but why this?"

"It's a gift."

"A gift? Why something so expensive all of a sudden?"

"It's a birthday gift."

For a moment, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon froze in shock.

"What?"

"Happy birthday. It's your birthday today, isn't it?"

"Is today my birthday?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's voice trembled, as if he truly had no idea.

"You didn't know?"

"It's been a long time since I bothered with birthdays. How did you know?"

"Who do you think I am? The Sanzu River Hall knows everything. I even know how many pairs of underwear the Elder owns."

"How many pairs?"

"That was an exaggeration. Anyway, congratulations."

It was an intentional gesture of goodwill, an effort to make him truly one of my people.

I gave him a deep bow and turned to leave.

"Did you really come just to give me a gift?"

"Yes. It's purely a birthday gift, so don't feel burdened."

"You're just leaving like this?"

"I'm a busy man. Let's have a drink tonight at the Alluring Inn. I'll be waiting, and don't even think about wrecking the place today."

I left the still-dazed man and exited the office.

Before closing the door, I glanced inside. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared down at the Antitoxin Bead with an expression I had never seen. It was the first time I realized he could feel moved.


"By the way, is it true?" Seo Daeryong asked with a surprised look as he walked down the hall with me.

"What is?"

"That you gave the Blade Demon a birthday present."

"How did you know?"

"Good heavens. So it was true."

"I asked how you knew."

"How else? The rumor's already spreading. I just assumed it was false."

I burst out laughing. If the news had already spread, it meant the Blade Demon had bragged to the other blade demons about his gift. He didn't seem the type, but he was surprisingly talkative.

"Why did you give it to him?"

"Because it's his birthday."

"I really don't understand the relationship between you two."

He probably wouldn't understand. Enough had happened for us to become enemies, yet the Blade Demon and I were only growing closer.

"You don't get close just by exchanging pleasantries."

I entered the main hall at the end of the corridor with Seo Daeryong.

All the investigators and enforcement martial artists of the Sanzu River Hall were gathered there.

"It's been a while since we've all gathered like this, hasn't it?"

"......"

A thunderous reply echoed. The enforcement martial artists' morale was sky-high after their training. The investigators were also brimming with courage after the Hundred Blade Ghosts case.

"I came today to pour some oil on your burning morale."

Everyone looked curious.

I handed the envelopes I had prepared to Seo Daeryong. There was one for every martial artist in the Sanzu River Hall.

Seo Daeryong was shocked when he checked inside an envelope.

"What is this money?"

Inside was a note worth one thousand taels.

"Hand one out to everyone."

"......"

Seo Daeryong distributed the envelopes to everyone.

"This money is a special gift from me to you."

Everyone cheered at the word 'gift'.

"Thank you, Director!"

I announced loudly to everyone.

"This money is to ensure our Sanzu River Hall doesn't yield to external pressure. In other words, don't accept bribes. If you suddenly need money, come find me. I'll give you an advance on your salary. If that's not enough, I'll even lend you money from my own pocket."

"......"

Everyone's faces brightened at the unexpected money.

Nagging them when they were in a good mood would only ruin the points I had worked so hard to earn.

"Dismissed."

Seo Daeryong followed me as I left the main hall.

"Director. How did you know?"

"Know what?"

"That the Flying Tiger needed money. His younger sibling is getting married, so he's been looking for money. He spent everything caring for his parents when they were alive, and now he's always broke taking care of his younger siblings."

"How would I know? I didn't."

"Don't lie."

Actually, I did know. I had found out by chance and was only going to give money to the Flying Tiger, but since it came to this, I decided to give it to everyone.

"Don't be so moved. It's all an investment in myself."

"An investment in the Young Lord?"

"If a rumor spreads that I spend money freely, people will start to have expectations, won't they? They'll think, 'He'll probably spend even more when he becomes the Heavenly Demon.' Then everyone will hope I become the Heavenly Demon. That's how shallow I am."

"Did you really think that far ahead?"

"No. The thought just occurred to me now that you ask. I guess other people might think that way."

"So you did know about the Flying Tiger."

"I gave it for that reason and others. Everyone has worked hard. Is it that important?"

"It is important. Do you think loyalty just appears from nowhere?"

"Don't be fooled by things like this!"

Seo Daeryong stared at me and said, "Because it's a world where people are exploited without even the courtesy of such deceptions."

He then bowed his head deeply and went on his way.


Chapter 42: Having Clashed Well with Misfortune

When I returned to my quarters, an unexpected guest waited for me. The Flower Sword Supreme sat exactly where the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had been. She had even set up a table with drinks.

"You've worked hard today, Second Young Lord. Have a drink."

"Of course, Senior." I sat down across from the Flower Sword Supreme. I smiled comfortably, just as I had with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

Inside, however, I was tense.

"Didn't you say you don't drink?" I asked.

"This drink isn't for me. It's for you, Second Young Lord."

"Thank you."

She poured me a drink, and I drank it without hesitation.

"What would you have done if that was poisoned? Why did you drink it without checking?"

"I didn't check, but I was prepared."

"How so?"

I spat the Antitoxin Bead from my mouth onto the table. The bead could block poisonous fumes, but holding it in my mouth while drinking also neutralized any ingested poison.

"When did you...?"

"I slipped it into my mouth when I greeted you."

"How was it not obvious you were holding it?"

"It's a top-grade Antitoxin Bead, so it's quite small. Plus, I've trained to speak clearly with it in my mouth."

The Flower Sword Supreme looked at me with admiration.

"Pardon my presumption, Senior, but I know you don't have a favorable impression of me. I couldn't just gulp down a drink you offered in a situation like this, could I?"

My honesty seemed to prevent her from getting angry. Instead, she asked one thing to confirm her suspicions.

"Did you also drink the Blade Demon's alcohol while holding the Antitoxin Bead?"

"No, I did not."

The Flower Sword Supreme's expression hardened for a moment.

"So you trust the Blade Demon, but not me?"

"Because many things happened between me and Elder Blade Demon before we had that first drink."

"But things happened with us too, didn't they?"

"No, they didn't."

The Flower Sword Supreme protested my firm answer. "I was the one who recommended Jang Ho."

"You recommended Jang Ho, but not for my sake. You did it to force me away from Elder Blade Demon. Was that choice really for me?"

The Flower Sword Supreme seemed disappointed by my answer, but I didn't just push her away.

"I want to create many memories with you, Senior. That's why I'm also drinking the alcohol you give me without the Antitoxin Bead."

"Don't say things you don't mean."

"Why wouldn't I mean it?"

"Because the Blade Demon is already in your heart, isn't he?"

"If you were me, Senior, who would you want to have in your heart?"

I drank the alcohol without the Antitoxin Bead to show I trusted her. At my action, the Flower Sword Supreme's expression softened.

She refused to even be compared to the Blade Demon. Her pride made her believe that anyone would naturally choose her over him. Of course, she was not the type to use poison.

"Second Young Lord."

I remained silent.

"Tell me what you want."

"Please help me become the successor, but help me without the condition that I cut ties with Elder Blade Demon. That's all I want."

"Second Young Lord, you should only expect unconditional help from your parents."

After stating her refusal, the Flower Sword Supreme stood up. As she was about to leave, she asked as if she had just thought of it.

"Is it true you gave the Blade Demon a birthday present?"

I said nothing.

Her eyes wavered. She had asked casually, but she truly wanted to confirm it herself.

"May I ask what you gave him?"

I picked up the Antitoxin Bead from the table.

"I gave him this."

"You gave him something precious."

"Because I received something precious."

The Flower Sword Supreme seemed to think for a moment but ultimately said nothing.

"I'll be drinking at the Alluring Inn later. Please come if you feel like it," I said.

The Flower Sword Supreme left without a word.


When I returned to my quarters to change, another guest was there. Surprisingly, my father waited in the courtyard.

First the two Demon Supremes, and now my father. If I had to give today a title, it would be 'A Meeting with Big Shots'.

"What brings you to this humble place?"

"I came to see how you were living."

This was the first time my father had ever come to my quarters. The hunt, the meal, and now this visit were all firsts. There were so many firsts with my father.

"Shall we go inside?"

"Why would I go into a smelly room where a man lives alone?"

"Then I'll bring out a chair."

"No need. I've sat enough for today."

"True. A royal physician once told me that sitting for a long time is the worst thing for one's health. They say you shorten your life by the time you sit. You shouldn't sit on the Grand Preceptor's chair for too long."

I walked over and stood next to my father.

"Do you want to live a long life?" my father asked.

"Of course. There are so many things I haven't done yet. I want to do them all before I die." I looked back at my father.

"What about you, Father? Is there anything you want to do besides being the Heavenly Demon?"

"Nothing."

His answer was so firm that I heard it as, There are too many to answer.

"Someday, I'd like to go to the Central Plains with you, Father."

Father glanced at me.

"I'm not suggesting we go attack the Murim Alliance," I joked.

Father found this amusing and let out a small laugh.

"Let's just look at where people live. What do you think? How about seeing the world with me someday? I hear the Snowy Mountains are cool in the summer."

Father didn't answer. We watched the distant sunset for a while.

"I met the Flower Sword Supreme on my way here," my father said. "She told me she would become your backer if you cut ties with the Blade Demon."

I told my father exactly what had happened.

"Who do you want to join hands with?" my father asked.

"The Sword Supreme seems easier to handle, but the Blade Demon has a cute side to him."

"You'll die if you let your guard down like that."

"That old man certainly has a talent for making people lower their guard."

Father would know more about the Blade Demon than I do.

"Why did you give the Heavenly Beyond Divine Pill to the Blade Demon?" I asked.

"I entrusted him with a task a long time ago."

Father didn't tell me what the task was. It was clearly something that happened when my father and the Blade Demon were both young.

"What do you intend to do?"

"I want to have them both. A blade on my left and a sword on my right. A master on my left and a master on my right."

Father turned his head to look at me.

"It's not just empty greed. My instincts are telling me this. They say if I take both of those bitter rivals with me, the results will be much better. It will be difficult at first, but easier later on. That's what they keep whispering."

"Where does this confidence come from?"

"Isn't it the confidence you passed down to me in my blood?"

The sunset reached its peak, reddening my father's face and mine.

Father said abruptly, "The Sword Supreme is a person with many scars."

I looked back at my father, but he said nothing more. I couldn't tell if he was telling me to use that fact or to go easy on her because of it.

"When I first met the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, he said it was better not to see him often because he had lived his whole life with misfortune, but these days, I see him about as often as I see you, Father."

I revealed my intention to take both of them once again.

"Since I've clashed well with misfortune, I'll try clashing with scars as well."


That evening, I drank at the Alluring Inn. I had invited both the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme. I didn't know who, if anyone, would show up.

"Please, try some of this." The owner, Jo Cheonbae, brought over a dish he had made especially for me.

"Thank you. Sit and have a drink with me."

"Oh my, how could I dare to sit with you?"

"It seems you don't want to drink with me."

"That's not it at all!" Jo Cheonbae quickly sat down.

I poured him a drink. Jo Cheonbae accepted it, constantly muttering, "Oh my, oh my."

"There's no need to be so formal."

"No, sir. I must. Do you know how much easier things have become for us thanks to you, Director?"

"Have things gotten a little easier?"

"Of course. Since the Sanzu River Hall Branch opened in this alley, the number of martial artists causing trouble after drinking has dropped sharply, and not only that, the number of people leaving unpaid tabs has also decreased significantly."

"That's a relief."

"This is all thanks to you, Second Young Lord."

"In the future, if anything happens that I should know about, please tell me."

"I will."

Jo Cheonbae drank the alcohol in one go and then stood up.

Just then, another person came over, bowed deeply, and said, "Thank you, Second Young Lord," before leaving.

He didn't say what he was thankful for, but he had probably also received help from the Sanzu River Hall.

As the man scurried back to his seat, someone walking toward me spoke.

"Quite popular, aren't you."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon approached, a large blade strapped to his back. The entire inn froze at his appearance. The last time we drank, the inn was empty, but today it was crowded.

Drinking in the same place as a Demon Supreme could not be a comfortable experience for them.

I stood up and addressed everyone.

"The Demon Supreme is a man of the highest character. So please, don't worry and enjoy your drinks. Just don't come over here and cause a drunken scene."

My joke eased the tension in the room.

As I sat down, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke with a sullen face.

"Why are you lying?"

"It's a white lie. They paid to drink here, they shouldn't have to walk on eggshells, right?"

"If they don't like it, they can just leave."

"If you're going to say that, you should give them money first. Tell them to take it and eat somewhere else. You should also pay the owner for his losses."

"Acting nice again."

"It's not about acting nice. This is just basic decency."

"Is this how a member of the Demonic Cult acts?"

"Are members of the Demonic Cult not people?"

"Look here, Second Young Lord. At times like this, I get confused whether you're one of our Cult or one of the Murim Alliance."

I don't consider the Demonic Cult the foundation of my identity either. It can't be helped. In my past life, I left the Cult in my youth and wandered the Central Plains for the rest of my life.

I met many people then. Not just as a mercenary, but also while acquiring high-level materials. I experienced all sorts of human characters. I was hurt, I felt anger, and I learned what true humanity was.

My life's values were all formed back then. In a sense, I am a person of neither the demonic, righteous, nor unorthodox path.

My goal to eliminate absolute evil and establish a new demonic path was born from those experiences.

I raised my cup and said excitedly, "Now, happy birthday. The Purple Orb hasn't passed yet, so the congratulations are still valid."

"Lower your voice."

He treated everything as if it were no big deal, but a birthday celebration seemed to burden him. It was the first time I had seen him look so embarrassed since we met.

Then again, who would have ever celebrated with him like this? He must have received countless formal gifts, but they would have meant something different from this gathering.

"Don't do useless things like this in the future. What's so great about getting older that it needs a celebration?"

"It's just an excuse to drink and have fun."

"You like to drink more than you let on, Second Young Lord."

"That's right. I'm raising a few drinking worms in my body. One rears its head when it rains, and another appears when I'm depressed or in pain. Do you like to drink, Elder?"

"I used to like it, but I've cut back a lot these days."

At that very moment, a clear, sharp voice came from behind.

"But you haven't quit completely."

I turned my head. The Flower Sword Supreme stood a short distance away.


Chapter 43: My Sword is Faster Than the Eye

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon startled at her arrival. No one had told the Blood Heaven Blade Demon that the Sword Supreme would come today.

"Welcome, Senior. Please, sit here."

The Flower Sword Supreme also seemed unaware the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would be here. She stood stiffly, looking as if she might leave at any moment, so I spoke calmly.

"Today is Elder Blade Demon's birthday. I was taught you should congratulate someone on their birthday, no matter how much you dislike them."

The Flower Sword Supreme couldn't turn back after I said that, so she sat down.

The moment she sat, the atmosphere turned chilly.

"Why did you ask me to come?"

She had apparently interpreted my suggestion for a drink at the Alluring Inn as an invitation for just the two of us.

"Today is a happy occasion, so I called you to celebrate together."

"Next time, call me when you're alone."

Just as she started to rise, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon spat a single remark.

"What in the world are you so dissatisfied about?"

A complaint the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had long suppressed finally erupted.

The Flower Sword Supreme flared up and snapped at him.

"What did you say? What am I dissatisfied about? Are you really asking because you don't know?"

Her emotional sword was drawn far faster than her physical one.

"Yes, I'm asking because I don't know. What in the world are you so angry about?"

"You! It's you!"

"Me? What did I do wrong! That time..."

"Shut up! I said, shut up!"

She grew tense, afraid their past would be revealed. Her anger and tension were palpable.

"You're a selfish idiot."

"What did you say?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shot up from his seat.

"Are you going to swing that brutish dao of yours? Go on, try it. Babble whatever you want like a drunk again!"

The Heaven Destroying Dao in the Blade Demon's hand trembled.

I did not stop them.

I know they won't fight anyway.

An ironclad rule stated that Demon Supremes never fought each other. They might argue, gossip, and have all sorts of internal strife, but they would never engage in a life-or-death duel.

This was a survival principle they had long upheld and the most important reason the Eight Demon Supremes still existed.

"It'll be a while before it becomes a Purple Orb, so please calm down for a moment."

At my words, the Flower Sword Supreme raised her voice sharply.

"Second Young Lord! What the hell are you doing! How little must you think of me to pull a stunt like this?"

Her composure, always maintained with courtesy, finally crumbled.

"Please calm down."

"I can't calm down."

"Let me tell you why I invited the Sword Supreme. Honestly, I need you, Sword Supreme Senior. That's why I hoped you two would reconcile here today. Though I don't know what happened to make you hate each other so much."

The Flower Sword Supreme sighed deeply and tried to regain her usual composure.

"If we could reconcile over a drink, why would we have been on bad terms all this time?"

"You meet again and again until it's resolved. You curse, you pull each other's hair. You keep meeting and fighting until it's resolved."

"Second Young Lord, you're too greedy. I told you clearly on the first day. I can't work together with the Blade Demon."

"Then, Senior, are you confident you can make me the successor all by yourself?"

"I am confident."

"I can't believe you. If the reason you two are on bad terms was public, I would have known, but no one in our Cult knows. It's probably for an extremely personal reason. How can I bet my life on a Senior who can't cast aside personal feelings for a great cause?"

The Flower Sword Supreme's expression twisted. She glared fiercely at me and the Blade Demon, then spun around and left without another word.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon drained his cup and rose from his seat.

"Thanks for the congratulations. You damn bastard!"

"......"

After breaking the table again, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon also stormed out.

I placed money for the table on an adjacent one and smiled at Jo Cheonbae, who stood before the kitchen.

"We'll have to fix that habit of his of breaking things, won't we?"

Jo Cheonbae laughed awkwardly and joked.

"These days, I feel like I'd make more money if I became a carpenter."

I laughed as well and left the inn.

I expected it would turn out like this if those two met.

I have to keep drawing them out. I must make them drag out their buried emotions, clash, curse, and fight. In doing so, I have to make them realize the old resentment eating away at them was nothing special.

I think it's possible. After all, the two of them have lived for a much longer time.

Their reconciliation needed time, but the Flower Sword Supreme would not wait even a single day.


That night, I woke from my sleep.

The Heavenly Demon Defense Art woke me. Sensing a presence outside, I got out of bed, strapped on the Black Demon Sword, and went out.

The person who had woken me stood in the middle of the courtyard.

It was the Flower Sword Supreme.

"As expected. Your skills are no ordinary."

She seemed surprised that I had woken up, even though she had revealed no particular presence.

"I'm a light sleeper."

"Second Young Lord."

"Yes, Senior."

She spoke with her back turned to me.

"Because of you, Second Young Lord, ripples are forming on a calm lake."

Is she referring to our Cult as the lake? Or her own heart?

"I'm still young, so I yearn for a stormy sea more than a calm lake."

"You told me this before, didn't you? That you despise people who try to win the hearts of their subordinates for free with things like dreams and ideals."

"......"

"There's someone I despise, too."

"What kind of person?"

"Someone whose words are slick but whose skills don't back them up."

"Am I that kind of person?"

"Shall we find out whether you are or not?"

With her back still turned, the Flower Sword Supreme slowly drew her sword in a perfect motion. Even though she faced away, I could sense no openings.

Still, I spoke coldly to the Flower Sword Supreme.

"There's another kind of person I dislike."

"Who?" she asked without turning.

"Someone who is strong but lacks consideration. I despise people who use their power to crush others and steer relationships to their advantage. I hate to see them hurt others with their poor imagination."

Demonic qi exploded from the Sword Supreme's body.

"Shut up! I praised you a little, and now your arrogance has gone too far."

She turned to face me. A powerful demonic qi, like a blast of frost, poured from her eyes.

"If I win, what will you do?"

Looking at her, who had come to me as soon as conflict arose, I realized the only way to make her my person was to overwhelm her with skill.

This was a situation where one display of skill was more effective than a hundred political maneuvers. My relationship with the Blade Demon was a problem for later.

For a moment, the Sword Supreme looked at me in disbelief.

"Did you just say 'if you win'?"

"......"

"If you defeat me, Second Young Lord, I'll do whatever you want. If you tell me to die, I'll die."

She bet her own life. It was the confidence of someone who would never lose.

"Very well."

"And if you lose, Second Young Lord, what will you do?"

"I, too, will do as you wish, Senior."

"What I want is simple. Cut the Blade Demon out of your life, Second Young Lord."

Her confidence was natural. She prided herself on being the strongest in martial arts after my father.

"Aren't you curious about what I want?"

"Not at all. It's a story I'll never have to hear."

I slowly drew the Black Demon Sword.

"Then I suppose you'll find out what I want today."

With our swords drawn, we stared at each other in silence.

I know very well how fast a Demon Supreme-level master is. You can't block an attack after seeing it. If your trained instincts fail to function, you die.

It's the same reason lesser martial artists can't block my attacks and die. My sword is invisible to them.

WHOOSH.

A sudden gust of wind stirred the Sword Supreme's hair.

She slightly twisted the tip of her lowered sword. That simple motion changed her aura.

This kind of tension... it has been a while.

"Second Young Lord, although I won't kill you, you should be careful. You could suffer internal injuries."

If this were a life-or-death battle, I would have struck the moment she uttered the words 'be careful'. Such words stem from an arrogance that underestimates the opponent, creating the perfect opportunity.

Of course, since this was not a life-or-death battle, we had the leisure to converse.

"Yes, I'll be careful. However, my sword is the Black Demon Sword, so your sword might be damaged, Senior."

She ignored my concern and went one step further.

"I will grant you three moves, Second Young Lord."

In the past, Seniors granted juniors three moves. That was an old custom. Nowadays, you could not find a Senior who would grant such a concession. In that respect, the Sword Supreme was a person of romance.

"I'll gratefully accept your concession. Well then, this junior will begin."

I was not arrogant, but I did hide one of my skills.

I intend to face her without using the Four Strides of the Wind God. One must always keep a hidden ace. The Flower Sword Supreme will do the same.

My strategy was simple.

Finish it within the three conceded techniques.

I skipped any exploratory exchange and immediately unleashed the Soaring Sky Sword Art, which I had mastered completely.

The First Technique, the Equal Sky Strike, unfolded.

SHIIIIIIK!

A single streak of sword light seemed to slice toward her horizontally.

CLAAAAANG!

Our swords clashed before her chest. I felt her surprise through the blade. The inner arts in my attack must have been greater than she anticipated. The sense of crisis one feels when meeting a true rival was likely making the hair on her body stand on end.

The second attack followed in quick succession.

The Second Technique, the Erratic Sky Strike, scattered a brilliant sword light. The sword transformed twelve times before her eyes. The Sword Supreme retreated, deflecting each attack one by one.

However, on the ninth transformation, she broke her promise.

SHWIIK!

"......"

Her sword flew toward my chest. I twisted my body and struck the attack away with the Black Demon Sword.

The Flower Sword Supreme had broken her promise to concede three moves and had attacked. She couldn't help it. She could not block the continuous transformations of the Erratic Sky Strike with defense alone and ultimately substituted defense with an attack.

"Damn."

Just as the flustered woman was about to make an excuse, I was already launching my third attack. This was my chance. Her mind was shaken, and she was even trying to speak.

The Third Technique, the Dark Sky Strike, flew forth.

SHWAAAAAAK!

"......"

The sound of swords clashing was heard simultaneously with a single shout, words that should never have come from the Sword Supreme's mouth.

"Not the face!"

And then, silence.

My sword stopped right before the Flower Sword Supreme's face. In truth, my sword had stopped before her shout. My sword was faster than her eyes.

Her One Flower Sword, however, had left her hand and was suspended in mid-air.

Our gazes followed the One Flower Sword together as it fell in a parabola. Perhaps the Flower Sword Supreme wished it would never hit the ground.

THUD!

The One Flower Sword stuck into the ground. The trembling sword, with its pure white hilt, looked like a waving white flag.

The Flower Sword Supreme stared blankly at the sight, then slowly turned her gaze to me. Her eyes filled with utter disbelief.

I sincerely hope that her first words would be a string of curses. That a single stone would fall from the dam of aloofness she has built so solidly. That I could glimpse her wounds through that hole...


Chapter 44: With a More Relaxed Face Than the First Day

Unfortunately, my wish did not come true.

"What just happened, Second Young Lord?" The Flower Sword Supreme's voice trembled, but she kept her composure.

Her plan was likely to concede the first three moves, toy with me for twenty or thirty exchanges, and then win. Instead, she lost in just three moves.

"Didn't I tell you? I said to be careful. This is the Black Demon Sword."

I spoke as if the Black Demon Sword was the reason I won, but she was not weak enough to use it as an excuse for her defeat.

"Even with the Heavenly Demon Sword, not the Black Demon Sword, it was a fight I shouldn't have lost."

She knew better than anyone that she had lost to skill, not the sword.

"I'll let you in on a secret. I've already achieved complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art."

She looked stunned for a moment.

"You've already achieved complete mastery? I can't believe it."

The Soaring Sky Sword Art was a martial art comparable to those mastered by the Demon Supremes.

Her disbelief was natural. I had claimed to have mastered such a high-level martial art.

"Do you know my father? Would he make me the Sanzu Hall Director just because I'm his son?"

"Even if you've achieved complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art, Second Young Lord..."

"You think my inner arts are lacking? Didn't I take the Celestial Divine Pill?"

"Ah!"

I did not mention that I had also obtained the Demonic Essence Pill from the Little Heaven Cave.

"I've won this duel. Do you concede?"

"......"

She could not accept it.

"If I'd known your skill was at this level, Second Young Lord, I wouldn't have been so careless."

She had been unaware of my true skill and had conceded the first three moves. Her sword was also knocked away the moment she tried to speak. For her, several unfortunate circumstances had overlapped.

"So you're saying you can't accept it? If word gets out that the Sword Supreme broke her promise, you'll be labeled a coward for the rest of your life, Senior."

"Shut up! There's no need to provoke me. I keep my promises. What do you want, Second Young Lord?"

"You said you'd give up your life if you lost."

"This duel was!"

She started to make an excuse, then shut her mouth. A loss was a loss, whether from carelessness or weak martial arts. She was the one who had arrogantly offered to concede three moves.

"Is it my life you want?"

"Of course not. Elder Blade Demon has called me a madman many times, but I'm not that crazy."

"Then what do you want?"

"Please accept my apology."

The Sword Supreme looked stunned for a moment.

"I apologize for being rude to you until now, Sword Supreme. This is a sincere apology, so please forgive me."

She stared at me, completely uncomprehending.

"Are you mocking me?"

"No. I was rude to you today, Senior. I shouldn't have summoned you to that place."

"Why are you apologizing to me when you won?"

"Should I be honest?"

"Of course!"

"I want to apologize and win your favor, Senior. I want to make you genuinely support me."

"Genuine? Sincerity in a succession battle? I'm disappointed if you think that works in this world. I didn't know you were so naive, Second Young Lord."

"It depends on the opponent. If someone throws dirt at me, I'll push them into a mud pit. If they splash water, I'll douse them in sewage, but with you, Senior, I want to compete with sincerity."

"Why? Because I look naive?"

"No. It's because you have a noble character. You're the most respectable of the Eight Demon Supremes."

Considering her future, everything I just said is a lie.

But those events haven't happened yet. If our meeting changes her fate, maybe that bloody future will disappear. Maybe a new life can unfold. Maybe I can make flowers bloom in the desolate wasteland I see in her eyes.

"Do you really think I'm like that?"

"Yes. You are noble and elegant."

She bit her lip slightly. The compliment seemed to please her, but her heart looked complicated.

I walked over, pulled the One Flower Sword from the ground, and handed it to her.

"Then, I'll see you next time."

I bowed politely and entered my residence.

I went inside and fell asleep immediately, so I did not know how long she stood there before she left.


The next night, the Flower Sword Supreme came to see me again.

Her eyes and face were swollen, as if she had not slept all night.

"I'll accept your apology, Second Young Lord."

"Thank you."

"But I have one favor to ask."

"What is it?"

"I lost yesterday's duel. I admit it, but let's fight again today."

I refused at once.

"I refuse."

"Why do you refuse?"

"Because I could never win a second time. If you hadn't been careless, Sword Supreme, if you hadn't conceded the first moves, I never would have won."

"But you've achieved complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art, Second Young Lord. Your internal energy is sufficient too. You can win if we fight again."

"I can't win."

"Why are you so sure?"

"It was the kind of luck that comes once or twice in a lifetime. I'm not arrogant enough to mistake that for skill."

"I won't set any conditions if I win. Instead, if I lose, I'll grant whatever you wish, Second Young Lord."

This was purely an attempt to restore her pride.

I felt I understood why she became the Cult Leader, only to cause a storm of blood and then collapse.

What is that damn pride worth? How can she know what I might demand? Truly foolish and naive.

"Senior, I won't tell anyone about yesterday's match. You don't have to insist on defeating me. No one will know what happened."

"You never know with people. You might blurt it out while you're drunk."

"That won't happen."

I did not rush. As long as I held the initiative, I just had to slowly draw her to my side.

"Please get a good night's sleep today. Your face looks worn."

As I turned to go inside, she suddenly spoke.

"It was humiliating."

Her words stopped me.

I turned back to her.

"Didn't I tell you? My victory was pure luck."

"It's not just because I lost the duel."

The source of her shame was something I had never expected.

"That phrase, 'Not the face.' The more I think about it, the more humiliating it feels."

Those were the words she had shouted when my sword flew at her.

Not the face!

"That's understandable. It's your face. Even as a man, I wouldn't have been any different."

"A normal person might do that, but the Sword Supreme can't. I would rather have been stabbed in the face."

She seemed to find spitting out those words incredibly damaging to her pride. It was humiliating.

I understood why she said it. Her pride in her appearance was as strong as her pride in her honor or her title as Sword Supreme.

After all, she preferred being told she was pretty and youthful over being told she was a good fighter.

"Do you understand now why I came back?"

"......"

"Then will you fight me?"

She was full of desperation, but my answer did not meet her expectations.

"I refuse."

As I turned away, I heard her shout from behind.

"Second Young Lord!"

"Can't you just let me enjoy this one stroke of luck?"

Then, the Sword Supreme said something unexpected.

"I made a promise. To never lose."

"With whom?"

"To never lose to anyone except him."

Him? The person the Sword Supreme refers to as 'him'?

"Could it be?"

The person who flashed through my mind was the one she named.

"I made a promise with the Cult Leader."

The moment I heard those words, I recalled what my father had told me.

"The Sword Supreme is a person with many scars."

I could tell there was some deep bond between my father and the Sword Supreme.

"When did you make that promise?"

Instead of answering, the Flower Sword Supreme revealed her respect for my father.

"The only person I respect is the Cult Leader."

I could not believe her words.

A person who respects my father this much caused a storm of blood to take the Cult Leader's seat? But why?

"I don't want to break my promise with the Cult Leader."

She quickly added, as if worried I might misunderstand.

"If you're having any irreverent thoughts, let me be clear. Don't insult my pure respect for the Cult Leader."

"No, I wasn't thinking anything like that."

"That's a relief."

"Why do you respect my father so much?"

The Flower Sword Supreme only smiled faintly and did not offer any details.

Bringing up my father was her last resort. I could no longer refuse.

"Very well. A promise made to my father must be kept."

The Flower Sword Supreme was delighted. She laughed with genuine joy, making all her previous smiles and laughter seem like a facade.

"Are you that happy?"

"I am."

"I'll do my best this time too."

"That's what I want."

I also fought the second match with all my might.

I was even more excited than during the first duel. The Flower Sword Supreme was not careless this time. Her eyes filled with an unconcealable passion.

This was not a fight to the death, of course, but a duel only to determine a winner.

A dozen exploratory moves passed. Then a hundred moves to warm up. Then three hundred moves passed as we unleashed brilliant techniques.

The longer the duel continued, the more we moved beyond the idea of winning or losing.

We lost ourselves in the pure fun of competing with martial arts. Who would win became a secondary matter.

I was surprised by how she linked seemingly impossible techniques. I was even more surprised by her sense for quickly finding my openings.

Ah! Truly amazing! This person truly deserves the title of Sword Supreme.

Normally, there would be no time for such thoughts, but as if by agreement, we retreated to rest when we needed to.

We were completely absorbed in the pure competition of martial arts. We mulled over the techniques we had exchanged.

This pure competition of martial arts gave me more pleasure than any thrill I had ever felt on the brink of death.

Just as with my father and Lee Ahn, I had to admit I had misunderstood parts of her.

Her desire for honor and her pride were not a struggle to fill a desolate spirit. They stemmed from her pride in her martial arts.

At least with swordsmanship, she was more serious, sincere, and genuine than anyone in the world. Her attitude toward swordsmanship was enough to remind me of my father's own attitude toward martial arts.

We had both spent our entire lives learning only swordsmanship. We became deeply engrossed in a conversation held with our swords.

The match was a draw. In a fight without killing intent, we were evenly matched.

"You must not have used your killing intent moves, so I've lost this match."

"Isn't it the same for you?"

"No. This is the full extent of my skill."

The Flower Sword Supreme gazed at me silently, then suddenly spoke.

"Second Young Lord, thank you."

She turned and left with just that one remark.

What was certain, however, was that she left with a more relaxed face than on the first day.

I still did not know how she would act. Since she promised my father she would not lose, she might return tomorrow. Or perhaps today's duel was the absolute last.

The duel with her stirred my emotions. What meaning did it hold for her? I could not know if it was enough to moisten the desolate wasteland of her own emotions.

In any case, my investment in her starts now. Making one person my own is this difficult.


Chapter 45: Habits are Scary

The Flower Sword Supreme found me again the next night.

"You know the saying about trying three times. Let's have our final fight today."

I couldn't tell if the Flower Sword Supreme visited because she valued her promise to my father or because she enjoyed yesterday's duel.

"Very well."

I readily accepted the third duel.

"After we tied yesterday, I went back and slept all day. I couldn't sleep a wink when I lost on the first day, but I slept like a log after our tie. I don't think I've ever slept that well in my life."

"So you don't usually sleep well," I observed.

"That's right. I've never once slept deeply. Do you know what I even started thinking?"

"What was that?"

"Should I come and duel you every day just to get a good night's sleep?"

I laughed. The Flower Sword Supreme smiled and drew her sword.

We fought one round, then separated to rest. Whenever we had a question, we asked it right away.

"During the twenty-third attack, you dodged left. Why left? Wouldn't right have been faster?"

"Dodging left reduced your options. If I had dodged right, you would've had three choices. By dodging left, you only had two."

"It was because of my center of gravity."

"Exactly."

When masters at my and the Flower Sword Supreme's level fight, we can review the entire battle in our minds. It's like a game of Go, even after hundreds of moves.

When I asked a question, the Flower Sword Supreme shared her thoughts without hiding anything. I could tell just by listening if she was sincere. Father would scold me for claiming to know what's in a person's heart, but the Flower Sword Supreme answered with sincerity.

The Flower Sword Supreme also asked me questions. I answered just as candidly with my own thoughts. Just as I sensed her sincerity, she must have felt no falsehood in my answers. There's no loss in teaching. It's like when I teach Lee Ahn. You often learn more by teaching.

"I don't know when I've ever been this purely immersed in martial arts. Perhaps this is the first time."

Considering her age and position, the Flower Sword Supreme wouldn't say 'first time' lightly.

"Then imagine how it is for me."

"Well, shall we begin again?"

"......"

This time, as if by agreement, we leaped into the air to fight. The battle was, quite literally, an aerial one.

Whenever one of us was about to fall, the other would attack in a way that provided a foothold to leap back up. There were no surprise attacks. We helped each other stay airborne as we exchanged sword strikes.

Brilliant flashes of sword light embroidered the night sky. We flew until we spent all our energy, then descended to the training ground.

Only the sound of my breathing and her breathing filled the training ground. On the first day, we would have determined the winner by who caught their breath first. Now, we paid it no mind.

"Do you have any alcohol?"

The Flower Sword Supreme, who didn't drink, asked for alcohol.

"Yes, I do."

I went inside and brought out some alcohol.

"This is good alcohol."

"You know a lot about alcohol?" I asked.

"Just because I don't drink doesn't mean I don't know about it. Besides, I used to drink in the past."

We drank together. Drinking with the Flower Sword Supreme after a duel had a special atmosphere. She claimed to have quit drinking long ago, but she drank quite well. It made me wonder if she secretly drank alone.

"Second Young Lord, may I ask you something?"

"Yes," I said.

"What's the reason for this sudden change? You weren't always like this, were you? I haven't observed you that closely, but I still had a general idea of what kind of person you were."

"It wasn't a sudden change. I've been preparing for a long time."

"You lived while hiding your true self?"

"Something like that. If I'd revealed my true nature when I was too young, my brother would have killed me. I kept myself hidden until I could protect myself."

"Second Young Lord, you're truly a frightening person."

When the bottle we shared was empty, the Flower Sword Supreme spoke.

"Let's go one more time. For the last time."

I was startled. The Flower Sword Supreme's way of speaking had changed. She had always used honorifics but now spoke informally to me.

"This might sound strange, but being with you feels like being with a friend."

Perhaps the Flower Sword Supreme had sensed a facet of my past life. I constantly joked and acted foolishly in front of my father or Lee Ahn to avoid my past's darkness, hardships, and years, but I didn't do that in front of her. I was more serious than anyone during our duels.

We learn from masters and novices. The enlightenment from that gap is so powerful that we often neglect to learn from our equals. We devalue it with the saying, 'the same old greens with the same old rice'.

Today, however, I realized those same old greens with the same old rice could be the greatest feast.

We talked, then we fought. We fought while learning and gaining enlightenment. Now, we set down our cups and fought again. I can dare to say our fight was elegant. We had no killing intent, only the nobility of enjoying the duel.

Throughout this entire process, I never mentioned the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. I had even forgotten my intention to make her my ally.

We exchanged a final technique that collided powerfully and exploded in a brilliant flash.

"It may be disrespectful to say, but I feel as though I've forged a friendship with you through the sword," I said.

The Flower Sword Supreme agreed with my sentiment.

"I don't know what our relationship will become, but I'll remember today's duel with you forever."

The Flower Sword Supreme also considered this duel to be of great value.

"Yes, I'll never forget it for the rest of my life. Thank you for the great lesson."

"Did I really give you a lesson?"

Perhaps the Flower Sword Supreme thought she had received more.

However, I am certain I learned more. She may have learned a few things, but I absorbed everything.

I thought a great deal about the Soaring Sky Sword Art during the past three days of duels. The solid system of my complete mastery was shaken.

I could tell the wall of the tenth-star complete mastery had crumbled. My realm was now advancing toward the Twelfth Star complete mastery. My heart pounded at this new change, which had come after a long time.

We did not say farewell with words.

The Flower Sword Supreme drew the One Flower Sword and held it out. I responded with the Black Demon Sword.

"......"

Our duel ended with the clear farewell of sword striking sword.


The Flower Sword Supreme returned to her residence and drank alone.

Various emotions washed over the Flower Sword Supreme after her duel with Geom Mugeuk ended.

Three days had passed as if she were possessed.

The Flower Sword Supreme remembered the first day when she lost the duel. All sorts of thoughts had filled her mind. She had even considered putting on a mask, going back, and killing Geom Mugeuk.

The Flower Sword Supreme of that day and the Flower Sword Supreme of today were completely different. She was the same person, but her relationship with Geom Mugeuk had made her someone entirely different.

Just then, Sa Woojong's voice came from outside the thatched hut.

"It's Woojong."

Sa Woojong entered with a dish of side snacks. He placed them on the table and asked, "Is something troubling you?"

Sa Woojong had never seen her drink alcohol since he began serving her up close, yet today, she was suddenly drinking.

This is a bad sign.

Sa Woojong judged the situation.

The Flower Sword Supreme had moved so secretly that Sa Woojong knew nothing of the duels over the past three days.

The Flower Sword Supreme did not answer his question.

Sa Woojong felt a deep self-loathing at times like this. The Flower Sword Supreme had never shown him her true, open self. He had assumed she was an emotionally dry person, but why was she suddenly drinking?

"Is this perhaps related to the Second Young Lord?"

The Flower Sword Supreme glanced at Sa Woojong. Her cold gaze told him not to speak nonsense.

"It's nothing."

Sa Woojong quickly bowed his head.

"I spoke out of turn. I apologize."

Sa Woojong had a tailored prescription for her bad moods.

"Oh, I've brought a new one. He's waiting in the secret room..."

"That's enough!"

"Pardon?"

"From now on... stop bringing men."

"!"

Sa Woojong was utterly shocked. He wasn't shocked because she told him to stop bringing men. He was shocked because the Flower Sword Supreme had used formal speech with him. He felt as if he'd been struck on the head.

What is this? Why is she suddenly acting like this?

Sa Woojong had taken pride in the special treatment of her speaking informally only to him. He wondered if he had misheard, but he hadn't.

The Flower Sword Supreme sighed lightly.

"It's something I should have stopped long ago. No, it's something I should never have started in the first place."

The trouble began when Sa Woojong first brought a young man, and the Flower Sword Supreme gave in to a moment of lust.

Just once! Yes, just once. I can't even remember the last time I slept with a man. Let's just enjoy it once!

For a lust that had opened Pandora's box, 'just once' did not exist.

Once became twice, and twice became three times. The Flower Sword Supreme squeezed her eyes shut at Sa Woojong's words that the men did it willingly and that she was helping them with a large payment. Honestly, she stopped feeling guilty after a while.

Lust became a habit.

The habit was scarier than the lust. It wasn't even that enjoyable, yet she couldn't stop.

But now, it was time to stop. After her duel with Geom Mugeuk, the Flower Sword Supreme felt it was time to start something new, whether with Geom Mugeuk or not.

"Then I'll send him back for today. If you ever just say the word..."

"There will never be a next time. Do you understand?"

Sa Woojong lowered his head at her cold gaze.

"I'll keep that in mind."

"You may leave. If you harm those young men to keep a secret, you'll die by my hand."

Until now, the Flower Sword Supreme had made sure to look after the young men. She checked if they were paid properly and sent away alive. This was to prevent Sa Woojong from killing them to keep the secret.

"That won't happen."

Sa Woojong hastily bowed his head and turned away. His expression was stiff. He had used the men to win her favor and believed this intimate secret had solidified his position as the perfect second-in-command.

But what was this unfamiliar coldness? This confidence? Sa Woojong had been certain he would naturally become the next Sword Supreme.

The Flower Sword Supreme's heart was wavering. No, it was turning away from him.

Sa Woojong knew the reason better than anyone. The one person who had shaken her recently.

Geom Mugeuk!


Someone waited in Sa Woojong's residence that night. The woman's name was Cheong Seon. She was a shaman and one of the five disciples of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

Cheong Seon ran into Sa Woojong's arms as he entered the room. They had been dating for a year, and their passion was at its peak.

Cheong Seon nestled in Sa Woojong's arms and complained slightly.

"Can't you take that painting down?"

Her gaze fell on the painting on the wall. The woman in the painting was the Flower Sword Supreme.

"Are you jealous of a painting?"

"It's not jealousy. I know all about your loyalty, but do you really need a painting of that woman in your room?"

"I didn't become the second-in-command of the Northern Heaven Sword Sect for nothing."

"I know, I know, but it makes me feel bad every time I see it."

Cheong Seon led Sa Woojong to the bed.

"You know what? Today is the first time you've ever called for me first. I was always the one who came looking for you."

"Was it?"

"You're the most stoic person in our Cult."

"I've been busy."

"It's because of that old hag, the Sword Supreme."

"Watch your mouth."

"Sorry."

Cheong Seon pressed herself against Sa Woojong, and he embraced her fiercely, as always.

However, Sa Woojong's gaze remained fixed on the painting on the wall. The fervent heat in his eyes was not loyalty.

Cheong Seon did not know. In this very moment, her man was thinking of another woman, one much older than herself.

When the moans of pleasure subsided, words that would change their destiny flowed from Sa Woojong's lips. They were the very words that mark the beginning of the end in all relationships.

"...I have a favor to ask."


Chapter 46: Those Who Deceive

I stood in the middle of the training ground with my eyes closed.

My duel with the Sword Supreme had pushed the Soaring Sky Sword Art past the wall of tenth-stage complete mastery. The art had entered a new realm.

I once considered the Soaring Sky Sword Art a flawless, tightly woven sequence. Now, that tension felt loose. Doubts surfaced about the once-perfect technique, and my certainty vanished.

I slowly drew the Black Demon Sword and began performing the Soaring Sky Sword Art. This did not mean my existing skills had disappeared or diminished.

Brilliant sword light filled the training ground.

What would this splendid martial art look like once it reaches twelfth-stage complete mastery?

Crucially, my ultimate goal is the twelfth-stage complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

I hoped the experience of achieving twelfth-stage mastery in the Soaring Sky Sword Art would be a great help later. It could help when I aim for the same in the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Just as I finished a round of training, Seo Daeryong rushed over to report.

"An incident has occurred."

"What kind of incident?"

"I think you need to see it for yourself, Director."

Seo Daeryong led me to a nearby mountain.

Execution martial artists were already there, controlling the area.

The Special Investigator, Gong Myeong, had arrived first. He reported with a grave expression.

"About a dozen recently buried bodies have been discovered."

The problem was that the bodies were anything but ordinary.

"All of the corpses are missing their hearts."

The moment I heard their hearts were gone, a certain grand technique came to mind.

The Great Mind Control Technique.

The grand technique was known for its cruel process of absorbing life energy from a person's heart. It involved tearing the heart out of a living person.

In our Cult, only one person was capable of using such a technique.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

When I returned to the Cult for the Secret Demon Soul, a brief rumor circulated. It claimed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was using the Great Mind Control Technique to gather demonic energy.

It was just a rumor, however, and the truth was never revealed. I was solely focused on obtaining the Secret Demon Soul at the time, so I had no time to investigate.

Could that rumor have been true?

I frowned instinctively, imagining a heart torn from a living person. The true source of my anger, however, lay elsewhere.

Seo Daeryong reported cautiously, "But upon examining the bodies, they seem to be people who haven't learned any martial arts."

"Civilians?"

"Yes. They're a mix of men and women..."

Seo Daeryong sighed and added, "Among the bodies... there's also a child."

In that moment, my heart turned to ice. This was what I hated most.

A martial artist harming someone who has not learned martial arts, and even children. This is an utterly unreasonable, one-sided act of violence.

Among martial artists, surprise attacks or group ambushes are just a chaotic mess. Everyone involved has already braced themselves for the ruthless jianghu.

Truth be told, I am not a righteous person, but on this point, I find it strangely unbearable.

What if these bodies are truly victims of the Great Mind Control Technique?

I heard the rumor when I returned to our Cult for the Secret Demon Soul. If it is true, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme has been committing this act for decades. There must have been thousands of victims, or even more.

If that was the case... the face of the old man who sent me back suddenly came to mind. Revenge is fine, and my own life is important, but.

I understand. I may not know about other things, but I will stop this first.

Just then, another investigator came and reported, "Look at this."

He brought a fan. When unfolded, it revealed an indecipherable language and bizarre drawings.

"It's a ghost fan used by shamans."

It was a fan used by the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's disciples for their evil arts.

"Where was it found?"

"It was with the bodies."

This made it even more certain that the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was responsible.

However, a suspicion arose.

The person in charge of disposing of the bodies dropped a fan and left?

"Where is the herb gatherer who found the bodies now?"

"We had him waiting over there."

"Let's go."

But the herb gatherer had vanished.

"He must have gotten scared and run off. We'll find him immediately."

I had a feeling they would not find him.

Something about this incident feels unnatural.

Even in our Cult, a grand technique that carves hearts from living people cannot be performed openly. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme must have handled matters related to this technique with extreme thoroughness.

And yet, an herb gatherer discovered the bodies, and a fan was even dropped? Impossible. Someone must have found the burial site and arranged for the discovery.

"Now that we've found evidence, we'll have to go to the Western Illusion Sanctum and investigate the owner of this fan, won't we?"

Seo Daeryong was terrified.

"Are you afraid?"

"Yes. Of everyone in our Cult, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme scares me the most."

"......"

"Because if you fall victim to the shamans, they'll steal your soul. I'd rather die cleanly by a sword than be controlled like a jiangshi and die a miserable death."

"What to do? You have to go with me to the Western Illusion Sanctum tomorrow."

"I quit the Sanzu River Hall, effective today. Ahh, I really don't want to go."

"Don't worry. We'll take some execution martial artists with us. Pick a few who are strong in martial arts."

Seo Daeryong shouted, "But those people will go crazy and kill me!"

Someone had deliberately fabricated this situation to inform me that the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was using the Great Mind Control Technique. I had to confirm if it was true, but I had one person in mind as the mastermind.

Sa Woojong.

Sa Woojong, the right-hand man of the Flower Sword Supreme.

I had a decisive reason for suspecting him.

It was because of his memorable end, which I recalled even when I first met him.

Surprisingly, he had died under the effects of a soul-stealing art. He attempted to kill the Flower Sword Supreme, only to be killed in return. How could I forget the incident where the most loyal subordinate, caught in a soul-stealing art, tried to kill her master?

After his death, it was revealed that he had loved the Sword Supreme as a woman. No one ever discovered who had cast the soul-stealing art on him. People gossiped that it was a tragedy born of passion, and then it was forgotten.

There was another reason I thought it was Sa Woojong.

Coincidentally, I recently had a three-day duel with the Flower Sword Supreme. That event must have provoked Sa Woojong in some way.

This is a ploy. It's meant to either have me die fighting the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, or to keep me so busy dealing with him that I can't pay any attention to the Sword Supreme.

I did not know how he found the body disposal site or how he smuggled out the fan, but he had successfully pushed me toward the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. As the Director of the Sanzu Hall, this was an incident I could not simply ignore.

However, Sa Woojong probably did not know.

By pushing the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme forward, he had stepped onto the stage himself.


The next day, I headed to the Western Illusion Sanctum with Seo Daeryong and the execution martial artists.

We had sent word in advance, so a shaman was waiting at the Western Illusion Sanctum to guide us.

"My name is Yeo Cham. Please follow me."

We followed Yeo Cham.

After walking for a while, we entered a flower garden. I stopped in my tracks.

"Wait. I can feel demonic energy."

I had my subordinates halt and surveyed our surroundings. The demonic energy came from the ghost flowers planted in the garden.

"It's because of the fragrance these flowers are emitting."

Yeo Cham was startled. No one could likely detect the demonic energy of the ghost flowers unless they were a master with truly sensitive senses.

"If someone who isn't a shaman is exposed to the ghost flowers' demonic energy, their inner arts won't circulate smoothly. They'll become more susceptible to soul-stealing arts. They might also see illusions, and if they're unlucky, fall prey to inner demons. I don't want my subordinates to suffer such a fate."

I raised the Black Demon Sword, ready to unleash sword qi at any moment. Yeo Cham shouted.

"Please wait a moment. I can suppress the fragrance of the ghost flowers for a short time."

He took a small cylinder from his robes and placed it in the garden's center. Smoke rose from the cylinder, drawing the surrounding demonic energy into it.

"Hurry and pass through now!"

I quickly passed through the area with my subordinates.

"If I hadn't said anything, we would have entered while exposed to the demonic energy."

"I apologize."

Yeo Cham bowed his head at my rebuke. I knew he was just following orders, so I did not press him further.

Just then, Seo Daeryong spoke softly from behind me. "Thank you for looking out for us, Director."

When I turned, I saw that Seo Daeryong and the execution martial artists were grateful. If it were not for me, they all would have been affected by the demonic energy.

"Everyone, stay on your guard."

"......"

Demonic energy emanated from stone statues and pagodas everywhere.

As soon as I noticed it, Yeo Cham took the initiative and suppressed the demonic energy.

I understood why Seo Daeryong was afraid of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. At this rate, we were liable to die just on the way to meet him.

Like that, we entered the heart of the Western Illusion Sanctum.

The houses there had peculiar shapes. Most were shaped like snail shells, with overlapping circular structures I had never seen anywhere in the Central Plains.

Seo Daeryong was here for the first time and was initially impressed by the exotic sight. Soon, however, he complained of feeling sick. Just looking at the buildings was enough to make one's head spin.

I told Seo Daeryong and the execution martial artists to walk with their eyes closed. They closed their eyes, formed a single line with hands on each other's shoulders, and followed me.

Among the strange buildings was a cone-shaped one. This was the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's residence.

His room was the pinnacle of dizziness. Swirling patterns covered the walls, the floor, and even the ceiling. Just being in this room was agonizing.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme sat in the center of that room.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, Yaso.

I had felt it in the past, but he looked remarkably ordinary. He had a common face. You could go to the Demon Village right now and find ten people who looked similar. Such plainness amidst all this dizziness?

He seemed a living symbol of the idea that those who deceive people are all this ordinary.

"Greetings, Demon Supreme."

I greeted him with formal courtesy.

Before my regression, I had no particular connection with him. Even when I returned to our Cult for grand technique materials, I had no significant contact with him. However, one thing was certain. He was the longest surviving of the Eight Demon Supremes.

"Welcome, Second Young Lord."

His voice seemed to scatter and come from all directions. It felt like it came from the left, and then from the right.

"What brings you to this corner of the world?"

This time, it sounded like a whisper from behind me.

By confusing the mind like this, the soul-stealing art had, in a sense, already begun.

"I've come to investigate an incident."

At that, the Chaos Demon stared at me as if to pierce through me.

Suddenly, the pupils of his eyes dilated. I stared into his completely blackened eyes and felt my mind grow hazy. My subordinates who came with me were likely not in their right minds now.

"Quite impressive, aren't you?"

The voice echoed like a sound in a cave, as if it were a thought in my own mind.

"I'm often told I have a strong will."

That was part of it, but the decisive factor was the Heavenly Demon Defense Art. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art activated on its own, preventing demonic energy from invading my mind and spirit. My proficiency was still shallow, so the situation would change if the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme used his full power.

Before this devolved into an unnecessary battle of wills, I quickly stated my purpose.

"About a dozen unusual bodies were discovered, and a shaman's item was found at the scene."

"What kind of item?"

I showed him the fan.

It seemed each ghost fan had its own master. As soon as he saw the ghost fan, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme called for someone.

"Summon Neung Hyu."

A question that should have been asked was omitted. I had deliberately emphasized that the bodies were 'unusual', but the Chaos Demon did not ask what was unusual about them. Which meant.

He already knows what kind of bodies they are.


Chapter 47: You Fill the Void

Neung Hyu entered the room a moment later.

"Your subordinate has come at the call of the Demon Supreme."

Our gazes turned to his waist. The ghost fan that shamans carry was indeed not there.

"Where is the ghost fan?"

"I lost it yesterday."

At that, the Chaos Demon threw the ghost fan he was holding to him.

"This is mine. Where did you get this?"

He did not dare ask the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, so he questioned me instead.

"Several bodies were discovered yesterday, and this was found with them."

Hearing my answer, Neung Hyu flinched. It was a different kind of shock than the surprise of having one's belongings found at a crime scene. Neung Hyu also did not ask where the bodies were found or what the cause of death was.

Ah, so this Neung Hyu is the one in charge of disposing of the bodies!

In that moment, I confirmed that the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had been using the Great Mind Control Technique.

"Since this is the situation, you'll have to come with me for questioning."

Neung Hyu was not afraid of me. He looked at the only person he truly feared, awaiting his decision. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme just stared at him silently, but I could tell he was sending telepathy in a peculiar way.

Soon after, Neung Hyu said to me, "I understand. Let's go together."

He did not protest his innocence or resist. He allowed himself to be arrested obediently.

I bowed politely to the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

"Thank you for your cooperation. I'll see you next time."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme nodded silently. His expression was perfectly calm, making it impossible to know what he was thinking.


As soon as I returned, I ordered an investigation into Neung Hyu. The Special Investigators took turns interrogating him, but he only repeated that he had lost the fan and said nothing else.

"It won't be easy to make him talk."

I nodded at Seo Daeryong's words. I could tell just by looking at his eyes. His loyalty and fear toward the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme were too strong for any persuasion or interrogation to work on him.

"We don't have any evidence that he murdered them, so we can't hold him for long."

"He's just a minion anyway. If we're going to catch someone, it has to be the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

As if reading the intent in my eyes, Seo Daeryong said worriedly, "Please be careful. Your opponent is the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

"Do you remember what I told you all when I first arrived? That I'd go after my own father if he did wrong."

"......"

"Then he's the one who should be careful. Go and tell him. Tell him to be careful."

"I wish I had the courage for that."

That day, an unexpected person came to visit me in my office. Seo Daeryong entered with a shocked expression and even stuttered his words.

"The, the Cult Leader is here."

I was startled too. I never dreamed my father would come here.

"Show him in at once."

Seo Daeryong left, and soon after, my father entered the office.

"Father? What brings you all the way here?"

"I was just passing by."

That couldn't be true. Father had come because he had something to say to me.

"I have tea, and I have alcohol."

"What's with drinking in the middle of the day? Let's just have some tea."

I prepared the tea myself and brought it over. In the meantime, my father stood by the window behind my seat and looked outside.

"Please have some tea."

Father spoke while still gazing out the window.

"You must not touch the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme yet."

I knew it. He had come just to say this. He knew that I had gone to the Western Illusion Sanctum, arrested Neung Hyu, and would not let the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme go now that bodies were discovered.

"Why not?"

"Because you can't kill him with your martial arts."

"I can just cut him down when his guard is down. If that doesn't work, I'll kill him by stabbing him in the back."

"Getting behind him will be more difficult than killing him."

"Is the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme that strong?"

"He is both the weakest and the strongest."

I understood what he meant. If one could overcome his soul-stealing techniques, he would become the easiest opponent. This meant learning martial arts that his evil arts could not affect or reaching a level where such arts were ineffective. Without his evil arts, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's martial arts were nothing special.

From this perspective, the weakest Demon Supreme to my father would be the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. The Chaos Demon's evil arts would be completely ineffective against my father.

"Will you help me surpass him?"

"It's impossible in a short period of time."

"As you've seen so far, don't I learn faster than you thought?"

"That's not nearly enough. There are two ways to block the Chaos Demon's soul-stealing techniques. The first is to learn the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. The degree to which one can block it depends on the practitioner's aptitude, but if it's you, his soul-stealing evil arts won't work on you once you reach the fifth level."

"I don't want to hear the second way. Please let me block it with the first."

Father pretended not to hear my request to be made his successor and explained the second method.

"Or, you could achieve complete mastery of the Heavenly Demon Defense Art. Both are impossible for you right now, so I'm telling you to back down."

At that moment, a solution came to my mind. It was a method I knew because I had regressed.

Father, there's actually a third way.

It was a method a hundred times easier than the first two. The problem actually lay elsewhere.

"Is the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme an absolutely necessary existence for our Cult?"

Father must have felt the killing intent hidden in my calm question.

"Among the Eight Demon Supremes, the one the orthodox sects find most troublesome is the Soul-Stealing Demon."

He spoke indirectly, but he meant that the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was absolutely necessary.

"Even though he's ripping out people's hearts while they're still alive for his grand technique? Did you know about this?"

Father shook his head. "I only just found out myself."

How would my father handle this? Even if he is my father, how could he possibly like a man who tears out living hearts?

However, as the leader of the cult, he could not carelessly eliminate someone who would be our Cult's strongest asset against the Murim Alliance. This was not a matter for my father, but a problem I had to solve myself.

"You told me to inform you before I killed a Demon Supreme, didn't you?"

It was the promise my father had made when he allowed me to teach Lee Ahn the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

"I'm telling you now. I am going to kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. He will be the first of the Eight Demon Supremes to die."

In the world before my regression, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme lived the longest. He would now live the complete opposite fate.

"This is different from killing someone in a fit of anger because you don't like them. It's worse than a madman running around killing people. This is someone killing people systematically and regularly with a clear mind. I could at least understand if the purpose was grand, but isn't he doing all this just to get a little stronger? This isn't human, Father. You have your position with the Eight Demon Supremes, so please leave this to me. You've given me the hilt of the sword, so please let me swing it to the end."

I did not know how much my father would sympathize with what I said. I want to walk the same path as him, but for this matter, I decided to think of it this way. On a long journey, you sometimes have to part with your companions for a while before meeting again on the path ahead.

Father stared at me silently for a long time. He then left the room after saying something completely unexpected.

"If your skills are up to the task...... you will be the one to fill his void, so it shouldn't be a major problem."

"!"

It was permission to kill him. He had advised me to step up if I had the skill and pressured me to fill the void, all at once. A smile formed on my lips. Since he had already left, I thanked him in my heart.

Thank you, Father.

As expected of my father. Yes, I was not one to part ways over something like this. Father and I were still walking the same path.

It's unlikely, but if I were to become a father in this life... for a brief moment, I thought I would want to give my son the same kind of thrill my father just gave me.

Of course, I'll be living alone in this life too.


"Please, please spare me. I have children. If I die, my children...."

The man stared silently into the pleading woman's eyes. The woman looked at the man, terrified. The gaze of this ordinary-looking man was terrifying.

But she mustered her courage for her children. She was raising them alone. If she was not there to care for them, her young children would not survive the winter and would die.

"Please let me go. I'll do anything you say. Just please let me go. Please! Spare me."

Tears streamed from the woman's eyes. Just then, the woman saw the man's pupils turn black. In those black shadows, she saw the faces of her children.

For a moment, she smiled brightly with joy, but soon her face began to fill with agony. Her children suffered from hunger, were beaten by other beggars, and were dragged away by a madman to suffer.

"No! Please! No!"

The man's eyes were cruel. He orchestrated her children's final moments as if intending to extract all her sorrow. The children collapsed on a cold winter street, breathing their last. The words 'Mom, I'm hungry' escaped their lips.

"Aaaah! No!"

When her sorrow and despair reached their peak, her very heart was stolen from her. Her heart was beating in the man's hand.

The sorrow of no longer being able to see her children, greater than the sorrow of losing her own life, splattered in all directions as tears of blood. Her breath stopped, and the ordinary-looking man's inner arts increased by a tiny amount.


The next day, I took Neung Hyu from the interrogation room and went to the Western Illusion Sanctum. I had decided to use the third method to kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

However, to do so, I needed about two months. I had to arrive somewhere on a specific date. I needed to buy time until then, no matter what. Just two months.

This time, I only took Seo Daeryong with me. I had to drag him along by force when he said he was too scared to go. I had to bring him. The next Sanzu Hall Director needed various experiences.

The black pupils of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme who greeted us were bizarrely large.

"Neung Hyu has been judged innocent. We couldn't find any evidence that he killed them."

"Then you should have just released Neung Hyu. Why did you come?"

"I have something to tell you."

"Speak."

"Please dismiss those around us."

I had Seo Daeryong wait outside. What I was about to say was important enough that my opponent might react by trying to kill me to silence me.

Once we were alone, I said to him, "I know that you, Demon Supreme, are using the Great Mind Control Technique."

"The Great Mind Control Technique? What's that? I've never heard of it."

He lied without a single flicker in his eyes. As a man who had risen to the position of Demon Supreme by manipulating people's minds, there was absolutely no emotional wavering.

"Stop the grand technique."

"Second Young Lord, what on earth are you talking about?"

His words echoed loudly from all directions.

"If you refuse my proposal, you will die."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme laughed as if it were absurd, and my words echoed back, mocking me.

"You will die, you will die..."

The word 'die' was heard in the voices of various people I knew. I controlled my mind with the Heavenly Demon Defense Art and said firmly, "I am not the one who will kill the Demon Supreme."

"Not the one, not the one..."

Again, my words were repeated in the voices of many people, mocking me.

"I will persuade my father."

The moment my father was mentioned, the echoes abruptly stopped. Silence fell upon the room. The only person he feared. For the time being, only my father could restrain him.

"Every morning, I will go to pay my respects and make a request. 'Please kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.' The next day, I will go and say it again. 'A man who rips out living hearts only diminishes the prestige of our Cult.' The day after that, I will go and say, 'I will give up being the successor, so please kill him.' The next day and the day after that, I will persuade him with all sorts of words. Then one day, when you, Demon Supreme, make a grave mistake against my father, he might just agree."

The moment I finished speaking, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's black pupils shrank to the size of a dot. It was a bizarre sight, as if his pupils were being sucked away somewhere, leaving only a point behind. At the same time, a powerful ghostly energy erupted from his body.

KIHIHIHIHI.

A ghostly sound echoed as the surroundings flickered between dark and light. Before I knew it, the surroundings had completely changed.


Chapter 48: What's Lonely About Living Alone?

The objects around me wavered as if they were alive. The desk, the display cabinet, and the sword and fan leaning against the wall all began to melt downwards. They looked like they were liquefying in intense heat.

The floor rippled like waves. It was difficult just to walk, making movement arts seem impossible.

The walls and ceiling also undulated. Lines like a Go board appeared and distorted my vision.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's voice echoed deeply, as if from a cave. "The world you lived in was nothing but an illusion. This place you see now is the real world."

The Heavenly Demon Defense Art activated on its own.

If I hadn't learned the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, my mind would have already started to fall under his control.

However, I could not escape this situation by attacking recklessly. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme standing before me was likely an illusion himself.

Since he hasn't yet unleashed his most powerful evil arts, I can still control the situation.

I calmed my demonic energy and spoke calmly, "This is a world where I can save money on drinks. I feel this dizzy even without any alcohol."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme looked surprised that I was calmly making a joke instead of collapsing.

The next moment, I heard his whisper in my ear. It was a layered voice, like many people gossiping and spreading rumors.

"So the rumors were true. They say the Second Young Lord, the dormant dragon, has begun to ascend."

Somehow, he now stood right next to me, but I could not tell if the man standing beside me was an illusion or real.

I'll only know if I try to cut him, but can I even land a blow?

The thought crossed my mind before I even drew my sword. A fight against him would be incredibly difficult.

I now clearly understood why my father had come to warn me.

Even with the Heavenly Demon Defense Art active, my mind is this disoriented. If he were to attack me now, how could I possibly defeat the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme?

I turned my head toward the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme standing next to me. His face was so ordinary that it seemed extraordinary.

"I have no intention of ascending. I want to live a long and quiet life, enjoying this world for as long as possible. That's why I'm trying to become stronger."

This was the exact life the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme pursued. He had lived a long, quiet life and survived until the very end. He left behind many words before his death, and he often said the following.


"The reason I strived my whole life to become stronger was so that I would not be killed by anyone."



He was a man who truly cherished his own life. The Great Mind Control Technique was also an expression of that self-love.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme grinned at me. "A fine thought."

Simultaneously, the wavering of my surroundings stopped. The world went dark and then brightened again. The scenery had changed.

The maddening space was gone. Now, a vast plain stretched out before me. The sight lifted my spirits just by looking at it.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme stood far away in the middle of the field.

I shouted toward him. "That is a truly magnificent martial art."

Normally, I would've called it evil arts or trickery to get on his nerves, but I chose not to. In his world, it was wise to yield a step.

"It is a martial art that only I in this world can perform."

He said it proudly, but I knew that was not true. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could also perform the exact same martial arts. I had learned this in the past while acquiring the Echoing Thunder Bell. The roots of the martial arts they both learned were in the Blood Cult demonic art.

"What do you think? Don't you wish to live in a world like this?"

He stood far away, but his voice sounded as if he were right next to me.

"If you would teach me, I would be grateful to learn."

At that, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme instantly reappeared in front of me. "You're more cunning than I thought. To think you'd try to get a world-renowned divine art for free."

"But in return, you would gain me, right?"

He looked into my eyes. His dark pupils shrank to the size of pinpricks.

"I can see right through what you're thinking. You may have fooled a moron like the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, but you can't fool me."

"What am I thinking?"

"You want to grab my hair and slap me across the face. While slapping my cheek, you're saying this. You bastard, who the hell do you think you are to not listen?"

"Similar, but wrong. It's, 'You bastard, who the hell do you think you are to kill people? Let's start by tearing out your shameless heart!' How about that? A little different, right?"

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme did not get angry. He was confident he could kill me, so he displayed the composure of the strong.

"Being the Cult Leader's son, it must be hard for you to die, right? Is that why you want to die by my hand?"

"Of course not. Isn't a living third-rate person better than a dead world number one?"

This, too, was something the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme often said.

The expression on the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's face seemed to change subtly.

His pupils, which had shrunk to pinpricks, returned to their normal size. He withdrew all of his demonic energy.

My surroundings returned to normal. We were once again facing each other in the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's room.

"What I just showed you was merely a taste. If I wanted, I could open a place like hell and trap you there for the rest of your life. Are you still not afraid of me?"

"I am afraid, very afraid. That's why I said I would persuade my father, isn't it?"

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme stared at me blankly for a moment, then burst into laughter.

"Hahahahaha."

Even his laughter was not ordinary. It was a strange, unsettling laugh that churned a listener's heart. My insides roiled, and I felt nauseous.

"I suppose I have to acknowledge this. No wonder the Blade Demon was scrambling to get on your good side."

As I thought, he had been watching my relationship with the Blade Demon.

In fact, it was not just the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. The other Demon Supremes were likely doing the same.

"Hey, Second Young Lord. You may leave now."

"For my father's sake, please restrain yourself for the time being! I will take my leave now."

It was a threat made using my father, so it would probably be effective for two or three months.

"If you see me again, you will never return to this world."

I walked out without another word. The verbal exchange with him was now over.


Seo Daeryong, who was waiting outside, asked me.

"Was the matter you came for handled well?"

"It went well if you could call it that, and it didn't if you couldn't."

"I think it's a good thing that you, Director, came to see the fearsome Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme for a solution. Whatever it was... no one else has ever done that. I believe there's meaning in it."

Consolation from this dark and cynical fellow.

"You were very angry, weren't you?"

"Do I look it?"

"......"

"I was furious when I first saw the body, but I'm fine now. I've already made up my mind."

Seo Daeryong stared at me for a moment before starting to walk again.

"Aren't you going to stay and hear what decision I made?"

"I've already heard it. It's the same look you've always shown me until now. The look you get before you achieve the impossible."

I laughed awkwardly.

"This is why a right-hand man is essential."

"You keep calling me your right-hand man, but isn't your right-hand man that martial artist?"

"Lee Ahn? Lee Ahn isn't my right-hand."

"Then does that mean I've beaten Martial Artist Lee to become your right-hand man?"

He seemed slightly hopeful.

"You're my right-hand man, but you can't beat Lee Ahn."

"What do you mean?"

"Lee Ahn is my heart, my heart."

"Now I feel disappointed even being your right-hand man."

I laughed loudly, and Seo Daeryong laughed along.

"I'll buy you a drink today."

"Really? Are we finally going to a top-class brothel?"

"It's the Alluring Inn."

I pouted, and Seo Daeryong lamented his meager salary.

"Alright, since our penny-pincher Detective Seo is buying drinks for the first time in a while, let's call my left arm, my heart, and my left wing to drink with us."

"The left arm must be the Demonic Army General, and the heart is Martial Artist Lee, so who is the left wing?"

"There is someone. Now, let's go."

I strode forward. After getting some distance, I looked back at Seo Daeryong.

"You coming?"

Seo Daeryong, still in the same spot, spoke with an apologetic face.

"I'm sorry. This is all I can do for you. If it were up to me..."

"If it were up to you?"

He glanced at the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's residence. His eyes burned with the desire to go inside, grab the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme by the hair, and drag him out. I could feel the heat in his gaze, a passion that promised he would have done it if he were strong enough.

Our gazes met in the air.

Lately, I find myself relying quite a bit on this small, melancholic man.

"I'll just accept the sentiment."

"You should!"

Leaving the Western Illusion Sanctum, we headed toward the Alluring Inn together.

"Looks like it's going to rain."

Indeed, the sky was filled with dark clouds and looked as if it would pour at any moment.

"We picked a good day. With throwing knife coming, the price of drinks today is going to be no joke."

"It's fine if we're at the Alluring Inn. There are no women, so there's nothing to spend money on."

"Ah... that's such a sad story, isn't it? This won't do. I'll have to buy the drinks."

"You don't have a woman either, Second Young Lord."

"I have Lee Ahn, don't I?"

Seo Daeryong blinked, seemingly not expecting Lee Ahn's name to come up.

"She's your bodyguard, isn't she? By that logic, I also have..."

"You mean that junior colleague from back then?"

Seo Daeryong's face turned slightly red.

"It's not that junior colleague!"

We took the largest table on the second floor of the inn.

"Welcome, Director."

These days, I was the best customer for the owner, Jo Cheonbae. He said his sales had doubled thanks to the Sanzu River Hall Branch. Not only that, but he also said life was much better now that the tyranny of martial artists had greatly diminished.

"Don't worry today. No tables will be broken."

"Haha, what does it matter if another one breaks? As long as no one gets hurt, it's fine."

"Look forward to it. This friend here is breaking out his hidden stash of cash today."

"I'll prepare something delicious and bring it right out."

Jo Cheonbae brought out the alcohol first, before the main dishes.

We drank quietly for a while without any conversation. Seo Daeryong was lost in his own thoughts, and I in mine.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme came to mind.

The thought of him ignites a fierce fighting spirit along with the desire to kill him.

If I were my old self, I wouldn't be sitting here drinking on a day like this. I would have run to the training grounds and swung my sword relentlessly.

In my youth, whenever I faced setbacks, I exhausted all my heart and mind in the effort to overcome the obstacle. I didn't know back then that a person could escape into effort when desperate.

But I don't do that anymore.

The more my anger surged, the more I tried to become calm. I now knew that drinking with my people was just as important for making me stronger as training is.

Just then, Seo Daeryong said.

"But I feel a bit strange today. My heart keeps pounding."

"Did you see a pretty woman? Where?"

As I playfully looked around, Seo Daeryong laughed.

"You don't even like women, do you?"

"Who said that? That I don't like women."

"Am I wrong? I thought you weren't interested in women, Director."

Women. In my past life, I lived alone my whole life. I was lonely, but for that same reason, I wasn't.

"Are you lonely these days?"

"What's lonely about living alone? It's just boring. Isn't loneliness a feeling you get when you're with someone?"

"Oh! I'll have to use that line later."

"Use it on that junior colleague you like."

"I told you I don't like her, and we have no reason to meet."

"Should I put you two in the same team to work together?"

"No, thank you. A connection should happen naturally."

"See, you do like her."

"That's not it... Never mind. Ugh, I should just stop talking."

He took a drink.

"Is your heart still pounding?"

"......"

"Maybe something fateful is about to happen today."

"I doubt it."

While we were talking, Jo Cheonbae brought the food.

At that moment, Seo Daeryong had no idea. He did not know what kind of change his decision to buy drinks today would bring to his life.

"Let's drink till we're wasted today!"

He said this even though he could not hold his liquor well.


Chapter 49: If You Don't Agree, I'll Cling to Your Trousers

Demonic Army General Jang Ho was the first to arrive at the Alluring Inn.

His large build and facial scar overwhelmed everyone in the tavern. The other patrons held their breath as Jang Ho crossed the first floor and climbed to the second. Time, which had seemingly stopped, only began to flow again when he joined our table.

"Have you been well, Second Young Lord?"

"I've been well. I just hope I didn't call you out when you're busy."

"If you hadn't invited me, I would have been very disappointed."

"Of course, I had to invite you. This is the first time I'm drinking with all my people. Here, have a drink from me first."

I poured Jang Ho a full cup of liquor.

"Thank you."

Seo Daeryong and Jang Ho also exchanged greetings. They knew each other from the anonymous letter incident. Jang Ho sat next to the already small-framed Seo Daeryong, making him look three times larger.

After a drink, I asked Jang Ho, "Have you been busy?"

"I was busy in the beginning after my appointment, but it's gotten a bit better now."

"If you ever have any problems or worries, feel free to come to me anytime."

"Of course. You'll be the first person I visit."

Jang Ho was as reliable as ever. Contrary to his appearance, he was an emotional and delicate person who valued his relationships.

With Jang Ho's arrival, our drinking pace quickened. Jang Ho could hold his liquor as well as his large frame suggested.

As they drank, Seo Daeryong kept stealing glances at Jang Ho. It wasn't a look of caution, but one filled with envy.

"Are you envious?"

Seo Daeryong flinched when I hit the nail on the head.

"Of what?"

"I'm asking if you're envious of General Jang."

Borrowing courage from the alcohol, Seo Daeryong answered honestly.

"Yes, I'm honestly envious. I once wanted to be like him. Though I failed."

"It's not too late yet."

"You've said that before. When I lamented that it was already too late for me, you said you were disappointed, but what can I do if it's late? I'm already thirty-two."

"Still, it's not too late."

Seo Daeryong, who was about to flare up, drank the liquor in front of him instead. If it had been anyone else, he would have shouted at them not to speak so easily of matters that didn't concern them.

Although he swallowed his anger with the drink, Seo Daeryong was still flushed.

"Is it really not too late?"

Knowing he asked sincerely, I also answered in earnest.

"It is late."

"Sigh, I knew it."

Seo Daeryong was disappointed. It seemed he had held onto a sliver of hope that it really wasn't too late.

"But there's a good side to that."

"What is it?"

"You'll try that much more sincerely. You'll put more strength into one sword swing than others. You'll fill a single step with deeper contemplation than others."

"Even so, isn't the reality that I can't ever catch up?"

"You can catch up. Ah, speaking of which, a good example is coming over there. The incarnation of denying reality!"

Seo Daeryong and Jang Ho followed my gaze down to the first floor. The large-framed Lee Ahn captured everyone's attention as she hurried up to our table on the second floor.

"Someone who started walking that path a step ahead of you, someone who practically lives at the training grounds these days, and yet is still so bright. There she comes."

As soon as she reached the table, Lee Ahn apologized.

"Ah, I'm so sorry. I'm late because I had to wash up and change into my martial arts uniform."

"It's just a drinking party, what's the rush?"

"I have to rush. It's a gathering with important people."

Lee Ahn greeted the two men.

"Hello, General Jang. Detective Seo."

The two men stared intently at her as she greeted them brightly. Thinking it was because she was late, Lee Ahn apologized again.

"I'm sorry, am I late?"

Seo Daeryong stared at her because of my 'good example' comment, but Jang Ho had a different reason. Jang Ho spoke to her politely.

"Something about you has changed, Lee Ahn."

"Me?"

"Yes. Your aura feels different somehow."

The eyes of the general leading the Demonic Army were certainly not ordinary.

At that, Lee Ahn glanced at me before smiling.

"I've been through training hell, so I've even lost weight. I've changed a bit, haven't I?"

Of course, both Lee Ahn and I knew that wasn't the reason. Her qi had changed after she inherited the Soaring Sky Sword Art. For now, the Soaring Sky Sword Art was a secret that must never be revealed to outsiders.

Jang Ho must have sensed it wasn't just because of that, but he didn't ask any more about the change.

"The weather is so gloomy, I was dying for a drink too. Give me some liquor!"

Lee Ahn held out her cup, and I filled it to the brim.

"You're working hard with your training, Lee Ahn."

"It's not hard work. It's what I'm supposed to do. Besides, I know you train much more than I do, Young Master. You even cut back on sleep to do it."

At that, Seo Daeryong was startled.

"Really?"

"You didn't know?"

At Lee Ahn's question, Seo Daeryong looked at me.

"You look like someone who would slack off no matter who's watching."

"Right? But inside that lazy-looking shell is an incredibly hardworking martial artist."

Seo Daeryong looked at me, then at Jang Ho, then back at Lee Ahn. Then he drank by himself.

"I feel like I'm the only loser here."

"But you work hard at your job, don't you?"

At Lee Ahn's attempt to console him, Seo Daeryong hung his head low.

"I put off today's work until tomorrow to come drinking."

"Aww, that's too bad, and here the shell of our Detective Seo looks so diligent."

Lee Ahn teased him lightly. At times like this, Lee Ahn was, without a doubt, a young girl who suited a peal of bright laughter.

"Alright, let's have a drink for today's loser!"

Lee Ahn raised her cup, and we all toasted. The loser himself didn't seem offended and joined the final toast, declaring, "I am that protagonist."

"So? Everyone here is working so hard. Do you want to learn martial arts properly too?"

"What? From you, Director?"

"No."

"Then from whom?"

Without realizing it, Seo Daeryong glanced at Jang Ho.

"Why are you looking at him? He's the busiest one among us."

"Ah, I just thought, since you trained the enforcement martial artists before."

"If there's someone to teach you, will you learn? You won't be able to become a formal disciple, but they could teach you proper martial arts."

"Who is it?"

Instead of telling him who it was, I said, "Your resolve comes first. Tell me when you're determined to be reborn. I'll tell you who it is then."

I was thinking of him as the next Sanzu Hall Director. However, he was too young to be the next Director. He didn't have a good martial family or political connections either. He needed something to become the Director.

Then, a certain person suddenly came to mind.

A person who doesn't seem to fit at all, but for that very reason, might be a perfect match.

"I'll give you a quarter of an hour. Think about it."

"What? I have to decide right here, right now?"

"You can't make a decision on things like this if you think about them for too long. Once this drinking party is over, we're back to square one. Both you and me. You know that, right?"

At that, Seo Daeryong fell into deep thought. We drank while looking outside at the sky, which seemed ready to pour rain at any moment. We drank quietly for Seo Daeryong's sake. It was a time when I, Lee Ahn, and Jang Ho all had a lot on our minds.

By the time we had finished a bottle of liquor, Seo Daeryong had made his decision.

"I'll do it."

"Really?"

"......"

"This will change your life."

"I'm prepared. What is life, anyway? When an opportunity comes, you have to grab it! If I mess up and die, please bury me in a sunny spot!"

"I'll bury you on a path where many pretty women walk by."

"Excellent."

Seo Daeryong coolly drained the cup of liquor in front of him.

"Oh! Congratulations!"

Lee Ahn clapped enthusiastically, and Jang Ho offered his congratulations.

"If anyone else had suggested it, it would have been impossible, but since you suggested it, Director, I strangely found myself easily persuaded... 'Let's grab this. It's an opportunity.' That's what I thought."

Lee Ahn smiled and agreed.

"Our Young Master's powers of persuasion are the Greatest of All Time."

Jang Ho also nodded as if in agreement.

Seo Daeryong, seeming to be in a good mood, drained another cup. He, who usually couldn't drink much, was drinking heavily.

"But as you know, I've worked as an investigator for ten years. I've pulled many all-nighters to become the Special Investigator. To throw all that away, my heart..."

"Why would you quit being an investigator?"

"What?"

"You don't need to quit. You're the most needed person at the Sanzu River Hall, so why would you quit? I mean you should learn martial arts after work hours."

Seo Daeryong took my words as a joke.

"Are you telling me to work myself to death?"

"But you'll achieve the dream you couldn't fulfill."

He stared at me as I answered seriously, then his eyes widened in shock.

"No way. Are you serious?"

"Of course, I'm serious. You're starting late, so what's the rush? Learn slowly after you finish work."

"I'm in a rush because I'm late. Can I become an expert by learning like that? Shouldn't I be staking my entire life on this challenge?"

Seo Daeryong looked to Jang Ho for support, as if asking, Isn't that right? However, Jang Ho offered no response and just looked at me, as if telling him to listen to my words.

Unable to find reinforcements, Seo Daeryong returned to the battlefield.

I calmly told him, "That's why most people fail. In your head, it seems like you can bet your whole life on it, but in reality, it doesn't work out that way. It's actually harder when you have free time from morning till night. You start thinking, 'I have so much time, so why am I not improving? What am I even doing?' and fall into self-loathing and defeatism. You get much better results when you just do your job and carve out precious bits of time to practice. Because then it's not work, it can even become a pleasure."

Lee Ahn and Jang Ho nodded, not the person in question, Seo Daeryong. Seo Daeryong looked conflicted.

"And the important thing is who you learn from. If you learn from a true master with whom you have good chemistry, the amount of training time doesn't mean much. Learning from someone like that for the time it takes to drink a cup of tea is better than a lifetime of nonsense spouted by some clumsy fool."

"A true master, who?"

Even Lee Ahn and Jang Ho were curious about who I intended to be his master.

"He'll be here soon."

"He's coming here?"

Not only Seo Daeryong, but Lee Ahn and Jang Ho were also surprised.

"Then did you know that Detective Seo would make this decision?"

"Am I a fortune teller? How would I know that? It was a spur-of-the-moment idea."

"Then that person doesn't know about this situation?"

"Of course not."

"Oh my god!"

Seo Daeryong drank another cup. Having already far surpassed his usual limit, he was entering the stage where the liquor calls for more liquor.

"Getting his permission is the ultimate challenge. If he refuses, we'll have to grab onto his trouser legs and hang on."

We all drank together, vowing to get his permission.

Lee Ahn told Seo Daeryong to just wet his lips with the cup, but he insisted he couldn't do that before such an important task and drained it completely.

"I don't know who it is, but I will definitely get his permission. If he doesn't agree, his right trouser leg is mine. Director, you take the left."

Perhaps because he thought something he had cherished in his heart for a long time was about to come true, Seo Daeryong was completely flushed with excitement.

"If it's a Master that the Young Master found, he must be a truly wonderful and good person."

Just as Lee Ahn said those words, of all things.

FLASH! RUMBLE! CRACK!

Lightning flashed and thunder roared.

"Looks like it's about to really start pouring now!"

It was at that very moment.

"Ah, there he comes."

At my words, everyone's gaze turned to the first floor.

A man was entering the inn.

Recognizing the person, Lee Ahn covered her mouth to stifle a scream.

Jang Ho also flinched in surprise, his eyes widening.

Seo Daeryong, who had his back turned, was the last to turn his head.

I could watch Seo Daeryong's reaction in real time. His eyes widened, he let out a short scream, and he even spilled his drink as he tried to jump to his feet.

THUD.

The person who arrived at our table placed a large blade on the floor.

A murderous demonic qi radiated from his small, sharp eyes.

"Who do you think you are, arrogantly summoning people here and there?"

The person who had arrived was none other than the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

SHWAAAAAAA!

As if it had been waiting, the rain began to pour.


Chapter 50: When the Rain Stops, the Birds Will Fly

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon scanned the people at the table. His displeased look was easy to read.

You expect me to sit among this rabble?

Before he could speak, I greeted him warmly. "Welcome, Elder. Please, sit here."

Everyone stood and bowed respectfully. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sat, unable to refuse.

"Why did you call for me?"

He seemed to think I would be alone, just like the Sword Supreme had.

In truth, the guest list didn't matter to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He found gatherings like this unfamiliar and burdensome. He wasn't used to this kind of personal atmosphere, much like when I gave him a birthday present.

"Why else would I call you to a tavern? To drink with you, of course."

I poured him a drink. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked reluctant but accepted the cup.

"You have to mingle with young people to stay young."

"And what good will staying young do?"

"It's always good to be younger, even for a day. What's the point of being a master or having power? Everyone kneels before the flow of time."

"Why is someone as young as a spring chicken complaining about the years?"

Everyone listened, their faces surprised. They probably never imagined the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and I could talk so comfortably.

"I'm saying we should enjoy the moment. What do people regret when they die? Not learning more martial arts? Not gaining more inner arts? Not defeating some Sword Demon? I don't think it's any of those things."

"That's why everyone makes such a fuss before they die. So they don't die with such pathetic regrets."

"You'll be different, Elder."

"What about me?"

"You're young and open-minded for your age, aren't you?"

Praise given in front of others is the best kind of praise.

"Hmph!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon scoffed and drank, but he didn't look entirely displeased.

Seo Daeryong had worn a complicated expression since he arrived. His drunken eyes seemed to say:

I don't like this, no! This isn't right, is it? It's a joke, right?

I felt sorry for his shock and horror, but he was right. I planned to make the Blood Heaven Blade Demon into Seo Daeryong's Master.

Jang Ho offered a drink to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Thank you so much for recommending me the other day. I'm only now able to give my greetings."

"It wasn't my will but the Second Young Lord's. Direct your thanks to him."

"I've received plenty of thanks, so please accept his too, Elder. Honestly, it would've been impossible without you."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at Jang Ho. "I recommended you because I thought you could handle the position. Don't worry about it."

"Thank you."

Jang Ho's face brightened. It was the first compliment he had ever received from the Demon Supreme.

A person's nature doesn't change easily, but their attitude can. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon I first met was vastly different from the one here now. Different enough for me to make this proposal.

"I have a favor to ask you, Elder."

"What is it?"

I glanced at Seo Daeryong. He could no longer handle the alcohol. His eyes were closed and his head was bowed.

"Please teach this fellow some martial arts."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked startled by the unexpected request.

"Who is this little rat?"

Just as I was about to introduce him, Seo Daeryong jerked his head up. He shouted in a slurred voice.

"I am Seo Daeryong, the Director's right-hand man! A power-hungry and ruthless man who loves only one woman, a rebel who raises his hand when others are silent, and a pacifist! And I am not a little rat!"

After his outburst, he dropped his head again. We could all tell that Seo Daeryong was completely drunk.

"Hahaha."

I laughed out loud. Lee Ahn lowered her head to hide her laughter. Jang Ho chuckled quietly and sipped his drink.

He was a genius at memorization to remember my words so precisely while dead drunk.

"What is that strange lunatic?"

"He's very drunk, so please be understanding."

"Martial arts, my foot! You're lucky I haven't killed him for your sake."

"He's a person we absolutely need."

"No."

"Elder!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon glared at me.

"And why me?"

"Because you're the most skilled, Elder. I want this friend to learn from the very best."

"How can I pass on my martial arts to someone who isn't my disciple?"

"Then please take him as your disciple."

"What?"

"I don't think any of your current disciples can inherit your position. The youngest is kind, but his personality will make it hard for him to be your successor. What about this friend here?"

"No!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon refused flatly.

"Haven't you spent your whole life doing only what you wanted? For a change, try doing things you don't want to do."

"I said no."

"Why not? You must have a reason for refusing, right?"

"I just don't want to. Does there have to be a reason for not wanting something?"

Just then.

"I don't want to either!"

Everyone's gaze turned to the source of the voice. It was Seo Daeryong, the hero of this life-threatening drunken fit.

"You think I'd like it?"

A startled Lee Ahn tried to stop him, but he was already challenging the Blood Heaven Blade Demon with drowsy eyes.

"Elder Blade Demon!"

Thankfully, he didn't just call him 'the Blade Demon'.

"I clearly said I don't want to. So don't even dream of teaching me! Ab! So! Lute! Ly! Not!"

He enunciated each syllable of 'absolutely not'. Everyone tensed with every word, afraid the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would strike.

Seo Daeryong, who had been shouting, turned to look at me. His eyes were completely unfocused. He wouldn't have acted this way toward the Blood Heaven Blade Demon if he were sober. Ah, this was terminal lucidity.

"My respected Director! Let me ask you something!"

"Seeing as you're about to be murdered, I'll answer with all my heart."

"Why are you trying to throw me to that heartless and cruel person? Sniffle, sob, this makes me so sad."

A vein bulged on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's forehead. I smiled at him, pleading for his understanding.

"Why do you think? To learn martial arts."

"But why?"

"To raise your self-esteem."

I didn't say it, but this was to make him the next Sanzu Hall Director. Learning martial arts from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would give him the most powerful backing possible.

"Ah, my self-esteem is a bit low, isn't it?"

He dropped his head again. Lee Ahn supported his body.

"You're very drunk. I'll escort you out first."

When she tried to help him up, Seo Daeryong refused her hand.

"I'm not drunk, My Heart."

"My Heart?"

"Yes, I'm the arm. You, Lee Ahn, are the heart. My Heart, more precious than an arm. An arm can be cut off, but the heart must not be harmed."

Lee Ahn probably thought Seo Daeryong was just spouting drunken nonsense.

That jealous fellow. He was smart enough to remember everything he needed to, even in this state.

I politely repeated my request to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Please teach him for just one hour after work. A few days would be fine, or a few years. If you don't like him, you can teach him for just one day. Please, just give him a chance."

"You really trust that drunkard."

"I trust you, Elder."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and Seo Daeryong were somewhat similar. Both stood apart from the mainstream, yet had more passion than anyone in it.

Just as the word 'no' was about to leave the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's lips.

"I said I don't want to!"

Seo Daeryong beat him to the punch.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon frowned. Then I saw the emotion in his eyes.

Want me to show you what it really means to not want something? How about I make you suffer like hell?

Oblivious, Seo Daeryong pouted at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon with his eyes nearly closed and shook his head. If he had stuck his tongue out, it surely would have been cut off.

Fortunately, before the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's blade could fly, Seo Daeryong slammed his head onto the table with a THUD and fell asleep. He was a glorious warrior. This would be the bravest drunken antic of his entire life, past and future.

It was also the drunken antic that changed his life.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked me.

"If I teach that damn brat martial arts, what will you do for me?"

A prepared answer left my lips.

"I will resolve a long-held grudge for you."

"!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon knew what that meant.

A brief silence passed before we started drinking again. We no longer spoke of teaching martial arts. We just drank quietly and talked about this and that.

After two more empty bottles, Lee Ahn passed out. Jang Ho remained to the end, keeping me and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon company.

In the middle of drinking, I stepped outside the tavern.

As I stood getting some fresh air, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon came and stood beside me.

"You weren't joking earlier, were you?"

"No. I can't let him learn your martial arts for free, Elder."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was silent for a long time.

Does he truly want to reconcile with the Flower Sword Supreme?

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked across the street, then suddenly asked.

"Is that Branch over there effective?"

"It's running well."

"No, I'm asking if it's effective. I mean, does it help raise your reputation?"

He probably thought I established it to boost my popularity.

"Yes. It's been a great help."

I didn't bother convincing him that I built it for the Demon Village residents. He wouldn't understand that helping them was as important as killing the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

"Please take good care of Detective Seo."

"I'm really doing all sorts of things. Entrusting a brat to me... what are you planning?"

"I'm busy."

"What are you so busy with?"

"I have to scheme every day about killing those inhuman things. I have to run around to secure my right wing, and I have to suck up to my father."

He realized the right wing was the Flower Sword Supreme.

"Then by any chance... am I the left wing?"

"Yes. If you'd like to be the right, I can switch you."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head in disbelief.

"You're truly insane. To think of tying the Sword Supreme and me together as one pair of wings."

"You told me so yourself at the beginning. That my madness was worth betting fate on. That we should devour everything with madness. Have you already forgotten?"

"I didn't know you were this insane."

"Let's be insane together. How much longer do you have to live that you're still hesitating?"

"Is that any way to talk to an elder?"

"I'm an insane man, after all."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon smiled faintly.

"I'll be leaving the sect soon for a couple of months. Please look after my people while I'm away."

"Got it."

That single phrase, 'got it', sounded incredibly reassuring without any questions.

Through today's gathering, I felt his door had opened a little more. However, I still wasn't sure what lay inside.

To open the door wide, I need the other wing. He will only understand why that other wing moves the way it does when the two wings face each other, flapping and squabbling.

"The rain will stop soon. The birds will be flying, too."


I walked back with Lee Ahn after the drinking party ended.

"I made another mistake today."

"What mistake? It's only natural to fall asleep after drinking that much."

"Falling asleep is a drunken habit too."

"You wouldn't drink like that unless I was there anyway, right?"

"That's true, but still."

"Then it's not a drunken habit. It's rest."

Lee Ahn smiled at my words.

"How many times can I ask the same question?"

"That depends on the question."

"For example... why are you so good to me?"

I'm willing to receive this question for the rest of my life.

"About five times?"

"Starting from now?"

"Yes, starting from now."

"Why are you so good to me?"

"So I can work you to the bone for the rest of your life. Why are you so curious about the same answer you always hear?"

Lee Ahn smiled bashfully. "I'm going to ask again."

"Four times left."

We walked together under the soft moonlight. A sudden thought seemed to occur to Lee Ahn, and she asked. "By the way, what about Detective Seo? He seemed really drunk earlier. Did he leave first?"

"His Master took him before you woke up."

"His Master?"

Lee Ahn's eyes widened in surprise. "No way! They left together?"


Chapter 51: That's All There Is

"Ughhh!"

Seo Daeryong groaned and pushed himself up in bed, his face contorted.

"Thirsty, water! Water!"

"Beside you!"

At the words, Seo Daeryong instinctively reached out and drank the water from the bedside table.

"Ugh, my head. I'm a dog if I ever drink again, a dog."

Seo Daeryong chugged the water straight from the pitcher.

After quenching his thirst, he realized he had woken up in an unfamiliar place. The bed was large and plush, the bedding soft and luxurious.

Come to think of it, who was it that just said 'Beside you'?

Seo Daeryong looked around.

In the distance, a person sat by the window, reading a book. The sunlight made it impossible to see who he was.

"......"

As his eyes adjusted to the light, the figure slowly came into view.

"Aargh!"

Seo Daeryong screamed. The man reading the book was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Wh-where is this? Why is the Demon Supreme here?"

Seo Daeryong was so startled he stuttered.

"Because it's my room."

"Goodness! Why am I here?"

"Don't you remember?"

"......No."

"When we were about to part ways at the tavern, you shot up and started screaming that I had to carry you on my back. You yelled about how I could possibly abandon my disciple. You even clung to my pant leg."

"I did? No way."

Seo Daeryong felt flustered. Oh my god, I actually clung to his pant leg.

"I can't recall the last time in decades I allowed someone to touch my leg."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon glanced coolly at Seo Daeryong.

"Do you want to die but lack the courage to jump off a cliff?"

"......"

Then, a question popped into Seo Daeryong's mind.

"But why did you let me sleep in your bed, Elder?"

"Of course, you don't remember that either, do you?"

Seo Daeryong gasped, tensing up.

"I brought you here and tried to put you in a guest room, but you called me a heartless Master for making my disciple sleep in such a shabby place. Then you plopped down on the floor, crying and making a scene about how you were a wretch who deserved such treatment."

"......"

"Is life hard for you? It was hard for me too. I had to restrain myself from killing you."

Seo Daeryong scrambled off the bed and knelt.

"I'm sorry. I'll quit drinking from now on."

"Why quit something as good as alcohol? You should quit your drunken antics."

"Yes, I'll quit everything. Please forgive me. I drank too much yesterday."

Even though he had screamed and acted out, the man could have just hit his pressure points and thrown him in a stable, not a guest room. It was so unexpected that he had let him sleep in his own room, and in his bed at that. It was probably because of Geom Mugeuk, but still, to let him use his own bed... Seo Daeryong saw a new side to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"You may go."

"......"

His outer clothes were neatly folded on a table. A servant must have done it, but Seo Daeryong felt like he had been properly treated.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon kept reading his book, a sight that felt unfamiliar.

Is he trying to act all scholarly in front of me?

Strangely, the sight of him reading suited him. Seo Daeryong looked around the room and saw several bookshelves filled with books.

Then, a particular book caught his eye.

"Huh? This book is...?"

Seo Daeryong casually pulled the book from the shelf. It was an adventure story about a boy who meets an unparalleled Master and grows into a hero, a book he had read several times since he was young.

"This is my favorite book. Have you read it, by any chance?" he asked the Blood Heaven Blade Demon excitedly.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon glared at him menacingly.

"I hate it most when people touch my things without permission."

"Gasp!"

Startled, Seo Daeryong dropped the book. He tried to stop it with his foot, but it bounced off and tumbled across the floor.

Silence fell.

Seo Daeryong saw the book lying open and crumpled, and his vision went dark. He thought his own fate would soon be the same.

Seo Daeryong scrambled over, picked up the book, and smoothed the crumpled part with his hand.

"I'm sorry. Ah, thankfully, it was a boring part that got crumpl... I'm sorry!"

Instead of cutting off Seo Daeryong's arm, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon simply turned his gaze back to his book. He was the embodiment of forgiveness today.

"I'll be on my way now."

Seo Daeryong bowed timidly. As he was about to leave, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon suddenly asked a question.

"Why do you like that book?"

"Ah, because I feel like the main character is similar to me. Born poor, with a dark personality, and doesn't fit in well with others. It's a story about a guy like that becoming a hero... I've probably read it twenty times by now. It's a book I keep by my side and read whenever I can't sleep."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at Seo Daeryong for a moment before turning his gaze back to his book without a word.

"Well then, I'll be going. Thank you so much for letting me sleep here."

Then the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked again.

"Do you think the Second Young Lord will become the successor?"

This question required no hesitation.

"......"

"The reason?"

"He is a magnificent person. More so than anyone I've ever seen. I believe our Cult will change because of him. For the better, of course."

"Can you offer your life for him?"

Seo Daeryong thought for a moment before answering honestly.

"No."

"But you said the Second Young Lord is a magnificent person?"

"I'm not. I'm not the kind of great man who sacrifices himself for others."

His gaze was still on the book, but the corners of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's mouth lifted slightly.

"Wait in the courtyard."

"......"

Seo Daeryong stood in the courtyard, waiting for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

Did he tell me to wait so he could use my answer about not being prepared to die for the Director as an excuse to beat me up? Should I have said I could die for him?

As he was worrying, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon finally came out and threw a large blade at him.

THUD!

The lightly thrown blade landed and stuck in the ground before Seo Daeryong's feet. It was not as large as the Heaven Destroying Dao, but it was a giant dao with a wider and longer blade than a typical one.

"Pick it up."

"......"

Seo Daeryong pulled the blade from the ground. The martial arts he had learned before were swordsmanship, so he had never practiced with a blade. He had hardly even held one like this before.

"How is it?"

Seo Daeryong didn't know the intent behind the question, so he said the first thing that came to mind.

"It's heavy."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded.

"That's all there is."

"......"

"Understanding that weight is the beginning and the end of the blade arts I intend to teach you."

"!"

In that moment, something clicked in Seo Daeryong's mind.

"My heart tingled."

Seo Daeryong looked up from the blade, his face flushed.

"That's because you drank too much yesterday. Or you have a heart condition."

"Ah! Yes."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon turned away.

"Don't be late for training later."

"Yes! I won't be late!"

Seo Daeryong put the blade in a corner of the courtyard and left, only to return and pick it up before leaving for good.

Even as he walked away, he wondered if he had really just talked with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, if he had really slept here.

Maybe I'm still dreaming...

He walked out of that place, the hangover weighing on his body as heavily as the blade in his hand.


Seo Daeryong entered my office.

He still looked disheveled and hungover, but he wore a giant dao at his waist that I had never seen before. Just seeing that giant dao told me that things with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had gone well.

"My right-hand man has arrived?"

"You mean the right-hand man you sent to his death."

"Good thing you came back without getting it chopped off."

"How could you just send me off with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon? You should've taken care of me, Director!"

"It seems you don't remember anything from yesterday."

Seo Daeryong flinched at my words.

"You insisted you'd go with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon even if it killed you. Do you even know what you said to me?"

"What did I say?"

"You asked why I was trying to separate a Master and his disciple! I honestly thought you two had been together for fifty years."

"......Don't lie to me."

"I wish it were a lie. Before you passed out, you swore you'd rather die than learn martial arts, then you suddenly woke up as his top disciple. If you really doubt me, go ask General Jang. General Jang just shook his head watching you."

"Ughhh. Is there really such a crazy drunkard living inside me?"

Seo Daeryong clutched his head.

"It's a shame."

"What is?"

"You have a unique and good personality when you're gloomy and dark, but you've been getting too bright lately. You're even becoming funny, like you were yesterday."

"Don't worry. I'll be dark again by tomorrow."

"What do you mean?"

"My first training session is after work today. He'll probably beat me half to death. Ah! I wish work would never end."

"Too bad. I won't be able to see it."

"......"

"I'm leaving the Cult today. I'll be gone for about two months, so protect the Sanzu River Hall well while I'm away."

The playful look vanished from Seo Daeryong's face.

"Are you leaving because of that matter?"

"What matter?"

Seo Daeryong then pointed a finger at his own eye. Only then did I understand what he was talking about.

Yesterday, before we went drinking, Seo Daeryong had said something in front of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's residence. He had looked at my eyes and said they were the same ones I had before achieving the impossible.

"That's right, that's the one."

"It must be dangerous."

"Fortunately, this task won't be that dangerous. I plan on using a danger I've kept in reserve."

"......"

Seo Daeryong didn't understand what I meant, but I didn't explain further.

His playful expression gone, Seo Daeryong bowed his head respectfully.

"Please be careful on your journey! I'm sorry I can only ever worry you with words."

"If you want to lend a hand later, learn diligently from the Blade Demon."

As I was about to leave, Seo Daeryong called out to me.

"Director."

"What is it?"

"If it weren't for you, Director, I would've never had the chance to learn martial arts from a Demon Supreme in my entire life."

"You never know how things will turn out. If not for me, you might have had the chance to learn martial arts from my father. Well then, take care."

"Yes! Don't worry about things here, and have a safe trip."

After that, I found Lee Ahn and told her about the training she needed to do for the next two months. Then I quietly left the Cult.


I ran continuously to the northwest.

As my mastery of the Four Strides of the Wind God gradually increased, the speed of the Swift Step also rose.

My speed was now so great that most experts couldn't hope to keep up unless they specialized in movement arts.

When my inner arts ran low from running like a madman, I rested and circulated my qi in a secluded part of the forest. Once my inner arts were replenished, I ran again. When they ran low again, I circulated my qi.

When I got hungry while running, I hunted using the qi emission technique my father had taught me.

Now, I could instantly sense a wild boar deep in the forest.

While I roasted a boar over a campfire, passing hunters or herb gatherers sometimes joined me for a drink. Before my regression, I had met and grown close to many people like them, so I felt comfortable and at ease with them.

About halfway to my destination, I started to control my pace.

Since it was useless to arrive too early anyway, I enjoyed the journey itself.

If I found a mountain worth climbing, I climbed it. I didn't just walk up. I scaled the cliffs using only my physical abilities, without inner arts, to check my body's condition. I checked for any sore spots or areas where my muscles were lacking.

Relying mainly on inner arts makes it easy to neglect one's body, which is what separates a true master from a mediocre one. True masters do not overlook the smallest details. They know that small differences ultimately become everything, so they never miss a single nook or cranny of their body.

While climbing a cliff, if I saw a distant sunset, I would perch on a protruding rock or tree branch and gaze at the scenery.

Gazing at the beauty of the great outdoors, I felt something blocked in my chest clear away.

I had promised to tour the Central Plains with Lee Ahn, but watching the sunset from the edge of a cliff, my thoughts turned to my father instead.

I wanted to travel with my father. I wanted to share conversations with him while looking at scenery like this. I wanted to know what kind of person my father was, what thoughts he lived with.

Will I ever get such a chance? Will such a moment ever come for us?

Before my regression, I never would have dreamed of developing such intimate feelings for my father. Perhaps I missed the father with whom I had never even had a proper conversation...

Even while enjoying the journey, when it was time to run, I ran until I was out of breath.

By the time I reached my destination, my mastery of the Swift Step had risen by another level.

My running speed became faster, and the amount of inner arts it consumed decreased.

"Hahahahahaha!"

I laughed like a madman as I dashed down the road.

As my mastery of the Four Strides of the Wind God increased, I realized the Swift Step touched upon human nature. It maximized the pleasure of running to an extreme, making it so addictive that I wanted to keep running.

Now, I passed people on the road so fast they couldn't even recognize my form. I would literally whoosh past them.

In fact, I overheard conversations like this several times.

"Didn't a person just pass by?"

"What? I didn't see anything."

I had reached a level where someone lost in thought wouldn't even notice I had brushed past them.

If I rise one more level, they won't know even if they stare wide-eyed. They won't be able to tell if a person or a bird passed by.

What would the Swift Step be like at complete mastery?

I thought that perhaps they might not even feel me passing by.

The place I arrived at was somewhere no one from our Cult would ever have imagined to be my destination.

This was Hongsan, the Red Mountain, the location of the Heavenly Wind Cult's Headquarters in the Outer Regions.

The place where I had obtained the Echoing Thunder Bell, the first ingredient for the Great Regression Technique.

I had returned to this place once again.


Chapter 52: If They Hate You Like You Hate Yourself

My first stop was an inn in the village below Mount Hong.

The inn bustled with people, and the workers ran frantically. I stood at the entrance for a long time, but no one approached me.

Then, I saw a little boy carrying dishes, shuttling between the kitchen and the guests. I smiled the moment I saw him.

In my past life, when I came here for the Echoing Thunder Bell, that same boy greeted me as a grown man. His face hadn't changed at all.

The boy finally noticed me and scurried over.

"Hello, warrior. As you can see, we don't have any seats right now."

"Are there any rooms?"

"No, there are no rooms either. We're flooded with guests because of the Blood God Festival."

"When is the Blood God Festival?"

"Exactly ten days from now. There's another inn down that road, but I doubt it's any different there."

With those words, the busy boy ran off, called away by another customer.

Ten days before the Blood God Festival. I had arrived at the perfect time.

The Blood God Festival was the Heavenly Wind Cult's largest annual ceremony to honor the Blood God. This was exactly why the third method to stop the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's evil arts required two months.

It was only on the day of the Blood God Festival that I could get what I needed to subdue the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. Fortunately, the festival was two months away. If the timing had been off, killing her might have been delayed by a whole year.

In the past, it took me years to infiltrate the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's throne room, where the Echoing Thunder Bell was kept. That was how long it took to find the secret escape passage the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader used in emergencies.

Infiltrating and retrieving the divine object itself took less than half a quarter-hour, but finding the passage had taken years.

But even after I found the secret passage, stealing the Echoing Thunder Bell was not easy. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was the problem.

He spent most of his time in the throne room. He ate there and even slept there. I couldn't use the brief moments he left to relieve himself, because a cage of Millennium Cold Iron would descend over the divine objects, including the Echoing Thunder Bell.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was not alone. Another person guarded the divine objects. Shackled with Millennium Cold Iron, he lived like a spirit bound to the Echoing Thunder Bell. He was a skilled martial artist with an exceptionally keen sense of smell. He would immediately notice any intruder and warn the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

It was therefore impossible to steal the divine objects without the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader noticing.

So how did I retrieve the Echoing Thunder Bell? Once a year, there was a single moment when the iron cage was raised and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader left his post. That moment was the day of the Blood God Festival.

On this day, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader left the throne room to perform a ceremony at the grand training grounds. As part of the ritual, the shackled master guarding the Echoing Thunder Bell would strike it thirty-six times. I aimed for the moment of the final, thirty-sixth strike.

After the final bell toll, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader would return in the time it takes to drink a cup of tea. In that short interval, I performed a miracle.

I had practiced my escape route dozens of times, allowing me to flee from the Heavenly Wind Cult's followers.

Investigating, infiltrating, recruiting, fighting, practicing. The countless events of that time flashed through my mind like a revolving lantern.

My target this time was in the same place as the Echoing Thunder Bell. Stealing it would be simpler than taking the bulky bell. This trip to the Heavenly Wind Cult was a gift from my difficult past.

I stood before the inn, watching the crowds. During the Blood God Festival, countless sects allied with the Heavenly Wind Cult sent delegations. The streets and inns were packed with people.

This was exactly what I wanted. With so many people, no one would remember me. Still, I wore my bamboo hat pulled low to conceal my identity. I would arrive quietly and disappear without a sound.

In the marketplace, I bought camping supplies, basic food, and a pot for brewing medicinal herbs.

My last stop was an apothecary.

"You want Gihwacho?"

The old apothecary owner stared at me with a surprised face.

"Gihwacho is expensive."

"How much for one geun?"

"How much do you need?"

"I need two geun."

"It's eighty taels per geun. I don't know if you're aware, but it's a very rare herb."

"I understand. I'll buy two geun at that price."

"But what are you planning to use the Gihwacho for?"

The old man, unused to selling Gihwacho, looked at me again.

He couldn't see my face, as I kept my bamboo hat pulled low. I was also using a different voice.

"I don't know either. I'm just buying it on orders from my superior."

The old man asked no more questions and brought the Gihwacho. I confirmed the herb, and he wrapped it nicely for me. I paid the old man and left.

I left the apothecary and went to another one far away to find Gwiryong Tree and Gyuhwa. After buying those two ingredients, I went to an apothecary in another distant village for Dokmalpul and Baekdanhyang.

I bought the herbs from different places for one reason. I had to prevent anyone from knowing what I was making. Buying them all at once probably wouldn't have been a problem, but I was preparing for a one-in-a-million chance.

There is no harm in being cautious. In life, carelessness costs you money. In the murim, it costs you your life.

With all the necessary herbs, I headed straight for the mountains. Deep in a secluded area, I found the cave where I had stayed before. I cleaned it and began brewing the medicine.

Some ingredients had to be brewed separately, while others had to be brewed together. The process would take at least a few days.

This medicine was a special elixir that could paralyze the shackled master's sense of smell. I had heard he was captured in his youth and held there his entire life, so he was surely still there. Discovering this secret formula in the past had cost me considerable time and money.

While the medicine brewed, I sat cross-legged and cultivated the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

I nearly died when I first learned it, but now the Heavenly Demon Defense Art has become an indispensable childhood friend. The more I cultivate it, the more I feel its uniqueness.

Is it because of its nature? It awakens me when danger approaches and activates on its own, so there are many times the Heavenly Demon Defense Art feels like a living martial art. I know it becomes even more powerful when combined with the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, so I can only hope that day comes soon.

After training late into the night, I stepped out of the cave and looked at the starry sky. Before my return, I had stood in this same spot and looked at the same sky, but now my heart felt a crucial difference.

Back then, my only thought was of returning home. Now, that desire was replaced by a longing for the people I wanted to see. I was especially curious if Seo Daeryong was learning well from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

They would both deny it, but the two were surprisingly similar.

He's doing well, right?


On the first day of training, Seo Daeryong waited in the courtyard for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He had arrived on time, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had not yet appeared.

He was learning martial arts from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Seo Daeryong felt like his heart would burst.

Seo Daeryong tried swinging the blade himself. Without using inner arts, it was still too heavy. He decided not to waste his energy and waited for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

After waiting a long time, Seo Daeryong cautiously approached the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence. As he peeked through a crack in the window, he felt a cold presence right beside him.

Startled, Seo Daeryong turned. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had appeared from nowhere and was also peering into the window.

"What are you peeking at?"

"......"

The startled Seo Daeryong let out a scream.

"S-sorry! I was waiting and wondered if you were inside."

"I hear the Second Young Lord has left the sect?"

"......"

"For about two months, I hear?"

"So you've heard."

"That's plenty of time for someone to go missing, or maybe die in an accident."

Seo Daeryong quickly said, "The Director is such a brilliant man, he wouldn't believe such a tragic event could happen in just two months."

"A brilliant man would also quickly forget a tragedy that has already happened."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon mimed gouging out an eyeball with his long, slender fingers.

"I'll never peek again!"

"Then what are you doing here?"

"Ah, yes. I'm going!"

Seo Daeryong scurried to the center of the courtyard.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon showed him how to hold and swing the blade, then turned to go inside. "A thousand times!" he said.

Seo Daeryong swung the blade until his entire body was drenched in sweat. "Eight hundred fifty-three, eight hundred fifty-four..." The blade felt impossibly heavy, as if his arm would fall off.

Ugh, I can't do this anymore!

Seo Daeryong flopped onto his back. He couldn't help it, even if the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was watching. He didn't have the strength to lift a finger.

He would normally be at home now, eating snacks and reading a book in bed.

Did I make a mistake?

Exhaustion washed over his body, and with it came regret.

No, no. I've already made up my mind!

If he failed on the first day, he wouldn't be able to face Geom Mugeuk.

Seo Daeryong shot up and swung the blade, barely managing to complete a thousand swings.

"I did it!"

Seo Daeryong slumped to the ground and looked down at the blade in his hand.

He felt the cold, heavy steel. Yes, this feeling would surely guide him to a better life than one spent lazing around.

Just then, the window opened, and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon appeared.

"If it's too hard, then quit. I won't stop you."

Seo Daeryong shot to his feet. His arm felt like it would fall off, but he spoke resolutely.

"I won't quit."

"......"

"Because a chance like this will never come again in my lifetime."

"I will never pass on my unique martial arts, you know?"

"I'm not even hoping for that. The chance I'm talking about is the opportunity to learn from you, Demon Supreme. Later, when I have a child, I'll tell them, 'Your father learned martial arts from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon in his youth.' That's enough for me. As a martial artist, that memory is all I need."

"So you plan on getting married."

"Yes, I want to."

"......"

"I want to try raising a child. I want to give them the fatherly love that my own father never gave me."

His words carried a story and a deep sadness.

"What if your child hates you, just like you hate yourself?"

"Then... would you be willing to put my child through this training too?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon let out a small laugh at Seo Daeryong's words. For some reason, making the Blood Heaven Blade Demon laugh made Seo Daeryong feel good, and he grinned brightly.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon closed the window. "One thousand more!" he said.


Chapter 53: No Room for Variables

"Haa, haa."

Seo Daeryong lay spread-eagled on the ground, his ragged breaths drifting toward the night sky.

The bright moon was nowhere to be seen, as if it had hidden itself. His training began after his daily duties and before dinner, but the Purple Orb had long since passed.

I finally did it!

He had completed another thousand swings after feeling he could not swing even once more. He had swung the heavy dao two thousand times in a single day.

Seo Daeryong could not believe what he had accomplished. Of course, his form had likely fallen apart near the end, but he had gritted his teeth and swung anyway.

He thought he should get up and go home, but Seo Daeryong could not move an inch. Sleep washed over him.


Seo Daeryong had a dream.

Geom Mugeuk was in peril, surrounded by enemies. Just as the foes rushed toward the injured man, dao qi shot out like a thunderbolt and swept through them. Those caught in the qi turned into bloody messes and vanished.

Soon after, he descended between the enemies and Geom Mugeuk like a single plum blossom falling gracefully. Now the greatest master of the dao arts, he held a massive giant dao, just like the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

He turned to Geom Mugeuk, smiled faintly, and asked, "Are you all right, Director?"

A satisfied smile also formed on the lips of the sleeping Seo Daeryong.

"My right-hand man! You've come!"

At Geom Mugeuk's emotional words, Seo Daeryong turned to face the enemies and spoke coolly.

"I'm here now, so please rest! Get some deep sleep!"

Just then, a familiar voice came from somewhere.

"Shouldn't you get up now?"

Seo Daeryong instinctively ignored the words and turned over. He did not want to wake from such a pleasant dream. The dream of becoming a master and roaming the world was his real dream too.

Seo Daeryong kept sleeping.

In his dream, he rescued beautiful women in distress and set sail with them on a boat. He woke up with a pleased smile as he watched the women subtly vying for his exclusive affection. Among them was his junior, Jo Hyang.

It was the first time in his life he had ever woken up smiling like this.

He felt so good. So good he did not want to get up, but where was he?

An unfamiliar ceiling.

No, it was not completely unfamiliar.

Could it be?

Seo Daeryong shot up and screamed.

"......"

Separate from the pleasant dream, his entire body ached as if it were broken. It felt like someone had beaten him all over with a club throughout the night.

Seo Daeryong looked around.

This place is?

It was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's bedchamber, where he had slept after drinking.

Oh my god! Why am I sleeping here?

He remembered completing the second thousand swings and lying on the ground.

Fortunately, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was not in the room.

Seo Daeryong groaned as he got up and walked cautiously to the window. He was startled by what he saw.

In the courtyard where he had trained yesterday, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was swinging his own dao. Seo Daeryong, about to run out and greet the Master, froze.

His gaze was captivated by the man swinging the dao.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon swung the dao in the exact form he had taught him yesterday. His grip and his swing were the same.

In that moment, Seo Daeryong understood. The training he received was the same training the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had done when he first learned martial arts.

He wasn't just making me do random things to make me suffer.

Just then, as if he had eyes in the back of his head, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke abruptly.

"Are you allowed to slack off just because the Director isn't here?"

"Huh! Now that you mention it?"

The sun was high in the sky.

"Aargh! I'm late."

Seo Daeryong hurriedly dressed and went outside.

"I'll be going now."

Seo Daeryong bowed his head deeply and started to turn away, but then he turned back.

"Thank you so much for letting me sleep here again."

Even if the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had given him money or a treasured blade, he would not have felt such a surge of emotion. Ah, of course he would have been happy, but the feeling would have been different from what he felt now.

For the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, letting someone sleep in his own bed was more difficult than giving them money. This feeling of being cherished was incomparable to anything else.

"If something like this happens again, please just toss me in any guest room. Just don't kill me. Well then, I'll see you this afternoon."

Then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked, surprised, "You're coming?"

"Of course I am."

"I won't go easy on you just because you're sore. It's two thousand swings today as well."

His entire body screamed that it was impossible at the mention of two thousand swings, but his mouth said, "Yes!" After all, his mouth was not tired.

After replying energetically, Seo Daeryong ran off.

"I'm late! I'm late!"

He was so tired he felt like he could die. He hated imagining training again today, but strangely, he felt good.

He wanted to keep learning from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. To be honest, he wanted to make a good impression on him.


The medicine, decocted over several days, was complete.

I put the prepared medicine into a palm-sized vial. There were still five days left until the Blood God Festival.

Now that the medicine was made, I planned to check if the secret passage was working properly and scout all the way to the throne of the Wind God Cult Leader today.

After descending the mountain, I arrived at a wasteland not far from the Heavenly Wind Cult.

It was a place with a few withered trees and rocks, swarming with poisonous insects and venomous snakes, and littered with trash blown in by the wind. No one would come here all day.

A large boulder sat there. I operated the hidden devices under both sides of it in sequence.

"......"

The boulder opened, revealing a passage. I had marveled at it back then, and even now, it was a truly well-made mechanism. How could someone create such an unnoticeable passage?

As I entered the boulder, the door closed automatically.

I operated another hidden device inside, and a door opened in the floor.

I took out a night-luminescent pearl and descended into the underground passage. The passage was wide, likely made to transport the Echoing Thunder Bell in an emergency. Thanks to that, I had been able to smuggle the Echoing Thunder Bell out through here.

I took out the vial and applied the medicine to my face and hands.

When this medicine is applied, a master with a keen sense of smell cannot detect my scent.

I walked slowly through the passage.

I stopped far from the secret entrance in the throne room. In the past, I would have gone closer to observe, but there was no need for that anymore. I now had a way to observe safely.

I closed my eyes and emitted my qi. A single stream of qi advanced along the passage. It turned a corner and traveled much farther before reaching the secret entrance.

I never knew I could emit qi in such a thin, long stream and use it for reconnaissance in a real fight until I first learned this secret method from my father.

The qi slipped out through a small crack in the passage.

The moment my qi entered the new space, I felt an incredible presence from one side.

It's the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader!

As expected of the Cult Leader, the aura he exuded was extraordinary. I quickly moved my qi to the opposite side.

There, I found the master with the sensitive sense of smell.

Indeed, he was near the Echoing Thunder Bell.

Once I had confirmed both of them, my qi dissipated. Since I had already experienced this, there was no need to risk being discovered.

Having safely completed the reconnaissance, I returned to the mountain.

I finished my meal of beef jerky, sat cross-legged, and cultivated the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

For the remaining five days, I would stay holed up in the mountains without moving. If I wandered around and got swept up by fate into some strange incident, it could cause problems.

Not creating variables was the minimum courtesy to my past efforts.


The day of the Blood God Festival dawned.

Before leaving, I looked up at the sky once and prayed for the success of today's mission.

When my father told me about the two ways to block the Soul-Stealing Art, I had thought to myself that there was a method a hundred times easier.

Hoping my idea would prove correct and I could safely conclude this matter, I descended the mountain.

The road to the Heavenly Wind Cult was a sea of people trying to attend the ceremony.

They were of various types. There were leaders of large sects who had dealings with the Heavenly Wind Cult, martial artists from small sects hoping to make an impression, and merchants trying to sell goods to the attendees.

On the day of the Blood God Festival, everyone, regardless of their status, had to walk to the Heavenly Wind Cult. This was the authority of the Blood God Festival.

I watched them walk from a distance before heading to the wasteland with the secret passage.

Various thoughts crossed my mind on the way there.

What if the door suddenly doesn't open? What if the event is suddenly canceled? What if it's changed so the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader rings the bell himself? What if I was wrong about the method to obtain it?

Anxiety attacks in this way, trying to consume our souls.

At times like these, there is no choice but to believe in yourself. The belief that such misfortune will not come, and the belief that even if it does, you will overcome it. The best weapon against anxiety is faith in oneself.

Having reached the area near the throne room via the secret passage, I waited for the right time. Of course, I had applied the scent-masking medicine to my face, hands, and body.

The time to move was already set. The moment the thirty-sixth strike of the Echoing Thunder Bell sounded would be my time to begin.

How long did I wait like that in the darkness?

The faint sound of a bell began to drift in. I counted the sounds and waited.

When the bell had been struck thirty-three times, I moved slowly and went beneath the secret entrance.

When the thirty-fifth bell toll sounded, I silently opened the secret passage in the floor next to the throne and stepped out.

A master bound in shackles was about to strike the final bell. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader never allowed anyone else into this place where the sacred object was kept, so only the man in shackles was here.

The moment he struck the final, thirty-sixth bell, I unleashed the Four Strides of the Wind God. I used the Shadow Step to approach the shackled martial artist. Moving like a silent ghost, I struck his demonic and sleeping acupoints simultaneously. He fell asleep standing, never realizing what had happened to him.

It all happened in an instant, a technique that displayed the highest level of skill.

After subduing him, I went to the Bloody Buddha erected behind the Echoing Thunder Bell.

The time I had now was about a quarter of an hour, the time it would take for the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader to return.

I pressed firmly on the closed eyes of the Bloody Buddha, and its eyes flashed open.

The open-eyed Bloody Buddha was terrifying.

When I pressed once more, the eyeballs popped forward.

Inside the protruding eyeballs was a white liquid, filling them about one-third of the way.

This was the very reason I had come all this way.

The roots of the Soul-Stealing Art that the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had mastered was the Blood Cult demonic art.

The successor to the Blood Cult is this very Heavenly Wind Cult.

Father knew this much, but there was one thing he did not know.

The Bloodeye Holy Water.

It was a holy water passed down in secret only to the Cult Leaders of the Heavenly Wind Cult.

If you put this Bloodeye Holy Water in your eyes, you can see the method to break the Blood Cult evil arts. You can grasp the essence of the evil arts with your eyes.

I heard it was created and passed down since ancient times to prevent rebellions within the cult, but because the method of production and management was passed down only to the Cult Leader and his successor, outsiders knew nothing of its existence. The person who told me this fact was none other than Neung Baekkun, the son of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

The last time I came, I was too busy fleeing with the Echoing Thunder Bell to have time to use this.

Now was finally the moment to obtain the Bloodeye Holy Water.

I took out the eyeballs of the Bloody Buddha. There was a small hole on top of each eyeball.

TOK!

One drop of the Bloodeye Holy Water from the right eyeball went into my right eye.

TOK!

One drop of the Bloodeye Holy Water from the left eyeball went into my left eye.

As the Bloodeye Holy Water entered my eyes, they burned as if they were on fire. There was pain, but thankfully, my vision did not go dark.

When I placed the eyeballs back in their original positions, they retracted, and the Bloody Buddha closed its eyes again.

Enough of the essence remained in the eyeballs, so it could be administered to the next successor without issue. They would never even know that these two drops of the Bloodeye Holy Water were missing.

I entered the underground passage and, before closing the door completely, fired two streams of finger qi bullets.

"......"

The shackled master woke up.

He was momentarily dazed, but after confirming that nothing was amiss, he began to do his work. It was a feat that could never have been accomplished by anyone less than a master of my caliber.

I was curious what story that man had to be bound like that, but it was not a situation where I could rescue someone I did not even know. He was not someone whose fate was meant to be changed by my regression.

I quietly exited the secret passage.

I had been planning to collect the miraculous encounters related to the materials for the great art one by one when the time was right, but because of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, I obtained the Bloodeye Holy Water sooner than expected.

Whatever the reason, there is a joy that comes with accomplishing a great task. Especially this time, having gained an ability I never possessed before, the joy was hard to put into words.

It was not just because I could now kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. It was because I believed this new power would somehow be helpful to my revenge on Hwa Mugi.

After exiting the secret passage, I could have enjoyed the Blood God Festival with the leisure of a victor, but I ran toward our Cult without looking back.

Until the very end, no variables were allowed.


Chapter 54: You're Not So Mysterious When You're Flustered

The night was quiet and still.

I entered the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence and found him sitting by the window, reading a book.

"That's the most unfitting sight in the world."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked up, startled. A hint of pleasure spread across his surprised face.

"I'll have to scold the men on guard."

"Please don't. I came in secret because I wanted to see you quietly, Elder."

He studied my appearance, then asked in disbelief.

"Have you perhaps just returned to the cult?"

"......"

"Don't tell me you came to see me first thing after returning?"

"I'm sorry to ruin the moment, but my father went to bed early."

"Still!"

"Yes, that's right. I thought of you first, Elder."

I shook the bottle of liquor I had brought. It was a drink the Blood Heaven Blade Demon particularly enjoyed.

We drank in the rear garden of his residence. He dismissed all the guards so we would not be disturbed.

"Has it already been two months since you left the cult?"

"Not quite two months."

My proficiency with the Swift Step improved during the trip, so I returned faster.

"How is Detective Seo's martial arts training coming along?"

"The little squirt is working quite hard."

The words 'quite hard' came from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. This unfamiliar expression clearly showed their current relationship.

"He may seem cynical, but he's a boy with a strong core."

"He's never been cynical with me."

"He's also the type to test the waters before he commits."

He was probably working hard while observing everything and still saying what he needed to say. It seemed the Blood Heaven Blade Demon did not dislike that side of him.

"By the way, I glanced over earlier and saw you were reading a poetry collection. Are you really reading poetry?"

"Why? Do I not look capable of reading poetry?"

"I don't know about your capability, but it certainly doesn't suit you."

"I used to like books in my younger days, too. I'd just forgotten about it for a while."

I found it hard to imagine the younger days of this skinny, stern-looking man.

"What were you like when you were young?"

"Well... I was dark and gloomy."

"Similar to Detective Seo, then."

For some reason, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon meekly nodded.

"What does it matter if I was this way or that? Those days are all in the past anyway."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon drained his cup. I refilled it without a word. No words can comfort regrets over bygone years. It was something I had also experienced once.

"Did your trip go well?"

"......"

"It seems another storm is about to brew."

What confidence did he read in my silence to say something like that?

"How do you know why I left?"

"It must be something that will stir a storm of blood."

"That's a serious misunderstanding. I like peace."

"I like peace, too. The quiet, blood-soaked peace that comes after I've brought everyone to their knees with my own hands."

I smiled and drank my liquor.

"It was nice to be out for a while. Would you like to go out for some fresh air with me next time?"

"The world outside is full of bastards I want to kill... I'm more at ease just staying in our Cult."

He poured liquor into my cup and continued.

"I don't know what you're planning, but be careful. In the fight for succession, one slip-up and it's over."

"If I slip up, what will you do, Elder?"

"What do you mean? I'll have to side with the First Young Lord again, of course."

"You're cold."

"It's only natural. What's the point of a wing flapping if the body is dead? It has to find a new body."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon would really do that. He would feel sorry for a day or two, then approach the First Young Lord as if nothing had happened. Surprisingly, even imagining such a scene, I did not find it particularly hateful.

This was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's strength. I did not need to worry about whether he was a good person or a bad one, or whether he would help me to the end or betray me. He was simply a man who would leave if I fell and stay by my side if I did not.

"Please grant me a favor."

"What is it?"

"Please drink with me all night."

"That's not difficult."

I stood up from my seat.

"You said we were drinking, so where are you going?"

"I'm going to buy some more liquor and prepare some side dishes."

"You can just have the boys do it."

"There's something I want to get myself."

I planned to bring a spectacular side dish to this drinking session, a side dish I had prepared over the last two months.

I had decided to kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme tonight. No one would ever imagine I would kill him on the very day I returned from my trip. I would become the man who drank with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon all night. He would be my alibi.

"I'll be right back."

I left the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence, unleashed the Shadow Step, and shot toward the west.


The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was particularly excited today. He was performing his usual Great Mind Control Technique, but for some reason, his heart was beating fast.

Is it because it's been a while?

This was the first time he had performed the Great Mind Control Technique since Geom Mugeuk had threatened him to stop. The threat had invoked the Heavenly Demon's name, so he had no choice but to halt the technique for a while.

He could have just not gotten caught, but he felt uneasy since his opponent was already certain about the Great Mind Control Technique.

The news that Geom Mugeuk had left the cult only deepened his suspicion. It seemed like a ploy to put him at ease before finding evidence. His patience, however, had reached its limit. He finally resumed the Great Mind Control Technique today.

Whenever he performed the Great Mind Control Technique after a long break, he always chose a young child. A young soul was most delicious at times like these.

As the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme descended the stairs to the secret chamber, he glanced back. He felt as if something was following him, and his mind was unusually restless today.

But it was impossible for him to be followed. The Secret Shadow Arts, which made his own shadow guard his back, was active. He was certain that besides the Heavenly Demon, no one in our Cult could sneak up behind him.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme entered the secret chamber.

Bizarre patterns and characters covered the walls. Incense with a peculiar scent burned all around. A child was asleep on the altar in the center of the chamber.

A smile formed on the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's lips as he looked down at the child. The moment he reached out to wake the child, someone violently grabbed him by the hair.

!

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme tried to counterattack, but his opponent moved faster.

SLAP!

The blow struck his cheek, whipping the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's head to the side. Only after helplessly taking the hit could he swing both palms to break free from his opponent's grasp.

As the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme leaped back, his opponent spoke coldly.

"Didn't I tell you to stop?"

Only then did the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme realize who had hit him. It was Geom Mugeuk.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme touched his cheek in disbelief. Even for a surprise attack, it was an impossible, shocking, and humiliating event.

"How in the world did you get in here?"

"You're not mysterious at all when you're flustered."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme flinched. He normally bewitched people with his voice, making it echo, repeat, and whisper, but now, he just looked like an ordinary, angry man from next door.

"Is this your true nature?"

He could have erupted in anger, but the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme took a deep breath and regained his composure.

"I have gravely misjudged you, Second Young Lord. I deserved that."

The words 'I deserved that' repeated as his voice echoed. He had returned to his usual self.

"Now you're more like yourself. This makes killing you more satisfying. Your earlier appearance was a disappointment."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme remained unfazed.

"Second Young Lord, answer my question first. How did you get in here?"

"I followed you."

He would think I was lying, but my answer was the truth.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme always guarded his back with the Secret Shadow Arts. I could not use the Shadow Step to evade his Secret Shadow Arts unless I had completely mastered the Four Strides of the Wind God.

However, the Bloodeye Holy Water in my eyes let me see a way to break through the Secret Shadow Arts. The moment I broke it, my Shadow Step became effective. It was as if I was hiding in his own shadow.

"What does it matter how I got in? What matters is why I'm here."

Even in this situation, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme feigned ignorance.

"If you're still going on about the Great Mind Control Technique, then leave. I know nothing of such a technique."

"Then who is this child?"

"A poor orphan. I brought him here to teach him martial arts."

"You're a coward."

"What?"

This time, I imitated him.

"Coward, coward, coward..."

My voice echoed.

"Enough!"

I retorted coldly to his shout.

"How long are you going to feign ignorance? Does your courage only appear when you're tearing the heart from a weakling's body?"

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's pupils instantly shrank to the size of pinpricks.

The surroundings darkened and then brightened, creating a new space. I was standing on the edge of a cliff.

WHOOSH.

The wind blew from behind, trying to push me off the cliff.

"Have you already forgotten my warning? I told you that if you saw me again, you would never return to your original world."

His voice sounded as eerie as a wailing ghost. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme created an atmosphere of terror, but I stood tall, completely unafraid.

"It seems you can't bear your own fear unless you're intimidating your opponent like this."

"Truly astonishing. Even for the Cult Leader's son, how can you show such spirit at your age?"

His pupils dilated and contracted repeatedly, busy assessing me.

"You came to kill me, didn't you?"

"......"

"On what grounds?"

The words 'on what grounds' echoed repeatedly. This echo was not meant to mock me. It showed that his own mind was wavering.

Then the echo abruptly stopped, and he asked.

"Did the Cult Leader send you?"

This time, the question was devoid of any other noise. It would be difficult for him to believe I would act so independently.

"If he wanted to kill you, my father would have come himself. Don't you know his personality?"

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme nodded, and the surroundings became noisy again. His muttering, the sound of the wind, and all sorts of strange noises mixed together. It was as if his mental world was being laid bare.

"This is distracting. Let's talk quietly."

"It's the Second Young Lord's last wish. I should grant it."

The surroundings darkened and then brightened again. He and I were sitting opposite each other in a scenic pavilion. On the tea table between us, there was even lukewarm tea.

"Second Young Lord."

It was his original voice. He had returned to being an ordinary man.

"If we must kill each other, let's have one last heart-to-heart talk."

"Alright."

"We are demons, and not just any demons, but a Demon Supreme who reigns over all others. Is our life so easy that we can afford to give the weak a choice? What's wrong with sucking the hearts out of those weaklings to become stronger? Isn't greed our right? All my choices were for the sake of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult!"

If Hwa Mugi had not come, and if I had continued to live in our Cult, I might have turned a blind eye to this side of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. I might have used the excuse of making our Cult stronger to ignore it.

But my fate has changed. The me of then and the me of now are completely different people. I have become someone who cannot drink tea or liquor in the same room as a man who would tear out a child's heart to become stronger. I cannot breathe the same air as him.

"That's a lie."

"What?"

"You didn't steal those hearts for our Cult. You did it solely so you could live longer. That's how it is now, and how it will always be."

If he truly cared for our Cult, he would have sought revenge after my father's death, but his choice was to become the longest-surviving of the Eight Demon Supremes. Thousands of innocent lives are melted into his long, tenacious lifespan.

"Living only for yourself, only for yourself... you've become a monster."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, who had been staring intently at me, came to a conclusion.

"A mere brat of about twenty can't possibly grasp me this accurately. He can't follow me past the Secret Shadow Arts, nor can he lay a hand on my body. You... are not the Second Young Lord."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's pupils, which had only been dilating and contracting, began to change color. A dazzling, brilliant wave of violet light rippled from his eyes. The violet light shot into my eyes, digging deeper toward the soul that lay beyond.

He asked. His question came like a deep, heavy echo from the abyss.

"Who are you?"


Chapter 55: I Know You

A purple radiance signaled a forbidden demonic art. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had unleashed the Mind-Reading Soul Stealing Art, a technique that draws truthful answers from its target.

The Mind-Reading Soul Stealing Art was a forbidden martial art. No one could use it on fellow cultists without the Cult Leader's permission. This was because the art's ability to read minds and extract answers gave it great potential for misuse, yet the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme broke the taboo and cast the art.

Even high-level shamans could perform the Mind-Reading Soul Stealing Art, but success depended on their skill and inner arts. Greater skill produced a deeper purple hue.

The brilliant purple color declared that the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's art could draw out memories the target himself could not recall.

"Who are you?"

"I'm Geom Mugeuk."

"How do you know about me?"

"I investigated you. Everything about you."

The Mind-Reading Soul Stealing Art infiltrated through the eyes, but it had no effect on me. I had used the Bloodeye Holy Water.

Still, I answered as if the art had caught me. His questions would tell me something about him.

"Is the Cult Leader behind this?"

"No."

Relief flickered across the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's face. As I expected, he feared my father most.

"Then why did you come?"

"I came to kill you."

"Who did you tell you were coming here?"

"I told no one."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme released the Mind-Reading Soul Stealing Art. He must have decided there was no reason to keep expending inner arts if the Cult Leader had not ordered this. The Mind-Reading Soul Stealing Art consumed more inner arts and mental energy than any other evil art.

His question revealed everything. He had decided to kill me.

"Second Young Lord, today you'll disappear from this world."

"Forget about me. Can you handle the aftermath of killing me?"

"Why should I handle it? The Blood Heaven Blade Demon will. I'm not the one who'll kill you. You'll die at his hands while trying to kill him."

His words meant he would use a hypnotic art to command me to kill the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He believed I could not defeat the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, so he concluded I would die by his hand.

"A thought worthy of you."

"What do you mean, 'worthy of me'? Why do you keep talking like you know me so well? You investigated me? The fact that you think you can kill me proves your investigation was garbage."

The moment he finished speaking, the world spun. Dazzling, intense lights flew at me, too bright to see. Soon, I stood alone in a dark space. Someone whispered in my ear.

[Kill the Blood Heaven Blade Demon!]

The words repeated endlessly.

First, I heard the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's voice. Then my father's, then Lee Ahn's, then Seo Daeryong's. The words repeated in every voice I knew, including my own and even the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's.

Even covering my ears did not help. The words dug into my mind, hammering the command into my brain. My head ached as if it would explode.

It was this intense even with the Heavenly Demon Defense Art activated. An ordinary person would have already fallen for his hypnotic art.

I looked around.

In the pitch-black darkness, I saw a distant, bluish light. I instinctively knew it was the way to break the hypnotic art, so I walked toward it.

The light grew larger as I approached, until it was big enough to pass through. I walked into it without hesitation.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme stood outside, staring at me with a shocked expression.

"How did you open your eyes on your own?"

Walking out of the light was, in reality, me opening my eyes.

"You shouldn't be able to open your eyes until the hypnotic art ends."

"I guess I've grown fond of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. I didn't want to kill him."

Again, my surroundings spun. An intense light flew at me, and I was back in the darkness.

[Kill the Blood Heaven Blade Demon!]

This hypnotic art was more powerful, infused with more inner arts. If the first was a small hammer to my brain, this one was a large one.

But the bluish light was still there, and I escaped through it. My head still spun as if it would crack open, showing just how powerful the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's hypnotic art was.

"Why aren't you falling for the hypnotic art?"

"I told you. It's because of my strong bond with Elder Blade Demon."

"Nonsense!"

"You're getting anxious. That's not like you."

"Then I suppose I'll have to step in myself, since I have no such bonds."

The next moment, my surroundings darkened.

Something stirred in the blackness.

The floor rippled, and pitch-black shadows rose. They were chilling monsters with long, slit eyes and mouths, and elongated limbs.

The creatures, which seemed to have crawled from hell, lunged at me.

I cut them down with the Black Demon Sword.

Bluish dots of light appeared on the monsters' bodies. Some on the head, some on the stomach, others on the arm. The Bloodeye Holy Water showed me exactly how to break the evil art.

When I stabbed the light precisely, the creatures dissolved into clusters of white light and vanished. They were evil spirits that attacked relentlessly, only dying if their vital point was struck. Superior martial arts alone could not stop this enemy.

After I cut down all the monsters, the darkness brightened. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme stood there with a grave expression.

He said nothing and unleashed his next evil art.

The world darkened and brightened again. I was startled to find myself standing on a large log in the middle of the ocean.

The seawater was real. It was an illusion created by manipulating the mind, but it was a real sea where one could die.

Then I heard a distant wave.

I turned and saw something rushing toward me. To my astonishment, it was a giant tsunami.

SWOOOOOSH!

It was the fury of mother nature, something human strength could not stop.

I now saw why the orthodox sects considered him their most troublesome opponent. How could a mere human overcome such a grand illusion?

The approaching tsunami was as high as a cliff, its peak a distant blur.

But I saw no way to break the art on the tsunami itself.

With nowhere to escape, the wave swept me away.

A tremendous impact crushed me, and I was submerged. If not for the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, the shock would have knocked me unconscious.

The water tossed me about, regardless of my will.

How much time had passed?

"PUAH!"

I pushed my face out of the water and exhaled the breath I had been holding.

Just as I thought I could breathe, another tsunami rushed in from the distance. If this repeated, any master would eventually die of exhaustion. I had to find the way out before that happened.

I scanned my surroundings, then dived into the pitch-black sea to search for a bluish light.

The second tsunami swept me away. I minimized the impact with the Heavenly Demon Defense Art and poked my head out of the water again. A vast, open sea stretched out in every direction.

Searching this wide ocean for the solution seemed nearly impossible.

Where could it be? There were no seagulls or rocky islands, just seawater and me in this vast ocean.

There has to be something for me to find.

Then, a thought flashed through my mind. There was one other thing.

Could it be?

I launched myself from the water, kicking off the surface to fly up and search, but I could not find it and was swept away by the third tsunami.

Before the fourth tsunami arrived, I flew above the sea again, searching desperately. Finally, I found it.

Please! Let this be it!

I found the log I had been standing on when I first entered this place.

I turned the log over and saw a bluish light shining from underneath.

The Bloodeye Holy Water had always shown me the solution quickly and accurately, but this time it was hidden in plain sight. It made sense that the one thing protecting me was the key.

Or perhaps the light was originally on top, but the waves had turned the log over.

Just before the fourth tsunami hit, I slashed the log with the Black Demon Sword.

At that moment!

The rushing tsunami vanished as if it were a lie, and the sea disappeared with it.

It must have been his trump card, but the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme showed no despair.

A new space immediately unfolded. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was pouring out all his ultimate killing techniques.

About thirty mirrors stood around me.

My life was contained within the mirrors.

One mirror showed me as a child, another as I am now, another in middle age, and one even as an old man. The mirrors showed my entire life in three or four-year intervals.

I walked slowly, looking at myself in the mirrors. Most showed ages I had experienced before my regression, but some showed ages I had never lived. The me in the last mirror was so old I could hardly recognize myself.

I was on the verge of death.

I asked the me in the mirror.

"What do you regret so much?"

The me in the mirror was withered and shriveled. He lay alone in a large room, staring vacantly at the ceiling. No one was with me at my death. It was a lonely and desolate end.

This is not my future. It is an illusion created by the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. A short-tempered person might have smashed this mirror, which would have likely worsened the situation.

I reached out and slowly caressed the old man in the mirror.

"You lived with so much blood on your hands, yet you hoped for a happy death? That's greedy, Mugeuk. If you killed Hwa Mugi and saved the people who needed saving, a death like this is fine."

I comforted myself. What would my actual death be like? Would I die alone and lonely? Or would I die smiling, comforting those I leave behind?

"It's okay. Go in peace. I know you."

I caressed the me in the mirror, but perhaps I was comforting my current self, telling myself that it was okay and that I was doing well.

I returned to the front and stood before a mirror showing my younger self. It showed my appearance a few years in the future, and a bluish light swirled around it.

"Well then, shall we get out of here?"

"......"

I swung the Black Demon Sword and shattered the mirror.

Beyond the shattered mirror, I saw the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's shocked face.

"How did you know it was this mirror?"

Of the dozens of mirrors, only one was the exit.

"If you break the wrong one, the mirrors double. Break another wrong one, and they double again. You can never escape."

"I'm lucky."

"You got out because you were lucky? You can't break this with luck!"

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's expression was rigid. His surprise had turned to shock. As his attacks failed one after another, he reached a single conclusion.

He asked in a trembling voice.

"Did you really learn the Nine Calamities Demonic Art?"

Before I could answer, he concluded it was true.

"That crazy Cult Leader! He already chose a successor behind our backs?"

He misunderstood, but he had no choice. There was only one reason his evil arts would not work.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme burst out in anger.

"Damn it! Using his own son as a knife to kill me? That filthy bastard! The Cult Leader never shows his true intentions. He's always backstabbing people."

"Wait. Let's get one thing straight. Besides this, when else has Father backstabbed anyone?"

"What?"

"You said he always backstabs people. Tell me about the other times."

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme could not say a word.

"Father said you were the person the orthodox sects feared most. That means he holds you in high regard. Would he backstab someone like you? I don't think so."

"What are you trying to say?"

"Don't speak carelessly just because you're angry. Father hesitated to kill you until the very end. I might even lose points for this."

"Then why are you doing this?"

"I thought about it carefully. I was farming, doing business, and attending academies. Just living a normal, good life. Then one day, I'm dragged away for no reason to have my heart torn out for a mountain keep? Wouldn't that be incredibly unfair?"

"Life is unfair. If you think it's unfair, become a master."

"Today, you can have all that unfairness for yourself."

Even under the misunderstanding that I had learned the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was not discouraged.

"You said you investigated me? Fine, you investigated well. I'm a man who has lived with a fervent desire for a long life. Did you think I wouldn't anticipate a day like this? A day when the Cult Leader would betray me and try to kill me?"

He still believed my father had orchestrated this.

"Do you know why I fell for the Great Mind Control Technique? Just to gain a little inner arts?"

"It wasn't?"

"Of course not."

A black, smoke-like energy rose around the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's body.

"You said I became a monster? Have you even seen a real monster?"

He began to change within the black energy, a literal transformation. His body grew larger and his skin turned black. Pure white light flowed from his two long, slit eyes, and his ears jutted out like a demon's. Through his chest, a large, red heart beat and pulsed.

Was it an illusion, or was it real?

The transformed him projected a completely different aura. It was cold and solid. I grew tense. This demonic art was a killing move prepared to counter the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. That meant it was powerful.

"I'll rip your precious Nine Calamities Demonic Art to shreds!"

The demonic qi he unleashed swept through the surroundings. It was not just demonic qi, but pitch-black demonic qi.


Chapter 56: Live a Long Life Next Time

The Pitch Black Demonic Art was a forbidden demonic art.

It was far more tyrannical and powerful than ordinary demonic arts, but its side effects were equally great. Most who learned it were consumed, falling into qi deviation and killing indiscriminately until their own end. For this reason, the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult strictly forbade learning the Pitch Black Demonic Art.

Pitch black demonic qi was the energy that emerged from this art. Its power was immense, so I tried to break my opponent's momentum from the start.

"What kind of trash did you learn?"

"Let's see if you can still say that when you're buried in that trash and dying."

"I came to kill you for nothing. You would've died from the side effects of the Pitch Black Demonic Art even if I'd left you alone."

"I won't die from any side effects. I suppressed them with the inner arts I gained from the Great Mind Control Technique."

I sensed this wouldn't be an easy fight and drew the Black Demon Sword.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme extended his hand, and black energy coiled around it. The energy dissipated, revealing a black sword. It was clearly no ordinary weapon.

"I'll kill you, and one day, I'll kill your father with my own hands and take his place."

"You're too much of a coward for that. You'll just cling to your life, hiding your ambition forever."

In my past life, he never revealed he had learned the Pitch Black Demonic Art. He kept it as a hidden trump card to protect himself until the very end.

We were both furious. We imbued our swords with inner arts matching that fury.

Our swords met in mid-air.

"......"

An ear-splitting explosion erupted. Neither I nor the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme yielded an inch. In terms of inner arts, we were evenly matched. If he hadn't consumed his inner arts with his multiple soul-stealing techniques earlier, his transformed self would have overwhelmed me. This was the power of the Pitch Black Demonic Art.

I immediately countered with the Soaring Sky Sword Art. He was an enemy I had to face with my best technique.

I unleashed the First Technique, the Equal Sky Strike.

SHWIIIIK!

A single streak of sword light bisected the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. Just as a perfect line was drawn, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, who should have been cut at the waist, shot upward and swung his sword. He shouted in a deep voice!

"Human Annihilation!"

His sword moved as fast as light. Six sword lines appeared and vanished where I had stood.

If I hadn't used the Vanishing Step to evade, I would have been sliced into six pieces.

"Ghost Annihilation!"

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme gave me no opening. A second technique, stronger and faster than the last, flew at me.

This time, the space where I had stood was torn into twelve pieces. Twelve sword lines appearing and disappearing at once was a true spectacle.

I dodged again with the Vanishing Step, but it was a closer call.

Before he could launch his third technique, I unleashed the Soaring Sky Sword Art's Second Technique, the Erratic Sky Strike.

My sword shifted twelve times before the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme didn't evade. He parried each attack with his sword, sending sparks flying with every clash.

As the variations created by the Erratic Sky Strike grew, the white glow emanating from the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's eyes intensified. After parrying the final, twelfth variation, he immediately counterattacked.

"Annihilation!"

He unleashed his third technique, growing ever stronger, at the same time I unleashed the Soaring Sky Sword Art's Third Technique, the Dark Sky Strike.

Fortunately, I was not in the space being split into twenty-four pieces.

I had dodged, but the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had not.

CHWAAAAAK!

The Dark Sky Strike tore through the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's shoulder. No blood flowed from his body. His blackened skin was as tough as treasured armor. Relying on that toughness, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme continued his assault. His shout was consumed by a metallic sound!

"Ruin!"

Forty-eight sword lines brilliantly embroidered the air. The space his sword light occupied grew larger and larger.

It was powerful, but he had a single flaw. He lacked practical experience with this demonic art, so his attacks had a monotonous aspect. If I had been the one using those martial arts, I would never have been able to dodge.

I barely dodged and launched the Fourth Technique, the Burning Sky Strike, a projection of sword qi.

The sword qi flew at a terrifying speed and struck the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme with a thud. He staggered badly but righted himself. The part of him that should have been severed remained intact.

A trickle of black fluid flowed from the corner of his mouth, but he still looked solid.

"Second Young Lord, why aren't you using the Nine Calamities Demonic Art?"

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's voice had changed to a metallic tone, no longer sounding human. It meant he was synchronizing with the Pitch Black Demonic Art he had learned. At this rate, he would eventually be consumed by the demonic art. Such a powerful art always demanded a price.

He was still pushing himself, which put me in even greater danger.

"Because I think I can beat someone like you without using the Nine Calamities Demonic Art."

It was a deliberate provocation. In an intense battle, losing your composure means losing your life. This provocation had another aim.

"Your arrogance will ultimately lead you to death..."

The moment the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme began to speak, I unleashed the Soaring Sky Sword Art's fastest sword technique, the Fifth Technique, the Blue Sky Strike. It was a decisive attack meant to cut off an opponent's breath while they spoke.

The Blue Sky Strike precisely sliced his neck, but the neck wasn't severed. Only a stream of black fluid trickled out.

His neck wasn't cut even by the Blue Sky Strike?

"You've really become a monster."

At my words, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme surged toward me. He seemed to be exploding with rage, but his breathing was steady. The provocation hadn't worked.

We soared into the sky, each looking for an opening to unleash our ultimate techniques.

Our swords clashed endlessly as we ascended. We entwined and exchanged blows like two dragons coiling toward the heavens.

Invisible to the eye, only the sound of clashing swords and the gleam of their light filled the space. A place where the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, known only for using soul-stealing techniques, would hide such a demonic art as his final move... this was the murim.

At the end of the brilliant, chaotic battle, we separated. In that instant, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's eyes shone pure white.

Dangerous!

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme unleashed his final move. His shout erupted in a perfect metallic tone.

"Heaven Annihilation!"

I didn't dodge. His opportunity was my opportunity. We saw the same opening and aimed our swords at that gap.

I used the Hell Step and poured all my inner arts into the Soaring Sky Sword Art's Eighth Technique, the Sanzu River Strike.

SHWIIIIIIIIIIK!

CHWAAAAAAAAAAK!

Two lights intersected.

A brilliant sword light was drawn where I had been standing. The space was shattered into ninety-six pieces, and an entire plane was sliced away. It was a truly breathtaking spectacle.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme ignored the breathtaking spectacle he had created. He looked down at his own heart.

Red blood, not black fluid, flowed from the heart pierced by my Black Demon Sword. His enormous, vigorously beating heart was stopping.

"How... in the world?"

I spoke calmly to him as he stared in disbelief.

"Your heart was so big, it was easy to stab."

How could that be the reason? It was my way of saying he met his end today because of his greed in stealing innocent people's hearts.

Black smoke seeped from his body as his transformation broke.

The man who had been more monstrous than a monster changed back into an ordinary-looking person, the kind you could find anywhere in the Demon Village.

"...That wasn't the Nine Calamities Demonic Art?"

"It was a combination of the Hell Step and the Eighth Technique of the Soaring Sky Sword Art."

"The Hell Step?"

"The Hell Step from the Four Strides of the Wind God."

"How do you know the Four Strides of the Wind God?"

"It seems heaven arranged it so that I wouldn't die by your hand."

It wasn't an empty boast. Without the Four Strides of the Wind God, I would have died in today's fight. I realized with stark clarity that I must never let my guard down when facing a Demon Supreme.

Honestly, I was confident I would defeat him because I had the Bloodeye Holy Water.

But he possessed a hidden trump card. It was a perilous move that would have killed me without the Four Strides of the Wind God.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the Flower Sword Supreme, and the other Demon Supremes must all be hiding moves different from what they show.

Today, I became stronger.

I became stronger not because I killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, but because I will never be complacent again.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme slowly crumbled.

As he died, the space he had created began to crack.

Life faded from his black pupils. He looked up at me and spoke with difficulty.

"...If I'm reborn, I'll be sure to kill you then."

I didn't respond with a curse of my own.

"If you're reborn, live a long, long life next time. There are surely better ways than this."

His eyes wavered at my words. He tried to say something, but it never left his lips. It could have been a more vicious curse, or perhaps he was trying to convey his final regret.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's head drooped in death. At the same time, the world he had created vanished.

We were back where we had first intended to perform the Great Mind Control Technique.

Even in death, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme presented one last mystery.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was dead, sitting cross-legged on the spot. Though we had fought so madly, he had no external wounds, as if he had died from qi deviation. He had died in his own world, which he had loved so much.

I picked up the child from the altar and quietly left.


I bought good liquor and snacks and returned to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

I entrusted the child to Seo Daeryong, telling him to secretly find his parents. Since I told him the child was almost sacrificed for the great technique, the quick-witted and smart Seo Daeryong would handle it discreetly on his own.

"What took you so long? Did you really make the snacks yourself?"

"How'd you know?"

"What?"

"It took a while to make the snacks."

"What are you talking about? What kind of snacks were they?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked puzzled at the dishes I had bought.

"These aren't dishes that would take a long time."

I smiled and poured a drink for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Here, have a drink. The night's still young."

"Do you think an old man has the same stamina as you? If I stay up all night, I'll be groaning all day."

"You're still full of vigor, aren't you? Come on, let's drink to our hearts' content today."

"Second Young Lord, you seem to be in a good mood today."

"Yes, I am."

"Why's that?"

"I'm just happy to see you, Elder, after so long."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon gave me a look that said, What on earth are you up to?

But how could he know? In the time I was gone, I had killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

Meeting after a long time, we downed several glasses of liquor in a row. It felt like the first time I had drunk so refreshingly and cheerfully with him since we first met.

We talked about many things. We discussed the state of the murim, martial arts, and even Seo Daeryong and the Sword Supreme.

Others might find it surprising, but we were both talkative, so the topics never ran out.

"Do you know why I took a liking to that little rat?"

"Why's that?"

"On the first day, I asked him if he could lay down his life for you. He said he couldn't."

"That rascal. I'll have to scold him."

"I liked his honesty."

"Please tell Detective Seo that yourself. He'd probably like that."

"No need."

"Then I'll tell him next time. Someone has to do these things. A single word like that can change a person's life. Why are you looking at me like that?"

"You really take care of all sorts of people. At this rate, you'll be looking after the guy who shovels horse manure in the stables. Why don't you go give him a hand with the feed?"

"If I can, isn't that a good thing?"

"I've never met anyone like you in my entire life."

"Our Cult will be the same. It will become a Heavenly Demon Divine Cult that has never been seen before. Isn't it okay for our Cult to be like that for at least one generation?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared intently at me. His gaze was deep, and I couldn't tell what he was thinking.

"Second Young Lord."

"......"

"Pour me a drink."

I had poured his drink every time until now, but this time felt different.

I could feel it. This drink had a different meaning.

So I told him.

"I pour the first drink for my Left Envoy."

He could have called it nonsense, but he accepted the drink without a word. I filled his cup to the brim.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked down at the cup for a long time.

Then he drained it.

Perhaps, in that moment, he had truly resolved to follow me.

Of course, I could only guess. He was a truly unpredictable person.

Then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon suddenly remarked.

"Is the Left Envoy higher? Or the Right Envoy? If you're going to give me one, make it the higher one."

I stared at him blankly for a moment, then burst into laughter.

"Hahahaha."

We drank all night.

This is how human relationships are. Things can be great like this, and then one day, a single slip of the tongue can ruin everything. That's why you have to keep building. Until the relationship is so solid that one or two mistakes can't break it. Whether it's through drinking sessions or brawls, gifts or careful advice, or even insincere compliments. Whatever it is, you have to solidify it, build it, and build it again. Because I can make mistakes, and so can he.

"Seeing you today, you're quite handsome."

"You crazy bastard."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon lifted the Heaven Destroying Dao, reflecting our faces on its surface.

"Here, look clearly at my face and say that again."

"Hahaha."

"Why are you just laughing! Go on, say I'm handsome!"

"I see I shouldn't confess to a woman when I'm drunk."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon laughed, saying he'd caught a flatterer. I laughed with him.

Because the good fortune of gaining a truly loyal person is given, at the very least, to someone among those who make such an effort.


Chapter 57: Hoping Another Monster Doesn't Emerge

The next day, news of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's death struck the Cult.

While several people had died recently, the death of a Demon Supreme was a problem on an entirely different level. The Cult declared a state of emergency and began a full-scale investigation.

Our Sanzu River Hall went to investigate the incident. The matter was so grave that all Special Investigators and twenty executive martial artists traveled to the Western Illusion Sanctum.

His disciples and shamans formed a blockade in front of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's residence.

"You can't enter."

They absolutely refused to let us in. They were flustered and unsure how to handle the situation. Their plan was to block our entry until the other Demon Supremes made a decision.

I didn't bother clashing with them.

"Fine. Then at least let the Medical Elder in. The body needs to be preserved, and we have to determine the exact cause of death, don't we?"

The Medical Elder was a politically neutral figure whom everyone in the Cult trusted and respected, so they didn't refuse the proposal.

After a long, thorough examination, the Medical Elder emerged and spoke to me and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's disciples.

"It seems he died from severe damage to his heart and the blood vessels throughout his body, caused by excessively circulating his internal qi. There are no signs of an intruder or a struggle nearby, and he wasn't poisoned by any potent toxins. It appears he died from qi deviation."

The disciples sighed in despair at his words, while I was inwardly pleased.

Now that the Medical Elder had declared 'qi deviation', we could avoid the task of finding a culprit.

As we left the Western Illusion Sanctum to report to the Heavenly Demon Hall, Seo Daeryong asked cautiously.

"...It wasn't you, was it?"

"What wasn't me?"

"You know, that."

As if he didn't dare say it aloud, Seo Daeryong sent a telepathic message.

[Director, you didn't kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, did you?]

[Why? Do you think I killed him?]

[...You brought that child to me yesterday, didn't you? The one who was almost sacrificed to the Great Mind Control Technique.]

Was that all? Two months ago, when I left the Cult, he had mentioned the look in my eyes, the one that said I would make the impossible possible. Now, that impossibility has become a reality.

[Do you really want to know?]

[No, not at all! I'd rather not know. I'll head back first.]

Seo Daeryong turned and walked back toward the Sanzu River Hall.

I could see the Heavenly Demon Hall in the distance. I wondered how Father would react.


I walked slowly down the path of blood.

Father sat on his grand throne, as always. The Head Strategist, Sama Myeong, was with him today.

After I greeted them both, Sama Myeong asked me.

"Second Young Lord, how was your trip outside the Cult?"

"The work was just an excuse. I had a good time."

"You look much better for it."

"Strategist, you should also get some fresh air and slack off a bit instead of only working."

"The one day you decide to take a break after a lifetime of not doing so is usually the day the enemy attacks."

We both smiled at Sama Myeong's joke.

After this lighthearted banter, I reported on the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's death.

"The Medical Elder concluded it was qi deviation."

Father and Sama Myeong said nothing for a moment.

I could feel it. Neither of them believed the result.

What are the chances that someone of a Demon Supreme's caliber would suddenly die from qi deviation?

So I made the first move.

"It's hard to believe that someone like the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme would suffer from qi deviation. There's a possibility he was murdered."

"That possibility exists."

"The Sanzu River Hall will investigate the case."

"The Demon Supremes will step up to investigate this matter."

"We won't be doing it?"

"Traditionally, the Heavenly Demon Hall can't intervene in matters concerning the death of a Demon Supreme. We can only watch how things unfold."

"Well, if that's the case, I won't get involved. It's easier for us, which is good."

After we discussed a few more things about the incident, Sama Myeong excused himself.

Once Sama Myeong left, Father asked me point-blank.

"How did you kill him?"

"What do you mean?"

"I'm asking how you killed the Soul-Stealing Demon."

Father's emotion wasn't anger, but curiosity. He wasn't the type to hold any lingering attachment to the dead. He was probably thinking something like this.

How on earth did this bastard kill the Soul-Stealing Demon? And to have the cause of death be qi deviation, no less.

"I'd love to give you a cool answer right now, explaining exactly how I did it, but you're overestimating me. No matter how talented I am, I'm not great enough to make the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme die from qi deviation."

To be honest, I wanted to tell Father the truth.

However, there was no way for me to explain how I obtained the Bloodeye Holy Water. It was truly fortunate that the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's death was ruled as qi deviation.

If he had died in a fight instead of from qi deviation, they would have thoroughly analyzed the cause of death to find out who killed him. I would have had to bury the body somewhere. In any case, it would have been a much bigger headache than this.

"I was drinking with Elder Blade Demon all night yesterday. He can vouch for my whereabouts."

Father just scoffed.

"Did the two of you go and kill him together?"

"No. Absolutely not. Father, this is a punishment from the heavens. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was a monster who gouged out people's hearts with a mountain keep."

Father already believes I killed him anyway.

Nevertheless, there was another reason I didn't tell him the truth. It was a truth that would become a burden to him. He would be in a position where he'd have to turn a blind eye, knowing I had killed a Demon Supreme.

After looking down at me in silence for a moment, Father said abruptly.

"Now that the Soul-Stealing Demon is dead, the other Demon Supremes who have been quiet will start to move."

The Eight Demon Supremes are a community bound by life and death. The death of one is a threat to all. Just as Father suspected me, it was possible they would suspect me too.

I looked at Father and said calmly, "I just hope that another monster doesn't emerge in the process."


After leaving the Heavenly Demon Hall, I visited the Northern Heaven Sword Sect.

Sa Woojong greeted me.

"Welcome, Second Young Lord."

He faced me with a brighter expression than usual.

Sa Woojong, oh Sa Woojong. Do you know that, strictly speaking, you're the one who killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme?

If he hadn't drawn in the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, I never would have learned about the Great Mind Control Technique.

The person most surprised and flustered by this situation must be this very Sa Woojong. I was supposed to be the one who died, but instead, it was the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

He guided me to the front of the thatched hut, bowed politely, and turned to leave.

"Please, have your conversation."

He was definitely not a good person, but I couldn't punish him for dragging in the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

My plan is to pretend I don't know, keep an eye on him, and use him if an opportunity arises.

"Welcome, Second Young Lord."

The Flower Sword Supreme, who once tended her flower garden without even looking back at me, now greeted me warmly.

"Have you been well?"

"I heard you left the Cult. Did you have a good trip?"

"Yes. I just got some fresh air and came back."

"Second Young Lord, you improve by leaps and bounds every time I see you."

"Do I seem different to you?"

Was it because of our three-day duel? She was certainly sensitive to changes in me.

"Enough to make me want to challenge you to a duel right this instant."

"Let's arrange for one soon."

"Excellent. You're welcome anytime."

I held out what I had brought for her.

"It's a small gift, but it's for you, Senior."

I had brought seeds that were difficult to find in this region.

"I brought them because I heard they grow into fragrant flowers."

"Oh, this is the first time in my life I've received seeds as a gift."

"It's my first time giving them."

"Thank you. I'll take good care of them. Now, come inside for a cup of tea."

I entered her house for the first time. The place was decorated in a Dan Ah style and smelled pleasant.

"Your home is cozy and nice."

"Nice? It's just a place where an old woman lives alone. There's nothing special about it."

"Old? Why don't you try walking down the streets of Hangzhou with me? I bet men would be hitting on you, asking you to drink with them every ten steps."

"What nonsense!" she said, waving her hands dismissively, but she couldn't hide her smile. She was more susceptible to this kind of compliment than praise for her excellent swordsmanship.

"Let's go sometime. With Elder Blade Demon, too."

At the mention of the Blade Demon, her expression hardened slightly. She was still on bad terms with the Blade Demon. She just tried not to show it because I was in the middle. Reconciling her with the Blade Demon was still no easy task.

She smoothly changed the subject.

"Did you hear the news that the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme is dead?"

"Yes, I heard."

"Were you... involved in his death?" she asked, staring at me intently.

In that moment, her gaze was cold. Separate from her goodwill toward me, the death of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was something that put the other Demon Supremes on edge.

The principle that if one falls, all could fall was their long-standing survival rule.

"The Medical Elder concluded that he died from qi deviation."

"Not a single Demon Supreme will believe that."

"Still, it wasn't me."

The Flower Sword Supreme withdrew her suspicious gaze at my firm words, but I couldn't tell if she had also withdrawn it in her heart.

"Why did you think it was me?"

It was probably because of our duel. She knew my skills were on par with her spirit possession.

"Because the lake is rippling from the waves you've created. Ah, but you said you prefer not a lake, but a stormy sea, didn't you? The moment you stepped in, the once-calm lake had already turned into a sea. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was the first to drown in that sea."

"I'm the one fishing in that sea. I don't push people in to drown."

"That must be right. Since you've already caught the Blade Demon."

"Would it be difficult to catch you, Senior?"

"It might be possible if you release the fish you've already caught. I have no desire to enter a net that the Blade Demon is already trapped in."

I smiled faintly, but she did not.

"You never know with people. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was so careful and protective of himself... to think he'd be the first to die like this."

"The Western Illusion Sanctum will be in chaos for a while."

"A fight for succession will break out."

When a Demon Supreme dies, a successor takes their place. To become the successor, one must be acknowledged by four of the seven remaining Demon Supremes.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had five disciples. Since he died before officially naming a successor, the most outstanding of the five will succeed him.

"Who do you support?"

"Why are you curious about that?"

"Wouldn't it be better if one of our people took over?"

"Our people?"

"Yes, our people. Us, the duel friends."

I made my move before she could think of the Blade Demon.

The phrase 'duel friends' must have amused her, because she finally smiled faintly.

"I can share a purpose with a duel friend."

After talking with her for a bit longer, I bid her farewell.

"I'll be taking my leave for today."

"Thank you for coming despite your busy schedule."

The Flower Sword Supreme followed me out to the yard.

"Second Young Lord. When you fish, some fish are easy to catch, while others put up a tense fight in the water, but be careful. Some fish might leap out and attack the fisherman, or even capsize the boat."

In short, she was telling me to be wary of the other members of the Eight Demon Supremes, aside from the Blade Demon and herself.

"Thank you for your concern."

"And don't forget, I'm not a caught fish yet."

"The fact that you're giving me this advice means you're already halfway caught, doesn't it?"

The Flower Sword Supreme didn't seem too displeased at being told she was halfway caught. Perhaps she acknowledged that it was about right.

"Then, please take care until we meet again."

After leaving the hut and walking a short distance, I looked back and saw her in the yard, planting the seeds I had given her in the soil. It felt like just yesterday that she was glaring at me menacingly, yet our relationship had already become like this.

She was right. You really never know with people.

Just as Father and the Flower Sword Supreme had warned, the seven Demon Supremes held a meeting that very day.

It was a special meeting arranged because of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's death. Since only the Demon Supremes attended, not even Father knew what they discussed.

On the night of the meeting, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon came to see me. His expression was not good.

"Got any alcohol?"


Chapter 58: Don't Kill Anyone For Now

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sat down and immediately looked for a drink. I brought out my alcohol and poured him a full glass.

"Did something unpleasant happen?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon downed several glasses in a row before revealing why he was angry.

"Those damn idiots were openly ostracizing me."

"Hahaha."

"I wasn't trying to be funny."

"My apologies. I just never imagined a Demon Supreme could get ostracized."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's glare intensified, showing it was no joke.

"I'm sorry. How exactly did they ostracize you?"

"No one would talk to me."

"Isn't that usually the case?"

"Well, they don't talk to me much, but it wasn't like today. I wouldn't have been this angry if they had just confronted me openly."

"Confronted you about what?"

"About you, that's what!"

"Huh? Me?"

"They suspect you conspired with me to kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. That's why they're shunning me."

"Did we do that?"

"We didn't."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at me with cold eyes.

"You must have done it. You killed him, didn't you?"

"Why does everyone suspect me?"

"Because you're the one with the most blood on your hands these days. Is there any rule that says the Soul-Stealing Demon's blood can't be on those hands? It was you, wasn't it?"

Instead of answering, I met the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze. He must have read the truth in my eyes, the fact that I had killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

"Why are you telling me the truth?"

"I haven't said a word."

"Right, you didn't say it. You said it with your eyes."

I could have denied it if I wanted to. I didn't for two reasons.

First, I wanted to create tension between us. We were close, but he and I would eventually be bound as Liege and subordinate. I intended to show him that he should simply trust and follow me, without any other thoughts. A moderate amount of tension helps reduce mistakes.

Second, I trusted him. I wanted to tell him the truth, and I believed no problems would arise from it.

"You really trust me."

"If I didn't trust you, I wouldn't have made you the Left Envoy, Elder."

"Before I'm the Left Envoy, I'm one of the Eight Demon Supremes."

"You may be one of the Eight Demon Supremes, but you are my Left Envoy."

"If you trust people this easily, you'll get stabbed in the back one day."

"I didn't trust you easily. Think about everything that has happened between us, Elder."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked abruptly.

"Aren't you scared?"

"Of what?"

"Of making an enemy of the Eight Demon Supremes."

"To be precise, it's four Demon Supremes."

"Four Demon Supremes?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at me blankly for a moment, then slammed his cup on the table and shot to his feet.

"What? When did you kill three more? Who did you kill?"

I quickly replied to his roar.

"Calm down, that's not what I meant."

I was surprised for a moment that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had thought that.

Just how highly does this man think of me?

"Then what do you mean by four Demon Supremes?"

"Please, listen to my calculation. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme is dead, so now there are seven Demon Supremes, right? If we exclude you, Elder, that's six. The Sword Supreme is only halfway on my side, so that makes it five and a half. Let's say for now that five and a half Demon Supremes are my enemies. In this situation, you and the Sword Supreme, Senior, aren't just going to sit around and do nothing, are you? If the two of you team up to handle one and a half of them, that leaves exactly four Demon Supremes. That's why I said my opponents are four Demon Supremes. In fact, it could be even fewer. If just two more of the seven Demon Supremes join hands with me, I only have to deal with two. Easy, right?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at me, his expression more dumbfounded than I had ever seen.

"Alright, I'm well aware of what a madman you are, so I'll let that slide, but there's one thing you haven't considered."

"What is it?"

"Neither I nor the Sword Supreme will ever fight against the other Demon Supremes."

I knew that. It was an ironclad rule among the Demon Supremes, passed down for a very long time.

"I know. I'll do the fighting. You just have to not betray me."

"Betrayal isn't something a person does. The situation does it. So you shouldn't trust me."

"Yes, I won't create a situation where I can be betrayed. So please help me, Elder."

I treated the Blood Heaven Blade Demon with trust. I believed it was the best way to make him my man.

After drinking, he blurted out.

"One wrong move and you're dead, you bastard!"

My heart stirred at that moment. I felt his sincere worry in the angry outburst.

"Yes, I'll be careful."

We drank in silence. I refilled our cups when they emptied, and we drank again. As the bottle neared its end, he told me one more thing.

I had said before that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was more emotional than I was. He had denied it, but he was clearly an emotional person. Otherwise, he wouldn't be telling me this now.

"The Demon Supremes have summoned someone to investigate this incident."

"Who is it?"

He spoke an unexpected name.

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader."

I was startled. Of all people, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader? The same Heavenly Wind Cult where I got the Echoing Thunder Bell and the Bloodeye Holy Water.

"Why the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader?"

"The evil arts of Seop the Chaos Demon are based on the Blood Cult's demonic art. As you know, the Blood Cult was the predecessor of the Heavenly Wind Cult. They believe the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader can determine the exact cause of death by examining the corpse of Seop the Chaos Demon."

"I heard the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader never leaves his throne."

"He will definitely come."

"What makes you so sure?"

"Because they'll make him come one way or another. Don't underestimate the power of the Eight Demon Supremes. They'll get the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader here somehow, whether by threats, treasures, or any other means."

This would have been impossible back in the days of the Blood Cult. We fought several wars with them and could not coexist.

However, the relationship changed when it became the Heavenly Wind Cult. The Eight Demon Supremes joined hands with them, and the Heavenly Wind Cult became a sort of ally.

"What about the sacred artifact of the Heavenly Wind Cult?"

"He'll figure it out. If he's really that anxious, he'll probably pack it all up and bring it with him."

"Wouldn't it be better to just send the corpse there?"

We could preserve the body to prevent decay and send it by carriage.

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's visit isn't just for the autopsy."

"Is there another reason?"

"There are three more reasons. First, they want to show their determination to find the culprit. They intend to show our Cult, the Murim Alliance, and the Evil Alliance that the Eight Demon Supremes must never be touched. This is the most important objective."

"So they're making a show of mobilizing even the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader to prove they'll always avenge a Demon Supreme."

"That's right."

"And the second reason?"

"It's because of the Cult Leader."

"Father?"

"It's a message for the Cult Leader. They're showing off that the alliance between the Heavenly Wind Cult and the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult exists because of the Eight Demon Supremes, not the Cult Leader."

The Eight Demon Supremes constantly kept my father in check. Perhaps that conflict was why my father brought me into this.

"And the third reason?"

"......"

"Me?"

"If you killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader will definitely find out. He'll figure you out as a person and discover the method you used to kill him."

He was right. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader might even discover that I had put the Bloodeye Holy Water in my eyes.

I had to hide the fact that I killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme at all costs. If it was revealed, the revenge from the Eight Demon Supremes would be a secondary problem. I would be unable to become the successor due to their desperate opposition.

"But will you be alright?"

"Me? Why me?"

"You've become my accomplice, haven't you? Since you drank with me all night, they might think you were with me."

"I might have dozed off for a bit while drinking."

I laughed quietly at his words. He would use that as an excuse if things went south.

"Who among the Eight Demon Supremes went to get him?"

"How did you know one of the Eight Demon Supremes went?"

"Naturally, someone important would have gone. Wouldn't it be normal for all of them to go in this situation?"

"The Demonic Buddha went."

The Demonic Buddha, one of the Eight Demon Supremes, was close friends with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. Sending him showed their determination to bring the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader here no matter what.

I smiled and asked the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Should I chase after and kill the Demonic Buddha? Or should I kill the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader as he departs? Or... should I kill them both?"

"If you did that, a war would break out with the Outer Regions Murim. If we're divided, those bastards from the Murim Alliance will suddenly start shouting for the Demonic Cult's downfall, and the Evil Alliance will be looking for scraps with bloodshot eyes."

"Why don't you and I get drenched in blood together?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stood up.

"If you want to die, die alone."

"Weren't we supposed to live and die together as one, Elder?"

"Second Young Lord, from the moment we're born, our lives are our own to save. I'm leaving."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon left my room.

I drained the last of the alcohol.

So the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader is coming, is he?


The next morning, my father summoned me to the Heavenly Demon Hall. When I arrived, he was not on the grand throne but standing by the window.

"You called for me, Father."

"Come here."

I slowly climbed the stairs and walked to my father's side.

"I heard the Western Illusion Sanctum is already in an uproar."

"Would ghosts be any different? A power struggle must be starting."

The Western Illusion Sanctum was in chaos after losing its master overnight.

There was no sorrow in that chaos. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had always been lost in his own world, so no one mourned his death. The shamans only focused on who would become the next Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

"Go out for a while."

"Where do you mean?"

"Isn't it about time you took a tour of the Sanzu River Hall Branch in the Central Plains?"

I knew what this meant. Father also knew the Eight Demon Supremes had summoned the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. He was trying to send me away out of concern.

"Please reconsider sending me away."

"......"

"The Eight Demon Supremes have summoned the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader to investigate the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's death."

As expected, my father wasn't surprised at all. He already knew. It occurred to me that one of the Demon Supremes might be my father's pawn. Or perhaps a skilled spy was feeding him accurate information on their movements.

"If I leave the cult at a time like this, they'll suspect me."

"They already suspect you. That's why they called the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader is not an easy man to deal with. I don't know what method you used to kill the Soul-Stealing Demon, but he will definitely uncover that it was you."

"It wasn't me, Father. Couldn't the Murim Alliance have sent an assassin?"

"That would mean they want a war with us, and they're far from ready for one right now."

The Murim Alliance and our cult knew each other inside and out. If a war were to break out, we would detect signs of it at least three days in advance, no matter how secretly it was planned.

"Are you truly confident you can get through this unscathed?"

"......"

"Where does that confidence come from?"

He had asked me the same question before. I gave the same answer, just in a different way.

"If you were me, Father, would you have left the cult?"

"No."

"I am your son."

"Yes, you are my son, not me."

"But I can at least imitate you. If I'm imitating you, Father, then imitation alone is enough."

Father realized he could not break my will.

"Fine. Then keep one thing in mind."

I thought he was going to tell me to be careful. I was sure of it.

Father turned and walked away.

"You must not kill the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader."

I understood in that moment.

"No way. You weren't worried about me all this time, but about the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader?"

Father strode out and added.

"No other Demon Supreme either! Don't kill anyone for now."

"I told you I didn't kill anyone!"

I denied it to the end, but my father had already closed the door and left.

I slowly descended the stairs, walked down the path of blood, and left the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Kill the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader? I know so much about the Heavenly Wind Cult and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. To me, he's as welcome as a treasure trove. However, if he comes all this way to pressure me... he'll become an even more welcome person to me.


Chapter 59: Sometimes the Shell Matters More Than the Core

I knew two ways to avoid getting caught for using the Bloodeye Holy Water.

The first was Body Reformation. This method changed the body so completely that no one could tell the Bloodeye Holy Water had been used. It was as difficult as mastering the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, so I couldn't consider it.

The second method was to change only my eyes.

Can eyes be changed?

Yes. One person in this era could change my eyes. He was even in our Cult. The only problem was whether he would grant my request.

The man I sought greeted me, reeking of blood.

"Second Young Lord, welcome."

"Have you been well, Elder Demonic Physician?"

That person was the Demonic Physician. The blood on his clothes came from a patient.

"I'm always the same."

"Please don't overwork yourself. You look tired."

"Thank you for your concern."

I hadn't interacted much with the Demonic Physician before, but we met several times for work after I became the Sanzu Hall Director and built a friendly relationship.

"I came to see you to give you a medicinal herb I happened to come across."

I handed him the prepared gift. It was a rare herb I had bought from outside the Cult at a high price, not something found in the medical hall.

"Oh, such a precious herb. Thank you."

"It's nothing."

"Here, have some tea."

"......"

The Demonic Physician and I had tea.

After some small talk, he asked casually, "It seems you came to see me for a reason?"

"That's right. I actually came to ask for a favor."

"Speak."

"You're a busy man, so I won't beat around the bush. Please perform the Divine Eye Technique on me."

The Demonic Physician looked startled for a moment.

The Divine Eye Technique was a procedure that enhanced a martial artist's eyes. It dramatically improved normal vision and dynamic visual acuity. The eyes also became resistant to external influences. Light, darkness, water, or smoke, no environment could affect them.

As the name suggested, it was like being reborn with new eyes. Its effects were so outstanding that it earned the name Divine Eye Technique.

If I underwent the procedure, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader couldn't tell I had used the Bloodeye Holy Water, even if he examined my eyes. Unfortunately, the Divine Eye Technique was known as a long-lost secret art.

The Demonic Physician's expression turned grim.

"How did you know that I could perform the Divine Eye Technique?"

The Demonic Physician didn't feign ignorance, since I couldn't have said it by chance. He was curious how I knew.

I only learned that the Demonic Physician knew the Divine Eye Technique far in the future.

The Demonic Physician was already dead when I returned to the Cult for materials for the grand technique. His head disciple, Ho Baek, had become the Divine Physician, and I learned everything from him.

Ho Baek had offered the Divine Eye Technique to Ju Baekdo, the Cult Leader at the time. That incident revealed that the Demonic Physician had passed the technique and its ingredients to his disciple, Ho Baek.

I didn't say who told me. By staying silent, I knew the Demonic Physician would think of one person.

"Ah!"

His expression grew cautious. He would assume my father told me. There was a reason for this assumption.

According to Ho Baek's recollection, my father had refused the Demonic Physician's offer of the Divine Eye Technique. Because of that, the materials were passed down to Ho Baek, allowing him to perform it on the Cult Leader of that time. Ho Baek recalled that it was all thanks to the Master.

This was why the Demonic Physician would grant my request.

Even though my father refused the procedure, the Demonic Physician would interpret him telling me about it as a sign that I should receive it.

"Are you aware that the fruit of the Heavenly Antivenom Silk, one of the ingredients needed for the Divine Eye Technique, is extremely difficult to obtain, and thus the Divine Eye Technique can only be performed once in a generation?"

"Yes, I am."

"You still want it, knowing that?"

"I do."

The Demonic Physician fell into deep thought. I gave him time. I waited, quietly sipping my tea, until the Demonic Physician finally spoke.

"If I perform the Divine Eye Technique for you, Second Young Lord, what will you do for me?"

"Right now, I have nothing to give you, but..." I looked at the Demonic Physician, my eyes filled with conviction, and said. "I will become the Cult Leader."

"!"

"When I become the Cult Leader, I can grant you anything you desire."

The Demonic Physician's gaze wavered. I knew what he wanted.

He had desired it until his death, but my father never permitted it. That was why my father refused the Divine Eye Technique. If he had accepted it, he would have had to grant the Demonic Physician's request.

Unlike my father, however, I had no intention of refusing. I planned to grant the Demonic Physician's request.

"You'll grant it, no matter what it is?"

"Yes, but only one thing."

"One request is enough."

"I promise."

Now, the Demonic Physician had one last thing to decide.

"Are you confident you can become the successor?"

"I am." This time, I asked, "What do you think, Elder? Do you think I'll become the successor?"

The Demonic Physician must have been paying attention, given my recent actions.

"I believe your abilities are sufficient. They might even be more than enough. However... your eyes are too clear. I'm not sure if you're truly suited to be the Cult Leader."

"That's even better."

"What do you mean?"

"Please hide these clear eyes with the Divine Eye Technique. Make them into new eyes."

I said it jokingly, but the Demonic Physician didn't laugh. He faced the choice of a lifetime and knew it would determine his fate.

"It's an important decision, so please consider it carefully and contact me."

I stood up.

"Second Young Lord, let me ask one last thing."

"......"

"When you become the Cult Leader, how will you deal with the Murim Alliance?"

"That'll depend on the situation, but one thing is certain. Whether they're from orthodox or unorthodox sects, an individual or an organization, a man or a woman, if I judge them to be absolute evil, I will eliminate them."

I knew it was the perfect answer for him, so I left with a comfortable heart.


Three days later, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon visited the medical hall.

The Demonic Physician sat blankly in his consultation room. The worries of the past few days showed as fatigue on his face.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon entered the room and said, "Is it your time to die? Why are you doing something you never do?"

The Demonic Physician had secretly sent for him. That was why the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had come so quietly at this late hour.

"Our time to die isn't far off."

"Cut the unlucky talk. Or stop using the word 'our'."

"Why do you have so many lingering attachments to this world?"

"The ones who claim to have no attachments are the ones with more hell inside."

Few people knew the two were such close friends.

"What is it? Since you called me, are you tired of saving people now? Should we go kill some people together?"

The Demonic Physician smiled faintly. He got along surprisingly well with the unfiltered Blood Heaven Blade Demon. The saying that opposites attract made sense when considering his relationship with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He had even thought about wanting to live like the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, saying whatever he wanted.

"I called you because I wanted to ask something."

"What is it?"

"Why did you choose the Second Young Lord?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared intently at the Demonic Physician for a moment, then burst out laughing.

"That kid really gets his hands into everything. To think he's even dragging a scholar from the medical hall onto the battlefield. Why are you asking, anyway?"

The Demonic Physician paused before answering. "Just as you said, it seems I've grown tired of saving people."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon laughed heartily, but the Demonic Physician's expression remained serious.

"Why the Second Young Lord?"

"Why? I chose him because it looks like he'll become the Cult Leader."

The Demonic Physician nodded. He misunderstood and thought the Cult Leader had told Geom Mugeuk about his Divine Eye Technique.

Based on that, the Second Young Lord's chances of becoming the successor seemed high.

But the Demonic Physician needed more. He was at a crossroads, deciding whether to use this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. His lifelong wish depended on it.

"So what's the reason?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's honest answer was simple.

Somehow, I got swept up by the kid. When I came to my senses, I was putting the Celestial Elixir in his mouth.

He couldn't bring himself to say that.

"The Second Young Lord said something. That in his demonic way, he doesn't break tables at an inn. That's why I chose him."

the Demonic Physician stared blankly at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He hadn't expected such an absurd answer, but strangely, he felt he understood the sentiment behind it. He understood both Geom Mugeuk's heart and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's.

"Well, it's about time you stopped breaking them."

The Demonic Physician stood up.

"Where are you going? You called me here, we should have a drink."

"Next time. I'll treat you then."

"What 'next time'? There is no next time for old men like us. Treat me today!"

But the Demonic Physician had already left.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon watched him go and let out a dry laugh.

"He's so diligent, he won't die easily."

Of course, he wasn't talking about the Demonic Physician. He was talking about Geom Mugeuk.


I opened my eyes in the middle of my sleep.

The Heavenly Demon Defense Art had alerted me to a visitor.

I got out of bed, strapped on my sword, and went outside. the Demonic Physician stood in the courtyard.

"Elder, you've come?"

"I didn't emit any demonic qi. How did you know I was here?"

"I was sleeping and my eyes just opened. As if it were destiny."

I deliberately used the cliché word 'destiny' because it worked so well on older people. At their age, many things were hard to sort out unless one simply called it fate.

"I've spent my entire life saving people."

"That's a noble thing."

The Demonic Physician shook his head. "I'm not a self-sacrificing person. I saved people because I want to kill one person."

"What do you mean?"

I asked as if I didn't know, but I already knew. It was the same reason the Demonic Physician had joined our Cult because of the God of War.

"For a physician to kill someone is to go against heaven's will. That's why. I tried to save one more person to wash away even a little of that sin."

After a long sigh, the Demonic Physician asked. "When you become the Cult Leader, will you kill that person for me?"

"......"

"Why don't you ask who it is?"

"If it's someone the Elder wants to kill, he must be a villain. I trust you, Elder."

"How do you know what's inside me?"

"I believe there are times when the shell is more important than the core. The shell of 'the Demonic Physician' isn't one that can be easily obtained. I trust the effort it took to create that name."

Of course, my trust wasn't based on that alone. I trusted him because I knew everything about him, from his life and death to the person he wanted to kill. If I didn't, I would never entrust my eyes to him.

"Killing him won't be easy. If it goes wrong, many people could get caught up and die. That's why my wish is to kill only him, without any other sacrifices. Can you promise that?"

This must be why my father refused. To grant his request, my father would have had to act personally. The position of the Heavenly Demon was too heavy to move for one individual's grudge.

"I'll become stronger and kill only him, without any unnecessary sacrifices."

"Will you promise me?"

"......"

"Even if I die first, will you keep this promise?"

"I promise. When I thrust my sword into his heart, I'll whisper to him that it's the sword sent by Elder Demonic Physician."

A smile formed on the Demonic Physician's lips. He seemed to feel good just thinking about it.

Finally, the Demonic Physician made his decision.

"Very well, I'll perform the Divine Eye Technique on you."

"Thank you so much."

I bowed deeply to show my respect.

"Save your thanks for after the procedure is finished. Now, let's go."

"You're going to do it now?"

"When you've made up your mind, you should act immediately. Who knows how I'll feel tomorrow? Why? You don't want to?"

"Of course not. Let's go."

I followed the Demonic Physician as he strode forward.

As I followed, I looked around carefully. This was the last time I would see the world with these eyes.


Chapter 60: I Have Many Tails Left to Show

The Demonic Physician did not take me to the infirmary. He led me to his own residence, where a secret chamber for important procedures waited in the basement.

The display cabinets lining the walls held all sorts of medicinal bottles and herbs with unknown contents. Even I, an expert on medicinal herbs, saw many for the first time.

"Since this is a dangerous procedure, there's much to prepare," the Demonic Physician said.

"Please take your time."

"What will you do if it fails? You could go blind."

I knew he was testing my resolve. Failing the Divine Eye Technique would not cause blindness. If the procedure carried such a risk, the Demonic Physician would never have dared to offer it to the Heavenly Demon.

"If I'm a patient that even the Demonic Physician fails on, it must be because my fate is wretched," I replied.

The Demonic Physician laughed quietly at my show of faith. He then retrieved the necessary materials for the procedure from a secret safe.

Soon, the Demonic Physician lit incense to calm the mind and sterilized his needles. He mixed various medicines, boiling some and cooling others.

Meanwhile, I lay on the bed with my shirt off. A warm, medicinally scented cloth rested over my eyes.

"Alright, I'll begin now," the Demonic Physician announced.

"I'm in your hands."

He applied various medicines to my eyes at intervals. Some were clear as water, and some were red as blood. There was a green liquid like poison and another that was blue like my enhanced sword qi. I trusted the Demonic Physician completely, so I calmly entrusted my eyes to him.

After infusing my eyes with the medicines, the Demonic Physician inserted the needles. He placed them densely not only around my eyes but also on my face and chest.

"Now, get some sleep."

My eyes closed on their own. I told the Heavenly Demon Defense Art in my mind to relax and get a good rest, just for today.

I slept well for the first time in a long while. I slept so soundly that I wondered when I had last rested so deeply.

When I awoke, the needles on my face and body were already gone.

The Demonic Physician sat at his desk reading a book. When I woke up, he walked over to me.

"How are you feeling?" he asked.

"Good."

"And your eyes?"

"Even better."

My eyes had truly cleared up. My already good vision had improved, and my field of view was incredibly clear. It felt like I had emerged from a fog. To exaggerate a little, my surroundings were so vivid it felt as if I had been living with my eyes closed until now.

"Follow me."

I left the secret chamber with the Demonic Physician and went up to the first floor. We stood side by side at a window. The sun was at its zenith.

"Try looking at the sun," he said.

I looked directly at the sun. It should have been blinding, but it was not dazzling at all.

"How is it?" the Demonic Physician asked.

"It's not blinding."

"Look far into the distance."

Things at a distance that would have been invisible before were now distinct. The clarity was truly amazing. On top of that, when I focused my eyes, I could even see things that should not have been visible.

"I can see clearly. I can even see an ant crawling on that tree branch over there."

The Demonic Physician laughed at my words.

"I'm not joking."

"I know you're not. I laughed because I'm happy."

"Ah, this is truly incredible."

"Alright, follow me again."

This time, the Demonic Physician led me to a pitch-black room in the basement's secret chamber.

My vision, which had only been faint when I circulated my qi, was now clear even without it.

"I can see clearly. The medicine bottle over there, the painting on the wall, I can see it all."

"That's it, the procedure was a perfect success. Your eyes have been reborn."

"Thank you. Thank you so much."

When I first wanted the Divine Eye Technique, my main purpose was to avoid the eyes of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. That must be why I did not have high expectations for its effects.

However, the Divine Eye Technique was far more incredible than I had imagined. There was only one way to describe this state. My eyes had achieved complete mastery.

Coming out of the dark room, I bowed deeply to the Demonic Physician.

"Thank you."

A flustered Demonic Physician helped me up.

"What are you doing?"

"Elder, you used a secret art on me that can only be used once in a lifetime. I will definitely repay this grace by keeping my promise."

"Thank you. When you become the Cult Leader, I'll tell you who needs to be killed."

The Demonic Physician gripped my hand firmly, and I squeezed back.

As I left the Demonic Physician's residence, everything I saw looked different. It truly felt like a new world had unfolded before me.

A thought suddenly occurred to me. First the Bloodeye Holy Water, and now the Divine Eye Technique. It seems my eyes and the Heavenly Wind Cult were intertwined by fate. In any case, thank you, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

And so, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader received a mysterious word of thanks.


I was reminded of just how important improved vision is in martial arts. My technique became more precise, and with that precision, it grew stronger.

The greatest benefit would be in actual combat. I would now be able to dodge attacks that were previously unavoidable and see opportunities that were once invisible.

It would also be a great help when running with the Swift Step. I had worried whether my vision could keep up with the extreme speed I would achieve upon reaching complete mastery, but that worry was now gone. I now possessed the most powerful eyes a human could have.

After entrusting the affairs of the Sanzu River Hall to Seo Daeryong, I holed myself up in the training grounds for a while. I gave my martial arts and my body time to adapt to my new eyes.

After being completely absorbed in my martial arts training, I went to see Lee Ahn for the first time in a while.

"Lee Ahn, let's hang out!"

Lee Ahn was engrossed in her martial arts training.

"I can't! I have to repeat my training twenty times."

"What kind of technique requires twenty repetitions a day?"

"It's sixty times a day. The evening session is twenty times."

"Good heavens. You'll get sick, you really will."

"I'm already sick. It's a sickness where I can't sleep if I don't train."

"Let's just rest today. If you go drinking with me, you'll sleep well."

"After I'm done."

"How many more do you have left?"

"Eight. If you keep distracting me like this, it'll take even longer."

I feigned a pout and watched her practice her martial arts.

"Your hips didn't turn enough."

"Your left side is open."

"Faster this time."

As I corrected her posture, I once again felt that Lee Ahn was exceptionally talented in martial arts. She understood quickly and learned well.

I watched her technique a couple more times. Then, feeling I had nothing more to say for the day, I immersed myself in training the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

The martial art I had trained the most while dealing with the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was the Heavenly Demon Defense Art. The more I practiced the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, the newer it felt.

As always, it resonated with me most deeply. It felt like I was learning a living martial art. Then again, it was probably this deep resonance that allowed it to wake me from my sleep.

How many times had I repeated the training for the Heavenly Demon Defense Art?

When I opened my eyes, Lee Ahn was watching me from a short distance away.

"Are you finished?" I asked.

"Yes. I completed all twenty repetitions."

"Let's go, time for a drink! I'm starving to death."

"Of course you are. You've starved for three whole days."

"What? Three days?"

"Yes. You were circulating your qi for a full three days."

"I was?"

"It was three days ago when you came to find me. You seemed to have fallen into a state of selflessness, so I didn't dare speak to you."

I was shocked. It felt like I had not even trained for a single hour, let alone a few hours.

"I must have fallen asleep, then?"

"I watched you to see if that was the case, but you weren't sleeping. You were even muttering something to yourself."

I must have truly fallen into a state of selflessness. I could not remember anything about my training.

"Wait a moment."

I sat down and activated the Heavenly Demon Defense Art once. My qi circulated far more smoothly and precisely than before.

As I stood up, I smiled brightly. I had made great progress in the Heavenly Demon Defense Art. It seemed that all my continuous training had accumulated and led to a rise in my level through this state of selflessness.

"You had a breakthrough, didn't you?" Lee Ahn asked.

She could probably tell just by looking at my expression. I grinned widely and nodded.

"Enough of one to buy you a fancy meal."

"Congratulations, Young Master."

"Thanks. It's all because of you."

"Why is it because of me?"

"If you hadn't insisted on finishing your training, I wouldn't have sat next to you and fallen into that state of selflessness."

"Ah, that's true! Buy me that meal!"

"Of course, I'll buy you anything you want to eat!"

I hurriedly left the training grounds with Lee Ahn.

"You starved too, didn't you?"

"No. I ate."

However, a rumbling sound came from Lee Ahn's stomach.

She was not the type to eat alone while I was circulating my qi without food. She had probably even stopped her own training for three days, worried she might disturb my state of selflessness.

"You silly bear."

"That's not right. If I were a real silly bear, I wouldn't have let you find out I was starving. I'm showing off how loyal a subordinate I am by letting it slip like this, you know? I actually turned it into a golden opportunity to score points."

"You're a fox, a real fox."

"Of course. I have many tails left to show."

I laughed happily.

"It's been a while since I've walked with you like this, Young Master," Lee Ahn said.

"You're right."

"It's nice, as expected."

That one added phrase, 'as expected,' really made me feel good. I feel good too, Lee Ahn.

I entered the Alluring Inn in the Demon Village with Lee Ahn.

"Welcome! It's been a long time, Director."

Seeing Jo Cheonbae's warm welcome reminded me of his cooking, making me even hungrier.

"Bring it out quickly!"

"Yes, I'll run with movement arts!"

Jo Cheonbae brought out the alcohol first and then ran to the kitchen.

We started with a drink on our empty stomachs.

"Kyah! This is killer."

"Ugh! It's so strong. I think I'm really going to die," Lee Ahn gasped.

A moment later, when the food arrived, we devoured it ravenously without caring what others thought.

Afterward, we patted our full stomachs and discussed martial arts over drinks. She asked me everything she had been curious about, and I answered her sincerely with what I knew.

My the Soaring Sky Sword Art had been stagnant after its tenth-stage complete mastery was broken. I hoped that the Divine Eye Technique I had just received would have a positive effect on it.

As we talked about martial arts, the topic naturally shifted to Seo Daeryong.

"Oh, is Detective Seo doing well?" Lee Ahn asked.

"He should be. I've been so busy training lately that I haven't seen him at all."

"Everyone's so busy."

"I'm sure he's doing well, though. Both with his work and his training."

"It's amazing to see Detective Seo getting along so well with Elder Blade Demon."

"I don't know if they're 'getting along'. He might be getting scolded so much that his pillow is wet every night."

Lee Ahn burst out laughing, finding that hilarious.

"I don't think so. Elder Blade Demon seems like a good person, deep down."

"Don't let your guard down just because of that. Just because he's a good person to Detective Seo doesn't guarantee he'll be a good person to you. Your opponent is a Demon Supreme. Be careful."

"Yes, I'll keep that in mind."

"Someday, you have to defeat him with your own skill."

For a moment, Lee Ahn flinched.

"Me?"

She did not say, 'How could I possibly defeat a Demon Supreme with my skills?' like she would have in the past. Now that she had inherited the Soaring Sky Sword Art, such words would be disrespectful to both me and my father.

"I'll try my best."

"You know, right? Those with half-baked skills are the first to die. Once you've set foot on this path, you have to see it through to the end."

"......"

I raised my cup, and she drank with me.

"And once your the Soaring Sky Sword Art reaches a certain level, let's start gathering subordinates for the Ghost Shadow Squad in earnest. If we can properly gather the Division Leader-level members, the rest will be easy."

"Do you have anyone in mind?"

I nodded honestly.

"One or two. We'll have to go and recruit them later."

"Who are they?"

"If you found out now, you'd just be needlessly shocked. I'll tell you when the time is right."

"Now that you say that, my heart is already pounding."

"For times like that, we have a great solution called alcohol, don't we?"

The clinking of our cups was as cheerful as our moods.

"Let's order more alcohol and more food."

"It's a shame, but I think we have to stop for today," I said.

Following my gaze, Lee Ahn looked down at the first floor.

Seo Daeryong had quickly entered the tavern. He came up to our table on the second floor and reported on a new target I would have to deal with.

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader has just arrived at our Cult."


Chapter 61: Will You Kill Me, Too?

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Demonic Buddha entered the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Neung Pasu, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, had a fine physique, a healthy complexion, and an intense gaze that could pierce walls. He was the absolute ruler of the Outer Regions Murim. Neung Pasu had completely mastered the Great Calamity Demonic Art, known as the greatest art of the Outer Regions.

The Blood Cult once stood on equal footing with the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Now, as the Heavenly Wind Cult, its power had weakened and could not compare.

Upon leaving the Heavenly Wind Cult, Neung Pasu brought the Ten Great Demons, the cult's ten greatest masters, and a hundred elites from the Blood Army.

He also brought all the divine objects from his throne, including the Echoing Thunder Bell and the Bloody Buddha. It might have been safer to place them in a ten-thousand-year cold iron cage guarded by his masters, but he refused to be separated from them.

The Demonic Buddha, Jeoraban, guaranteed his safety within the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and walked in beside him. Jeoraban was a small man, about half the height of an average adult.

His height was not what made people stare. It was the color of his skin.

His face, hands, and entire body were golden. This gave him the appearance of a small, living golden Buddha statue, like a child monk. This phenomenon resulted from the Great Golden Mara Art he had mastered.

The two men walked side by side down the path of blood and arrived before the throne.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader bowed respectfully.

"I greet the master of the Divine Cult and the Sect Leader of the world's Murim. Thank you for inviting me."

The Heavenly Demon, Geom Woojin, greeted him with a smile.

"Welcome. How many years has it been?"

The greeting was calm, yet each word struck the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's ears like a physical blow. Geom Woojin's words, though not imbued with inner arts, hit with more force than those that were. This clearly demonstrated the height of the Heavenly Demon's realm.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stood proud before anyone in the world, but he felt intimidated before the Heavenly Demon.

"It seems it's been nearly ten years."

"Have you been well?"

"Thanks to your concern, I have been fine."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had resolved not to lose the battle of wills when he met the Heavenly Demon. Now, a thought crossed his mind. A battle of wills, why bother with something so pointless?

Geom Woojin's gaze turned to the Demonic Buddha.

"You've worked hard, traveling such a long way."

"It was a pleasant journey to meet a friend."

The Demonic Buddha started to say more, ready to flaunt his friendship with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, but Geom Woojin cut him off.

"It's late and you must be tired from your journey, so go and rest for today. Let's meet again when the day is bright."

"Yes, we will take our leave then."

The greeting ended, formal and brief.

The Heavenly Demon and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader were not close. The Heavenly Wind Cult had, for generations, maintained a deep friendship with the Eight Demon Supremes, not the Heavenly Demon Hall.

This was only natural. Historically, several wars had occurred between the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Blood Cult. Since they could not be friendly, the Eight Demon Supremes, who opposed the Heavenly Demon Hall, naturally joined hands with the Heavenly Wind Cult.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader walked out of the Heavenly Demon Hall with the Demonic Buddha.

"Still, the supreme ruler of the Outer Regions came all this way. He should at least offer a cup of tea. This is too much."

"It's late at night."

"Then he should treat us even better."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader replied nonchalantly to the Demonic Buddha's complaint.

"You don't have to sow discord like that. I have no intention of getting friendly with your Cult Leader. So stop it."

"Sowing discord? This is a matter of your pride and honor."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader understood why the Heavenly Demon had cut him off. The Demonic Buddha often blurted out words that provoked people's emotions. He had a nasty habit of saying unnecessary things just to upset his opponent.

"Let's go see the corpse first."

"You don't want to see it tomorrow? You must be tired. Let's sleep and see it tomorrow."

"We can sleep when we're dead."

"Fine, let's do that. Why is everyone so stubborn?"

The Demonic Buddha led him to where the body was kept. The corpse of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was preserved in a place as cold as an icehouse. Medicinal herbs had been applied to prevent decay.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader immediately began to examine the corpse.

The Demonic Buddha watched from the side with a curious face.

With skilled hands, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader thoroughly inspected the body's interior. He touched her organs and blood vessels one by one, sometimes smelling them, and even injected qi into the cold corpse.

After a rather long time, the examination finally ended.

"The Eight Extraordinary Meridians are damaged, and her heart was under great strain. This is what happens when the Soul-Stealing Art is used consecutively."

"Are you saying it was qi deviation? Or are you saying it wasn't?"

"The cause of death is indeed qi deviation. However, it is certain that the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme died fighting someone in the world she had opened."

The Demonic Buddha's expression hardened.

"So she was murdered by someone after all."

"I'm certain. The problem is that she died despite using the Soul-Stealing Art."

The Demonic Buddha shook his head.

"It's hard to believe. Who could be skilled enough to infiltrate the Western Illusion Sanctum, murder the Soul-Stealer, and escape?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader pointed a finger toward the sky. It was a silent question asking if the Heavenly Demon had killed her.

The Demonic Buddha shook his head in response.

"We've determined that's not the case. The Soul-Stealer is our greatest asset when dealing with those bastards from the orthodox sects. The Cult Leader never disliked her. There's no way the Cult Leader killed her."

Compared to the cautious Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, the Demonic Buddha mentioned the Cult Leader casually. He was confident that the Cult Leader was not the culprit.

"Then is there anyone else considered a suspect?"

"There is one person."

"Who is it?"

"The Cult Leader's second brother's son."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression stiffened for a moment. He had not expected them to suspect the Cult Leader's son.

On second thought, however, it occurred to him that someone on that level would indeed have the ability to commit such an act.

The Demonic Buddha had not said a single word about this on the way here. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader seethed inside for being dragged into such a dangerous situation, but his expression showed no change.

If someone tripped him, he was the type to pick up a rock as he got up. He was also the type to smile right up until the moment he smashed their head in with it.

"First thing tomorrow, let's see the Second Young Lord."


Seo Daeryong finished his morning report. As he was about to turn away, he spoke to me.

"Are you alright?"

"What do you mean?"

"Now even the Outer Regions are coming after you, Director."

"Let them all come."

"I will. As long as I'm not there when the fighting starts."

"Sorry, but you'll be called my right-hand man because you're always there."

Seo Daeryong feigned distress and clutched his head.

"You said you'd become gloomy if you learned martial arts, but you're still so cheerful."

"Well... I thought I'd become gloomy too, but to be honest, I'm enjoying learning martial arts."

"Is it that you enjoy learning martial arts, or is it that you like the Blood Heaven Blade Demon?"

After a brief pause, Seo Daeryong said, "...I don't dislike him. Not yet."

"Not yet? Sounds like a preview of you liking him more and more."

"If that happens... you might have to cut off your right-hand man and find someone gloomier."

"Where would I find someone as dark, cynical, and interesting as you? Don't even dream of running away from me."

"I'd like that, of course."

Just then, a subordinate from the Sanzu River Hall reported.

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader has arrived."

"Show him in."

Seo Daeryong quickly exited the office.

"Don't lose!"

"Stay with me."

"It's every man for himself in life!"

"That sounds familiar! Are you starting to take after him already?"

Seo Daeryong left without a backward glance.

A moment later, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader entered.

"I greet the supreme ruler of the Outer Regions."

As I greeted him politely, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader smiled.

"Second Young Lord, it's been a long time. I saw you when you were a child, and now you're a grown man."

"You are still as vigorous as ever, Cult Leader."

He smiled with a kind face, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had been scrutinizing me from the moment he walked in.

"I heard you had arrived. You must have a busy schedule, so what brings you to see me?"

"You have ears that hear from afar. The Second Young Lord's fame has recently reached our Cult."

"It is but an empty reputation."

"Humble, too."

After we exchanged formal greetings, I sat down across from him.

"The Cult Leader seemed greatly disheartened by the death of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

He casually brought up the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme and mentioned my father. He was likely trying to grasp something from every word of my response.

"She was one of the Demon Supremes he cherished the most."

"Who on earth could have killed her?"

"Was she murdered? I heard she passed away after falling into qi deviation."

At that moment, a stream of energy flowed from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's eyes. Normally, it would have been a subtle energy that left no trace, but I could see it.

In that instant, I realized I had gained a special ability.

I can see formless energy with my eyes. It was an energy I would normally only have been able to feel, but now I could see it shimmering like a heat haze.

It was not just because of the Divine Eye Technique, nor was it solely due to the Bloodeye Holy Water. The two had combined to give me a new ability. I don't yet know if it only works on the martial arts of the Blood Cult or if it's effective against the energy of other martial artists as well.

"Why are you smiling?"

"I'm just happy to see you after so long."

"I am happy as well."

Even as we spoke, his energy scanned every corner of my body. After examining my entire body, it finally inspected my eyes. He was trying to see if I had put a divine water like the Bloodeye Holy Water into them.

However, it was impossible to find anything in my eyes, which the Divine Eye Technique had newly transformed.

The energy he had emitted was drawn back into his eyes. To see it, rather than just feel it, was truly a wondrous thing.

"I'll be on my way now."

"That's a shame. Please stay a little longer."

"I've seen your face, so that's enough. I shouldn't hold up a busy man."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader rose from his seat.

"Let's meet again next time. Thank you for visiting."

Thank you for the ability I gained because of you.

From before my regression until now, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader has been giving to me generously. Of course, it wasn't because he wanted to, but fate somehow kept leading me to receive things from him. That's why I don't entirely dislike him.


The Demonic Buddha waited for the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader as he left Geom Mugeuk's office.

"How was it?"

"The Second Young Lord has no connection to the Soul-Stealing Art. To subdue him in the space created by the Soul-Stealer, one would need to have mastered Buddhist or Daoist martial arts to their peak, or a demonic art of a similar level. There were no traces of that at all."

"Does that mean Geom Mugeuk is not the culprit?"

"That's right."

"Are you certain?"

"If you don't trust me, why did you call me all the way out here?"

"It's an important matter, so I was just double-checking. Don't be offended."

Despite his words, the Demonic Buddha did not seem entirely convinced.

"I am certain."

"Let's go. I will convene the Seven Demon Supremes, so please tell them your story there."

"No need. You go and relay my words. It'll be the same thing anyway."

"Will that be alright?"

"Why wouldn't it be?"

The Demonic Buddha knew that the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was very displeased with this trip to the Central Plains. So, he did not press the issue further.

"Then let's do that."

The Demonic Buddha bid farewell and left.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's gaze was not kind as he watched the man's retreating back.

He had another reason for not going to the meeting of the Seven Demon Supremes. He would have to lie not just to the Demonic Buddha, but to all seven of them.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked back at the residence where Geom Mugeuk was and muttered softly.

"Second Young Lord... just how did you kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme?"

Surprisingly, he had realized that Geom Mugeuk had killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

However, for some reason, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader did not tell the Demonic Buddha the truth. This choice went beyond simply making them endure the consequences of forcing an unwilling person to come. It was a choice that clearly had a different motive.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader walked off in the opposite direction from where the Demonic Buddha had disappeared.


That night, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon came to see me. He had come straight to me after the meeting of the Seven Demon Supremes.

"For now, you're cleared of the suspicion of killing the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

He stared at me with a surprised expression.

"How on earth did you evade the eyes of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader?"

"Didn't I spend all night drinking with you, Elder? It's because I didn't do it."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head. "Truly, you... you must have been born with the destiny of an ascending dragon. Otherwise, none of this would be possible."

"I'm still far from being a dragon. I've only just gone from a loach to a snake."

"Then what kind of dragon will you become, if the snake is already this formidable?"

When I let out a small laugh, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke in a warning tone.

"But it's too early to relax. Among the Seven Demon Supremes, there are those who don't believe the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's words. The Demonic Buddha, who is supposedly his closest friend, seemed to believe him the least. So much for being close friends."

"Elder."

"What is it?"

"If you ever have a change of heart like the Demonic Buddha, please tell me."

At that, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's expression hardened slightly. "Why would you say such a thing?"

"I was just thinking how painful it would be if we were smiling at each other like this one day, only to be pointing swords at each other the next. So if there's anything you don't like, or anything you think is wrong, please tell me right away. Don't hold it in and let your anger build."

"From what you've seen so far, haven't I dealt with my shortcomings quite wisely? Please don't assume how I'll react, just be sure to tell me."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at me intently for a moment, then opened his mouth. "Second Young Lord."

"......"

Unexpected words flowed from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's mouth.

"What if the opposite happens? What if you find me too displeasing and lacking? What if I'm not a person who fits your new demonic path? I seem fine and good now, but what if the more you see me, the more I seem like an old, conventional, and boring person? What will you do then, when I have no charm left?" The Blood Heaven Blade Demon added with a fiery gaze, "Will you kill me, too?"


Chapter 62: Give Him What You Hate to Give the Most

The question was unexpected. I never thought the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would ask if I planned to kill him too.

What should I say?

After a moment of thought, I gave my answer.

"My demonic path doesn't involve breaking tables in an inn or killing friends."

For a moment, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was speechless. He stared at me with a complicated expression, then asked softly, "Am I your friend?"

"......"

He knew I didn't mean 'friend' in the conventional sense. I didn't need to explain.

"Then what will I do? I'll be frank. I won't walk on eggshells or consider your status as an Elder. I'll just say, 'I don't like this and that about you. You're too old-fashioned! You're so boring. Where did your old charm go? Find it!' Then we'll put our heads together and find a way to get along."

"And if we can't find a way? What if I still don't change?"

"If you try and still don't change, then there's nothing to be done. We'll have to get by on old memories, but if you don't even try? Then we'll have to fight. Won't we both feel better after beating each other up, regardless of who's wrong?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at me, then burst out laughing.

"Hahahaha."

It was the heartiest laugh I had heard from him since we met. He laughed for a while, then suddenly stopped and spoke to me.

"I need to change something I told you before."

"What is it?"

"I said my life was filled with nothing but misfortune... I don't think that's entirely true anymore."

In that moment, I heard it clearly. It was the sound of the door to his heart opening a little wider.

From now on, I will listen for this sound. Hearing the sound of these doors opening, often and from many people, will be the moments I grow. It will become a weapon as important to me as the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. Hwa Mugi, what sound are you hearing right now?


Late that night, after the Blood Heaven Blade Demon left, an unexpected visitor arrived. It was, surprisingly, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"What brings you here so late at night?"

"I came because I have something to tell you."

"Please, come in."

"It's an urgent matter. Let's go this way."

The surroundings darkened, then brightened. We stood in a different space. It was the same demonic art the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme had used several times. He also knew this demonic art from the Blood Cult lineage.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked at me and asked meaningfully, "What do you think? Doesn't this martial art seem familiar?"

He looked at me as if he knew everything and expected me to be honest.

"This is the first time I've seen this martial art."

"I doubt that. Didn't you see this space when you fought the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme?"

"What are you talking about?"

At that, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression turned cold.

"You killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme in this space."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

I flatly denied it. He pressed his claim with conviction.

"She died in the space created by the soul-stealing art, so it looked like qi deviation, but you can't fool my eyes."

"Do you have any proof?"

"I have no proof. I can't even guess how you did it. However, I'm certain that you were the one who killed her."

"Why do you think so?"

"Because I can't read you."

I was inwardly surprised. I had never underestimated the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, but I didn't expect him to believe I had killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme for such a reason. His belief stemmed from absolute confidence in his own intuition.

"You killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. I can't read you either, so I suppose you could kill me too."

"I never thought someone as wise as you would make such a misjudgment."

He had grasped my nature with perfect accuracy.

"I'm not trying to provoke you, so relax. I don't want to die in a place like this, like the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

He also didn't overestimate his own abilities.

"I'll say it again, you're mistaken."

He ignored my words and continued speaking.

"There's only one reason the soul-stealing art didn't work on you. You must have inherited the Nine Calamities Demonic Art."

"If you're so sure, why haven't you told the other Demon Supremes? If you told them my father secretly passed the Nine Calamities Demonic Art to me, all hell would break loose. I heard you're particularly close with the Demonic Buddha."

"Are there really friends in the murim? People only meet out of necessity. The Demonic Buddha is probably the same."

"Then what do you need from me?"

"This time, I'm doing you a favor. I came today to make sure you don't forget my goodwill."

The moment I heard that, I knew. There was a problem between the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the other seven Demon Supremes. Or perhaps their relationship was never as close as I had thought.

"Let's get one thing straight. So far, Cult Leader, you haven't done me any favors."

"What?"

"You won't tell the seven Demon Supremes because you can't, not because you don't want to. You have no proof. Are you going to tell them, 'I can't read the Second Young Lord, so he must be the culprit!'? Your pride wouldn't allow that."

"I could at least convey my suspicion that it might be you."

"That would actually be to my advantage. They'd think, 'His skills are great enough to kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme? The Cult Leader might have already passed down the Nine Calamities Demonic Art?' They can't be sure without proof, but they won't be able to treat me carelessly. It will help me seize control of the situation going forward. You've actually hindered me."

"What?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader hadn't expected this turn of events and couldn't refute my words.

Though on the defensive, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader didn't panic. He knew the life lesson to never make a decision from a disadvantageous position.

"Let's meet once more before you leave."

The moment he finished speaking, the surroundings changed. He left immediately.

I smiled as I watched his retreating back. I didn't sense a conspiracy from him. Instead, a thought came to me.

Our dear Cult Leader came all this way on his own two feet just to try and do me a favor.


Only the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, the divine objects, and the shackled man were in the large, lavishly decorated room provided by the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

The shackled man sat like a stone statue before the Echoing Thunder Bell. He raised his head toward the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and spoke words no one else would dare to imagine.

"You fucking idiot, why are you asking me that?"

Cursing the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader like this was a crime punishable by being torn limb from limb.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader simply smiled as if this were common and held up one finger.

"You're the only one here, so who else would I ask?"

"Ask the grim reaper standing behind you. Ask him when you're going to kick the bucket."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader held up another finger.

"I asked, and the grim reaper replied. He said I'll die after you, so unfortunately, you won't get to see my death."

"Good for you for living so long, you pig bastard."

At the man's curse, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader held up a third finger and laughed cheerfully.

"Only two more left!"

The man was limited to five curses or informal remarks directed at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader per day.

This wasn't because the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had a strange penchant for insults. Nor was it because the shackled man possessed a superior sense of smell.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader kept the man alive despite his rudeness because he possessed a brilliant mind. At first, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader hadn't known just how intelligent the man was.

But after spending a long time in the same room, he realized the truth. The man's true value was not his sense of smell, but his outstanding judgment and intelligence.

From the day he realized the man was smarter than the Heavenly Wind Cult's Strategist, the shackled man became the cult's true strategist.

He endured the curses to listen to the man's advice. The advice was almost always accurate and eventually returned as profit.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader didn't try to force obedience through pain. He knew the shackled man had no great attachment to life and would willingly choose death if pressured.

Though the man had no attachment to life, he did not take his own. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had once asked why, but the man never answered.

"Why are you in such a bad mood?"

"Would you be in a good mood if you were me?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader held up a fourth finger. The man picked up his shackles and shook them, sending a clanking sound through the room.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader flicked a finger. The surroundings darkened and then brightened, changing the location to a green field.

There, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader unlocked the man's ten-thousand-year cold iron shackles. He wore the key around his own neck.

Once the shackles were removed, the man's expression relaxed. The freed man ran around frantically like a puppy on a snowy day before looking up at the sky and flopping onto his back.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader walked over and looked down at the man.

"You big-headed Cult Leader bastard, get out of the way! You're blocking the sky!"

"It's a fake sky."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader held up the fifth and final finger.

Having used up all five chances, the man's tone became polite.

"Cult Leader, I miss even this fake sky dearly. Please step aside."

His attitude changed in an instant, as if he were acting.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stepped aside and asked, "As you advised, I showed favor to the Second Young Lord, but he demanded a more concrete favor."

The man looked up at the sky. His eyes, visible through his long, flowing hair, were exceptionally clear.

"Will the Second Young Lord really become the successor?"

"You said the Second Young Lord killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, didn't you?"

"I'm certain."

"If someone like that doesn't become the successor, who will? A young man who's barely twenty years old can't kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

"His skills are incredible, but..."

"Are you afraid? Afraid the Second Young Lord might kill you too, Cult Leader?"

If anyone else had said this, their head would have flown off, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader simply nodded.

"It'd be a lie to say I'm not afraid. A bastard who can kill a Demon Supreme can kill anyone."

For some time now, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had been speaking frankly with the shackled man.

"There's another reason you must win over the Second Young Lord."

"What is it?"

"Do you really think the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Cult Leader doesn't know his son killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme?"

"He knows?"

"Of course he knows. The current Heavenly Demon is an extraordinary man with great ambitions. Why do you think a man like that has been so quiet until now?"

"Why is that?"

"Think! Don't just waste food!"

"Wasn't that an insult just now?"

"It wasn't. My voice was just loud."

"Be careful."

"I will. I was just telling you to think."

"I don't want to. You do the thinking. If I did the thinking too, there'd be no reason for you to be alive, would there?"

The man looked at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader with open annoyance. Still, his words came out politely.

"When an extraordinary man is silent, it means he's preparing for a single, decisive blow."

"The unification of the Central Plains?"

"I don't know about that. In any case, this incident was either ordered by the Heavenly Demon, or he knew about it and pretended not to. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was the one among the Eight Demon Supremes that the Murim Alliance found most troublesome. Just like how the people of the Central Plains fear you, Cult Leader, and yet he allowed his son to kill her? This means the Heavenly Demon has decided to replace the Eight Demon Supremes one by one. After replacing the Eight Demon Supremes with his own limbs, where do you think the Heavenly Demon will strike?"

"Us?"

"The current Heavenly Demon won't go to war with the Murim Alliance with us at his back. He'll either push us to the vanguard or eliminate us before he starts."

"Damn it!"

"A wind of change is blowing in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. If you can't feel this wind, you'll die. The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was holed up in her own world and died because she couldn't feel this wind. We must decide whether to hide from the wind behind the wall of the Eight Demon Supremes, or to hide behind the wall that is the Heavenly Demon."

"Your thoughts are with the Heavenly Demon?"

"The Heavenly Demon's side will win."

"The reason?"

"Because that great man, Geom Woojin, would never start a fight he couldn't win. So, you must unconditionally side with the Second Young Lord. First, win his favor with a gift."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader nodded.

"What should I give him?"

"Give him what you hate to give the most. That's how we'll survive. Now, that's enough advice!"

The man, still lying down, shouted. "Stop bothering me and get out!"

This space was the only place the man could feel free. He stared at the fake sky and screamed.

"Aaaaaaaah!"

Unlike the man releasing his pent-up frustration, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stood with his hands behind his back, lost in thought.

A moment later, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader decided what to give and spoke to the man.

"That's enough!"

The created space began to disappear.

The panicked man shot to his feet and shouted.

"No! Please! Just a little longer! You goddamn bastard! No!"

Despite his desperate cry, which even broke the rules, the green field vanished, and with it, the man's freedom.


Chapter 63: After Giving What Was Due

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader came to see me again. He waited for me in the courtyard, just as he had the first time.

"Will you come inside?"

"No. Let's go to my domain."

The surroundings darkened, then brightened again. The created space was a desolate wasteland. I could see how to break out of this space. A bluish light shimmered on a distant rock.

"Desolate, isn't it? This is my homeland."

"I like that it's quiet. Please invite me there sometime."

"I will." The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader gazed at the scenery for a moment, then spoke calmly. "I went back and thought about it, and you were right. I haven't shown you any goodwill yet."

He took a secret manual from his robes and showed it to me. It was the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

"It's the martial art that allows one to create a space like this. In this murim, only those who have mastered the orthodox demonic art of the Blood Cult can perform it."

"!"

"Now that the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme is dead, I suppose I'm the only one who can properly perform this demonic art."

Something truly unexpected had appeared. I personally disliked soul-charming techniques and evil arts. This one martial art, however, I found very appealing.

"In a critical situation, this space will save your life. The moment you step into this space, you have vanished from the original world."

Just as he said, the Spacetime Manipulation Technique had various uses. It could be a private space or an escape route in a crisis. Learning it would be like gaining another Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

From the Echoing Thunder Bell, the first ingredient for the Great Regression Technique, to the Bloodeye Holy Water, and now this Spacetime Manipulation Technique. I felt fated to be deeply connected with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"What do you think? Is this enough goodwill for you?"

"It's more than enough."

I reached out my hand without hesitation. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, however, did not hand over the manual.

"If you expect something in return, it's not goodwill, is it?"

When I expressed my disappointment, he replied.

"Isn't showing my hand first a sign of goodwill?"

He meant that presenting this excellent martial art without weighing the pros and cons was the goodwill itself.

"What is it that you want?"

At that, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's gaze returned to the desolate land. He watched the wind kick up sand and said.

"I don't want to breathe this dust anymore."

His words meant only one thing. His desire was to advance into the Central Plains, just as my father had said.

"If you help me take that first step, the Spacetime Manipulation Technique is yours."

My heart fluttered for a moment, but I boldly pulled back my outstretched hand.

The moment you reveal your greed, any negotiation becomes disadvantageous.

"It's a shame, but that's not something I can decide."

"I know. It's a matter for the Cult Leader to decide."

"It's an issue that not only my father but also the Demon Supremes will have to weigh in on."

The Demon Supremes would certainly get involved in matters concerning the Heavenly Wind Cult.

"That's why. That's why I'm trying to give you this manual."

"What do you want specifically?"

"In two days, I have a meeting scheduled with the Cult Leader. I intend to settle our Cult's advance into the Central Plains on that day. At that time, I want you to step forward with me and persuade the Cult Leader. If you promise to do that, I'll give you this manual."

He would give me the manual regardless of the outcome. It was a truly unconventional offer, less a condition and more a gift.

Even so, I did not snatch it up. Instead, I showed a contemplative expression.

"Your method is wrong."

"What do you mean?"

"No matter how much you and I try to persuade him, my father will never permit the Heavenly Wind Cult's advance into the Central Plains."

"Then what should I do?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult's advance into the Central Plains.

Unlike our Cult's policy, which has forbidden it until now, I don't think it's a bad idea.

Unless we were going to destroy the Heavenly Wind Cult, there was no need to keep a potential enemy at our backs. Like the old advice to keep your enemies closer than your friends, I judged it better to keep the Heavenly Wind Cult close and manage them.

I said nothing.

Then, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader held out the manual to me.

"With this, can I hear the answer?"

"It's more than enough."

I accepted the manual.

I felt the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was no ordinary man. There was a clear difference between handing it over after hearing the answer and handing it over beforehand.

This man, he came here determined to win my favor.

Instead of rushing my answer, he explained the manual. If he was going to give it to me anyway, he would do it in the most pleasant way possible. He knew how to make a deal.

"Of course, I created this space so quickly because I've trained for a long time. At first, you probably won't be able to create it even if you chant the incantation all day. Even someone with outstanding talent will take a few days at the earliest, or more than ten days at the longest. Those with dull senses might take several months, and some may never succeed."

"How long did it take you to create it for the first time, Cult Leader?"

"It took me three days."

Three days meant he had considerable talent.

"The time it takes on the first attempt is important. The shorter that time, the more drastically the time will decrease afterward. Unlike other martial arts, this Spacetime Manipulation Technique depends entirely on the practitioner's talent for and understanding of martial studies."

I wonder how long it will take me? With the body of a Heavenly Martial Body and my current level of martial understanding?

"How long can you maintain this space?"

"It depends on one's inner arts, but if I push myself at complete mastery, about one hour? Even now, as I'm talking with you, my inner arts are being rapidly depleted."

"Is it possible to use this space permanently?"

At the word 'permanently', the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader laughed shortly. That hollow laugh meant, Do you think that's possible?

"If the amount of inner arts recovered here is greater than the amount needed to maintain it, wouldn't it be possible to keep the space open permanently?"

"That is truly the dream of those who have learned the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. Among the previous Cult Leaders of the Blood Cult, no one has yet succeeded."

"So you're saying it is possible."

"Someone with immense inner arts and a heaven-sent genius for martial arts might be able to do it."

That heaven-sent martial arts genius, the Heavenly Martial Body, is me.

How long will it take me to create it for the first time? Will I ever be able to maintain this space permanently?

"What if I just take this manual and don't tell you a proper method?"

"Then you'll become the Cult Leader with the worst relationship with our Cult and the Eight Demon Supremes in history. Ah, you probably wouldn't become the Cult Leader at all."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader gave me the manual.

"Destroy it after you've learned it."

He tried hard to hide his reluctance, but he clearly found it a waste.

"I will. In return, please interpret the oral secrets for me once."

"You want me to interpret them?"

"This isn't the original manual, is it?"

"Of course not."

"If you made a mistake of even a single character while transcribing it, there would be a problem."

"Are you doubting me? That's impossible!"

"If you interpret it for me, Cult Leader, I'll be able to grasp its true meaning."

A look of displeasure crossed the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's face for a moment. He soon readily accepted my request, however.

"Fine. I'll interpret the oral secrets, so listen carefully. It's an incredibly difficult martial art, so you'll have to focus and listen well."

From his attitude, I could guess.

This man, he thinks I won't be able to properly master this martial art.

The martial art was indeed that difficult.

However, as I listened to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's explanation, I accurately grasped the mysteries of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. He could not possibly imagine how deeply I understood it from a single explanation.

And so, I was taught the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. It was also the moment we became temporary allies.

"Now, tell me the answer."

"For the Heavenly Wind Cult to advance into the Central Plains...." I looked at him and calmly added. "You should intervene in the succession struggle of the Western Illusion Sanctum."


"I'm so damn tired after giving away what's mine."

Returning to his residence, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader slumped into his seat. He was mentally exhausted. He had to maintain his dignity while giving away something he did not want to.

The man in shackles did not even greet him when he arrived. He just stared blankly at the Echoing Thunder Bell.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader glanced at him, gauging his mood.

"I did as you said and passed on the Spacetime Manipulation Technique to the Second Young Lord. I don't know if this was the right thing to do."

Without turning around, the man in shackles answered.

"You did well."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader flinched at the polite words. He usually started with curses, so a polite day was a bad mood day.

I'd better be careful.

On days like this, the curses would always explode all at once at the end. He was only human. Sometimes, listening to the torrent of insults made him want to strike the man dead with a single blow.

That must never happen. He could not imagine himself without the man in shackles. His role as the brains was one thing, but he would not be able to bear the emptiness if his daily conversation partner disappeared.

"Do you know what he proposed before you say that?"

He had assumed the man would not know, but the man in shackles repeated Geom Mugeuk's exact words.

"He must have told you to intervene in the succession struggle of the Western Illusion Sanctum."

He spoke as if he had been there, making the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader jump in surprise.

"How did you know?"

"Because as of now, that's the best method."

"You knew? What, you knew all along. This is, damn it! If you knew the method, why did you make me waste the Spacetime Manipulation Technique on the Second Young Lord?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader recalled what Geom Mugeuk had said.

"Unless the disciples of the dead Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme have inherited all of her teachings, they will definitely need your help, Cult Leader. You must make the person who trusts you and is willing to learn your martial arts the successor. If you can become the Master of the next Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, you can consider it the first step toward advancing into the Central Plains."

After hearing it, he had thought it was plausible. He had marveled that such a method existed.

But what if the man in shackles knew about it too?

"Why did you make me give away the precious manual!"

He had acted magnanimous in front of Geom Mugeuk, but he felt like he was dying from the waste.

"Speak! Hurry up and tell me!"

He went next to the man in shackles and started shouting.

At that, the man in shackles looked at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader with an annoyed expression.

"What? What are you going to do, looking at me like that? I'm the Cult Leader, the Cult Leader! You want to die today?"

Even as he yelled, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader mentally prepared himself. This was the moment the curses would erupt.

However, the man in shackles was calm.

"We didn't buy the method, and the Second Young Lord didn't sell the method either."

"What?"

"What you bought, Cult Leader, was an opportunity."

"What kind of opportunity?"

"The opportunity to make the Second Young Lord an ally. I don't know how many more times we'll have to buy it to become firm allies, though."

"Are you really so sure that the Second Young Lord is that great of a person? Are you really sure he'll become the next Heavenly Demon!"

"I don't know."

"What?"

"How can anyone know the future?"

"What kind of irresponsible thing is that to say?"

"You gave what was due, so why the regrets?"

"Because it's a waste! That's why!"

To the man in shackles, he could cast off his dignity and reveal his innermost thoughts like this. He often wanted to kill him, but that also meant he had confided in him just as much.

"So what should I do now?"

"Get close to the Second Young Lord. Do as he says."

"I should do as you say. I don't know what kind of dark intentions the Second Young Lord might be harboring...."

"That's enough!"

Finally, at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's worries, the man in shackles exploded. The curses burst out all at once.

"You pathetic bastard! When you join hands with someone who has momentum, even giving them a gift, you should be thinking about riding that momentum, not doubting them like a damn fool! You die because you harbor stupid thoughts like an idiot. You know what all those who die a dog's death in the murim have in common? They don't use their heads when they should, and use them when they shouldn't! They refuse to trust when they should, and then suddenly believe when they should be suspicious. That's why they die. Aren't you going to put your fingers down? Before I chop them off! Don't count today! No more questions! Don't you open that mouth unless you're really going to kill me!"

As the pouting Heavenly Wind Cult Leader put down all his fingers, a new space opened.

The man in shackles gazed at the green fields and the clear, cloudless sky spread before them. He then said politely, "Cult Leader, what are you curious about? Just say the word."


Chapter 64: Come When I Say Come, Go When I Say Go

After the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader left, I tried the Spacetime Manipulation Technique for the first time. I was curious how quickly I could create a space.

I had no intention of practicing this martial art for decades. I just hoped to create the first space as quickly as possible.

Fortunately, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's explanation of the incantations helped me grasp the ultimate technique within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. I skillfully circulated my qi and performed the incantations as if I had practiced this martial art for a very long time.

How much time passed?

A clear, cheerful sound rang in my ears. I found myself standing in a new space.

It was a success!

It took exactly four hours. He said even talented people needed several days, so I had created a new space in an incomparably short time.

I was certain. Not even my father could have created a space this quickly.

Four hours.

The day would surely come when I would reduce this time again and again. Then I could use this martial art as freely as the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme or the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

Learning a new martial art always brought great excitement, but the thrill from the Spacetime Manipulation Technique was completely different.

I walked slowly and examined the space. The newly created place contained nothing.

Just as the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme created a cliff and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader created a wasteland, I too would one day create any space I desired.

However, this wasn't bad either.

Was it because this space allowed me to be completely alone, cut off from the world? I felt a surprising comfort in this empty place, a feeling I had never experienced before.

It was a place away from my responsibilities, the effort, the succession battle, Hwa Mugi, and all human relationships. A place for myself, without a single thought. I liked it because I had my own space.

Unfortunately, I could not enjoy this freedom for long. The consumption of inner arts was immense, perhaps because it was my first time.

Later, as my proficiency increased, the amount of inner arts required would decrease. At my current level, however, it drained away like water from a cracked jar.

Dispelling the space was easy. I recited the incantation, and the same cheerful sound from before rang out as the space slowly vanished.

I returned to the original world, sat down, and began meditating to restore my qi.

To gain that brief freedom, I had to invest four hours and then replenish my inner arts with my cultivation method. I did not hesitate.

I replenished my inner arts and used the Spacetime Manipulation Technique again. It took nearly four hours this time as well, but it felt a tiny bit faster than before. Yes, keep getting shorter. Then I, too, will be able to create this space in an instant.

I created a space with the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, then dispelled it, then created and dispelled it again.

I was completely engrossed in creating my own space until dawn. The creation time decreased, albeit minutely.

My goodness! To think such an enjoyable martial art existed! That was my honest feeling.


At the same time Geom Mugeuk was engrossed in the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Demonic Buddha created a heavy atmosphere.

The Demonic Buddha had arrived at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's residence late at night without any notice.

The Demonic Buddha was about to sit at the tea table, but instead minced his way over to the shackled man. Because the Demonic Buddha was short, he was nearly at eye level with the seated man.

The shackled man's head was bowed, so his face was not visible.

The Demonic Buddha bent at the waist to see the shackled man's face, but his long, flowing hair made it difficult.

The Demonic Buddha hesitated, wondering if he should lift the man's hair with his small hand.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader watched with a displeased expression. He was not happy that the Demonic Buddha treated the shackled man like a spectacle.

However, he didn't say, 'Don't disrespect my subordinate.' If he did, the Demonic Buddha would surely rile him up, starting with something like, 'Who was the one who shackled him and didn't treat him like a human in the first place?'

Just then, the Demonic Buddha turned and asked abruptly.

"I heard you met the Second Young Lord."

A probing gaze, one that seemed to test a person's heart, was directed at him. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader remained completely unfazed.

"He might become the Cult Leader someday, so of course I had to meet him."

"The First Young Lord will be the Cult Leader."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader already knew this, even without such a firm answer. He knew the Demonic Buddha actively supported the First Young Lord. If the Second Young Lord had the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the First Young Lord had the Demonic Buddha.

"The situation doesn't seem to be heading that way."

"What do you mean?"

"Hasn't the Second Young Lord risen to the position of the Sanzu Hall Director? Doesn't it look to anyone like the Heavenly Demon is training him as the successor?"

"Hoho, my friend. Staying only in the Outer Regions seems to have dulled your insight."

The Demonic Buddha hurt the other's feelings with unnecessary words before he continued.

"I see it the opposite way. He intends to make the First Young Lord the successor, so he gave the Second Young Lord another position. It's a way of saying, 'Be satisfied with that.'"

"That could be true. It's a shame to return without seeing the First Young Lord on my first trip to the Central Plains in a long time."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader never revealed his true intentions to the Demonic Buddha.

"Why do you support the First Young Lord?"

"Because the First Young Lord will be the successor. Why ask such an obvious question?"

"What's the reason for your confidence?"

"It's just my intuition."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader knew the Demonic Buddha was not a man who would decide such a crucial matter based on intuition alone. He simply didn't want to tell him anything related to the First Young Lord.

How can we call ourselves friends like this?

He was the same way. He would never share any important information regarding the Second Young Lord.

"Look here, Cult Leader."

"What is it?"

"Don't think about doing anything foolish. There are many eyes watching you here."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Why haven't you returned yet?"

"Are you telling me to get lost now that my business is done?"

"That's not what I meant."

The content of their words was sharp, but the tone of both men was soft and calm.

"Then just leave me be. I'm enjoying my first trip to the Central Plains in a while. Why? Do you want to charge me for the room?"

"When you visit someone's house, you should stay quiet and then leave. Is it right to take a shit in the master bedroom?"

"Hoho. It seems you're mistaking some other dog's shit for mine."

"This is my advice as a friend. Stop causing unnecessary trouble and return to the Heavenly Wind Cult."

Honestly, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was inwardly flustered. He hadn't expected the Demonic Buddha to come and tell him to leave so openly. Regardless of their true feelings, they had at least maintained a pretense of friendship and courtesy on the surface.

"Am I someone who must come when you say come, and go when you say go?"

His tone was still calm, but his words were like a gleaming blue blade.

"Were you not?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression hardened. The air around them instantly grew cold.

At that, the Demonic Buddha broke into a wide smile.

"A joke, it was a joke. My friend, getting so serious over a little jest. You really have lost your touch from staying only in the Outer Regions. Stay and play as much as you like. Let's play here together for the rest of our lives. Hahaha."

As if he had never been angry, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader laughed along with him.

"It seems so. I suppose being exposed to the desolate sandstorms for too long has made me desolate as well. That's what the Outer Regions are like."

"I'll buy you a drink at a place with a good atmosphere. A place with beauties who will melt our Cult Leader's desolation like snow."

"Is it right for a monk to frequent such places? Won't your Buddha scold you?"

"The Buddha I serve sometimes manifests as a Buddha of Carnal Desires."

"Excellent."

The two men faced each other and laughed.

"Well then, let's get together for a drink soon!"

"Sounds good."

The Demonic Buddha laughed heartily and left the room.

Once the Demonic Buddha was gone, the smile vanished from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's face. He asked the shackled man.

"What do you think?"

"He's getting anxious. It seems he's noticed that you, Cult Leader, are trying to join hands with the Second Young Lord."

"Is that something to be so anxious about?"

"It means he's that wary of the Second Young Lord. His assessment is correct."

"What should I do now?"

"Think for yourself. Don't make a habit of constantly asking."

"The survival of myself and our Cult is at stake right now. So don't play hard to get."

The man turned to face him and shook his shackles.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader wore a reluctant expression, but he opened a new space in the end.

Gazing at the green field, the man's face lit up as if he were about to fly.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader unlocked the Ten-Thousand-Year Cold Iron shackles with the key around his neck and asked.

"Why do you like this place so much?"

For a fleeting moment, a certain fondness flickered in the man's eyes. However, the emotion vanished so quickly that the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who was bent over unlocking the shackles, did not see it.

"You should try being bound in shackles all day, Cult Leader. Let's switch roles for just one day."

"I'll pass."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader gave the man a moment to enjoy his freedom.

The man's emotions were particularly calm today. Was that why? Gazing at the field, the man immediately offered the necessary advice.

"The Demonic Buddha will do whatever it takes to make you return, Cult Leader. He'll probably use his own Cult Leader."

However, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had no intention of returning meekly. He was determined to establish a foothold for advancing into the Central Plains on this occasion.

"What should I do?"

"Go to the Second Young Lord and ask him for a way to remain here. He will surely tell you how."

"Is it not a method you also know?"

"Even if I knew, you must give the Second Young Lord a gift to hear it from him."

"I can't understand it. Why must we cling to the Second Young Lord like this?"

"Then who will you cling to?"

For a moment, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was speechless. The Heavenly Demon disliked him, and the Demon Supremes, including the Demonic Buddha, supported the First Young Lord.

Only the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had officially joined hands with the Second Young Lord. The rest of the Demon Supremes were either neutral or believed the First Young Lord would become the successor. He truly had nowhere to stand.

"If you don't want to cling to him, then you can stay cooped up in the Outer Regions, coming when you're called and going when you're told. You'll be able to live well, feasting and dressing in finery for the rest of your life."

If he had cursed while saying it, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader would have been less angry, but because he spoke so politely, he became even more furious.

"Don't provoke my pride with such words!"

However, the man paid no mind to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's feelings.

"The way to win this fight is simple. Choose well, and believe until the end. Simple, isn't it? It's so simple that it's actually difficult to practice. The losers never realize it until the very end. That victory depended on whether or not they adhered to these simple principles."

"Enough with the nagging! Enough with the lectures!"

"If you don't think you can abide by this principle, then we should return, just as the Demonic Buddha said."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was about to yell at him to shut up, but he calmed himself down.

He was several times more infuriating than the Demonic Buddha, but everything he said was right. So, instead of getting angry, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader revealed his inner thoughts.

"I don't want to keep giving things to the Second Young Lord. Honestly, it feels like a waste. A complete and utter waste. I still regret giving him the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. I couldn't sleep a wink last night because I kept thinking I gave it to him for nothing."

No one would ever know that he, the Supreme One of the Outer Regions Murim, had such a personality. Or that he lived his life listening to such scolding.

"It's because you're petty and greedy."

Whenever he heard such words, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader felt anger rise to the top of his head. At the same time, he felt a strange sense of pleasure.

He had lived his life hiding his true nature better than anyone, but there was a sense of kinship in knowing that one person knew exactly what kind of man he was.

"But what can I do if it feels like a waste? And you're telling me to give him more?"

"If you've made a choice, you must believe in it. Give it to him. Give him everything."

"It's a waste! I don't want to give him a single thing!"

Normally, a curse would have burst from the shackled man's lips at this moment. Today, however, the man remained calm until the very end.

"Let's just go back and spend our days wiping the dust off the sacred objects and ringing bells. That's a perfect fit for a vessel of your size, Cult Leader."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader bit his lip firmly.

"I will break out of it. I'm doing this to shatter this petty disposition of mine, which is as small as a soy sauce dish! I will definitely establish the Heavenly Wind Cult Headquarters in the Central Plains. I will achieve with my own hands what our predecessors could not."

He would have preferred a curse, but the shackled man only sighed.

"...You probably won't succeed."

After that, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader remained silent for a long time, lost in thought. It was a day he had been terribly angry, yet the virtual space lasted until his inner arts were completely depleted.


Chapter 65: If You Refuse, You'll Be Dragged to the Outer Regions

I went to the Demon Village branch on business and then stopped by the Alluring Inn.

As always, Jo Cheonbae greeted me warmly.

"Welcome, Director."

"I was feeling a bit hungry, so I stopped by."

"I'll have your favorites prepared deliciously for you."

Jo Cheonbae started for the kitchen, but suddenly turned and asked.

"Director. May I ask you something?"

"Ask away."

"Someone like you, Director, could go to much better inns. Why do you always come to ours?"

"You still don't know?"

"Please, tell me."

"The alcohol is good, the food is delicious, the atmosphere is great, you bring me my favorites without me having to ask, and the owner is handsome. Do you need any more reasons?"

"That's more than enough. I'll get your food ready right away."

He ran to the kitchen with light steps and a wide smile.

He probably doesn't know how important this place is to me. This Demon Village is the very foundation of the demonic path I intend to build.

Neither the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who is here now, nor the Eight Demon Supremes are as important as Jo Cheonbae and the residents here. The moment I forget this place, no matter how I package myself, it will be hard to find any difference between me and the Eight Demon Supremes.

A moment later, just as Jo Cheonbae brought out the food, a commotion erupted outside.

I went to the window and looked down. A large, obviously drunk man stood over someone on the ground, yelling angrily.

"What are you glaring at, you bastard?"

"I wasn't glaring."

"Yes, you were."

The large man struck him without hesitation.

"How dare this bastard lie to me!"

The beaten man had been walking with his family. His wife stepped forward to intervene.

"Please, stop!"

"Get out of the way! Don't you bring your bad luck here, wench!"

The brute showed no mercy. He shoved the woman roughly, sending her to the ground. A child, about six or seven years old, ran to her.

"......"

The child was terrified, seeing his daddy and mom being hit.

The child's crying only annoyed the large man.

"Shut up, you little brat!"

He raised his hand to strike the child.

POW!

The large man flew backward.

The man on the ground had shot up and punched him.

The wife and child ran to the man.

The woman was surprised that her husband had knocked the large man down.

"How did you...?"

"My fist just flew out on its own."

The man who threw the punch also looked bewildered.

"Let's go, quickly."

"Right."

The family hurried away.

After they left, the large man slowly got to his feet.

"That bastard! Where did he go? I'm going to find him and kill that bitch and her kid. Does anyone know who that guy was? Speak up!"

The brute grabbed a bystander by the collar, making a scene.

Just then, a voice called from the second floor.

"Is this really something to go that far over?"

The large man looked up toward the voice.

"Who was that who just spouted that nonsense?"

I was the one waving from the second-floor window.

The drunk man didn't recognize me. Countless low-level martial artists didn't know my face.

Jo Cheonbae, standing behind me, whispered that the man was a known troublemaker in the marketplace. Even without him telling me, I could guess the brute's usual conduct. Several people in the crowd had recognized me, yet no one warned him.

"Was it really necessary to beat a father in front of his child just because your eyes met?"

"Who are you to lecture me, you young punk? And hey, you bastard, I got hit too!"

That was my doing.

If I had stepped in and punished the brute myself, the child would have to live with the memory of his daddy and mom being beaten for the rest of his life.

That's why I moved the man's body with telekinesis to land that one punch. I did it hoping the child would remember his father as a brave man.

"You're going to annihilate a family because you got hit once? Does this really need to escalate this far?"

"Get down here! You can die in his place."

"I was planning on it anyway."

I leaped down. The large man seized the opportunity and threw a punch.

I lightly dodged the fist, then grabbed his wrist and twisted it. KWA-DEU-DEU-DEUK! His arm twisted like a wet rag in an instant.

"Aaargh! It hurts! You bastard. You!"

He charged at me like a madman, so I broke his other arm without hesitation.

"Aaaaaargh!"

The brute screamed that the pain was killing him. The alcohol kept him conscious, otherwise he would have already passed out.

"Right? This didn't have to go this far, did it? It wasn't something to beat a man over just for making eye contact, nor was it something to annihilate a family over for getting hit once, and it wasn't something to get your arms crippled over for acting like an ass while drunk, was it? So why did you do it? When none of this had to happen."

The man glared at me as if he wanted to kill me instead of begging for forgiveness.

A life spent hitting and tormenting others failed to produce a single moment of wisdom, even at the very end. He'll probably regret it later, blaming it on the alcohol.

"......"

The brute lunged to headbutt me. I shattered his qi center, and he finally passed out.

I had our Cult's patrolling martial artists take the man to the Sanzu River Hall. I intended to uncover all his crimes and give him the maximum prison sentence.

Those who knew him looked satisfied despite his miserable state.

I addressed the onlookers.

"Nowhere in our Cult is there a law that says you can commit evil deeds just because you are a demon follower. In the future, if any of our Cult's martial artists act like this, over there...."

I pointed to the Sanzu River Hall branch across from the inn.

"Report them to that place!"

Jo Cheonbae started the applause, and soon everyone was cheering and clapping. It was no exaggeration to say my popularity in the Demon Village surpassed my father's.

Jo Cheonbae came over, his face joyful.

"Today's meal is on me."

Just then, someone spoke from behind me.

"Mind if I get a free meal as well?"

I turned and was surprised to see the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader standing there.

I looked at Jo Cheonbae and said.

"If you refuse, you'll be dragged to the Outer Regions. He is the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, after all."

Jo Cheonbae's eyes widened as if he would faint. He had hosted several high-profile guests because of me, but now the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader himself was a customer.

I sat facing the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader at my usual table on the second floor.

"Were you serious earlier? That being a demon follower doesn't mean you should take evil for granted."

"......"

"That doesn't sound like something the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult would say."

"I don't like being stuck in a mold. That's how young people are these days."

"I suppose I'm just old-fashioned."

"Keep young people by your side. With an open mind. Thanks to that, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon has been looking younger lately."

"Is that so? Hahaha."

I refilled the laughing Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's cup.

"By the way, it seems the rumors were wrong."

"What rumors?"

"I heard you never stray a single step from your divine artifacts, Cult Leader, but I see you out quite often."

His visit last time, and his presence now, showed the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was breaking his own principles.

"Perhaps it's because I trust the Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult more than the Cult Leader of the Heavenly Wind Cult?"

He meant he trusted my father. He said it like a joke, but he must have been serious. His faith that my father would never allow the divine artifacts to be stolen within the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was the reason.

I smiled and picked up my chopsticks.

"Here, please eat."

I expected the food wouldn't suit the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's palate, since he only eats high-class cuisine, but he cleaned his plate. I thought he might be less formal than I had assumed.

"The food is quite good."

"I'm glad you enjoyed it."

We drank tea instead of alcohol after the meal. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said he disliked drinking with meals and always drank tea immediately after eating.

"Have you tried to manifest the Spacetime Manipulation Technique?"

"......"

"Everyone fails at first, so don't worry too much about it."

He assumed I had failed to create the space. He had said the first attempt takes several days at the very least, so he naturally thought my presence here meant I had failed.

"I succeeded."

"What?"

"The space was magnificent. I think I'm going to become completely engrossed in this martial art."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was utterly astonished.

"You've already manifested it?"

"......"

"How long did it take you to manifest it?"

"It took about four hours."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was so shocked he let out a short gasp.

"Really?"

His expression was one of utter disbelief.

"It seems to be a martial art that suits my aptitude well."

"Frankly, I find that hard to believe."

"Why would I lie?"

"Unless you're a martial arts genius, that's... no, even a martial arts genius couldn't do it in four hours!"

I didn't insist on the four hours and simply sipped my tea.

"Is it true?"

I nodded.

"Can you show me later?"

He shouldn't have been so persistent out of courtesy, but I understood his suspicion and readily nodded.

"Of course."

"Thank you."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader downed the cold tea in one gulp, as if his insides were burning.

I waited for him to calm down before asking calmly.

"So, why did you come looking for me today?"

"I have a favor to ask of you."

"Please, go on."

"The Demonic Buddha is trying to send me back to the Outer Regions."

"For what reason?"

"Because of you."

"Because of me?"

"He's wary that you and I might join hands. So, I need you to create a pretext for me to stay."

I have a feeling he didn't come to me just for that. How could he have come asking, not knowing if I could create a pretext for him? This is an excuse to get closer to me. There's a way to confirm it.

"What will you give me in return?"

"That's a bit cold, between us."

"There is no 'us' between you and me yet, Cult Leader. We've had one transaction, that's all."

I cannot show him any openings. I have to appear thorough and meticulous to lead the deal in my favor. That's also why I told him I mastered the Spacetime Manipulation Technique in four hours. To give him infinite confidence that he can trust me.

"What do you want?"

"May I choose one of the divine artifacts you brought?"

For a moment, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression hardened. "Are you insane?"

I replied calmly, as if asking a question back. "Not as insane as you, Cult Leader, who is actually trying to advance into the Central Plains in this chaotic situation after a Demon Supreme has died!"


I entered his residence with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

He had accepted my proposal. Just as I expected, he wanted to join hands with me. Enough to give me one of his precious divine artifacts. This wasn't payment for a favor, it was a gift.

Why on earth would he go to such lengths to ally with me? He must have had some change of heart.

In the room, a man in shackles sat with his back to us, gazing at the Echoing Thunder Bell.

When I retrieved the Bloodeye Holy Water, I briefly thought about how I couldn't get him out. I thought I'd never see him again in this life, but here we are.

"Who is that man?"

I asked the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, feigning ignorance. As I did, I saw the way the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked at him. It wasn't the gaze one gives a subordinate or a slave.

The man offered no greeting, even though the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had entered. Normally, he would have turned.

I was certain their relationship wasn't a typical one of master and servant.

"He is a subordinate who guards the Echoing Thunder Bell."

"I see."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked over the divine artifacts and said quietly.

"Among the divine artifacts, you must not ask for the Echoing Thunder Bell or the Bloody Buddha."

"Yes, I understand. So that bell is the famous Echoing Thunder Bell of the Heavenly Wind Cult."

I walked toward the Echoing Thunder Bell as if seeing it for the first time.

The memory of taking this Echoing Thunder Bell in my past life flashed before my eyes. It felt as if the demon carved into the bell looked at me and asked, 'You again?'

"How is it, seeing it in person?"

"It's incredible."

As I spoke, I glanced at the shackled man.

In truth, I'm more interested in this man than the Echoing Thunder Bell. I used it as an excuse to get closer to him.

Just then, the man, who had been bowing his head, slightly raised it and looked at me. Our eyes met through his long, disheveled hair. He was much younger than I had thought, and his eyes were clear.

The man lowered his head again. It was only a brief meeting of our gazes, but his eyes were somehow hard to forget.

"Now, make your choice."

"I will."

I slowly examined the display case.

Of course, I know very well what all of these artifacts are.

I chose one of the divine artifacts.

"Please give me this one."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression instantly hardened.

That's when I saw it. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was about to unconsciously say no, but he flinched and shut his mouth.

I felt it instinctively. A fact as important as the divine artifact I had chosen. The man in shackles sent a telepathic message to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader!


Chapter 66: All or Nothing

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression filled with regret.

The shackled man must have sent a telepathic message, telling the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader to give me the divine object I had chosen.

At such a crucial moment, that man interfered with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's decision?

Something truly unexpected had happened.

"Do you know what it is you've chosen?" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked.

"I'm not sure, but I was strongly drawn to it," I replied.

I had chosen a small, egg-shaped sphere made of iron. Of course, I knew exactly what it was. It was neither a weapon nor a jewel. The contents of this egg-like object were what mattered.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader lifted the sphere and touched its bottom. The egg clicked open.

"......"

Instantly, a strong yet heavy medicinal fragrance wafted out. Inside was a red elixir.

The Blood God Pill.

It was known as the most outstanding miracle herb, not just in the Heavenly Wind Cult but in all of the Outer Regions.

"It's the Blood God Pill. Have you heard of it?"

"Yes, I know it to be a truly precious miracle herb."

"The word 'precious' doesn't do it justice."

"Why haven't you taken something so valuable?" I asked.

"I was saving it for the future."

"It seems I was that future."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader probably never imagined that I would choose this specific item out of all the divine objects.

He looked at the shackled man again. Just then, I saw the shackled man's bowed shoulders tremble slightly. My improved vision from the Divine Eye Technique allowed me to confirm it myself.

He's definitely sending a telepathy message.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was undoubtedly following that man's instructions. At the very least, they were discussing it.

Just who is he?

My curiosity about the man grew, but I pretended not to notice. The Blood God Pill was more important right now.

To give them some time, I feigned ignorance and turned to look at the other divine objects. I saw other things I wanted after the Blood God Pill. Whether I could have them depended on the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's future choices.

A moment later, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader finished his discussion. His face looked as if it had aged ten years as he made a difficult decision.

"Very well. I will give you the Blood God Pill."

"Thank you."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, still holding the Blood God Pill, asked me, "I can't just give it to you this time. Tell me the way to remain in the Divine Cult."

He couldn't bring himself to hand over the Blood God Pill so easily.

"This is the way."

Before the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could stop me, I snatched the Blood God Pill from his hand and tossed it into my mouth. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's eyes widened. He never imagined I would actually eat it.

"You! What do you think you're doing?" he roared in belated anger.

I immediately sat down in a cross-legged position.

"Please stand warden for a moment while I absorb the medicine."

Then, I closed my eyes and began to absorb the effects of the Blood God Pill. Because of that, I could not see the utterly dumbfounded expression on the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's face.


Geom Mugeuk's qi circulation continued for two full hours.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the shackled man conversed via telepathy. The shackled man calmed the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who was jumping up and down, threatening to kill Geom Mugeuk on the spot. The shackled man also insisted they only communicate telepathically so they would not disturb his qi circulation.

[Hahahahaha.]

[Damn it! Damn it!]

The shackled man continued to laugh through their telepathic link. In contrast, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader fumed relentlessly.

[Damn it! Should I just kill this bastard right now?]

[Go ahead and kill him. Kill him and have a nice, big war with the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. I'd love to see you get torn to shreds by the Heavenly Demon.]

[Damn it! Damn it! What the hell is this?]

He truly never imagined Geom Mugeuk would eat it right in front of him.

[The method he's going to propose must be absurd. Isn't that why he took it first?]

[I'm telling you to kill him! Kill him! Smash his head in with a single strike.]

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader approached Geom Mugeuk and raised his hand high. However, he could not bring himself to strike his head.

[Ugh, damn it!]

After lowering his hand, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader walked over to the Echoing Thunder Bell and slumped down. The shackled man seemed to enjoy the sight.

[Damn it!]

[I don't think you will die.]

[Why? Because he's a coward? Is that it!]

[No, the Second Young Lord is far more brilliant than I thought.]

[Based on what?]

[He's confident that you won't be able to kill him. It means he's already figured you out completely. A man like that will give a proper answer.]

[Do you have any idea what it might be?]

[I didn't know before, but seeing him take the Blood God Pill, I think I know what method he'll propose.]

[What is it?]

[Hear it from him yourself after he finishes his qi circulation.]

[Tell me!]

[I can't. It'll show on your face, Cult Leader.]

[I never lost a gamble in my younger days!]

[That's because no gambler would dare show their true skill in front of the heir to the Heavenly Wind Cult.]

"......"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader felt a small sense of relief.

The shackled man called out to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader casually, as if speaking to a friend.

[Hey, Cult Leader.]

[Ugh, there you go again. Am I your friend!]

[Just give him everything. It'll be fine to give it all.]

[Are you serious?]

[Until now, I've only judged the Second Young Lord based on the information we've received, but seeing him in person today, I realize that information was an underestimation.]

[You can see that?]

[I can.]

[Then why can't I?]

[Because you're too greedy.]

[Damn it! Fine, let's say that's true. Let's say my greed has blinded me. So what? If I give him everything, what about me?]

[You can live in the Central Plains. Wasn't that your dream?]

[And he'll let me live in the Central Plains?]

[He's taking everything so readily because he intends to let you live there.]

[And if he doesn't keep his promise? We'll be like beggars, holding broken bowls and begging for scraps.]

[Don't worry. I'll feed you.]

"......"

CLANK CLANK!

[I'll drag these shackles, and sell medicine if I have to.]

[......]

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader let out a sigh.

[What if the Second Young Lord loses the succession battle and dies?]

[Isn't that what it means to bet your fate on someone? You either gain it all, or you lose it all.]

[You... you're doing this to ruin me, aren't you?]

[You're only just realizing that now?]

The shackled man gave a strange smile. His expression made it hard to tell if he was being serious or joking.

[Hey, Cult Leader.]

[Stop speaking so informally. You've done it more than five times today.]

[I understand you.]

[......]

[You have to give things up to gain something. Neither you nor I are fortunate enough to have it all without giving anything up. People like that are people like the Second Young Lord sitting over there.]

[...Damn it.]

Finally, Geom Mugeuk finished his qi circulation.

Geom Mugeuk's expression was bright as he opened his eyes. His already clear eyes had grown deeper, making it difficult to guess the extent of his internal energy. However, his deep eyes soon changed to resemble those of an ordinary person. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader flinched in surprise at how he altered his gaze.

Just how deep is his internal energy?

Geom Mugeuk hid nothing in front of him. It was as if he were saying, I am this strong, so trust and follow me.

Despite the power he displayed, Geom Mugeuk was polite. He bowed his head and offered a clasped hands greeting to express his gratitude.

"Thank you."

"You've got some nerve. Stealing a miracle herb and then circulating your qi right in front of me!"

"Steal a miracle herb? I received it as payment."

"As payment? What do you mean?"

"Didn't I tell you before I took the Blood God Pill? The way for you to stay here, Cult Leader, was for me to eat this."

"What is that supposed to mean?"

"Tomorrow, please come to the Sanzu River Hall and file a report. Report that a miracle herb was stolen."

"!"

"You should be able to stay here until the miracle herb is found."

Only then did the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader understand Geom Mugeuk's intention.

"But if an investigation is conducted, it might be revealed that no thief ever broke in."

"The place conducting that investigation is the Sanzu River Hall, where I am the head. We will proceed with the investigation as slowly as possible until you achieve your goal, Cult Leader."

"Ah!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression brightened considerably. A thief breaking into the inner court of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult gave him a reason not to leave. Furthermore, since Geom Mugeuk would be in charge of the investigation, there was no risk of exposure and no unnecessary friction in finding the culprit.

"The date of your departure will also be decided by you and me, Cult Leader."

"Ah! So that's what you meant."

"Then I'll be on my way. Thank you once again for the Blood God Pill."

After Geom Mugeuk left, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked the shackled man, "Did you know?"

"I knew the moment the Second Young Lord took the Blood God Pill."

The shackled man's attitude became polite again.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked down at the empty shell that had held the Blood God Pill and spoke. "But do you think the Second Young Lord knew beforehand that this was the Blood God Pill?"

"Of course."

"He knew?"

"Do you really think he picked it up just because the container was pretty? Did you truly believe that?"

"No."

However, for a moment, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had believed just that. He had thought there was no way the Second Young Lord could know the details of his divine objects.

"How did he know?"

"It is because he is a man of this caliber that you are giving him gifts, Cult Leader."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader nodded. He felt fortunate to have the shackled man with him. At the same time, he felt resentful, as all of this was happening because of the shackled man.

"...Still, the Blood God Pill is such a waste."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was starting to regret it all over again. He would not get any sleep tonight.

"I'm telling you for the hundredth time, you didn't give it to him because he proposed a method."

"If I give away all this and things still don't work out, you'll die, and then I'll die."

From between his long, shaggy hair, the man grinned.

"You promised you'd definitely die after killing me."

"Shut up!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stared at the empty container, and the shackled man stared at the Echoing Thunder Bell. The two men sank into their own separate agonies.


The next day, shocking news struck the cult.

A thief had broken into the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's quarters and stolen a divine object. Everyone they met was talking about it. It was surprising enough that a thief had entered the inner court, but everyone was curious about which divine object had been stolen. However, the identity of the stolen object was not revealed.

The cult was abuzz with the incident, but the atmosphere in the Heavenly Demon Hall was calm.

This was because Head Strategist Sama Myeong had seen through the situation.

"It appears the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader is staging this himself," Sama Myeong reported. "According to our surveillance network, not only was there no intruder at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's residence, but stealing a divine object would require the skill of at least a Demon Supreme. As far as I can tell, no one of that caliber would currently target the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's divine objects."

Upon hearing Sama Myeong's report, the Heavenly Demon Geom Woojin believed every word.

"The reason for staging it?"

"It seems he wishes to stay in our Cult longer. He will likely insist on not returning until the divine object is found."

"Why on earth would he not want to leave? Could it be because of that matter?"

"That's right. It seems he wants to use this opportunity to settle the matter of the Heavenly Wind Cult's advance into the Central Plains."

"My second brother was involved in this, wasn't he?"

"Yes. It seems the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked the Second Young Lord for a way to stay. Since the investigation of this incident will be handled by the Sanzu River Hall, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader will be able to remain in our Cult for some time."

"He's used his head quite a bit."

A faint smile touched Geom Woojin's lips.

"What is the relationship between the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Demon Supremes?"

"It is not very good. After their first meeting with the Demon Supremes upon his arrival, they have not met a single time. The only one he has met with is the Demonic Buddha, with whom he is relatively close."

"What would be the best way to handle this?"

Sama Myeong answered calmly, "For the time being, it would be best to pretend we don't know and just observe."

Geom Woojin contemplated for a moment, and Sama Myeong waited for him to make a decision.

Sama Myeong guessed the Cult Leader's thoughts. The decision was not immediate because it concerned the Heavenly Wind Cult. The Cult Leader did not look favorably upon the Heavenly Wind Cult's advance into the Central Plains. He was deliberating only because the Second Young Lord was involved.

Finally, Geom Woojin made his decision.

"Let's do that."

"......"

Bowing his head respectfully, Sama Myeong was about to turn and leave when he spoke to Geom Woojin.

"If the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Second Young Lord join hands, the Demonic Buddha will not stand by idly. He will likely begin to pull the First Young Lord in in earnest."

In Sama Myeong's judgment, the First Young Lord was holding back despite the Second Young Lord's recent rise. This was partly out of consideration for the Cult Leader, but also because he was still confident that he would become the successor.

However, if Geom Mugeuk were to join hands with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, on top of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme, the First Young Lord would no longer be able to just watch.

Geom Woojin nodded silently with an expression of understanding.

Leaving Geom Woojin alone with his thoughts, Sama Myeong slowly walked out along the path of blood.

He wondered what decision the Cult Leader would make. Would he really allow the First Young Lord to return and jump into the fray? Or would he try to stop the brothers' fight somehow?

Everything depended on the will of the Heavenly Demon.


Chapter 67: He's At That Age

The next day, I went to see my father. I was there to report on the incident with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

Father would already know the gist of it, since it was an internal cult matter, but me reporting to him personally was completely different from him receiving a report from Sama Myeong.

As it happened, my father was training. I waited outside until a message told me to enter.

"He says to come into the training hall."

A voice spoke from the empty air. It was Hwi, my father's bodyguard. I had not heard his voice in a long time.

"It's been a while, sir."

"Yes, Young Master."

A short reply came back. I remembered walking through the Demon Village as a child, holding Hwi's hand. I think I pestered him for street food. In any case, the memory was a pleasant one.

"Sir, we should see each other sometime. I'll treat you to a meal."

"......"

"Please be comfortable, sir."

I could not know how he would take my goodwill, or what his current feelings toward me were. It was a pleasant memory for me, but for him, it might have just been an uneventful day.

Still, I had to stay on good terms with him. He was the person my father trusted most.

I prepared myself and entered the training hall.

Just as I expected.

Today, too, my father attacked me with the Hell Step.

I used the Vanishing Step to dodge, then parried my father's Heavenly Demon Sword with the Black Demon Sword. It was the first time the two blades had clashed, a much riskier move than simply evading. Father instantly recognized my improved skill.

"Your skills have improved!"

Father had also attacked with a much higher level of the Hell Step, yet I had blocked it in an even more dangerous manner.

"Of course they have to improve. I probably train in martial arts the most in our Cult. No, I guess I'm second. Lee Ahn trains the most."

"Why don't you think you're third?"

From this, I guessed just how diligently my father was training in the Four Strides of the Wind God.

Father, you're doing well. You must achieve complete mastery. You absolutely must!

I walked out of the training hall with my father. We spoke as we walked side by side.

"What brings you here?"

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader wants to join me. I think there's been a split with the Eight Demon Supremes. Did you know about this?"

I did not mention that he had passed the Spacetime Manipulation Technique to me. This was something the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader would not want known externally either.

Father saw the core of the matter.

"It was arrogant of the Demon Supremes to drag the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader all the way here. They should have gone to him to resolve it. If they intended to bring him, they all should have gone to ask."

"They wounded the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's pride."

He might have many reasons for pushing to advance into the Central Plains, but as I considered them, it occurred to me that his wounded pride might truly be at the very bottom of it all.

"The things you neglect as trivial end up becoming the biggest problems. This incident is clearly the Demon Supremes' mistake."

I glimpsed my father's anguish. If he had his way, he would probably want to pit the Demon Supremes against the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, watch the fight, and then get rid of the ones lacking loyalty.

However, if they, the main force of our Cult, were to fall, the Murim Alliance would obviously come charging in. For my father, the Eight Demon Supremes were truly a necessary evil.

"Then why did the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader come to me instead of visiting you, Father?"

Father's answer was firm.

"The first reason is that he finds me difficult. The second is that he thinks you're easy to use."

"What's he trying to do by using me?" I asked, feigning ignorance.

"Ask your strategist that question."

"But I don't have a strategist, do I?"

"You must find one."

"Where am I supposed to find someone as brilliant as Strategist Sama?"

Father just scoffed.

"That's the confidence of someone who has one!"

Truly, finding a strategist as brilliant as Sama Myeong was my greatest task.

"Aren't you doing well enough without a strategist?"

"Thank you for saying so, but most of my successes have been due to good luck."

I navigate situations based on my many experiences from before my regression, but I am no genius myself. I desperately need a strategist with foresight sand insight to assist me.

"Please just answer this one question. What does the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader want?"

Father stopped walking and answered. "His dream is to advance into the Central Plains."

"But isn't he someone who won't leave his throne because he's guarding a sacred object?"

"That's just his obsessive personality."

"So his dream is to advance into the Central Plains."

In my life before regression, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had failed to advance into the Central Plains. Because Hwa Mugi had swept through the murim, he could not dare set a single foot in the Central Plains and ended his life in the Outer Regions.

But with my regression, his life was also changing. He had come to the Central Plains, a place he would not have originally come, and to our Cult of all places.

"For generations, the Blood Cult of the Outer Regions has coveted the Central Plains. They've never once succeeded, but the desire to advance into the Central Plains is in their blood."

"Now I understand why he came to me."

It was all information I already knew, but I acted as if I had just learned it from my father. Sometimes, one must act like this, feigning ignorance even when one knows. It was not so much deceit as it was a form of respect for my father.

Most parents in the world would want their children to come and ask them things like this. Would my father be any different?

At least in this regard, he was no different. Otherwise, he would not have said what he did.

As he was about to go inside, my father added bluntly, "Since you're here, you might as well stay for a meal."

"......"

I love it most when my father tells me to stay for a meal.

But I did not say I was happy. If I did, he would surely never tell me to stay for a meal again.

He was by no means an easy father.


After my meal with my father, I returned to the Sanzu River Hall to find an unexpected visitor. The Demonic Buddha himself had come to see me.

"Welcome, Elder."

"I meant to come sooner, but I was delayed."

This was the first time I had seen him this up close. He was shorter than he appeared from a distance. His golden skin made me want to reach out and touch it, but the Demonic Buddha was undeniably, my brother's right-hand man.

"Here, please have a seat."

"Let's."

The Demonic Buddha sat down. He intensely disliked anyone looking down on him. He likely sat with his back so ramrod straight for that very reason.

"A dear friend of mine has had an important sacred object stolen, so how could I simply stand by? I came to see how the investigation is progressing."

"I am currently investigating the case myself."

"Is it true that a thief broke in?"

"True? What do you mean by that?"

When I asked with a straight face, he gave me a look that said, Are you asking because you really don't know?

"How can anyone believe that a thief broke into the inner court of our Cult?"

"Wouldn't it be harder to believe that the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader staged the whole thing?"

From the very beginning, we created a tense atmosphere.

A faint golden light swirled in his pupils. It was a phenomenon that only appeared in those who had achieved complete mastery of the Great Golden Mara Art.

Just how strong were the Demonic Buddha's martial arts? The Great Golden Mara Art that the Demonic Buddha had mastered was as tricky to deal with as the Soul-Stealing Demon's evil arts.

"If a thief truly did break into the inner court, the reputation of our Cult will be greatly damaged."

"That's true."

"Shouldn't we handle this quietly?"

"How so?"

"How about sending him back to the Outer Regions for now so he can't run his mouth? It's not as if his presence will help us catch a thief we couldn't catch otherwise."

He was clearly testing me. He was convinced it was a fabrication and likely believed I was helping with it.

"Do you think he would listen to a mere Director like me?"

"I heard the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader came to see you?"

"He came to pay his respects."

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader believes you will become the successor."

"He gave no such indication. Why do you think so?"

"Because he isn't a man who goes to see people. He's accustomed to people coming to pay their respects to him. For him to have sought you out, he must have seen the potential of a successor in you."

As he spoke, he constantly watched my reactions, trying to read my inner thoughts. I hate to say it, but that was an attempt even my father failed at.

"Second Young Lord, for the sake of our Cult, you must send him back."

His words were aimed at killing two birds with one stone.

If I tried to send him back, that would be good for him. If I refused this proposal, he could frame it as me not acting for the good of our Cult.

"No. In that case, we must not send him back."

"What do you mean?"

"As you said, he'll use this incident as a pretext to tarnish our Cult's reputation. So we must keep him here. At least as long as he's in our Cult, he won't be able to speak carelessly. I'll subtly let him know. If he wants to find his sacred object, he shouldn't open his mouth recklessly."

For a moment, the Demonic Buddha could not answer. Of course, he was not so naive as to come to remove a nuisance only to leave with another one.

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader is a slippery man. He definitely has other intentions."

"Then I'll pretend to join hands with him and find out what his intentions are."

"With such stubbornness, you seem destined to become an excellent Sanzu Hall Director."

"Mostly when it comes to matters I believe to be right."

The Demonic Buddha took that remark as a rebuke, as if I were calling him an unrighteous person.

Sensing an opportunity, the Demonic Buddha quickly formed a hand seal.

The Turning Scripture Light Stamp!

A golden radiance instantly burst from the Demonic Buddha's body.

This light, more intense than the sun, momentarily blinds an opponent. For masters at the Demon Supreme level, that fleeting moment was an eternity, enough time to choose a fatal point to strike, or even two.

I closed my eyes too.

But before I did, I could tell the light had almost no effect on my eyes. I could clearly see the golden light pouring from his body and the Demonic Buddha moving at its center.

What shone in that moment was not the Great Golden Mara Art, but my Divine Eye Technique.

However, I deliberately closed my eyes. There was no need to reveal the full extent of my abilities to the Demonic Buddha.

When I opened my eyes again, the Demonic Buddha had pushed his face right up to my nose.

His face, which looked both like a child's and an adult's, felt strange.

The look in his eyes said it all.

If I had decided to kill you, you would already be dead!

He had every right to be confident. There were five hand seals in the Great Golden Mara Art. One could imagine how terrifying the subsequent attacks would be after being blinded like this, even without experiencing them.

I said nothing. I intentionally showed a startled and fearful reaction, though it was not quite terror.

Thinking this was a sufficient warning, the Demonic Buddha rose from his seat. He said the opposite of what the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had said when he first came to see me.

"I'd like to see you often. We can drink tea like this and talk. If you join me, only good things will come your way."

"You should talk a lot with my brother."

The Demonic Buddha smiled with satisfaction at my childish arrogance. "Yes, he's at that age. Well then, let's meet again."

"Take care."

As he left the room with short, quick steps, the tense expression I had deliberately put on relaxed. The room, once bathed in golden light, returned to normal.

Listen here, Demonic Buddha. It would be better for you not to see me often. So far, there are only three categories for the Demon Supremes who get involved with me. They became friends, are becoming friends, or are dead. Which category do you think you fall into? As of now, it doesn't seem like we'll become friends...So, are you confident you can create a fourth category?


Chapter 68: The Second Young Lord, Until the End

"The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme has five disciples. The most likely successors are the first, Yang Do, and the third, Cheong Seon. For your reference, Cheong Seon is a woman."

I questioned him based on Seo Daeryong's report.

"What are their reputations within the Western Illusion Sanctum?"

"Yang Do has more experience and skill due to his age, but Cheong Seon is more popular in the Western Illusion Sanctum. Unlike the young and beautiful Cheong Seon, Yang Do has a vicious personality. He's already injured several shamans, and some have even died. The late Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme favored him, so his succession was likely, but things have changed."

"Investigate both of them thoroughly. Their martial arts, wealth, abilities, hobbies, and even their personal relationships. Don't miss a single thing."

"Understood."

"I wonder who the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader will choose."

Seo Daeryong's eyes widened at my question.

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader is choosing one of them?"

"Yes. I sent him the data on the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's disciples for that reason."

"......"

"I told him to jump into the Western Illusion Sanctum's succession battle."

"Good heavens! What are you plotting now? Surely not?"

Seo Daeryong's thoughts seemed to latch onto something, and he sent a telepathic message.

[Are you going to kill the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader too? Or Yang Do? Even Cheong Seon?]

[What am I, a murderer? Do you think I'm going to kill them all?]

Only then did Seo Daeryong look relieved.

"That's a relief."

"Everyone's worried about who I'm going to kill next. I guess that's how people see me these days."

"Who else was worried? Your Master?"

"Master?"

"Ah! Elder Blood Heaven Blade Demon."

"You don't call the Elder 'Master' yet, do you?"

"No, he hasn't given me permission."

But the word 'Master' had slipped out unconsciously. It seemed Seo Daeryong already considered the Blood Heaven Blade Demon his master.

I could feel Seo Daeryong growing more captivated by the Blade Demon. In fact, Seo Daeryong was probably smitten the moment he saw the Blood Heaven Blade Demon reading a book.

"So, who do you think the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader will choose?"

"How would I know?"

"If a genius like you who graduated top of your class doesn't know, who would?"

"I graduated at the top because I studied hard, not because I'm a genius."

"But you said you were a genius, didn't you?"

"That's what you said, Director."

"You nodded your head proudly back then, didn't you?"

"I admit it. I have a vain streak. So please, downgrade me from 'genius' to 'a guy who's good at practical work'. In return, I'll make sure to investigate those two thoroughly."

Seo Daeryong bowed deeply and left the office.


"So, who should we support?"

The man in shackles just stared at the Echoing Thunder Bell when the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked his question.

"Why are you staring at that bell? Does the demon carved on it talk to you or something?"

The man in shackles spoke abruptly.

"How did you know?"

"Why are you being so creepy?"

"It speaks to me sometimes."

"What does it say?"

Staring blankly at the demon, the man in shackles said, "Why do you live like that?"

A moment of silence passed.

"So, what did you answer?"

"I used to answer that I live like this because of one narrow-minded, greedy human."

"And now?"

"I answered that maybe... it's not entirely because of that human."

"And what did it say to that?"

The man in shackles said nothing. When pressed again, he looked at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader as if he were pathetic.

"Why do you keep asking? As if a carving can talk. Are you insane?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader wore a dumbfounded expression.

"Of course, it'd be strange if I didn't go insane. Soon enough, I'll be sitting there talking with that carved demon. 'Why do you live being ignored like that?' Why do you think? You damned demon, you've been watching the whole time, so you know!"

"It's Cheong Seon."

"You scared me! Please, at least take a starting stance before you strike!"

The man in shackles was unpredictable, but he was valuable because he provided answers like this when needed.

"Why Cheong Seon? From what I can see, it looks like Yang Do will be the successor."

"Then choose him, if you wish."

The man in shackles closed his mouth as if he had nothing more to say.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stealthily moved next to him.

"I'm asking why it's Cheong Seon."

"Just follow your convictions and choose Yang Do. How long is someone like the Cult Leader going to follow what others say?"

"Fine, I'll follow my convictions and choose Cheong Seon."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader trusted the man in shackles implicitly. He did not need a reason. The man's past actions were proof enough.

"So it's Cheong Seon. Then how can I make her my disciple?"

"That, I do not know."

"What am I supposed to do if you don't know?"

"Wouldn't it be stranger if I knew that while chained up here like this?"

"True. That's also true."

Even so, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader never mentioned releasing his shackles. They had discussed all sorts of things, but he never brought that up.

If he released the shackles, the man would fly away and leave him. Who would willingly stay with the person who put them in such a state? The moment he was freed, it would be the end. The words 'release the shackles' were an absolute taboo for the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Should I go and find Cheong Seon?"

"And what will you say when you get there?"

"'Become my disciple.' Is that too overbearing? 'I permit you to become my disciple.' How's that?"

"I'm sure she'll be thrilled to become your disciple with that approach."

"Then what should I do?"

"Try putting yourself in her shoes. An old man from the Outer Regions with inscrutable intentions shows up and suddenly tells you to become his disciple. If you were her, would you fall for that?"

"Not a chance."

"It's the same for others. It won't work just like that."

"Don't tell me you're saying I have to pay a price?"

The man in shackles nodded.

"I'm going to be her Master and teach her martial arts. If anyone should be paying, it's her."

"That's an outdated way of thinking. The price is paid by the one who is more desperate."

"I refuse. I don't want to give anymore, I want to receive. I'm a person who much prefers receiving! Tell her to come with a mountain of treasures to fill my collection and learn! Tell her to kneel in the courtyard all day and beg!"

The man in shackles had told him to give it all, but that was not as easy as it sounded.

"If you must pay a price, the recipient shouldn't be Cheong Seon."

"Then who?"

"The Second Young Lord will want more of the treasures here. Last time he was looking around, there were a few things he had his eye on."

"Damn it!"

"The Second Young Lord will bring the solution this time as well."

"The Second Young Lord again?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sighed. The man in shackles spoke calmly.

"It will be the Second Young Lord, until the end."


Seo Daeryong was certainly skilled in practical matters, just as he had boasted.

He had thoroughly investigated Yang Do and Cheong Seon. He looked into their families, households, martial arts levels, personalities, relationships, and even their favorite foods.

"However, I discovered something strange while investigating Cheong Seon."

"What is it?"

"Cheong Seon has met with Sa Woojong several times."

"Sa Woojong?"

An unexpected name had come up.

"Yes. Their relationship seems to have no point of contact, so I'm reporting it just in case."

Seo Daeryong reported this separately because he knew I had a connection with the Flower Sword Supreme.

I recalled Sa Woojong's final moments. He had been under a soul-manipulation spell and tried to kill the Flower Sword Supreme, only to be killed in return. The caster of the spell was never identified.

Ah! So that was Cheong Seon's soul-manipulation spell!

A single conclusion naturally emerged.

"The two of them are dating!"

Seo Daeryong was startled by my words. He was not surprised that the two were dating, but that I had guessed it on the spot.

"How did you know?"

Sa Woojong had been in love with the Flower Sword Supreme. What if Cheong Seon found that out while they were dating? His death was undoubtedly the result of Cheong Seon's jealousy and anger. Cheong Seon was especially young, so if her man loved an older woman, the wound to her pride would be deep enough to pierce her body.

That was not the only reason I concluded they were dating.

The person who told me where the bodies from the Great Mind Control Technique were buried, and the person who stole Neunghyu's fan and placed it there, must have been Cheong Seon. These were things that couldn't be known or accomplished by anyone other than a disciple of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. Furthermore, if she was not dating Sa Woojong, she would have had no reason to leak such important information.

All the pieces fit together, but I could not tell Seo Daeryong any of this.

I shot up from my seat.

"You've thought of something to change the situation again, haven't you."

"How did you know?"

"The look in your eyes changed. Director, why are you looking for a genius? You're the genius."

"I'm no genius. I'm just good at scheming and seizing opportunities. I need someone who can think big, not like this. The difference between having someone like that in an organization and not is huge."

"I don't really know about that, but anyway, you're amazing."

"What do you mean you don't know? I figured this out thanks to your investigation. Even if I find a genius, I wouldn't trade you for them."

"I'm sure you wouldn't. You'd just have both of us anyway, but where are you going?"

I was already walking out of the office.

To earn some treasures!

This was also something I could not tell him.


I went straight to meet the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

His residence was the scene of the incident, and as the Sanzu Hall Director, I had an official reason to come and go as I pleased.

"Welcome."

"Have you been well?"

"I've looked over the data you sent. Thank you."

"Don't mention it."

While exchanging greetings with him, I glanced at the man in shackles.

He kept his head down and did not look at me, but every time I saw him, I felt our connection was not one that would simply pass by.

My gaze returned to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Have you found a way to intervene in the Western Illusion Sanctum's succession battle?"

"Not yet."

"You must hurry. The Demon Supremes will soon intervene and choose a successor."

"As you know, I'm in shackles here, just like that man. It's not even easy for me to meet the successors of the Western Illusion Sanctum."

I nodded as if I understood.

"Which of the candidates do you think I should take as a disciple?"

"Cheong Seon."

He was not surprised by my answer. It seemed he had already reached that conclusion with the man in shackles, and indeed, that was the case.

"We also decided that Cheong Seon was the right choice."

My reason was Sa Woojong, but I wondered why that man in shackles had chosen Cheong Seon.

"But I have no way to persuade her."

"What if I could make Cheong Seon come to you herself, Cult Leader?"

"And when she comes?"

"She'll beg to become your disciple. I'll serve her to you on a silver platter."

"If you could do that, I couldn't ask for anything more."

"In return, give me one of your treasures."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's brightened expression darkened once more. "You're truly shameless."

"It's not shameless, it's natural. Making people work based on friendship or loyalty without proper compensation is something that only worked in our fathers' generation."

"I happen to be from that generation."

"You have to accept that times have changed, and that I am a man of these new times. If you don't like it, you can live hardened like a fossil, looking only at what's convenient for you."

Of course, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader did not want such a life, so his expression hardened.

I persuaded him in a softer tone. "This matter involves a young person, so please leave it to me. I'll produce a result that makes the treasure well worth it."

"Let me think for a moment."

"Of course."

I pretended to admire the treasures, giving the man in shackles and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader time to communicate via telepathy.

Finally, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said to me, "Alright, I accept your proposal."

Although his expression was full of displeasure, it seemed the man in shackles had ultimately persuaded him.

"My part ends when she comes to you and asks to be your disciple. Putting her on the throne of a Demon Supreme is up to your capabilities, Cult Leader."

"If you need help then too, you'll just come back and demand another treasure. Why don't you just take them all now!"

"I wish I had the ability to do that. For my sake, and for yours, Cult Leader."

I rose from my seat. I gave a polite nod to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and a fleeting one to the man in shackles before leaving.

From there, I went to find the person who held the key to this matter, Sa Woojong.


Chapter 69: Dirty Tricks Are Effective

I stepped into the Northern Heaven Sword Sect.

Sa Woojong guided me to the Flower Sword Supreme, just as he always did.

"Welcome, Director."

"Martial Artist Sa, have you been well?"

"I have been well, thanks to your concern."

He greeted me with his usual demeanor. He showed no sign of the deep resentment he must have felt after the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme failed to push me away.

Today, I would use Cheong Seon as bait. I planned to reel him in with his own hidden ambitions.

"Welcome!"

The Flower Sword Supreme greeted me warmly. She seemed much brighter than the last time I saw her.

"You look even younger."

She led me to the flowerbed after my compliment.

"Come here and look at this."

A sprout had poked through the soil where she pointed.

"It's the seed you gave me as a gift."

"Oh! It's already grown."

"Yes, life is this mysterious."

I felt the aura of Sa Woojong, who stood behind us, sink even lower. I had been secretly emitting my qi to observe him since I arrived.

My skill with this technique, learned from my father, had become far more proficient. I could now not only grasp an opponent's presence and appearance but also feel their emotions.

I secretly sent a telepathic message to the Sword Supreme.

[Could you ask Sa Woojong to bring some liquor and snacks? I need to leak some information to him. I'll tell you the reason later.]

[I understand.]

The Flower Sword Supreme asked Sa Woojong to bring liquor. As Sa Woojong answered politely and turned away, his emotions grew even more savage.

She, who never drank, was now drinking with me. She even spoke informally only to me.

Judging by the change in his emotions, he probably thought I had stolen the Flower Sword Supreme from him. I guessed his relationship with Cheong Seon wasn't normal either. His final moments had said it all.

A short while later, Sa Woojong returned with the liquor and snacks. I dropped a piece of information, speaking to the Flower Sword Supreme but intending for Sa Woojong to hear.

"Currently, the most likely candidates for the next Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme are the first disciple, Yang Do, and the third disciple, Cheong Seon."

I felt Sa Woojong flinch when I mentioned Cheong Seon.

"I heard that Yang Do is the more likely candidate."

"That's right. However, it's not as if Cheong Seon has no options."

"What options does she have?"

The Flower Sword Supreme continued the conversation. She must have been curious why we were discussing this in front of Sa Woojong, but she acted naturally and showed no sign of it.

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader is visiting our Cult, isn't he? The martial arts learned by the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme share the same roots. If Cheong Seon can just receive a martial arts transmission from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, she has a chance of winning."

"Will the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader really accept her?"

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader will accept her. The Heavenly Wind Cult has always wanted to advance into the Central Plains. Taking Cheong Seon as his disciple would create a pretext for him to remain. It's Cheong Seon who would be reluctant to accept."

"Why is that?"

"It seems the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was thorough in educating her disciples. She likely wouldn't have had anything good to say about her nemesis, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader."

"That would make sense."

"In the end, if things continue like this, Yang Do will become the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. Cheong Seon will unfortunately miss her chance."

Sa Woojong left after setting down the liquor and snacks. I spoke quickly while he placed the items on the table slowly. He moved his feet deliberately, listening to as much as he could before departing. He had heard all the key points.

This was enough.

I believed Sa Woojong would definitely persuade Cheong Seon to become the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's disciple. A man so full of ambition would never let his lover miss the chance to become the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

Once I confirmed he was gone, the Flower Sword Supreme finally asked her question.

"Why did you make such a request?"

"Sa Woojong is in a relationship with Cheong Seon. Did you know?"

"Sa Woojong is? I had no idea."

"I don't know if you're aware, but my investigation revealed that Sa Woojong is a man of great ambition. He is someone who might try to manipulate you from behind the scenes, Senior."

I warned her but stopped short of telling her that Sa Woojong was personally infatuated with her.

"I had a rough idea."

"I was keeping an eye on Sa Woojong in case he might bring you harm, Senior, when I discovered their relationship. An opportunity to use that fact arose, which is why I made this request."

"I see. Thank you for telling me."

"I'm the one who is grateful. Please remain wary of him, but for now, it would be best if you handle matters related to Sa Woojong as you always have."

"I will."

I planned to repay her help with what she desired most.

"Let's have a duel soon."

"I'll be looking forward to it."

Honestly, I was the one looking forward to it.

I want to see just how helpful the Divine Eye Technique will be in a real fight.

However, that would have to wait until after I handled this matter.

As I left, I glanced back. I saw her standing in the yard with her hands clasped behind her back, looking up at the sky.

This thatched cottage no longer seemed hypocritical.


That night, Sa Woojong gave his all in bed.

Cheong Seon felt a pleasure she had never experienced before.

Drenched in sweat, the two lay side by side.

"Did something happen today?"

"No. Why?"

"You're not like your usual self."

"......"

"It was amazing."

Sa Woojong was certainly different. He was the first to embrace her as he asked.

"You've been busy lately, haven't you?"

"There are people who say I should become the Demon Supreme."

"What do you think?"

"Who would dislike the position of Demon Supreme? It's just that I'm not confident I can beat my Senior Brother."

"You must become the Demon Supreme."

"......"

"If your Senior Brother becomes the Demon Supreme, he won't let you live."

"Senior Brother is... not that kind of person."

"You just hesitated, didn't you? You hesitated because you know he is that kind of person."

"......"

"The moment you were mentioned as a successor, you were already standing on a dueling stage. You can only descend after a life-or-death battle."

Sa Woojong sincerely wished for Cheong Seon to become the Demon Supreme.

If that happened, he could wield the immense power of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme from the shadows. His heart pounded just thinking about it.

At the end of this lust for power was a twisted desire to become stronger and stronger.

One day, I will make the Sword Supreme my woman.

Cheong Seon quietly stared into Sa Woojong's eyes as he blankly gazed at the painting of the Flower Sword Supreme on the wall.

"What are you thinking so hard about?"

"About how I can put you in the Demon Supreme's seat."

"There's no way right now."

"There is. There's one way."

"What is it?"

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader is here right now. If you receive a martial arts transmission from him, you can beat your Senior Brother."

"That's ridiculous! You know as well as I do that martial arts don't improve that quickly."

"You were born with a natural talent, weren't you? Besides, your opponent is the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. If you learn just one secret technique, you can easily defeat your Senior Brother."

"If I become the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's disciple, the other Demon Supremes will hate me."

"This is a matter of life and death. You have to survive first and think later."

Sa Woojong pressed into her.

He did not rest until he heard the answer he wanted from her lips.


"Cheap bastards! I never imagined they could be this cheap."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could not contain his anger.

"Does this not bother you at all?"

The shackled man just stared silently at the Echoing Thunder Bell.

"Say something."

"Didn't you expect this? That they would try to send us back one way or another."

"I did, yes, I did, but I didn't think they'd use such a dirty method. Does this make any sense? Playing games with food?"

A report had just arrived. The rice and side dishes provided to his subordinates in the outer court had changed. The quantity had decreased and the quality had dropped. Good meat was replaced with lumps of fat, and the liquor with cheap swill.

"Who would believe it? That the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult would play such cheap games with food. They might as well just poison us!"

Worse, the ones eating that food were the Ten Great Demons and the hundred soldiers of the Blood Army, the core strength of the Heavenly Wind Cult. He couldn't just stand by, if only for the shame of it.

"The cheapest methods are the most effective. To be precise, this is the Demonic Buddha's work, not the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's. This Cult Leader here would sooner kick us out with force than resort to something like this."

"That little runt wasn't this bad."

"The situation has pushed him. It's his job to persuade you, Cult Leader. He needs to send you back one way or another to save face with the other Demon Supremes."

"This is not an issue I can just let slide."

It was a matter directly connected to his own honor. He could not show his subordinates the sight of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult treating him so poorly.

"I'm going to go confront the Cult Leader."

"And what will you say when you get there? Are you going to demand he give you rice?"

"I have to, of course I have to. I'll have to shout that his damn subordinate stole all my subordinates' food. I'll have to roll on the floor of the Heavenly Demon Hall and tattle on him, saying I've never seen such a cheap trick in my life."

"Then have a safe trip."

Of course, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could not do that. The arrow of his anger turned elsewhere.

"What in the world is that braggart, the Second Young Lord, doing? He said he'd find a way."

"Wait patiently."

"I'm saying this because I can't be patient right now."

"Those who respect the Cult Leader will respect you even if they starve. Those who hate the Cult Leader will hate you even if you feed them a feast for all three meals. So you don't need to worry about it."

"That's not how the world works. The ones who respect me will feel resentful, thinking, 'I respect him this much, and he lets me starve?' And the ones who hate me will sow discord, saying, 'I knew this pathetic fool would end up like this.'"

"Then keep only those who can withstand all those storms."

"Damn it! To hell with it!"

Just then, a message came from outside that Cheong Seon had arrived.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked at the shackled man with a surprised expression.

The shackled man wore a knowing expression and a faint smile.

Soon after, Cheong Seon entered and bowed respectfully.

"I greet the revered Supreme One of the Outer Regions. I am Cheong Seon of the Western Illusion Sanctum."

"I have heard much about you. The greatest shaman of the Western Illusion Sanctum, is it?"

"You are too kind. I apologize for not visiting sooner."

"Not at all. I'm grateful that you've come now."

"I once heard from my late Master that the roots of the martial arts I learned lie in the Blood Cult."

"That is correct. In that sense, we can be considered fellow disciples. So, have you been taught all the martial arts from your Demon Supreme?"

"Unfortunately, I have not. That is why I am making this request. Please take me as your disciple!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked at the shackled man and sent a telepathic message.

[The Second Young Lord is a madman.]

[This is why. This is why we must remain the Second Young Lord until the very end.]

[Damn it! Just thinking about him coming to receive my divine object makes me feel so sick I could throw up.]

[Let's take this opportunity to broaden that narrow mind of yours.]

[Shut up!]

While this mental conversation happened, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression remained utterly solemn.

"For the demonic art of the Outer Regions to shine in the Central Plains is something I truly desire. However, I don't know if your Cult Leader will permit this precious bond of ours."

"I understand that our Cult has no restrictions regarding a master-disciple relationship. Besides, since this will ultimately strengthen the Western Illusion Sanctum, I'm sure the Cult Leader won't oppose it."

"Are you alright with this? Your Senior Brother will surely take issue with it."

"Please teach me. Teach me how to defeat my Senior Brother."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader spoke to her in a low voice.

"Your Senior Brother might kill you."

At that, Cheong Seon lifted her head and looked at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

Her gaze was not that of a passive woman swayed by a man. The innocent girl who shared a bed with Sa Woojong and the woman in this room were clearly different people.

Sa Woojong did not know.

He did not know that her submissive demeanor in bed was merely a small part of her. He did not know that what he felt as her love stemmed not from affection, but from her terrible self-love, which would never yield what was hers. He did not know she was a vicious woman who would destroy what she could not possess. Sa Woojong knew nothing.

Cheong Seon smiled faintly. "But I can't just let myself be killed, can I?"

Reading the raw madness in her eyes that only a villainess could possess, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader smiled with satisfaction.

"I look forward to the next Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."


Chapter 70: The Difference in Meticulousness

Cheong Seon performed the Nine Bows and officially became a disciple of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

The news spread instantly, stirring the entire cult, including the Western Illusion Sanctum.

Unexpectedly, more people supported her choice than criticized it.

They thought it wiser for her to learn properly from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader before becoming the Demon Supreme. Ascending to the position with weak demonic arts just to save face seemed foolish. As expected, the people of the Cult pursued practical benefits over justification.

The shamans of the Western Illusion Sanctum, who were expected to have the strongest backlash, supported her even more strongly.

This put the first disciple Yang Do in a difficult position. His plan to worsen public opinion by framing Cheong Seon for receiving outside help had failed.

Now, no one knew who would become the successor.

"What do you think of her?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was curious about Cheong Seon.

"Aren't you a good judge of character, Cult Leader? You should trust your own judgment."

"She seems to have more backbone than she looks."

"I saw her similarly."

"She seems worth raising."

He had not wanted to take her as a disciple from the beginning. He had used it as a pretext to remain in the Central Plains, but when he actually saw Cheong Seon, he found himself drawn to the strange wickedness she exuded.

"I guess I can't help who I am. I see a bad woman and I'm drawn to her."

"Be careful. I saw an ambition in her that could devour even you, Master."

"That's why I like it."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader grinned, and the shackled man smiled faintly.

"You seem to be in a good mood lately."

"Me?"

"You're not even cursing much."

Most importantly, he had not asked him to open a new space with the Spacetime Manipulation Technique for several days.

"If you're bored, shall I curse at you a bit?"

"No way! I like it this way."

However, a part of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader missed the shackled man's curses.

"By the way, the Cult Leader over here is quiet."

It seemed the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was concerned about the Heavenly Demon.

"He will continue to be."

"Why do you think so?"

"Because the Second Young Lord must have met his father and finished their talk."

"Would he have been that thorough?"

"He would have. Success and failure come from the difference in meticulousness."

"Why are you so favorable toward the Second Young Lord? Your evaluation is so generous. Did you take money from him or something?"

The shackled man raised his head and looked at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Do you dislike that?"

"I do."

"Then let's return to the Outer Regions. If we go to a place without the Second Young Lord, there will be no reason for me to show him favor, will there?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader started to get annoyed but sighed instead. The man was irritating, but he was not wrong. After all, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was the one who had dragged him here in clanking shackles.

"I told you, didn't I? You are not fortunate enough to have everything, Cult Leader."

"Damn it. Stop with that story! Why do you keep saying I'm ill-fated?"

"I'm saying it because you keep trying to turn toward a truly ill-fated path."

"You never let me have the last word."

Just then, a subordinate came and reported something new.

"Cooks came and cooked for our martial artists in the outer courtyard."

"Cooks? Which cooks?"

"They said they were cooks sent by the Second Young Lord. They prepared a feast with the finest ingredients and left."

At those words, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked at the shackled man.

"Is this it? The difference in meticulousness you mentioned?"

The shackled man nodded.

"He's truly amazing for his young age. I said it, but even I didn't expect him to be this thorough. Perhaps..."

"Perhaps?"

"This might be the moment an unparalleled figure is born in the Demonic Cult, no, in all of murim, and we are witnessing that historical moment together."

"Just because he sent some cooks?"

"Yes. He sends a thief, he sends a disciple, and he sends cooks. It must be. A historical moment."

Unlike the passionate shackled man, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was indifferent.

"In that historical moment, I'm having all my divine objects taken away."

As if he already knew the reason, the shackled man calmly comforted the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Try changing your perspective. Your divine objects are being used usefully to accomplish great things."

"As I've said before, I'm not the protagonist of those great things, am I? I have no intention of being a tool for someone else's success."

"To be the protagonist, you have to be diligent like the Second Young Lord. You have to put in the effort like the Second Young Lord."

"I put in effort too, don't I?"

"The effort of asking me about every single thing?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could not refute it. He had recently entrusted most of his affairs to the shackled man.

Seeing the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's anguish, the shackled man's expression and tone changed.

"Hey, Cult Leader."

His informal speech was incredibly welcome to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. It was so pleasant to hear him speak so casually that he had worried he might never do it again.

"I know you're trying too."

"What effort do I make? You're right."

"No. Enduring your greed and giving up the divine objects is also your effort. Gathering the divine objects was your effort, and protecting them was your effort. I know very well that even being greedy is your effort. I know that your effort is just as hard as the effort of someone who escapes an encirclement, covered in blood."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader felt a surge of emotion. He had only recently realized how comforting it was for someone to understand his heart.

Still, not wanting to show a weak side, he deliberately hid his feelings and snapped.

"I don't want to! I don't want to give up my divine objects! That damn Second Young Lord, just let him come. I'll tell him to get lost immediately. Get lost, Second Young Lord! My roar will deafen you, so cover your ears. Got it?"

Just then, a subordinate announced from outside.

"The Second Young Lord has arrived."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shook his head in disbelief.

"That crazy Second Young Lord! Does he really have to show up at a moment like this?"

The shackled man laughed out loud for the first time in a while. He covered his ears and said politely.

"Well, I'm ready."


"Welcome, Second Young Lord."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader greeted me with a pleasant face.

On days he gave me a divine object, his hands would tremble visibly, but today he seemed more at ease.

Could it be that he has grasped the truth that acceptance brings peace?

A moment later, a subordinate brought in a table with drinks.

"Let's have a drink together today."

"Sounds good."

"Have a cup."

I accepted the drink.

"Well, let's drink."

After a pleasant toast, I drank the alcohol. Of course, I had the Antitoxin Bead in my mouth.

"I'm happy to see you trust me."

I did not bother spitting out the Antitoxin Bead and hurting his feelings.

It was right then.

"By any chance, are you holding the Antitoxin Bead in your mouth?"

I knew the shackled man had sent a telepathic message to warn him.

As expected, he's no ordinary man.

"Yes, that's right."

I spat the Antitoxin Bead out of my mouth.

"Good heavens! When did you put that in your mouth?"

"I put it in when the drinks were served."

"There was no sign at all?"

"I've practiced a lot."

"The Antitoxin Bead for a drink I offer... you're really too much."

"Didn't I tell you before? There is still nothing between us. The phrase 'between you and me, Cult Leader' doesn't exist in this world."

"You say that even after coming here today to take another of my precious divine objects?"

"In this chaotic mess, a bond between us won't be decided by how many divine objects I take."

"Just like how right now, there's only the Antitoxin Bead sitting awkwardly between us?"

"A clear-cut relationship where we give what's owed and take what's due is better than a flimsy bond that can change with the situation."

"I really can't win against you with words. Just like someone else."

"Pardon?"

"It's nothing."

I guessed he was referring to the shackled man.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stood up.

"Well, the drink has lost its taste, so let's just pick a divine object. Go on, choose."

"Thank you."

Before choosing a divine object, I walked to the Echoing Thunder Bell.

"I'll take another look at the Echoing Thunder Bell. It's magnificent no matter how many times I see it."

The truth was, I wanted to see the shackled man up close again.

I glanced at the man while looking at the bell. He sat like a fossil with his head bowed.

Why are you helping me?

He could have sent a telepathic message, but he did not. That appealed to me. He was not a frivolous man.

Will the day ever come when I can have a conversation with this man? How far does his destiny and mine intertwine?

I started walking again, heading toward the divine objects.

I pretended to look at various things, but I had already decided what I would take.

"I'll choose this one."

The divine object I chose was a thickly rolled bandage.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression hardened. His face cursed what his mouth did not say.

damn it! Dammit! How do you manage to pick out only the precious ones like this?

"Did you choose it knowing what it is?"

Of course, I knew all too well.

"I don't know. The way the cloth was wrapped looked somewhat mysterious."

"That is..."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader took a deep breath. He struggled to suppress his surging anger before explaining.

"It's Top-Quality Heavenly Silk. It's a legendary treasure known to be uncuttable even by a sword, and when wrapped in multiple layers, it can block even sword qi or enhanced sword qi. You can wrap it around your arms or legs, or even protect your heart with it. That's not all. It has the effect of warding off the cold, and it doesn't burn in fire. In all of murim, you can count the number of weapons that can cut this Top-Quality Heavenly Silk without sword qi or enhanced sword qi on one hand."

The Black Demon Sword I carried was one of those few weapons.

"My knowledge is shallow, so I failed to recognize how precious it was."

"If you didn't recognize it, why did you have to pick this one? Why!"

"I'm sorry."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could not hide his regret. He sighed several times before handing it to me, his hand trembling.

"Please, use it well."

"Yes, thank you."

I took it from him, feeling as if I were snatching it from his reluctant grasp.

I felt grateful to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. His heart must have ached, but he always kept his promise and gave me the divine objects without reservation.

It was a reward far greater than what I had done for him, but I accepted it readily because I intended to fulfill his dream.

"I will never forget your kindness, Cult Leader."

It would have been nice for him to be more magnanimous, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could not hide his lingering regret.

Over his shoulder, the shackled man looked at me. There was no way the Cult Leader would have handed over the divine object so obediently when he regretted it this much. It was the same with the Blood God Pill before, and now this Top-Quality Heavenly Silk. I had undoubtedly received them smoothly thanks to the shackled man.

I sent a message with my eyes.

Thank you. I won't forget this.

As if he understood, the shackled man slowly bowed his head and became a fossil again.


After returning to my residence, I took out the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk.

I unrolled enough to wrap around my wrist three times and cut it with the Black Demon Sword.

It would have cut without it, but I infused it with qi for a clean slice.

Before a legendary sword like my father's Heavenly Demon Sword or my Black Demon Sword, it was just cloth. To other weapons, this thing was a monster.

I wrapped it three times around my left wrist.

No matter what happened, as long as I wore this, my hand would never be cut off by an opponent's attack. For now, wrapping it only on my left wrist was enough. My right hand would be protected by the Black Demon Sword. Being able to use it concentrated on necessary parts like this was its advantage over any treasured armor or protective gear.

I wrapped the remaining Top-Quality Heavenly Silk around the hilt of the Black Demon Sword. I would use it the next time I needed it.

I just hoped I would never have to wrap this all over my body and jump into somewhere.

Because hell would unfold in that place. Or perhaps, that place would already be hell.


Chapter 71: Plotting with Everyone

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon came to see me.

He used to wait near my residence with his large blade stuck in the ground. These days, he came directly to me. If I was at home, he would come to my home. If I was in my office, like today, he would come to my office.

The notion that "I am the elder, so you must come to me" never existed for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He was the type who came when he wanted and left when he wanted.

"Have you heard the news? The third disciple of the Western Illusion Sanctum has become the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's disciple."

"Yes, I have."

"This was your doing, wasn't it?"

"Why do you always assume I'm behind everything new that happens?"

"So, it wasn't you?"

"It was."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon raised his voice. "I knew it! What in the world are you plotting with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader?"

"Plotting is too grand a word. I'm just helping him out."

"Are you really trying to help the Heavenly Wind Cult advance into the Central Plains?"

"Is there a problem with that?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked with a serious expression, "Can you handle the consequences?"

"If you're talking about the Heavenly Wind Cult, don't I have you, Elder? If you won't fight a Demon Supreme, then please, at least face the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader for me."

"You shouldn't underestimate that man. He may have been dragged to our Cult, but he is the leader of the Outer Regions Murim. If the Outer Regions Murim goes on a rampage, the Central Plains will become a sea of blood."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was serious, and I took his advice to heart.

"I'll keep that in mind."

Thinking about what a formidable person the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was naturally brought the man in shackles to mind. He was the one controlling and leading this incredible Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"But why Cheong Seon?"

"She was easy to move."

"Do you think Cheong Seon can become the next Demon Supreme?"

"From my perspective, the first disciple and the third disciple are practically the same. It will take a considerable amount of time for either of them to become a proper Demon Supreme."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded as if he agreed.

"So, Elder, you should raise Detective Seo well."

"Tell him to wake up from that dream."

"I'm the one dreaming. Detective Seo doesn't have such dreams."

"Stop meddling in other people's affairs and mind your own business."

As he was about to get up, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon noticed the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk wrapped around my wrist.

"What is that?"

"I'm wearing it for style."

"You got that from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, didn't you?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon immediately recognized that this was no ordinary item.

"Why do you think so?"

"It's something I haven't seen before, and you wouldn't help the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader without getting something in return."

"Isn't it too heartless to expect a reward every time I help someone?"

"So? You didn't get anything?"

"I did."

"You heartless bastard!"

I laughed, and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head as if I were hopeless.

"This is Top-Quality Heavenly Silk."

"Ah! So this is it."

"As expected, you know of it."

"This is the first time I'm seeing it in person."

"Shall I cut some off for you?" I moved as if to unwind the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk from my sword's hilt.

"No need. It's an item that doesn't suit this old body of mine."

"Isn't that all the more reason for an old body to wear it?"

"Forget it."

He had no authoritarianism and no greed. At times like this, I wondered if his true nature was that of a man who simply enjoyed reading poetry and painting.

"Did you get anything else besides this?"

"I also received the Blood God Pill."

I was honest with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. I had been so far, and I intended to continue being so. I believed this honesty would be the key to completely opening the door to his heart.

"The Blood God Pill?"

Perhaps because I said it so casually, it took the Blood Heaven Blade Demon a moment to process what the Blood God Pill was.

His expression changed in sequence. What was the Blood God Pill again? The Blood God Pill? Huh? Surely not that Blood God Pill? This is insane! The Blood God Pill?

Startled, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon shot up from his seat.

"The greatest divine pill of the Outer Regions?"

"......"

"You're telling me the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader gave that to you?" He was so shocked that he was speechless for a moment. "Where is it?"

"It's in my stomach."

"Good heavens! Your inner arts must have surpassed mine by now."

I simply smiled. In truth, my inner arts were already on par with the Demon Supremes thanks to the Demonic Essence Pill and the Cheonoesindan. Now that I had also consumed the Blood God Pill, I would overwhelm them in terms of inner arts.

"Don't worry. You are still my left wing, Elder."

"Hmph! Now that you've received a divine pill more effective than the Cheonoesindan and even Top-Quality Heavenly Silk, you'll probably just tear off your left wing."

"My left wing is one with my body, so it cannot be replaced. If you tear it off, I'll die."

"As I've said before, if the body dies, the wing will fly off to find a new body."

"I'll pray it finds a better body."

Though we exchanged words like a joke, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's expression had softened.

"You weren't jealous just now, were you?"

"Jealousy? Nonsense! It's a check. I have to do this to make it clear that you can't covet my position just because you received some divine items."

"Message received."

"I'm really leaving now. Get back to your work."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stood up. As he was about to leave, he said abruptly, "I... wouldn't mind even being a dragonfly's wing."

Meaning it was fine to attach multiple wings.

His words moved me. How could I ever treat the Blood Heaven Blade Demon lightly when he possessed such magnanimity?

Just as he was about to leave, a subordinate entered and announced another visitor.

"The Flower Sword Supreme has arrived."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was startled at the news.

"Did you call her here to meet me?"

"How can you say that when you're the one who showed up unannounced?"

A flustered Blood Heaven Blade Demon opened the window. I stopped him as he tried to leave through it.

"That's far too undignified."

"She'll be displeased to see me."

He was still awkward and uncomfortable with his relationship with the Flower Sword Supreme.

"What does it matter? Since when have you cared so much about what others think?"

After hesitating by the window for a moment, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon returned to his seat.

In the meantime, the Flower Sword Supreme entered.

Seeing the Blood Heaven Blade Demon in the office, she was surprised.

"You? You didn't arrange this meeting on purpose, did you?"

I smiled at her. "How can you two be so alike? How would I know when either of you were coming? You both came without any notice. If you want to complain, complain to the one up there."

As I spoke, I glanced up at the sky outside the window.

Even without me explicitly saying, "Isn't this all fate?" the two of them understood my meaning.

These were two people I wanted to bring together, even by force. Seeing them meet so naturally made me wonder if the heavens were truly arranging their reconciliation.

"Now, please sit."

The Flower Sword Supreme sat down facing the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"What brings you here, Senior?"

"I came because there is something I need to tell you."

At that, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon stood up. "Please talk amongst yourselves. I'll be leaving."

"It's a story you can listen to as well."

She must be uncomfortable with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, so stopping him like this meant the matter concerned all of us. It must be important. Indeed, what she revealed was just that.

"The Demonic Buddha came to see me and made a request."

"What kind of request?"

"He asked me to support Yang Do, the first disciple of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

The selection of a new Demon Supreme was entirely under the jurisdiction of the Eight Demon Supremes. If a Demon Supreme died without a successor, the remaining Demon Supremes would recommend candidates and decide on the next one. This meant one had to receive the support of more than half of the Demon Supremes to ascend.

"You said it before, didn't you? That as duel friends, it would be good if I supported your person."

"You remembered."

Meanwhile, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon wondered what she was talking about.

"Duel friends? What does that mean?"

"Something like that happened."

"It seems you're plotting with everyone except me."

"How could that be? You are my first wing, Elder."

This time, the Flower Sword Supreme asked, "A wing?"

"The Elder is my left wing, and right now, I'm desperately searching for a right wing."

I intentionally stared at the Flower Sword Supreme. Having read my desire for her to become my right wing, the Flower Sword Supreme quickly changed the subject.

"So? Who are you supporting?"

"Cheong Seon."

"I had a feeling that would be the case. I thought your intentions would differ from the Demonic Buddha's. Fine, I'll support Cheong Seon too."

Going against the request of another Demon Supreme must be quite a burden, even setting aside her relationship with the Demonic Buddha. Nevertheless, she was readily willing to support me.

She was also being considerate. I could tell just by how she had asked the Blood Heaven Blade Demon to listen as well. This matter required the help of both of them.

"Thank you."

I was truly grateful to her. That included the time she helped me with Sa Woojong.

Alright, Senior. Let's be duel friends for life.

She did not even ask why I chose Cheong Seon. That is how much she trusted me.

Then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked me, "But even so, that's only two votes from us, isn't it? Have you secured votes from any other Demon Supremes?"

To place Cheong Seon in the position of Demon Supreme, four votes out of the seven Demon Supremes were needed.

"Not yet."

"What are you going to do?"

I spoke politely to the two of them. "I ask that each of you persuade just one person. Please."

"What's in it for us if Cheong Seon becomes the Demon Supreme?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked.

I answered cheerfully, "It's better for me than it is for you two."

"It has to be good for me!"

"What's good for me is good for you, Elder."

Of course, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was just feigning reluctance, even though he was going to grant my request.

On the other hand, the Flower Sword Supreme readily accepted.

"For you, I'll try to persuade the other Demon Supremes. If it goes well, at least one person will cast their vote for Cheong Seon."

Suddenly, it occurred to me that her favor might not be just because of our duel. The favor she was showing me was too great for that to be the only reason.

Looking at her, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said with a sullen face, "When you act like that, it makes me look bad, doesn't it?"

He had said it to break the awkward atmosphere with her, but the Flower Sword Supreme retorted with a stern expression.

"Weren't you a person with nothing to begin with?"

In an instant, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's expression hardened. The good atmosphere cooled in a flash.

Their gazes clashed mid-air. They fought with their eyes, neither backing down an inch.

I did not intervene, giving them enough time to vent their emotions. This process had to be repeated continuously. After all, it was not as if they would kill each other.

The one who turned his head first was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. The winner of the staring contest, the Flower Sword Supreme, scoffed. Fortunately, the time it took to resolve their conflicts was gradually shortening.

I smiled at the Flower Sword Supreme to express my gratitude.

"Thank you for telling me about the Demonic Buddha. I'm even more grateful that you're willing to persuade the other Demon Supremes. I will never forget this kindness, Senior."

"Kindness? Don't mention it. I'll see you next time."

The Flower Sword Supreme replied with a smile and left the office first.

Soon after she left, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon also rose from his seat.

"I'll be going too."

Receiving the divine items from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, being duel friends with the Flower Sword Supreme... these things could have easily bothered him, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon showed no sign of it.

"To me, you are always the top priority, Elder."

"You're all talk."

When I gave an awkward laugh, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon chuckled as well.

"Even though the Sword Supreme left so confidently, persuading the other Demon Supremes won't be easy. The Demonic Buddha's side will be moving diligently as well."

"Please help me too, Elder."

"I'm being ostracized by the other Demon Supremes. Do you think it'll work?"

Despite his words, his retreating back was more reassuring than anyone's.

If each of them could persuade just one person, our side could secure four votes. It was difficult for even me to predict how things would turn out.

I decided to simply trust the two of them. Both the Blade Demon and the Sword Supreme had lived for decades as Demon Supremes. I would trust the lives they had lived.

In any case, since the two of them were doing something difficult for my sake, I could not just hand over the fruits of their labor to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader for free.

I headed for the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's residence. However, my purpose this time was not a divine item. I intended to lay the first stone in a plan to obtain something even more precious.


Chapter 72: You're Lucky to Be the Back Wave

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stared at the empty space where the sacred relics were kept. He blinked, looking again and again, but the spot that once held the Blood God Pill and the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk remained bare.

"It's an unpleasant sight. Like a perfect beauty who lost her two front teeth."

At the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's lament, the shackled man looked at the Echoing Thunder Bell and spoke softly.

"She still has her canines and molars. She can still bite her opponents and grit her teeth to steel her resolve."

"You get excited every time a sacred relic disappears, don't you?"

"How did you know? If you release my shackles, I might even dance."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sighed. "Honestly, I'm afraid."

"What are you afraid of?"

"That all of this will become an empty dream. That when I wake up, nothing will be left. Then I'll have this regret, won't I? What on earth possessed me to devote everything like that?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked at the shackled man. In response, the shackled man lifted his head and pushed back his long, flowing hair, showing his face for the first time in a while.

"Why the sudden change?"

"I'm showing you that you were possessed by this man when you devoted everything."

"You crazy bastard."

The man was right. He wasn't possessed by the Second Young Lord right now. He was possessed by that very shackled man, by the man who boldly claimed to have possessed him and smiled while speaking of his ruin.

"How can I make Cheong Seon a Demon Supreme?"

"You'll have to defeat the Demon Supremes one by one and win them over. Coax them, persuade them, recruit them. It will take at least two sacred relics. If you're unlucky, you might need one more."

The shackled man seemed to have already finished his calculations, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression was deeply furrowed.

"Is that your roundabout way of telling me to invest in the Second Young Lord? You're the Second Young Lord's man through and through, after all."

"How long are you going to rely on the Second Young Lord? Be a man and handle it yourself. I'll tell you the most advantageous way to approach the Demon Supremes."

"I told you to stop being sarcastic!"

"You're right. Just stay still and do nothing."

"Is that something a Strategist should say?"

The moment the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader finished speaking, the chains sounded. CLANK.

Faced with the silent protest of What Strategist in the world wears shackles like these?, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could not say a word.

"I'm saying this precisely because you think of me as a Strategist. Just wait. Sometimes, doing nothing achieves the best results."

After a brief pause, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked, "Is that really okay?"

"The Second Young Lord will come to you."

"And then?"

"He will demand sacred relics in exchange for placing Cheong Seon in the Demon Supreme's seat."

"Is that possible, even for the Second Young Lord?"

"You have to believe. We've already crossed a bridge we can't return from."

Just then, Cheong Seon, who was training in the courtyard, delivered a message.

"The Second Young Lord has come to visit."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was both startled and impressed. Because events were unfolding exactly as the shackled man predicted, he had the illusion of being in a superior position.

"Speak of the devil."

"It's because we're always thinking and talking about the Second Young Lord."

"Stop talking about him! Stop taking his side! Your master is me, me!"

"Then who told you to become the front wave of the Yangtze River?"

The phrase 'the front wave of the Yangtze River' made the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's heart sink. The shackled man might have said it without deep meaning, but it struck the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader profoundly. He had been feeling lately as if something were pushing him, making him drift to a place he did not want to go.

"Yes, you're lucky, being the back wave of the Yangtze River."

When he decided to go to the Central Plains, he never dreamed he would have this kind of conversation with the shackled man.

Life is truly unpredictable.

For the first time, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader felt the unfamiliar tension that came with an unpredictable life. It also meant he had lived a smooth, predictable life until now.


When I went to see the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, Cheong Seon was there as well.

She was training in the courtyard. She recognized me and greeted me politely.

"Greetings, Second Young Lord."

When the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was alive, our relationship was indifferent, but things were different now. She needed outside supporters to back her, and she had to make a good impression on me, the Second Young Lord and the Sanzu Hall Director.

"I heard you've become the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's disciple, Young Lady Cheong. Congratulations."

"Thank you, Second Young Lord."

She probably did not know. Things had turned out this way because I had leaked information to Sa Woojong.

"I've come with news for the Cult Leader. Young Lady Cheong, you should listen as well."

As we entered, the shackled man slightly raised his head. Our eyes met for a fleeting moment. We had been greeting each other this way since last time.

"What is it?" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked.

"The Demonic Buddha is on the move."

"The Demonic Buddha? How?"

"He is persuading the Demon Supremes to make his first disciple, Yang Do, the next Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

"Damn it! And he calls himself a friend."

"Now that the Demonic Buddha has made his move, it will be difficult for Young Lady Cheong here to become a Demon Supreme."

Cheong Seon bit her lip gently. She had taken a great risk to become a Demon Supreme. If she failed even after becoming the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's disciple, she could be forced to follow him to the Outer Regions.

"Second Young Lord. Is there no way to put this child in the Demon Supreme's seat? As you know, I can't make a move here in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

"There is a way, but it won't be easy."

"What is it?"

"We'll have to move the Demon Supremes as well. Fortunately, the two Elders, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme, are favorable to me. If I ask them, perhaps..."

"Please, help us."

"Please help us, Second Young Lord," Cheong Seon pleaded, just as desperate as the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"This isn't as easy as it sounds," I said, feigning difficulty, though it wasn't a complete exaggeration.

"I don't know what the Demon Supremes who agree to give their votes will demand. Even if things go well, I'll end up owing a great debt to the two Elders, the Blade Demon and the Sword Supreme."

"Aren't my disciple and I the ones receiving help? I will never forget this favor."

"Alright, I'll do my best."

"Thank you. Wait here for a moment."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sent Cheong Seon out, as if he had something to say to me in private.

"You, go out and train."

"Yes, Master."

Cheong Seon bowed to me and then went outside. Her eyes, as she looked at me, were filled with desperation.

After she left, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked, "What do you want this time? It's a sacred relic again, isn't it?"

"No."

"No?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was startled.

"The only thing more important than a sacred relic is my own life, isn't it?" he joked, but his words held his true feelings. For a man like him, my next words were a blessing.

"This time, there's nothing I want."

"Nothing?"

"Yes, nothing."

"Really?"

When I nodded to confirm, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression brightened.

"When the results are in, I'll treat you to a drink."

"A drink on top of that?"

"You gave me two precious sacred relics, didn't you? Let's have a drink, win or lose."

"Where?"

"We'll have to drink here. With the sacred relics stolen, everyone would find it strange if you were to leave your post, Cult Leader. I'll bring the alcohol and food."

Of course, that was not the real reason. It was so we could drink in the presence of the shackled man.

"If possible, I'll try to make it a victory drink, not one of defeat."

With those words, I stood up from my seat. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was pleased, yet his bewilderment was also evident.

"Just in case, you should teach your disciple well. Young Lady Cheong may have to duel the first disciple, Yang Do."

"I've already considered that."

"Then, I'll be going."

As I was about to leave, I turned back to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Oh, there's one thing I'd like to ask."

"What is it?"

"I'm trying to create a sky in the space made by the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, but the incantations aren't flowing smoothly. May I ask for another explanation on that part?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was startled. The shackled man, who was sitting, was also visibly surprised. He rarely showed his emotions, but this time, he reacted.

"To fill the space, you have to succeed in creating it within one hour, don't you?"

"I've already succeeded in creating it within one hour."

"What?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was aghast. He hadn't believed me before when I said I could open it in four hours. I had said I would show him in person next time, so he was naturally surprised that I had already reduced the time to one hour.

"Show me. Then I'll tell you."

"Are you going to wait for a whole hour?"

"I'll wait."

"Very well."

I immediately began to recite the incantations and unfold the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

One hour later, we were in the space I had created. I intentionally brought the shackled man there with us.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was surprised, and so was the shackled man. A sky had unfolded, but it was a strange sky with holes in various places.

After looking around for a moment, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked me, "Why did you create the sky first of all things?"

"I like looking at the sky. When I do, it feels like my stuffy heart opens up. Now, I'd like your explanation, please."

"Since I promised, I'll teach you."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader gave a detailed explanation of the part of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique's incantations that deals with filling the space.

In truth, I could already create a perfect sky. I pretended I couldn't do it properly to naturally show them my skills in person.

After listening to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's explanation, I opened a new space another hour later. A brilliant blue sky unfolded, surprising the two men even more.

This was not a trick for the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. It was to show the shackled man firsthand what kind of talent I possessed.

Was I showing off? Yes. It was an intentional boast.

In my past life, I felt the greatest virtue a leader should have was strength. No matter what anyone said, it was strength. A person strong enough that you could trust and entrust them with your everything.

And I saw it. The shackled man's face as he looked up at the sky. His clear, yet lonely eyes.

I still do not know what kind of person he is. However, one thing was certain.

Although I call him the shackled man, he was a person whose appearance and aura did not suit shackles at all.


After Geom Mugeuk left, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the shackled man were silent for a while.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader spoke first.

"I saw a martial arts genius today."

"It must be the Heavenly Martial Body."

"The Heavenly Martial Body? Yes, without it, he couldn't have learned the Spacetime Manipulation Technique so quickly."

"Do you still regret it?"

"What? Giving him the Spacetime Manipulation Technique? Of course it's a waste. Isn't this feeling of waste a martial arts academy from his ability?"

"Who knows what kind of legend he might achieve with the martial arts you've passed down."

"I always say this, but what's the use if that legend isn't me?"

"Our Cult Leader, a man who doesn't know how to give up."

"There you go being sarcastic again."

"No. I think it's good that you're honest."

"It's because it's you! I'm only honest in front of you. I'm not this soft of a person when I'm anywhere else."

He often revealed his inner thoughts like this, but the shackled man never revealed his own. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader knew why better than anyone. As long as he did not release those shackles, he would never know the man's true heart.

However, that also meant he would never release those shackles.

I won't let anyone take you from me.

Whether he knew of this sentiment or not, the shackled man just kept staring at the demons carved into the Echoing Thunder Bell.

"Are the demons talking to you again?"

"They're asking again why I live like this."

"Tell them everyone lives like this. You demonic bastards, everyone lives like this, what makes you so special to ask such a thing?"

However, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader did not know. In that moment, the man was saying something entirely different to the demons.

He was talking about the very person he was told to stop taking sides with and stop talking about. The demons, who seemed as tight-lipped as the Echoing Thunder Bell itself, were just silently listening to his words.


Chapter 73: The Better the Master, the Simpler the Answer

After leaving the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's residence, I went to find Lee Ahn.

I found her still engrossed in training. Her Soaring Sky Sword Art had improved by leaps and bounds.

"Lee Ahn."

"......"

"Once you receive the Poison Self-Purification Art, you're free to leave whenever you wish."

"What? Why are you suddenly saying something like that?"

Leaving the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's residence, I thought about how the shackles didn't suit the shackled man. That thought made me think of Lee Ahn.

It occurred to me that she might have shackles on her ankles as well.

Are visible shackles the only kind that exist?

My own will to kill Hwa Mugi was a kind of invisible shackle. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme are also bound by shackles of hatred that are difficult to sever.

And what about my father? Perhaps my father was bound by his position, shouldering the heavy responsibility of protecting the cult, just like the shackled man before the Echoing Thunder Bell.

"I'm saying you should choose your own life. You don't have to be the master of the Ghost Shadow Squad. You can leave the cult and travel the Central Plains. You could even live as a hidden master in some peaceful village. You received martial arts from me, but you don't need to repay that debt. You've already done more than enough for me, so you can make your choice with a clear conscience."

Lee Ahn listened to me quietly, then smiled.

"I guess I have no choice but to show you another one of my tails."

"What do you mean?"

"I'm happier and living a better life by your side, Young Lord. Traveling is fun for a day or two, and being a hidden master is the same. I'm happy every day within your protection. I'm not a fool. If I truly hated it here, I'm the kind of woman who would have risked her life to run away in the middle of the night. I really don't know why you see me as being so good-natured."

I looked at her and laughed softly.

"How many hidden tails do you have left?"

"About seven, I think?"

"That's plenty. Now, get back to your training."

I turned to leave, but a needless worry made me add one more thing.

"Still, make sure you always keep one tail hidden."

From my experience, that's just as important as a hidden technique.

I saw the look on her face that said, You don't have to tell me something so obvious. I left. Right, as long as she knew.


The Demonic Buddha came to see the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

He had a clear purpose. The look in his eyes was different from the moment he entered.

"Did you just come from killing someone? For a man who follows the dharma, your body is brimming with killing intent."

"The Buddha I serve sometimes violates the precept against killing."

"One moment a Lustful Buddha, the next a Killing Buddha. You must be a very busy person."

The Demonic Buddha did not sit. He stood in a disciple's position and stared at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. From there, his height was nearly level with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who sat with a ramrod-straight back. The Demonic Buddha was sensitive about his height, so matching their eye levels was a clear expression of his immense anger.

"Look here, Heavenly Wind Cult Leader!"

"What is it?"

"How long have we known each other?"

"I don't recall exactly."

"Correct. Our bond is so long that we can't even remember, yet you can do this to me?"

"Sit. Let's talk while sitting."

He did not sit. He glared at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader instead as the golden light from his body grew more intense.

"I never thought you'd resort to such a transparent trick!"

"A trick, you say?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression hardened, but the Demonic Buddha had come spoiling for a fight.

The Flower Sword Supreme and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had begun moving to persuade the other Demon Supremes. The Demon Supremes reacted differently when they met the Demonic Buddha than when they met the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. They were all individuals who had lived without caring for the opinions of others, so it was impossible to guarantee whose side they would take in the end.

That was why the Demonic Buddha had come to confront the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader directly.

"Luring the young disciple of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme and taking her as your own? What kind of scheme is this!"

"I did not lure her. The child came to me of her own accord."

"Then you should have sent her back! As the adult, you should have sent her back!"

"And why should I do that?"

"Why are you trying to become the Master of our Cult's disciple?"

"Because the martial arts the shamans practice are the demonic arts of the Blood Cult!"

"Are you saying you belong to the Blood Cult right now? Are you serious?"

It was a well-known fact that the Heavenly Wind Cult was the successor to the Blood Cult, but one was not supposed to mention or connect it to the Blood Cult. The Blood Cult had a history of waging several wars against the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. He had been invited solely because he was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Are you twisting my words now?"

"When you staged that drama about your sacred object being stolen, I could understand it to some extent, but this time, I simply cannot tolerate it."

"A drama? You come to a friend whose sacred object was stolen and call it a drama? I came here trusting only you, and I even had my sacred object stolen. Instead of taking responsibility, you're making such absurd speculations!"

"Did you think we would believe that? The Demon Supremes are not fools."

"Looking at you, you don't seem all that smart either."

"What?"

"How many times in your life have you been told you're smart? Be honest."

The Demonic Buddha's expression froze for a moment. He knew he was not a particularly intelligent person.

His habit of lashing out with harsh words was a tool to suppress his opponents and steer conversations in his favor.

When the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader struck a nerve by pointing out his inferiority complex, the Demonic Buddha chose a more drastic approach.

"Listen here, my friend. The place you're in right now is not the Outer Regions."

"Are you threatening me?"

"It's not a threat. I'm telling you the reality of the situation. I have maintained a friendship with you for a long time, but the other Demon Supremes think differently. I can't know how they'll react."

"With that poor imagination of yours, what could they possibly do? They'll probably use you as a pawn and try to kill me."

"If that were all, we could at least say our goodbyes."

A tense atmosphere hung between the two men.

"Do not underestimate the Demon Supremes. They'll try to dispose of you in a far more miserable way than that."

"You tell me not to underestimate them, so why do you underestimate me so much?"

"I don't underestimate you. It's just that you have a fatal weakness."

"A weakness?"

"If the Demon Supremes decide to eliminate you, they won't make the foolish choice of attacking you directly. Instead, they'll drive a wedge between you and our Cult Leader and have him get rid of you. Can you handle that? Our Cult Leader."

Threatened with the Heavenly Demon, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was left speechless. The Heavenly Demon, who despised the Blood Cult, was certainly the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's weakness.

"Pretend to search for your sacred object for a few more days, then leave. Expel your disciple. I'll speak to the Demon Supremes on your behalf."

"And if I refuse?"

The Demonic Buddha just scoffed and walked out instead of answering. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader found that even more infuriating and remained silent for a long time.

Finally, he spoke.

"I've just made a decision."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stared at the shackled man before the Echoing Thunder Bell and ground his teeth.

"I will make the Second Young Lord the Heavenly Demon, no matter what."


"What brings you here, Second Young Lord?"

Head Strategist Sama Myeong was buried in work, as usual.

"I came because I wanted to hang out with you, Strategist. If you have time, why don't we go to the Demon Village?"

Sama Myeong was startled by my proposal.

"The Demon Village?"

"You may be the most important person in our Cult, but it won't fall to ruin if you slack off for a day."

"The sad secret is that it wouldn't fall to ruin even if I slacked off for a year."

"Then shall we go have fun for just four hours, so your secret isn't revealed?"

"Very well."

Sama Myeong closed his documents and stood up without hesitation. He must have guessed I had not come just to have fun.

"If you're not here, Strategist, the Murim Alliance will invade immediately."

"That's because you don't know the All-Knowing Hall. There's a long line of brilliant strategists just waiting for me to step down."

"They've certainly chosen a difficult path."

We laughed as we left his office.

I took him to the Alluring Inn.

"So it was this place after all."

He was saying that he knew the Alluring Inn well. Since he likely knew every detail about me, it was only natural that he would know about the Alluring Inn too.

"Are you disappointed? Were you hoping we'd go to the best brothel in the Demon Village?"

It was a rather bold joke, but Sama Myeong laughed.

"I was hoping I could pretend to be reluctant and follow you there."

"This is why preconceptions are so scary. I'll make a reservation immediately for our next day off!"

"Hahaha."

I sat across from Sama Myeong at my usual table on the second floor of the Alluring Inn.

When Jo Cheonbae came to take our order, I introduced Sama Myeong.

"This is our Cult's Head Strategist. Greet him."

"......"

Jo Cheonbae bowed to Sama Myeong, looking as if he might faint. He had been overwhelmed by visits from high-ranking people lately. A Director, a Demon Supreme, and now the Head Strategist. The title of Head Strategist carried a different weight than any other.

"I've always respected you. You're the person I respect the most."

"So the person you respect most isn't my father?"

Jo Cheonbae jumped in surprise at my jest.

"Of course not! I respect you second most, Strategist."

"Ah, I thought I was second."

"No, that's not it, actually the Director is the one I...."

He played along, pretending to be flustered.

"I'm kidding. Bring us some drinks first, and please make sure the food is delicious today."

"......"

After serving the drinks, Jo Cheonbae rushed to the kitchen.

I poured a drink for Sama Myeong.

"This is the first time you and I have had a drink alone, isn't it, Strategist?"

"It is."

"I should have invited you sooner. My apologies for the delay."

"Not at all. You've been very busy, haven't you?"

"You're the busy one, Strategist. I'm always slacking off."

"If you say that, what are the real slackers supposed to do?"

He knew best just how diligently I had been moving about lately.

We drank while chatting about this and that. Sama Myeong held his liquor better than I expected.

"You're a good drinker."

"Of course. I was a heavy drinker in my younger days."

"That's surprising."

I could not quite picture a younger Sama Myeong who drank heavily.

"So, what is this about?"

Sama Myeong knew I had not come just to have fun. I did not beat around the bush and got straight to the point.

"There is something I'd like to ask you."

"Please, go ahead."

"What makes a good strategist?"

Perhaps because it was an unexpected question, Sama Myeong's eyes widened as he looked at me. Soon, his gaze shifted to his cup.

"In my youth, I asked myself this question many times, but I've lived for a while having forgotten it."

Questions like this are always difficult. If someone were to ask me what makes a good martial artist, what would I say?

However, Sama Myeong's answer came immediately.

"In my opinion, a good strategist is one who is smarter than the opposing strategist. There's no profound meaning, it's literally just that. A strategist who is smarter than the enemy. That is my answer. It's fine if there's someone in our Cult smarter than me. It's fine if there's someone in this tavern smarter than me. It's even fine if you, Second Young Lord, are smarter than me. However..." After a brief pause, Sama Myeong continued. "I must be smarter than the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance's Head Strategists. That is all that matters."

It was a truly unexpected answer. As if he had anticipated my reaction, Sama Myeong smiled. "A bland answer, isn't it?"

"That's why it resonated so strongly."

"When I was younger, I had too many thoughts, so I probably would have given a different answer. It might have been a bit more pedantic."

I could guess what he meant. The older you get, and the more of a master you become, the simpler the answers tend to be.

"Martial artists on the field can improvise. They can change their tactics depending on the situation, but a Strategist cannot. One wrong plan means annihilation. It would be less regrettable to die by your own choice, but how unjust would it be to die because of a wrong decision from the higher-ups? That's why I always tell my junior Strategists. Desperately become smarter! Everything depends on it."

This was the first time I realized Sama Myeong held such thoughts, just as it was the first time I learned he was a good drinker.

Sama Myeong refilled my empty cup. "Now, it's my turn to ask a question."

In truth, I had not come to hear the answer to what makes a good strategist. My meeting with him today was for the sole purpose of hearing this next question.

"Why did you ask such a question?"


Chapter 74: Trust Your Gut

"I've been looking for a strategist lately."

I met with Sama Myeong today to tell him just that.

"Am I not enough for you?"

I laughed at Sama Myeong's joke.

"Father and I are both greedy people, aren't we? Father would never share Strategist Sama with me. You know my father well, don't you?"

Sama Myeong deflected the question with a smile.

"That's why I came for your advice, Strategist. I wanted to ask what kind of strategist I should look for."

Sama Myeong fell silent, fiddling with his cup. He appeared calm, but his mind must have been racing.

He's probably sorting through everything right now. My reason for visiting, how much he should tell me, and how his words might affect him, our Cult, or the succession battle. I don't know the conditions for a good Strategist, but I know one thing from experience. A good strategist ultimately makes good choices.

Sama Myeong was a better strategist than anyone I knew, so he would surely give me a proper answer.

He drank another cup of wine. By the time I refilled it, he had finished his thoughts.

Sama Myeong looked at me meaningfully. "Haven't you already made up your mind?"

The question was significant. I could tell Sama Myeong already knew about the shackled man. He even knew that was the person I had in mind.

He was asking me, Are you thinking of that man from the Heavenly Wind Cult as your strategist?

It was obvious. Head Strategist Sama Myeong had to know about the shackled man who served as a strategist for the Heavenly Wind Cult.

I had been visiting the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's residence about a theft case. When I suddenly met with Sama Myeong to find a strategist, he naturally thought of the shackled man.

"There is someone I'm considering, but I'm not certain yet."

He would never answer a direct question, so I asked with my eyes.

My gaze asked, Would it be alright to make him my strategist?

Sama Myeong stared at me, holding back his answer. This was the most important moment of our meeting.

"Winning a person over is never certain. The result only comes after a long process. So for now, Second Young Lord, please trust your gut."

Trust my gut. It was ordinary advice that anyone could have given, but the advice had a different meaning now. He knew I had the shackled man in mind. Telling me to trust my gut was his way of advising me to accept him.

If the shackled man were a danger to our Cult, Sama Myeong would never have said this. It meant Sama Myeong acknowledged the man's abilities.

Sama Myeong was not my man, but he was loyal to our Cult. He wouldn't recommend just anyone when I might become the next Heavenly Demon.

"Yes, I'll trust my gut."

I raised my cup. Sama Myeong nodded once and then toasted vigorously.

Today, he had only told me to trust my gut. Whether my father or a Demon Supreme questioned him later, he was free from blame for recommending the shackled man to me. The same was true for me. I couldn't question his recommendation because he hadn't made one. Sama Myeong had only told me to trust my gut.

We drank for four hours. We talked about many things, but Sama Myeong never lost his composure or made a single slip of the tongue.


A few days passed. On the surface, nothing changed, but behind the scenes, the Demon Supremes were busy with schemes and political maneuvers.

And today, the fateful day finally arrived.

"The voting must be in full swing right now," Seo Daeryong said.

I nodded. "I suppose so."

The Demon Supremes were meeting now to decide the next Demon Supreme.

I didn't know if the Blood Heaven Blade Demon or the Flower Sword Supreme had persuaded the others. I didn't visit them to ask, and they didn't come to tell me.

"You're involved in this too, aren't you, Director?" Seo Daeryong asked.

I nodded obediently.

"You're my right-hand man. Aren't you upset that there's so much you don't know?"

"No, I'd rather not know, forever. I'll never get sulky about being excluded. So please, keep doing things without my knowledge. I'd be fine finding out you unified the murim from rumors the next day!"

"You've always been this funny. You were just pretending to be gloomy when we first met, weren't you?"

"Even I'm confused now about what kind of person I am."

"Being bright is good. She'll like that more too."

"......"

"I'm talking about that junior you like."

"You mean the one even I had forgotten about?"

Seo Daeryong nodded, giving up his denial. "Thanks to you, Director, we'll end up getting married."

"If you want that to happen, you need to eat first. Ask her out for a meal."

"What's the point of asking someone who's busy?"

"What does being busy have to do with eating? Things fail because you put that kind of pressure on them from the start. Just approach her as someone she can see often and comfortably."

I saw a slight sparkle in Seo Daeryong's eyes. "Does seeing her often change anything?"

"It does, but you can't become someone she's too comfortable with. This is the most important part. Don't let yourself look like a pushover!"

"How do I not look like a pushover? Should I put strength in my eyes?"

I sighed. "Good grief!"

Seo Daeryong quickly said, "It's a joke, a joke."

"It's sadder because I know it's not."

"I'm not that clueless."

I couldn't verify his claim. A subordinate rushed in to report the voting results.

"The results are in."

"What happened?"

"It was a draw."

"A draw? There are seven Demon Supremes. How could it be a draw?"

"One of the Demon Supremes abstained."

"Ah, so there was an abstention."

It wasn't public which Demon Supreme voted for whom. It seemed either the Blood Heaven Blade Demon or the Flower Sword Supreme only persuaded half of the others.

"So?"

"They've decided to settle it with a duel between the first disciple and the third disciple. It will be held tomorrow."

"So it comes to this in the end."

It wasn't intentional, but a duel would decide it. This was a good outcome for the Western Illusion Sanctum. No one would complain if the more skilled person became the Demon Supreme.

After the subordinate left, Seo Daeryong asked, "Who do you think will win?"

"Why do you ask?"

"I'm going to the marketplace to place a bet. A low-paid life like mine needs a turnaround like this."

"Bet your entire fortune on Cheong Seon!"

"Why the third disciple?"

"You're not betting on the third disciple. You're betting on the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. To be precise, you're betting on his desperation. He won't let his disciple lose. Where are you going?"

"I'm going to mortgage my house!"

Seo Daeryong opened the door but stopped before leaving. "You're not going to stop me?"

"Because you wouldn't actually gamble anyway."

"How do you know?"

"Gamblers aim for a windfall. They don't think about changing their reality like you do."

Seo Daeryong grinned and closed the door. "I'm really going now. I'm going to eat with strength in my eyes."

I walked to the window. Martial artists hurried across the training grounds as twilight settled. The various organizations that heard the voting results would be watching tomorrow's outcome closely.

Cheong Seon winning is important, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme are more important to me. I couldn't have come this far without them. Thank you, Elders.


The duel took place the next day.

The seven Demon Supremes, their subordinates, and the shamans of the Western Illusion Sanctum gathered around the dueling stage. The confrontation was open to all, so the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and I also took our seats. Father, however, did not attend.

The first disciple, Yang Do, and the third disciple, Cheong Seon, stepped onto the stage.

A roar erupted from the shamans of the Western Illusion Sanctum.

They were far weaker than the deceased Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, but one of them would be the next to lead the Western Illusion Sanctum. The fate of the Western Illusion Sanctum depended on who won.

Would Yang Do, the established powerhouse, win? Or would Cheong Seon, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's student, win?

The odds favored Yang Do seven to three. Although Cheong Seon was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's disciple, she had not trained for long.

Since neither Yang Do nor Cheong Seon knew the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, we could actually watch them fight. Otherwise, it would have been the blandest fight in the world. The two would have vanished, only to reappear after a victor was decided.

The two exchanged no polite greetings.

"You cowardly bitch. You sold out our Master."

"Bringing up our Master now is the real betrayal. You stupid Senior Brother."

The duel began with cold curses. They knew their lives and futures were on the line, so they showed no mercy and fought with every trick they knew.

Black smoke from Yang Do engulfed Cheong Seon, while her Soul-Seducing Art invaded Yang Do's mind. Ghostly wails filled the air as a haunted wind blew.

A black monster shot from the ground to drag its opponent down. A red hand emerged from thin air, trying to rip its opponent's head off.

Though it was a fight between disciples, it was fiercer and more powerful than expected. Everyone was surprised because they had expected so little.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWANG!

The earth shook with a deafening roar. Thunder cracked from the clear sky.

The demonic practitioners watching despaired.

How in the world do you block those techniques?

Watching this fight, anyone could see why the orthodox sects considered the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme so troublesome. One uncounterable technique followed another.

Everyone held their breath.

No one looked down on them for throwing hidden weapons or rolling on the ground.

A black demon leaped out to block incoming hidden weapons. Ghostly energy flowed from their hands even as they rolled on the ground. Blood that melted the earth surged forward, and a heat haze tried to tear off an opponent's arms.

They used every method available in a desperate, brutal fight. It wouldn't have been strange if one had bitten out the other's throat. The demonic practitioners watching were swept up in the passion of it all.

And at a certain moment!

The ghostly wails that had filled the air suddenly stopped.

The gray smoke swirling madly around them cleared, revealing them standing face to face.

Everyone could tell the fight was over, but it was not yet clear who had won.

Yang Do spoke first. "That last technique?"

"The finishing demonic qi I learned from my new Master."

"I've known since we were young... that you were this kind of bitch."

"Then you must know well that I'll become a greater Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme than our late Master."

Cheong Seon left him standing there and walked toward the gathered shamans. She spoke in a sharp, clear voice.

"And so, our Western Illusion Sanctum will become the greatest of the Eight Demonic Factions!"

The moment her words ended...

"......"

Blood fountained from Yang Do's mouth, nose, and ears. The first disciple collapsed, every blood vessel in his body severed.

A momentary silence fell. No one had expected Cheong Seon to kill the first disciple so cruelly. Then, a roar shook the very ground.

WAAAAAAAH!

Cheong Seon walked slowly to where the seven Demon Supremes sat. She offered a polite clasped hands greeting. "Greetings, I am Cheong Seon."

Those who had chosen her smiled. Those who had not were stiff.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon rose from his seat and shouted for the others. "A new master of the Western Illusion Sanctum has been born!"

Everyone roared at his cry.

It was the moment a new Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was born.

Cheong Seon looked at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and gave him a polite clasped hands greeting.

Next, she looked at me and greeted me.

She did not, however, even glance in Sa Woojong's direction.

Sa Woojong looked very disappointed. He had clearly hoped for at least a secret, fleeting glance. At some point, his life had stopped going the way he wanted.


Chapter 75: I'll Accept a Drink

Jo Cheonbae and I crossed the final boundary of the inner court. We underwent the same identity check and body search as the previous two times. The various ingredients Jo Cheonbae brought were inspected again.

Jo Cheonbae was frozen stiff. The martial artists on guard grew stronger and more intimidating the deeper we went into the inner court, and he could barely breathe.

Only after we passed the boundary did Jo Cheonbae finally relax.

"Whew, I've never been this nervous in my life."

"You don't have to be so tense. I'm here, aren't I?"

"Of course. If it weren't for you, Director, how could I have ever come this far? This is my first time in the inner court."

We headed toward the residence where the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader lived.

"What's your first impression of the inner court?"

"I was too scared to even look around properly."

"There's nothing to be afraid of. In this vast place, few people work as hard as you, proprietor."

"Oh, please don't say such things."

Jo Cheonbae waved his hands dismissively, but the corners of his mouth lifted happily with each wave.

"I don't know how I got so lucky. The Second Young Lord visited my tavern, and thanks to that, I got to serve food to people I could never have dreamed of meeting. I never imagined I'd get to come to the inner court like this."

I brought Jo Cheonbae today to cook while I drank with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. The real reason, however, was to let him see the inner court.

He had once mentioned in passing that he wanted to see the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's inner court, and today I intended to grant that wish.

My personal chef, Chef Lim, was busy providing meals for the Heavenly Wind Cult members waiting in the outer court, so I had a perfectly good excuse to bring Jo Cheonbae.

"I must have accumulated a lot of merit in my past life."

"Our proprietor must have saved the murim in his past life."

"Even if I didn't save the whole murim, I must have at least beaten an Elder from the Murim Alliance to death with my iron ladle when they invaded our Cult."

I laughed pleasantly at his joke. Just then, some passing inner court martial artists saw me and bowed respectfully. Jo Cheonbae couldn't even make eye contact with those burly, frightening men.

"Now that I'm actually here, I feel both happy and afraid."

"That's why I established a Branch in the Demon Village. It's a place that's difficult for most people to visit easily. So, proprietor, please keep a close eye on the people of the Demon Village and the Branch. If you have anything to report to me, be sure to do so."

"Yes, I will."

Just like that, we arrived at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's residence.

"You're here?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader greeted me warmly. I had promised to treat him to a drink once the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was decided. He was in a good mood because Cheong Seon had won. On top of that, I had refused the divine object, so the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader seemed very pleased.

"This is the proprietor of the Pungryu inn, whom you've met before. Rather than serving you cold food, I wanted to eat a warm meal prepared by the proprietor, so I brought him along. Proprietor, if you would."

"I will put my very soul into my cooking."

"I don't particularly want to eat your soul, proprietor, so just make it like you usually do."

"......"

While Jo Cheonbae went to prepare the food, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and I entered a room.

"Congratulations on taking a Demon Supreme as your disciple."

"It's something I never could have accomplished without you, Second Young Lord. Thank you."

"It's because you taught your disciple well, Cult Leader."

"Let's just call it our victory."

We enjoyed our victory, exchanging such pleasantries. I knew Cheong Seon would win. Once a master of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's caliber got involved, he would have secured victory no matter the method. His first disciple, Yang Do, was too outmatched to create any unexpected variables.

A short while later, Jo Cheonbae served the dishes and alcohol.

After tasting the food, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was satisfied.

"This chef's skills are quite good."

"I'll pass that on. The proprietor will be pleased."

We enjoyed the alcohol and the food. As if he had resolved to do his best, Jo Cheonbae's cooking today was superb.

"Have you met with my father yet?"

"I'm scheduled to see him soon."

"When you meet him, emphasize this. Tell him that by taking Cheong Seon as your disciple, you will raise her to be an even stronger Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme than the previous one. To my father, that point is the most important."

"I understand what you mean. Thank you for telling me."

"Don't mention it."

As the drinking session deepened, I spoke to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader nonchalantly.

"Would it be alright if I offered a drink to the man in shackles over there?"

For a moment, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader flinched in surprise.

"Why do you want to give him a drink?"

"I don't have any special reason. I've seen him several times whenever I come to see you, Cult Leader. On such a pleasant day, I just wanted to offer him a drink."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader smiled as he replied.

"That man doesn't touch alcohol at all."

"Is that so?"

It was then that the shackled man opened his mouth.

"I'll have a drink."

I was startled, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was even more so. His expression slowly hardened. From that unconcealed change in his face, I could guess the truth.

The shackled man had never once accepted a drink from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Then I'll give you a drink."

I pretended not to see the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who looked like he was about to explode, and rose from my seat.

I took a cup and a bottle of alcohol and went over to the shackled man.

I sat in front of him and held out the cup.

The shackled man, who had been looking down, raised his head and took my cup.

I slowly filled his cup.

I said nothing else. I didn't use telepathy. I simply poured him a drink.

The shackled man accepted the drink with his head bowed and drank it down.

Then he returned the cup to me. This time, he poured me a drink.

I accepted the drink and drained it refreshingly.

We, who had only exchanged glances, had finally shared a drink. We had only drunk alcohol without a single word of conversation, but for me, that was enough.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who had been watching this, seemed truly furious. Otherwise, he would not have uttered such words.

"Do you know what that fellow's specialty is? He has a nose like a dog. He's ridiculously good at sniffing out those who come to steal the divine object. What do you think? Don't those shackles look like a dog's leash? Hahahaha."

Spitting out words that were closer to contempt than a joke, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader laughed loudly.

Only the sound of his laughter filled the room.

And then, silence.

What he had just said was a clear slip of the tongue, an insult to the shackled man. I didn't give him a chance to recover from his blunder with a witty retort. This carelessness of his was a kind of gift to me.

I returned to my original seat and poured alcohol into his cup, which had become empty.

"Here, have a drink."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader downed the alcohol without a word.

The shackled man, just like always, lowered his head and froze like a fossil.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stared at him and bit his lip gently. At least when it came to the shackled man, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was unable to hide or control his emotions. It was just like how the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was with matters related to the Flower Sword Supreme.

I bid my farewell earlier than originally planned and left.

I had given the shackled man a drink, and I had drunk his. I had achieved the purpose of my visit today.


After Geom Mugeuk left, the atmosphere was chilly.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader acknowledged he had done wrong, yet he felt strangely upset. He didn't want to apologize, but he forced himself to.

"I was sorry about before."

Despite the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's apology, the shackled man said nothing.

"I said I'm sorry."

When there was still no reaction after he apologized again, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader finally exploded.

"Damn it! What do you think you're doing? I'm your master. You're my subordinate. Can't I even say something like that? I've been letting you have your way, and now you've gotten arrogant, haven't you? Do you want to die? Is that it?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shouted, but the voice in his heart was chiding him.

What are you doing right now? What did you do right that gives you the right to shout?

The greater his self-reproach, the louder his voice became.

"How much have I put up with until now? Five times speaking informally? What kind of madman gives a subordinate a chance like that? Me! It was only because it was me, wasn't it? And you don't even appreciate it. You said you couldn't drink, right? That you'd rather die? But you accept a drink from the Second Young Lord? And right after I said you couldn't drink?"

No matter how angry he was, he should have stopped there.

However, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader couldn't contain his surging anger and crossed a line he shouldn't have.

The next moment, the space they were in changed.

It was not the place with the ever-present blue sky and fields.

It was the middle of a battlefield where blood flowed and corpses were strewn about. The stench of blood pierced the nose, making it a difficult place to be for even a moment.

"A place that suits you perfectly. From now on, this will be the only place you'll ever see!"

Ultimately, the reason the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader couldn't stop his anger was that he had been the only one making a scene from start to finish. He made the mistake, and he got angry.

The shackled man hadn't said a single word. He had merely accepted a drink.

No, he was the one who was wrong first. He shouldn't have accepted that drink. Didn't he tell me? That I'm petty and greedy? If you knew that, why would you do this?

Just then, as if reading his inner thoughts, the shackled man opened his mouth and spoke politely.

"I was thoughtless. I apologize."

He was so polite that the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's heart sank.

A wave of anxiety that he might never again hear the shackled man's frank words began to make the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's heart pound.

This isn't right. Apologize, quickly. Quickly!

He screamed in his mind.

But the words "I'm sorry" wouldn't come out. He, too, had a lot of pent-up feelings.

Why should I apologize? I'm his master. I'm the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader!

Although he had argued with him several times, they had never had such a major conflict. So he was flustered about what to do.

If he were dealing with anyone else, he would have handled it much more coolly. If his opponent had been the Demonic Buddha, he would have been calculating on his abacus internally even while shouting on the outside.

But with the shackled man, that wasn't possible.

The sea of blood and corpses spread before his eyes was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's heart. He agonized and agonized, but in the end, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could not apologize.

Oblivious to his feelings, only the howls of wolves that had caught the scent of blood sounded cruelly in the air.


In a corner of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's courtyard, I watched Seo Daeryong's training.

He had moved past basic training and was now honing his technique. The way he wielded his dao was different from before.

I had told Seo Daeryong back at the Pungryu inn that even though he started late, he would learn with more dedication, and that would be fine. My words had become reality.

He did not neglect a single movement. Moreover, just as smart people learn martial arts well, Seo Daeryong was improving by leaps and bounds.

Just then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon came and stood next to me.

"Did you come to watch your subordinate suffer?"

"He suffers enough during the day, so I don't have such a twisted hobby."

"Then what brings you here at this hour?"

"I came to consult you about something."

"Come in."

Leaving Seo Daeryong to his training, I entered the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence.

I looked at the books filling the bookshelf and marveled.

"You have so many books."

"Go on, say the rest of what you want to say."

"They don't suit you."

"They're for decoration, not for reading."

"Even as decorations, they don't suit you."

"You brat! If you counted all the books I read in my youth, the number would be as high as the number of people the Cult Leader has killed."

"Then you would have become a great scholar."

After exchanging such jokes, we got to the main topic.

"What did you want to consult me about?"

"There's someone whose shackles I want to remove."

Startled by the unexpected words, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon misunderstood.

"Did you find someone in the underground prison you want to release?"

"No. It's someone near me."

This time, he took it in a symbolic sense.

"Right, everyone lives with some kind of shackle."

"What kind of shackles do you have, Elder?"

"Mine are...."

He seemed about to say something but trailed off and asked instead.

"Who is this person?"

"He's the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's subordinate."

"Oh, dear."

His expression already showed the difficulty he foresaw.

"Since he's someone you want to acquire, he must be a decent person. Which means it's highly likely the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader also cherishes him."

"You're exactly right."

"Does the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader know you want him?"

"He doesn't."

"Have you spoken with the subordinate?"

"No, I haven't said a single word to him yet, but I believe our hearts have connected."

"Hearts? You believe? This is truly a mountain of obstacles."

When I thought about who to consult about the shackled man, the first person who came to mind was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Even if he couldn't give me the answer, I felt that by talking with him, I might be able to find the answer myself. That's the kind of person the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was to me.

"That's why I came to see you, Elder. Please tell me the way."

"Did you leave the method in my keeping?"

I smiled brightly and said confidently. "Yes! Please give me what I left in your keeping. Show me the way out of this mountain of obstacles."


Chapter 76: If I Decide to Live

I definitely relied on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Just as I relied on my father, a separate part of me relied on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Solve it with what you do best."

"What's that?"

"Just kill the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader."

I laughed loudly, thinking it was a joke, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was serious.

"Why are you laughing? It'd kill two birds with one stone. If you kill the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, no one will dare oppose you becoming the successor. Plus, you'll get the subordinate you want."

"I'm not going to kill the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader."

"......"

"He's not a good person, but he's not evil enough to deserve death."

"That's not the real reason, is it? Isn't it because you can't kill your treasure trove?"

"Well, there is that."

"You're a villain."

"I admit it."

"Why do you admit it so easily?"

"How can I catch villains if I'm too nice? I'll become a proper villain. That's why I'll bear the Karmic Retribution and go to hell myself."

"Hell is for people like me. You should walk a flowery path."

I felt his sincerity and was inwardly moved.

"You've already made your decision, haven't you?"

"......"

After my conversation with Head Strategist Sama Myeong, I decided to make the shackled man my subordinate.

"He belongs to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, so you can't just carelessly steal him away."

"That's right."

"Then you have to leave it to him. Make it so he comes to you on his own."

"But he's a man bound in shackles."

"He has to break those shackles himself. Doesn't he have to show that much ability to be worth recruiting?"

"You have a point, but I'm not confident I've given him that level of certainty. We haven't even exchanged a single word yet."

That was why I came to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. I believed that while others might not, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would understand how I felt.

Indeed, instead of calling me a madman, he gave me an answer I had not considered.

"Then give him that certainty."

"......"

"Show him your people."

"!"

"If you show him your people, he'll be able to see what kind of person you are. If the man you're trying to recruit is smart, he'll be convinced just by seeing your subordinates. He probably won't be able to resist coming to you."

I stared at him quietly. I never expected him to give me such advice. It was even more valuable because it was steeped in his own experience.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

"It's the best advice."

"Honestly, it's not that great, is it?"

"Because the first among my people is you, Elder. That's why it's the best advice."

"Then it's the worst advice."

This time, I laughed first, and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon laughed along.

"Anyone who sees me will run away, so show him the others. I wasn't including myself when I said that."

I told him firmly.

"You have to come too, Elder."

"I refuse."

"It's not because I want to show you to him, Elder."

"Then?"

"I want to show you as well. To show you who I've chosen."

"......"

"Wouldn't you be able to understand me better then?"

"But why?"

"I want to give you confidence in me, and I want to get closer to you, Elder. This really is killing two birds with one stone."

The corner of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eye twitched. He usually made that expression when he was angry, but this time it was a reaction born of awkwardness.

"You have some nerve saying such cheesy things to my face."

"Let's go."

I shot up from my seat.

"......"

"You're going to go anyway, so why delay? Let's take everyone who's available. I'll show everyone. Show them who I've chosen, and through that, show them what kind of person I am."

"As expected... you're a madman."

"Hahaha."

You see? It's this hard to make one person my own.

That applied to both the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the shackled man.


The air in the room was cold.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stared out the window, and the shackled man stared at the Echoing Thunder Bell. The two of them remained silent for a long time.

The winner of this contest of who would speak first was decided from the start. The shackled man could go a whole year without saying a single word.

In the end, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader spoke first.

"I'm sorry."

It was a difficult apology. He had hoped the response would not come easily, but the shackled man replied as if he had been waiting.

"It's fine."

He had agonized over that apology, so the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's anger flared again when it was accepted so nonchalantly.

However, just like before, this was not a situation where he could afford to be angry. Opening the space filled with corpses had been a huge mistake. He knew how much the shackled man loved the space with the blue sky and green fields.

"Giving the sacred object to the Second Young Lord recently must have caused a lot of anger to build up in me without my realizing. I'm sorry."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader apologized again.

"It's fine."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression hardened at the consistently toned reply. Lacking the confidence to hide his face, he continued to stare out the window. He bit his lip until it bled.

All sorts of distracting thoughts tormented him.

Is this all because I'm narrow-minded and greedy? Because I'm a petty man? Damn it! How can I talk about advancing into the Central Plains when I can't even win the heart of one subordinate? The others must be even worse. They might pledge loyalty on the outside, but they're probably laughing at me on the inside.

If he tried to circulate his qi at a time like this, he would surely suffer from qi deviation.

Just then, a voice came from behind him.

"Cult Leader."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was overcome with emotion the moment he heard those words. He had been angry and self-recriminating, but deep down, he had been terrified that he would never hear those words again.

"What?"

"Cult Leader, you're trying to hold onto my heart while keeping me bound in shackles. Didn't I tell you before? Neither you nor I are fortunate enough to have everything without giving something up."

"I am the one who rules the Outer Regions Murim! If I'm not fortunate, then who is?"

"Did you conquer the Outer Regions Murim with your own strength? Cult Leader, you simply inherited it. Granted, if that's considered fortune, it's a great one, but the fortune I'm talking about isn't the kind you're born with."

"Provoking me again! You're pissing me off!"

At that, the shackled man fell silent.

An awkward silence fell for a moment.

He was pissed off when the man spoke, and pissed off when he did not.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader knew exactly where his anger had originated from today.

"Why did you accept the Second Young Lord's wine?"

"Just because."

"What do you mean, 'just because'? Tell me the reason. I have the right to know."

The shackled man did not answer. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked abruptly. It was the one question he really did not want to ask.

"Don't tell me you want to go to the Second Young Lord?"

The shackled man neither confirmed nor denied it.

For a moment, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader felt his legs go weak.

"You're really going to leave? Really?"

"I haven't decided anything yet."

"That means the same thing!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader roared, his eyes narrowing into slits.

"When did you two conspire? Did you communicate via telepathy behind my back?"

He would have preferred an affirmative answer.

"We never used telepathy."

"Then how?"

"I read his heart. The Second Young Lord wants me."

"Cut the bullshit! I said, cut the bullshit! Who do you think you are, imitating the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme? What hearts are you reading?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader now understood why he had been so offended and angry when Geom Mugeuk poured wine for the shackled man earlier. It was not because he had refused his wine and accepted the Second Young Lord's.

It was because he had foreseen this. His fate, his instincts, his premonition had read this damn situation.

"Do you think I'll let you go? I'd kill you before I ever let you go!"

"Then you'll have to kill me now."

"What?"

"Kill me while you still can. You won't be able to later."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's entire body trembled with rage.

The shackled man was the only one who understood his heart. Kill such a person? Lose him to someone else?

"You're saying this because you think I can't kill you, right? Because you look down on me!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader strode toward the shackled man.

He raised his hand high.

One palm strike would free him from all his anguish.

If the shackled man had looked up at his face, he might have actually struck him down.

However, the shackled man kept his head bowed, as if to spare him the guilt.

Seeing him calmly accept death, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could not bring himself to strike.

"If you can't kill me now, you'll never be able to. If I decide to live, no one can kill me. So if you're going to kill me, it has to be now."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's hand trembled in the air.

But in the end, he could not strike.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader slowly lowered his hand. The anger that had erupted like lava now subsided.

"You think you can just run away by yourself from this chaotic world? This easily? No way! I won't let you."

The shackled man slowly raised his head. Their gazes met and tangled in the air, filled with complex emotions.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had not given up hope yet.

"You said you haven't decided to leave yet, right?"

"Right. Not yet."

"Then I just have to make sure you're not taken from me, right? I just have to become a better man than the Second Young Lord, right?"

A smile formed on the shackled man's lips. It was a natural smile, not a forced one.

"Yes, this is how we'll live from now on."

"I told you not to talk like we're parting ways!"

"Don't be obsessed with me. I only seem more valuable because someone else wants me."

"Shut up! Give me a chance to persuade you before you decide who to serve. They say even hate can turn into affection, and we've spent years in the same room, so I can at least struggle a bit. I'll hold onto you with everything I've got."

"It still won't work. You're no match for him."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sighed. The now-empty sacred object already told him that he was out of his depth.

"I can't just let you go. If you're going, take me with you."

The shackled man let out a small laugh. It was the first time he had laughed today after their argument.

"Alright. Let's go to the Second Young Lord together."

"What?"

He never expected him to suggest they go together, so the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader wore a dazed expression.

"Are you crazy?"

However, what the shackled man said next was even more surprising.

"Didn't you say you decided to make the Second Young Lord into the Heavenly Demon? Let's go together and help make him the Heavenly Demon. Then your dream, Cult Leader, will naturally come true. The Second Young Lord right now is the kind of person who would even build the Heavenly Wind Cult Headquarters next to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

"You madman! How can you say that?"

Just then, a subordinate spoke from outside.

"The Second Young Lord and his guests have arrived."

"Guests?"

"Yes. There are five people in his party."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sighed and shook his head.

"Ah! He really pushes things frighteningly hard."

Normally, he would have snapped in irritation, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's face was relaxed, as if he had let go of his burdens.

"You were right. We talk about the Second Young Lord too much. That's why he always shows up when we talk about him."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said to his subordinate.

"Show them in at once, and prepare a grand spread of wine and snacks."

"......"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked at the shackled man. His gaze was different from usual.

"It seems fate wants us to settle this over you. Alright, let's decide today. Whether the Second Young Lord dies, or I die. Whether you go to the Second Young Lord, or you stay with me. Let's decide it all today, but you must judge fairly."

"In that regard, the Second Young Lord is actually at a disadvantage. As you said, Cult Leader, I have more affection for you."

"Good. Then that's settled."

Soon after, Geom Mugeuk and his party entered.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader greeted his guests with a hearty laugh, as if nothing had happened.

"Hahaha, welcome!"

And so, the decisive drinking party that would change their fates began.


Chapter 77: What if Someone Tries to Take That Position?

Today, I brought all my people with me. The group included the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who suggested this method, along with the Flower Sword Supreme, Lee Ahn, Seo Daeryong, and the Demonic Army General Jang Ho.

I did not tell the others why we were visiting the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. I wanted to avoid them acting intentionally. Today's meeting required no persuasion and no moving of hearts. I only needed to show them things as they were.

"What esteemed guests have come with you. Welcome, all of you!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader welcomed us with his arms wide open. He looked happier than I had ever seen him.

He had made a huge slip of the tongue to the shackled man.

Have they already reconciled?

"A sudden whim struck me, so I came to visit with my companions," I said. "Please forgive my discourtesy."

"It's quite all right. Isn't this a good opportunity to interact with the heroes of the Divine Cult?"

"Your heart is as vast as the sea."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was the first of my companions to greet him.

"It's good to see you."

"It's good of you to come."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was naturally well acquainted with the Demon Supremes.

"I've heard that you've grown quite close with the Second Young Lord recently," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said.

"You've heard wrong," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon replied. "It's not just that we've grown close. I am the Second Young Lord's left wing."

We casually joked about being wings among ourselves, but I never expected the Blood Heaven Blade Demon to say this to someone else. He was probably trying to show the shackled man how much he trusted Geom Mugeuk.

Even I had not anticipated him acting this way. The Flower Sword Supreme, who came with us, must have been incredibly surprised. I knew she would not be keen on this meeting, but I had asked her to come. I wanted to give her another chance to see the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and to make her one of my people.

The Flower Sword Supreme stared at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon with a surprised expression for a moment. Then she spoke to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"That doesn't mean I'm the right wing, however."

It was her way of showing she wanted nothing to do with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, however, took it as a witty joke and thanked her.

"I heard you were a great help in Cheong Seon becoming a Demon Supreme this time."

"I only did it because I trusted the Second Young Lord," she said, giving the credit to me. Then she added one more thing.

"And the Blade Demon gave the greatest help. I secured an abstention, but the Blade Demon Senior secured a full vote."

She did not mention a specific name, but she made it clear they had secured a vote thanks to the Blade Demon. No matter how much she disliked him, her nature made her uncomfortable taking credit for someone else's work.

This was the first I had heard of it. I had assumed the Flower Sword Supreme secured one vote while the Blood Heaven Blade Demon arranged for an abstention.

So the Blood Heaven Blade Demon secured a full vote? This eccentric old man did that and never once boasted about it to me.

I sent a telepathic message to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

[You said you were being ostracized?]

[Someone must have taken pity on me and helped.]

[If you get ostracized just two more times, you'll have all the Demon Supremes kneeling.]

[There won't be a next time I have to go around asking for favors.]

[Thank you.]

[Forget it.]

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader gave the Blood Heaven Blade Demon a clasped hands greeting and expressed his thanks.

"You're better than my own friend."

"Isn't it strange to look for friends in the jianghu in the first place?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said. "People meet and part according to their needs. Living like that makes for a much cleaner life."

"A good lesson. I won't forget it."

After the two Demon Supremes finished their greetings, Jang Ho stepped forward.

"I am the Demonic Army General Jang Ho. It's an honor to meet you."

"To meet the valiant Demonic Army General like this, the honor is all mine," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader replied.

"I pestered the Second Young Lord to let me meet the supreme ruler of the Outer Regions," Jang Ho said.

"It's just an empty name. I hope you're not disappointed."

Jang Ho had followed me after hearing my request, not even asking why. This trustworthiness, this feeling that he would silently accomplish any task, was a special quality unique to Jang Ho.

Next, Seo Daeryong offered his greeting.

"I'm not sure if I should be in a place like this, but I am Seo Daeryong, an investigator from the Sanzu River Hall."

"I know all about you," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said. "You're our Second Young Lord's right-hand man, aren't you?"

At that, Seo Daeryong's eyes widened as he looked at me. His expression seemed to ask, Did you really say that?

I smiled and replied, "Seeing as you know without me even saying it, it seems everyone really thinks so."

Lee Ahn was the last to give her greeting.

"My name is Lee Ahn, and I assist the Second Young Lord. It's an honor to meet you."

"Eyes brimming with such spirit. It's truly been a long time," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader observed.

"Thank you for your kind words."

Her spirit, once lost in the depths of her training, was now like a single sword. She had a sharp aura, as if she could cut down anyone. Learning how to temper this sharp edge was her future challenge.

"If Detective Seo over there is my right arm, then Lee Ahn here is like my very heart," I declared.

Lee Ahn grew flustered when I said that in front of everyone. Her face turned red, but I spoke proudly, as if making a declaration.

"Everyone, please know this. Lee Ahn is my heart."

Saying something when you are alone together is completely different from saying it in front of others. If you can say it when it is just the two of you, you should be able to say it in front of everyone. That is a real relationship.

However, finding a relationship like that is not easy. It is really not easy.

In that sense, meeting Lee Ahn was a great stroke of luck for me. It was not just because of the life debt from before my regression. As I told my father, it was because she is a wonderful person.

She was a person who, despite hiding nine tails, could sacrifice her own life for someone else. She revealed it because we became close. Otherwise, she would have hidden the fact that she was a fox for her entire life and fulfilled her duties like a bear.

"But that doesn't mean you need to throw your life away for me," I said. "Just because someone holds me in high regard, it doesn't mean you need to sacrifice yourself for him. You must not forget. The two are completely separate things."

This was my philosophy regarding superiors and subordinates. I said it to Lee Ahn, but it was also meant for the shackled man.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader expressed his admiration. "I'm envious that you have someone you can praise like this."

I could see the shackled man over his shoulder.

What is he thinking?

"Since the Second Young Lord is boasting about his subordinate like this, I can't just stay quiet," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said. "Here, let me introduce someone as well. The man over there in shackles is my right-hand man."

I was inwardly surprised. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had never introduced the shackled man before, yet today he did, even calling him his right-hand man. There must have been some change between them after his slip of the tongue.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked bluntly, "Why have you kept your right-hand man bound in shackles?"

"He's the type who would ascend to the heavens if I looked away for even a moment, so I'm forcibly holding him here."

"Shouldn't you let a man who is meant to ascend do so?"

"That's not as easy as it sounds," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader replied.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded with an expression of complete understanding.

"That's right. These damn imugi are so willful, humans like us can't easily handle them."

As he said this, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at me. He was telling the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader to release the person who should be let go, while also complimenting me by calling me a dragon destined to ascend.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon is truly quick-witted and good at reading the room. If he were just ten, no, twenty years younger, I might have made him my Strategist. Of course, he would probably jump up and down, insisting he would never do it.

While this was happening, a table of drinks was set up. We sat around the table and poured drinks for one another.

I do not believe that fate controls every aspect of a person's life. Fate only provides opportunities. It is up to people to judge and seize those opportunities. I had done a lot of research and preparation for my regression, but the shackled man was not part of it. He might end up playing a very important role in my life after returning.

However, that is fine. In fact, because I did not know and prepare in advance, a meeting like this could happen. It was a meeting where I could show who I am, which in the end makes me reflect on myself.

Lee Ahn broke the ice at today's gathering. After a few rounds of drinks, she cautiously stepped forward.

"Would it be all right if I offered that man a drink?"

The person she referred to was the shackled man. This was not something I had asked her to do. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had already made a huge slip of the tongue once before because I had given the man a drink.

Unaware of this fact, Lee Ahn was making the same suggestion.

Unlike his previous reaction to me, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader smiled and said, "He would like that."

He had definitely changed.

What on earth happened?

Lee Ahn took a bottle and a cup, poured the shackled man a drink, and asked politely, "Martial artist, are you guarding this bell?"

I did not think he would answer, but to my surprise, the shackled man opened his mouth.

"I was at first... but now, the bell is guarding me."

Whether she knew how precious that answer was or not, Lee Ahn continued the conversation.

"That's similar to my situation."

The shackled man slightly raised his head and looked at her.

"At first, I protected the Young Master, but now, the Young Master protects me."

I saw it. A faint smile appeared on the shackled man's lips. That must have been why Lee Ahn was able to continue speaking so naturally.

"That bell doesn't tell you to leave, does it, martial artist?" Lee Ahn asked. "My Young Master keeps telling me to leave. He says he wants me to live my own life. Is that really why? Or is he trying to send me away because he dislikes me?"

The shackled man then answered her question.

"He wouldn't call someone his heart in front of everyone if he wanted to send them away out of dislike."

This was a new side of the shackled man. He had now answered Lee Ahn's questions twice. Just like Lee Ahn's question, I felt the shackled man's answer was directed not at her, but at me.

"Ah, I suppose that's true, isn't it?"

Lee Ahn looked over at me. I could feel she was unfurling another one of her tails. Her intuition must have told her that the reason I brought them here was related to this man. Otherwise, she would not be having this kind of conversation with him.

I tapped my heart twice, then pointed a finger at her.

Lee Ahn beamed.

"He's so over the top about it, it feels like a joke."

Just then, Seo Daeryong, who had been sitting, picked up his cup and went to join them. He moved so naturally that there was no stopping him.

Seo Daeryong sat down next to Lee Ahn and said, "I think it's because he's so worried, Martial Artist Lee."

"About me?"

"Yes. From my observations of the Director so far, he has a strong desire for his subordinates not to die. It's like a parent's heart, wishing for them to leave the harsh perilous realm and have a good killing intent. I believe the reason he had me learn martial arts from the Master was also because of that same worry."

"Ah! Maybe that's it."

Lee Ahn looked at me again. As the one who had been taught the Soaring Sky Sword Art, his words must have sounded plausible to her.

I said to her, "It's a misunderstanding. I'm teaching you so I can work you to the bone later. If you're that naive, you'll be taken advantage of your whole life!"

Then, Seo Daeryong answered on her behalf.

"Sometimes, it's more comfortable working under someone who works you properly. It's much harder when you're under a clumsy and indecisive leader."

Lee Ahn held out her cup as if in agreement, and Seo Daeryong toasted with her.

"Detective Seo, why do you like our Young Master so much?"

"Do I look like I like him?"

"If you didn't, you wouldn't have come over here, would you?"

Lee Ahn had seen right through Seo Daeryong's personality at a glance. She was right. For a man who hated standing out and disliked danger, voluntarily moving to the seat next to Lee Ahn was an act of courage in its own way.

"Because I'm his right-hand man," he said like a joke, but that single phrase contained many of Seo Daeryong's feelings.

It was at that moment. The shackled man raised his head and asked in a low voice, "What will you do if someone tries to take that position of right-hand man?"

It was not an answer to a question, but the first words he had initiated himself, and those first words were incredibly provocative.

Seo Daeryong was startled by the unexpected question. The gaze of the shackled man, visible through his long, disheveled hair, was intense. His complex feelings about how to answer were visible on his face, but soon, Seo Daeryong replied calmly.

"I'm too timid and cowardly, so I don't think I could fight for it. Let them take it. In preparation for such a day, I'm already working hard to become someone else's right-hand man. Thankfully, everyone has a right arm."

At that answer, the shackled man's provocative gaze calmed down.

Meanwhile, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, knowing he was the subject of that jest, wore a look of disbelief.

I looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and said, "Raise him well."

"I refuse."

Just then, the Demonic Army General Jang Ho looked toward them and said something unexpected.

"I'm next in line for the position of right-hand man. Detective Seo might be nice enough to give up the spot, but I won't hand over the position of right-hand man to just anyone."

It was a moment that revealed a new side of Jang Ho.


Chapter 78: A Bunch of Madmen

Jang Ho was not the type to step forward. However, Jang Ho disliked the shackled man's arrogant attitude. The man dared to speak of the right-hand man position.

Jang Ho was the first to realize today's meeting was because of the shackled man.

Perhaps the reason we came today is because of that shackled man.

So he even sent a telepathy to Lee Ahn and Seo Daeryong. Lee Ahn bravely took action, and Seo Daeryong also made his move. With his rich combat experience, Jang Ho instinctively knew this place was a battlefield where an invisible fight would continue.

At Jang Ho's words, the shackled man raised his head and stared at him. The large scar on Jang Ho's face twitched.

The shackled man said to Jang Ho, "Why are you so obsessed with being the right hand? If it were me, I'd be the left hand and watch the right hands fight."

"I don't have a hobby of enjoying others' fights. Since my goal is to become the right hand, I will strive to become the right hand."

"How manly."

"Thank you."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who had only been watching, sent a telepathy to the shackled man.

How manly? Bullshit. Since when do you say things like that?

That's because you don't know me well. I'm a man who can say all sorts of things. I can joke and make witty remarks.

Damn it! Why are you saying such things in this situation?

The Cult Leader started it.

Let's say that's true, but what are these people trying to pull by flocking to you now?

Can't you tell by looking? They're all trying their best for their leader, aren't they?

Cowards! I'm alone.

What have you been doing all this time? The Cult Leader has so many subordinates.

So? Is the Second Young Lord a leader who cares more for his subordinates?

Even if I were to go to the Second Young Lord, it would be for a reason completely unrelated to them. It would be the same even if a hundred people came and praised the Second Young Lord. So you don't need to worry about them.

Then for what reason would you go?

However, the shackled man did not tell him the reason.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said to Geom Mugeuk, "The Second Young Lord has good subordinates."

"The Cult Leader surely has more good subordinates."

"No. I am a lonely man. Besides that person over there, no one understands me."

"Having someone who understands you is a great blessing in life."

"I hope that blessing stays by my side for a long time."

Geom Mugeuk did not say that he should then release the shackles. Geom Mugeuk knew well that mentioning the shackles and pushing him would be a disadvantageous choice for himself.

"Here, have a cup of my liquor."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader poured the liquor, imbuing it with his inner arts. Only a true master could imbue a cup with inner arts without breaking it. One could never receive the full cup unless they had inner arts to match.

TRICKLE.

However, Geom Mugeuk's expression did not change one bit until the cup was filled.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was greatly surprised inwardly.

Could it be? Does he surpass my inner arts? No way!

Compared to the shocked Cult Leader, Geom Mugeuk's expression was gentle. He received the cup, drank from it, and then held it out.

"This time, please have a cup of my liquor."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression stiffened. If he failed to receive Geom Mugeuk's cup, he would be humiliated in front of all these people. However, given the momentum, he could not refuse.

"Fine. Let's receive the liquor of our soaring hidden dragon."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader received the liquor. This time too, the pouring liquor was imbued with inner arts. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader tried his best to receive it calmly. The inner arts were just enough for him to endure.

"The liquor tastes excellent."

"Let's drink until we're drunk today."

"Fine."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader triumphantly sent a telepathy to the shackled man.

Did you see that? Receiving the liquor imbued with the Second Young Lord's inner arts? It was nothing special.

The Second Young Lord was just saving the Cult Leader's face. He probably didn't want to, but the reason he went out of his way to imbue it with inner arts was because he knew the Cult Leader would be embarrassed if he simply poured it after the Cult Leader had used his own. That's why he didn't even put his full inner arts into it.

.......

In truth, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had felt it before anyone else. Having exchanged inner arts with his body, how could he not know? He had tried to show off to the shackled man, only to reveal his own inadequacy.

Don't be discouraged. I know well that this is the kind of person the Cult Leader is.

You're making me feel even more intimidated. I'm usually a better person than this, but I keep making mistakes.

I understand that too.

Geom Mugeuk had noticed that the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was exchanging telepathy with the shackled man. However, he pretended not to know and continued drinking. Just then, a telepathy from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon arrived.

Why didn't you humiliate him?

If his pride is wounded, the situation will only worsen.

When you had the chance to show him, you should have. You should have crushed him completely. A person's heart is moved by simpler things than you think.

That man must have seen something more important than that.

Aren't you overestimating him?

Perhaps so.

The drinking party continued. Geom Mugeuk drank with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and exchanged calm conversation, but he refrained from any words or actions that would attack him. His strategy was not to attack the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

Geom Mugeuk focused on why he had come here today. He focused on the task of showing his people to the shackled man.

"Detective Seo. How is your martial arts training going these days?"

"It's tough, but I'm working hard."

Then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon interjected, "Tough?"

"No, it's not tough."

"Really? I should increase your training regimen."

"No, it's tough enough to kill me."

Geom Mugeuk laughed and joined their conversation. "Pleasing the Elder must be as hard as hitting my father's vital points."

"The Master isn't that difficult."

"You're calling me Master again."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon gruffly rebuked Seo Daeryong. As if it was not a mistake, Seo Daeryong spoke confidently.

"You haven't officially taken me as a disciple, but I think of you as my master. Even if you kick me out tomorrow, I will forever remember you as my Master."

"Who gave you permission to remember?"

"Are you saying I can't even remember as I please?"

The Flower Sword Supreme added to the sharp retort. "That's just the kind of person he is."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon did not get angry at her blunt words. "Do you really know me well enough to say that?"

"Perfectly. In fact, I'm the one who doesn't want to remember."

The two engaged in a war of nerves without raising their voices. Geom Mugeuk did not stop them. The purpose of today's visit was to show them as they were. The problem was that he was showing them a little too much as they were.

Geom Mugeuk silently poured them liquor. The Flower Sword Supreme fiddled with her cup, while the Blood Heaven Blade Demon immediately emptied his.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader watched this with a somewhat unfamiliar feeling. It seemed he had never expected the Demon Supremes to have an emotional squabble right in front of him.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sent a telepathy to the shackled man and asked, What in the world are they trying to pull? What's their intention?

You already knew those two don't get along, right?

But to fight so openly, showing their emotions in front of me? Those sly foxes? No way. I know what kind of people they are.

It's probably not because they're in front of the Cult Leader.

!

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader bit his lip gently as he looked at Geom Mugeuk and the two Demon Supremes. Sitting on either side of Geom Mugeuk like wings, they freely expressed their emotions without a care for him. Even that sight pressured the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. A loneliness like standing alone on a deserted rocky island washed over him.

This can't go on!

When this meeting first started, he thought he could really face Geom Mugeuk with great momentum. He thought he could bring about some grand reversal. However, in reality, he was being pushed back in momentum, in inner arts, and in magnanimity.

Moreover, the people who came with Geom Mugeuk were moving differently than he had expected. The woman suddenly offered liquor to the shackled man, that small and gloomy fellow stepped up to agree with him, and the Demonic Army General uncharacteristically coveted the right-hand man position. Now, the two Demon Supremes were having an emotional fight with each other.

These guys are a bunch of madmen.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was lost in all sorts of worries. If he could, he wanted to flip the table and scream.

You bastards! Won't you all get lost? Do you know who I am, coming here in a group and pulling this shit! You want to go to war with the Outer Regions Murim? Come at me if you dare!

However, he could not do that. If he had that kind of nerve, a moment like this would never have come.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader did not give up until the very end. He poured liquor for Geom Mugeuk and said cheerfully, "Our Cult will give its unsparing support so that you can become the next Heavenly Demon."

"Thank you. I, too, will actively help the Heavenly Wind Cult's advance into the Central Plains."

"This time, with your help, my disciple became a Demon Supreme. You didn't ask for any reward for it, but I must reward you."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader showed that he no longer considered the sacred artifact a waste. He was trying to show the shackled man that he had changed. He wanted to show his will to change, that he was not a narrow-minded and greedy person forever.

"Choose."

"Will you really give me what I want?"

"That's right. I will give you anything in this room."

Everyone looked at Geom Mugeuk, anticipating what he would choose. Finally, Geom Mugeuk spoke to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. Words that no one in that room could have imagined flowed from his lips.

"Please give me those shackles."

Everyone was startled by his request for the shackles. Among them, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's surprise was an expected one, a feeling of 'it has finally come'. For that reason, he was even more furious.

How dare he make such a demand even after I called him my right hand?

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said resolutely with a cold gaze, "I can never give you that man."

However, he had misunderstood Geom Mugeuk's request.

"I am not asking for the man. I am asking for the shackles, made of ten-thousand-year cold steel."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was shocked. They were truly unexpected words.

"What do you plan to use the shackles for?"

"To tie up anyone who doesn't listen."

He said it like a joke, looking at Seo Daeryong.

Seo Daeryong pouted and said, "Shackles are for tying up people who listen well. You can't tie up someone like me who doesn't listen! That's when big trouble happens."

He had said it as a joke, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader flinched, shaken. It was an issue he had never considered before.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk revealed his original purpose for wanting the shackles. "I want to melt this ten-thousand-year cold steel and create something more valuable. A treasure like this would be hard to find even among sacred artifacts."

He could bind the man with another set of shackles anyway. So this request was a symbolic one. It was an expression of his desire to set the man free.

"So please, give me those shackles."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was lost in thought.

What should I do?

He wished the shackled man would talk to him at a time like this.

It's about releasing his own shackles, so there's no way he'd discuss it with me.

Just then, the shackled man sent a telepathic message.

[Refuse.]

[What?]

[For the Cult Leader's sake, this is a demand you must not accept.]

[Why are you telling me this?]

[Didn't you ask me to be fair?]

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sighed without realizing it. He had not known Geom Mugeuk would ask for the shackles, nor that the shackled man would send a telepathy.

Everyone is smarter than me, so I can't keep up with my own head.

He thought he could do really well, but the vast difference between ideals and reality made him despair. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was conscious of the gazes directed at him.

"A promise must be kept."

It was not because of pride or face. It was because of the judgment that releasing him now would make the shackled man see him in a better light.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader took out the key hanging from his necklace. He then slowly walked over and unlocked the man's shackles. During the process, they said nothing. They did not exchange telepathy either. He simply unlocked the shackles, and the man just watched.

"......"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader brought the shackles and the key and placed them in front of Geom Mugeuk.

"Take them."

"Thank you."

The shackled man remained seated in the same position, his head bowed.

Geom Mugeuk asked the shackled man, "Is there anything you would like to have made from this when it's melted?"

Everyone's surprised gazes focused on Geom Mugeuk. They had never imagined he would give the melted ten-thousand-year cold steel back to the shackled man.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader felt a wave of dizziness and squeezed his eyes shut. He felt that the only thing he could do against these people was to flip the liquor table.


Chapter 79: So Am I

He moved to flip the table, but a stream of qi flowed out and pressed it down.

He looked up and saw the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sent a telepathic message to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

[Control yourself. If that table flips, it won't be the bottom of the table that's exposed, but the bottom of the Cult Leader's dignity.]

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sensed the warning came from goodwill and took his hands off the table. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze seemed to say, I understand you, to some extent.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to the shackled man again.

"Since you've been bound here for so long, I thought you might want something made from these shackles."

The shackled man did not refuse and requested one item.

"Then please have a fan made for me."

"Will that be enough?"

"It is more than enough."

I entrusted the shackles to Jang Ho.

"Take these to Artisan Gwak at our Cult's smithy. Have him make a fan with ribs of Ten Thousand Year Cold Iron. With the rest, have him forge eight throwing knives, one for each person gathered here today. Let's each take one to commemorate this occasion."

The eight knives included one for the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the shackled man.

At that, Seo Daeryong spoke.

"I don't know if I'm worthy of receiving such a precious throwing knife, whatever the others may think."

"Me neither," Lee Ahn chimed in.

"I feel the same way," Jang Ho added.

"Instead of being humble, work yourselves to death to repay me!"

At my joke, they all bowed their heads, looking humbled.

"Thank you so much."

In contrast, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's reaction was cold.

"Why are you including one for me?"

"I want to commemorate this day."

"What if I don't want to commemorate it?"

Just then, the shackled man sent a telepathic message.

[Just accept it. I know you're agitated because of me, but doesn't the Cult Leader still have the great task of advancing into the Central Plains to achieve?]

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader felt incredibly grateful to the shackled man. He was trying his best to the very end. He was the only one failing to meet expectations.

"I was joking. Give me one too. Those shackles hold meaning for me as well."

"Yes, of course."

"By the way, you're truly remarkable. A throwing knife made of Ten Thousand Year Cold Iron would be difficult to acquire even in the Central Plains. To think you'd give one to everyone."

"They are people that precious to me."

"There's no guarantee those precious people will remain precious later on, is there?"

"This isn't a gift given with the future in mind."

"Then?"

"It's a gift of gratitude for everything they've done for me until now."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was left speechless by Geom Mugeuk's words. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon seemed to understand his feelings, pouring him a drink.

"Didn't we say it earlier? We can't handle ascending dragons. It's best to just let them go with an easy heart."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader silently emptied his cup.

The drinking party, teetering on the verge of an explosion, continued.

As they exchanged a cup or two, everyone became drunk.

"Detective Seo. Please stop drinking. At this rate, you'll be clinging to the Master's pant leg again today."

Despite Lee Ahn's attempt to stop him, Seo Daeryong shouted.

"I'm perfectly fine!"

"But your tongue is already getting twisted."

"I told you not to worry! I'm not drunk."

Seo Daeryong seemed to have a lot on his mind lately and began to drink heavily. Lee Ahn, who had been trying to stop him, also started sipping the alcohol she had abstained from throughout her training.

Geom Mugeuk glanced at Jang Ho. Jang Ho gave him a look that promised he would take good care of the two.

"Shouldn't it be the other way around? You getting drunk, and those two stopping you."

"That's what I'm saying."

"If they show any sign of drunken antics, give them a good punch with that big fist of yours."

"That's not so easy either. The aura of those two has been extraordinary lately."

Of course, Seo Daeryong still had a long way to go. In Lee Ahn's case, however, it could not be said that she would unconditionally lose to Jang Ho. The Soaring Sky Sword Art was a martial art that could kill Jang Ho if he let his guard down.

Watching this scene, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader spoke to the Demon Supremes.

"The world has turned upside down. It's become a world where you have to cater to your underlings."

This was not a comment about Lee Ahn and Seo Daeryong, but a lament regarding the shackled man. Then he asked Geom Mugeuk.

"What do you think, Second Young Lord? If you become the Cult Leader, do you intend to run the cult while being mindful of your subordinates' moods?"

Instead of answering, Geom Mugeuk asked the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader a question.

"Do you know the characteristic of incompetent people?"

"Isn't it because they're incompetent and lazy?"

"That could be it, but there's a more common characteristic."

"What is it?"

"They lack tact."

For a moment, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression hardened. It was clear he was about to say something that contradicted Geom Mugeuk's words.

"Are you telling me to be mindful of my subordinates? Will the cult run properly that way? What if we get devoured by those bastards from the orthodox sects?"

"You have to be mindful to know what kind of person your subordinate is. You have to be mindful to know what's in their heart. I refuse forced loyalty."

"Enough!"

In the end, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader flipped the table.

"......"

As the table overturned, everyone stared at him with shocked faces. Alcohol and food splattered on their clothes, but no one paid it any mind.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shouted.

"It's a pretense. He's just putting on an act for you. You talk like that, but if you had a subordinate who didn't listen, you'd secretly drag them away and kill them. He's not being mindful of his subordinates right now, he's being mindful of you. He's putting on a show because he wants you to take him with you."

His words echoed thunderously. To others, it was a sudden outburst. For him, it was an explosion of pent-up frustration.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had resisted the urge to flip the table several times. However, the dam of his patience broke the moment he heard Geom Mugeuk's final words about 'forced loyalty'.

This was because he had been blaming himself lately. He even felt victimized, thinking that the shackled man, and perhaps his other subordinates, all offered him forced loyalty.

Only silence filled the room.

Staring at the bottom of the overturned table, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader gritted his teeth.

Damn it! What am I supposed to do? This is who I am. What am I supposed to do when I hate hearing that kind of talk! Damn it!

The overturned table signaled the end of the long, drawn-out confrontation.

"It seems I was rude. Please forgive me. It's late today, so I will visit again tomorrow to apologize."

Along with Geom Mugeuk's apology, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme bade their farewells.

It was an act that should not have been committed in front of the Demon Supremes. The two of them had every right to be angry, but they showed no sign of it out of consideration for Geom Mugeuk.

Jang Ho gathered the shackles, Seo Daeryong, and Lee Ahn, and followed them out.

Geom Mugeuk expressed his gratitude to everyone with a smile. This meeting would never have happened without them.

They parted ways at the entrance. No one spoke about the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

Jang Ho, Seo Daeryong, and Lee Ahn went to the Alluring Inn, saying the three of them would have another drink. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme returned to their residences, claiming to be tired. Geom Mugeuk also headed for his own quarters.


The shackled man stood up.

The sight of the shackled man walking toward him was utterly unfamiliar to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

The shackled man picked up a fallen bottle from the floor and drank straight from it. Then, he offered the bottle to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader took the bottle and drank.

Perhaps they could have sat face to face like this, drinking together, long ago. What had he been so afraid of?

"I kept you in shackles because I was afraid you would kill me. No, to be more honest, I was afraid that I would kill you."

"That's not it."

"It's not?"

"The Cult Leader simply had no thoughts about it."

"What?"

"The reasons you just gave are thoughts you've only had recently. Before that, you lived without thinking, didn't you? You kept me bound simply because you bound me in the first place. Out of inertia."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could not refute it. Just as he said, he had lived without much thought. He had only recently realized what a huge problem these shackles were after getting involved with the Second Young Lord.

Despite this, the shackled man comforted the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"It's alright. Everyone lives like this."

"What's alright about it? You're trying to leave because of this."

"That's not why I'm leaving. It's not because you kept me in shackles."

"Then why? Do you think you can change the world if you're with the Second Young Lord?"

"I have no such dream of changing the world."

"Then why? Just why!"

The reason was something the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had never expected.

"I'm going because I couldn't predict anything."

"What?"

"Together with the Cult Leader, I handled all matters related to the murim situation in the Outer Regions."

"You did."

"In that process, I failed to predict a single thing related to the Second Young Lord."

"But you did, didn't you? You said he would come, and he came. You also predicted he would demand the sacred artifact."

The shackled man shook his head.

"Those were meaningless predictions. Many reports about the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult flew in from the Outer Regions. A significant number of them were about the Second Young Lord. Each time, the Second Young Lord defied all my predictions. I didn't know he would kill the Demonic Army General, nor did I know he would kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. I certainly didn't know he would draw in the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. I didn't know he would bring all the people under his command today. I didn't even know he would ask for the shackles."

"How can this be? Yes, that's right. Perhaps the Second Young Lord is smarter than me, and I might be treated poorly if I go. He might be disappointed, thinking, 'What? I brought him in as a Strategist, but he's not as great as I thought.' But I still have to go and see for myself. I have to go see just why I couldn't predict his moves, just what kind of person he is to be able to act this way. I've become genuinely curious."

It was the first time the shackled man had spoken so much.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could tell. He could no longer hold him back. He asked one last time.

"Will it really not work out with me?"

"It will. Let's go together."

"You crazy bastard, what do you mean, 'go together'?! What will my subordinates think of me? Do you think they'll follow me as I go under that greenhorn Second Young Lord?!"

"Then let's abandon everything and go."

"What?"

"Pass the Cult Leader position to your successor and come with me. We'll live a new life."

All sorts of curses came to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's mind, but a sense of defeat overshadowed his anger.

"Without the title of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, what use would I be to anyone?"

"Without that title, you'd be quite a cool person. You've lived a mediocre life, bound by that title your whole life. I'm not the only one who has lived in shackles."

"What are you talking about."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader threw the bottle he was holding, shattering it.

"You want me to step down from the Cult Leader position myself? This position where I can kill anyone I want with a single word, eat whatever I want, and summon all sorts of beautiful women?"

"And are you happy?"

"Of course I'm happy! No, let's say I'm not that happy. So what? Will I become happy if I step down from this position? Is happiness, which I didn't even have as the Cult Leader, going to just walk up to me on its own?"

"I don't know about that. You have to find it yourself."

"You're trying to ruin me. You're desperately trying to make me miserable."

"Maybe I am."

"Damn it! I'll just kill you and be done with it."

"It's too late for that."

"What?"

"If you were going to kill me, you should have done it before the Second Young Lord came. If you kill me after the Second Young Lord freed me from the shackles, what do you think his feelings toward you will be? He'll blame himself for my death, and that will turn into hatred for the Cult Leader. If that happens, the Cult Leader will never be able to leave the Outer Regions. For your own sake, Cult Leader, you can't kill me."

"Damn it!"

"Accept it as fate."

"Don't talk to me about fate! What kind of fate discriminates between people like this?"

"Cult Leader, you are the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. The one who reigned by discriminating against everyone in the Outer Regions. How can the word 'discrimination' come from your mouth?"

After a long silence, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader spat out.

"I've lost. Yes, I've lost to you clever, well-spoken people. Go."

He meant it sincerely.

It was the moment he gave up on the shackled man.

"Go and suffer to your heart's content. Regret the day you left me until you die. Go, just go. I'm letting you go because I'm sick of this."

Finally, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had truly released the shackles.

Just then, the shackled man placed something in front of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. To his surprise, it was a key that looked identical to the one that could unlock the shackles.

"What is this? Don't tell me... is this the key to the shackles?"

The shackled man nodded. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was aghast. Geom Mugeuk's subordinate had taken the key that had been on the necklace along with the shackles, yet here was another identical key.

"I had it forged a few years ago."

"How on earth? No, then why didn't you run away?"

The shackled man did not tell him why.

"If you could have unlocked the shackles, you would have had a chance to kill me too. Why didn't you?"

"It's probably similar to the reason you didn't kill me even when I cursed at you. The Cult Leader said it, didn't he? That I'm the person who understands and knows you the best. So am I."

The moment he heard those words, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's heart surged with emotion, and his eyes grew hot.

This was why. This was the reason this farewell was so difficult and regrettable.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked down at the key and spoke.

"To present this at this very moment. I'm a loser to the very end."

At that, the shackled man performed a deep bow on the spot. Then, with the most respectful expression and words he had ever shown, he offered his farewell.

"That's not true. The fact that you didn't kill me, and that you're letting me go so readily now... To me, at least, the Cult Leader was a cool person. The reason I've lived this long, even though I could have run away and wanted to die several times, is perhaps because I grew fond of you, Cult Leader. I will never forget the grace you've shown me by releasing me today. I will look forward to the day we can be together again, Cult Leader."

And with that, the shackled man left the room.

Left alone, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader slammed his fists on the floor again and again.

He felt relieved, yet regretful. Empty, yet also happy, and sad.


Chapter 80: Even if I Someday Become Predictable

The hastily formed trio headed for the Alluring Inn.

Lee Ahn and Seo Daeryong had been drunk, but they sobered up instantly when the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader flipped the table.

They knew they would never again see the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader flip a table before the Demon Supremes. It was an unbelievable story they could tell their grandchildren, starting with, "Listen here, back in my day..."

The three shared a thought. A day like this couldn't just end.

Before going to the Demon Village, Jang Ho gave the Millennial Cold Iron to Chief Gwak. Chief Gwak, known as the Divine Hand, was the head of the Cult's smithy.

Chief Gwak was overjoyed and said he could finally stretch his skills. He rarely showed emotion, so the three realized just how great their gift was.

The three entered the Alluring Inn in the Demon Village.

Jo Cheonbae greeted them warmly. "Only the three of you today."

Seo Daeryong joked, "As of today, we've formed a trio."

Lee Ahn added, "It might become a quartet soon."

Lee Ahn smiled at the confused Jo Cheonbae. "Bring us some drinks first."

The three sat at their usual table on the second floor.

Jang Ho began the drinking session with half-joking, half-serious words.

"I feel a little left out sometimes."

"......"

"You two are the heart and the right arm, but I'm still nothing, right?" Jang Ho said it jokingly, but his voice held a hint of disappointment.

Lee Ahn smiled. "Doesn't that make it even more amazing?"

"What do you mean?"

"Like you said, you're neither the heart nor the right arm, yet you always call the Young Lord 'my lord,' don't you?"

Jang Ho's eyes widened. He had never considered it that way before.

"The 'right arm' and 'heart' stuff is just a joke, but the Young Lord's trust in you, the Demonic Army General, is real. I can tell just by looking at his eyes."

"Is that so?"

"......"

"Our dear martial artist here is very good at making people feel better."

Lee Ahn asked, "Am I?"

Jang Ho replied with a loud "Yes!" just as she had. The three laughed together.

Lee Ahn suddenly thought of the man in shackles. They had to talk about him today.

"Who do you think that man from earlier was?"

Seo Daeryong answered, "He seemed like no ordinary person."

Jang Ho emphasized his point. "No matter how important or skilled he is, I won't let him act recklessly."

Jang Ho made it clear he would keep the man in shackles in check.

"Thank you for stepping in for me earlier," Seo Daeryong said. He was grateful because Jang Ho had intervened when the man in shackles pressed him about the right arm position.

"I'm sorry, but I didn't step in for you, Detective Seo. I was serious. About being in line for the right arm position."

Lee Ahn and Seo Daeryong stared at Jang Ho in surprise.

Seo Daeryong started, "Since you're General Jang..." but Jang Ho cut him off.

"Please don't say you'll yield. I don't think the Second Young Lord's right arm is a position to be given up so easily."

"No, I was going to say that I wouldn't yield, even to you, General Jang."

"What? Then why did you say you would yield earlier?"

"That was a lie. The atmosphere wasn't right for me to step up. Honestly, I can't yield. I absolutely won't."

Seo Daeryong revealed his true feelings, and not just because of the alcohol. He had always wanted to say this to Lee Ahn and Jang Ho.

"My predecessor at the Sanzu River Hall was killed by the former Demonic Army General, and I was obsessed with revenge. I even memorized the personal details of everyone in the Demonic Army, but that was all. I couldn't bring myself to demand a reinvestigation, so I just let my desire for vengeance burn inside me."

Seo Daeryong drank. Jang Ho silently refilled his cup.

"Pathetic, isn't it? But I had to do that just to endure. If the Director hadn't come as a temporary investigator, I probably would've spent my whole life blaming myself, living in darkness. Do you know what the Director tells me most often these days? She asks why I've become so much brighter. So, do you think I'd give up her right arm position so easily? I wouldn't yield even to the Lord, and my martial arts skills are improving every day."

Seo Daeryong let out a deep breath after venting his feelings.

Jang Ho looked like he was about to speak but just smiled pleasantly instead. Seo Daeryong found the rough man's occasional grin both unfamiliar and cool. He wished he could smile like that.

Seo Daeryong told the other two, "Let's keep having these get-togethers. Please!"

The three talked late into the night.

They discussed Geom Mugeuk and the man in shackles. They also talked about the Demon Supremes and their own work.

It was a pleasant session where they could say anything on their minds without crossing lines. They felt a vague trust that they could speak freely. They could open up more without Geom Mugeuk present.

Lee Ahn raised her cup. "I'm so glad we got together today." The two men toasted her enthusiastically.

After the session ended, the three went outside and stood side-by-side before the inn.

Seo Daeryong looked at the distant Headquarters building. "Many people's fates are probably changing tonight, right? Or maybe they've already changed."

Lee Ahn nodded. "We just have to believe in the fate that guides those fates."

The Second Young Lord, until the very end? These people were also sincere to the last.


The man in shackles came to see me as dawn was breaking.

I had only ever seen him shackled by the Echoing Thunder Bell, so seeing him in my residence felt completely new.

I checked his ankles before even greeting him.

"Are your ankles alright?"

His voice was low and calm. "You continue to defy my expectations, Second Young Lord."

I gave him a questioning look.

"I mean, I didn't expect you to check my ankles as your first greeting."

"It's more important than a greeting."

"My ankles are fine. It may not be a profound martial art, but I am a martial artist."

"Can you tell me what martial arts you practice? I'd like to know your exact skill level."

"I once mastered the Myeongin Gwonbeop up to the seventh stage."

"Ah, that's a fine fist art."

"You know of Myeongin Gwonbeop?"

"Isn't it the unique martial art of Yang Seong, the Fist Master, one of the Nineteen Masters of the Outer Regions?"

"How do you know even that?"

"I'm interested in all sorts of things."

Fortunately, his ankles were fine. As I straightened up, the man spoke.

"My name is Go Wol."

I finally learned the name of the man in shackles.

Go Wol. The name meant a lonely, solitary moon and suited his aura well.

"Go Wol. It's a good name."

"Thank you."

My gaze met Go Wol's. I could see his clear eyes through his long, flowing hair. Just as it all began with our eyes meeting, no other words were needed between us.

"From now on, be my strategist."

Go Wol calmly replied to my abrupt offer.

"When you become the Heavenly Demon, I'll become the Head Strategist of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Can you entrust such a heavy responsibility to me?"

"You'll take on that role after you play a major part in my becoming the Heavenly Demon. It's not something I'll give you, but something you must earn yourself."

I made that point clear, then added a joke.

"Still, it'll be easier to become the Demonic Cult's Head Strategist than to become my right arm."

Go Wol smiled faintly. "I saw that earlier."

My offer was direct, and Go Wol did not hesitate. He knelt and formally paid his respects.

"I am a man of many shortcomings, but if you accept me as your strategist, I will serve you with all my loyalty. I swear it on my life and honor, before the gods of heaven and earth."

I formally accepted him.

"Go Wol, from this moment on, I appoint you as my Head Strategist. Please guide me well."

I trust the passion in his clear eyes more than words. I trust the fate that brought him before me.

"From now on, please speak comfortably with me."

"I will."

Welcoming Go Wol was a special moment. I was finally free from the burden of handling everything alone.

I took Go Wol's hand and helped him to his feet.

"First, focus on recovering your health."

"I'm fine."

"There's no need to rush. I'll need you ten, twenty, even thirty years from now. During that time, we may have to wage war with the Murim Alliance or appease the Evil Alliance. A rebellion could break out, or a powerful enemy might attack us. I wasn't looking for an advisor for just today, but for someone who will face all those things with me in the future."

A strange light flickered in Go Wol's eyes for a moment.

"To think that far ahead... You truly are an unpredictable person, Second Young Lord."

"I may be unpredictable now, but the future me might become all too predictable. That won't mean my subordinates' lives will be any less precious. You have to help me now, and you'll have to help me then, too. We have a very long road ahead of us."

"I will keep that in mind."

Go Wol then asked me a question.

"May I ask you a question?"

"Ask as many as you like."

"What will you do if you find a strategist more brilliant than me in the future?"

"You'll become his Vice-Strategist and help me. How's that? Is my answer acceptable?"

"It is."

"Won't you be disappointed? If I bring someone else and say, 'From today, this person is my strategist'?"

"I didn't come to you to build a friendship, Second Young Lord. That means you don't need to get close to me. So, if that situation arises, I must accept it unconditionally. If I can't even make such an obvious choice, then I'd be an idiot or a villain to remain your strategist. You must be decisive. For your sake, Young Lord, and for mine."

Go Wol's insight was extraordinary. He knew that sentiment would ultimately ruin their relationship.

"To be honest, you're so brilliant, Second Young Lord, that I wonder if you even need me."

"A person can't be brilliant all the time, right? I'll make mistakes, and so will you, but the chances of us both making a mistake at the same time are small, aren't they? So let's discuss things and move forward together."

"Just what kind of life have you lived, Second Young Lord?"

How could I explain that life to him? Instead of talking about myself, I relayed words Sama Myeong once told me.

"A strategist I respect once said, 'A good strategist is one who is smarter than the opposing strategist.'"

"Is my opponent the Murim Alliance's strategist? Or is it that respected strategist?"

"Both."

Go Wol would guess. He would know the respected strategist I mentioned was our Cult's Head Strategist, Sama Myeong. He would also know I meant for him to become a strategist who could surpass Sama Myeong.

"There is something you must do now. Create an intelligence organization and seize control of all information in the Central Plains. Your goal is to create an organization superior to the All-Knowing Hall."

"......"

"Is that a task you can agree to so easily?"

Go Wol's eyes filled with confidence as he asked, "Isn't that why you went to such lengths to bring me here?"


A few days passed.

Go Wol spent a few days recuperating. I didn't arrange separate quarters for him. For now, he decided to stay in a guest room at my residence.

He was up early again today, just as he had been since the first day.

"You're awake?"

"Did you sleep well?"

"I slept well."

"What brings you here so early in the morning?"

"Here, take this money first." I handed Go Wol the bundle of bank notes I had found on the battlefield.

"You'll need money to build the organization, so use this."

Go Wol showed no surprise, even after confirming the enormous sum of one million taels.

"What will you do if I take this money and run?"

"I'll have to send people to catch you."

"And then?"

"I'll melt down the fan and throwing knife you're probably making and forge them back into shackles. Then I'll have to show you to the person I hate the most. You'll have to act all mysterious then, too."

Go Wol couldn't hold back a small laugh at my joke.

"Let's go. We're eating out today."

We went into the Demon Village, where I saw the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sitting on the second floor of the Alluring Inn.

"The owner here said the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader has already come by himself twice. It seems he wants to see you. What do you think? Do you want to meet him?"

There was no other reason for the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader to come eat here twice.

"Yes, I wanted to meet him as well."

My problem was solved, but they still had issues to resolve. That was right. You can fight with a burden on your back, but you should fight without a burden on your heart.

We slowly walked to the second floor.


Chapter 81: Let's Try Living a Different Life

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was not surprised to see me and Go Wol.

"May we join you?"

He had clearly been waiting for us, yet he still made a sarcastic remark.

"Are you here to show off your new man?"

"Weren't you eating here so we could show him off?" Go Wol retorted.

Go Wol and I sat across from him.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader glanced at Go Wol. He stared, as if he could not get used to the sight of Go Wol, who had gained some weight and looked healthier after a few days of rest.

"Looks like your new master is treating you well."

"I'm eating well and sleeping well," Go Wol replied.

"You don't think he's just fattening you up for the feast, do you?"

"If so, I hope it's a grand feast."

I believe time will also resolve the relationship between these two.

One day, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader will think to himself, 'Why was I so obsessed back then? Looking back now, it was no big deal.'

Or will this incident become an unforgettable scar, a source of lasting resentment?

Even though I've lived a full life, I can't be certain about things I haven't experienced myself, about the hearts of others.

I changed the subject before he could become gloomy.

"Did you meet with my father?"

"I did."

"Did you tell him? That you would raise the new Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme to be even stronger."

"I did. Just as you said, he was quite pleased."

"Did he say anything else?"

"He did. He asked how long Cheong Seon's martial arts training would take. It seemed he wanted me to return quickly."

"So what did you answer?"

"I told him we still need to find the divine object and that there's much to teach."

"Well done."

"What should I do now?" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked.

"I'll look for a way."

"You won't demand another divine object as payment, will you?"

"I'll have to discuss that part with my Strategist."

For a moment, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression hardened.

"Is that something you should be saying to me right now?"

I spoke calmly to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Cult Leader."

"I'm listening."

"You came to our Cult and lost one person, but didn't you gain another? If you keep living a life of looking back like this, you'll lose that person too."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression stiffened even more, but he could not get angry. Cheong Seon, who had become the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, was not someone to be treated lightly.

"The Young Lady Cheong you've taken as a disciple is a very ambitious person. You should focus on her."

My advice seemed to sour his mood. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader took his frustration out on Go Wol.

"If this Second Young Lord is the peerless hero you claim he is, countless people will flock to his side. Many of them will be smarter than you. You'll just be relegated to being another face in the crowd. What was it again? Ah, 'that shackle from back then!' That's exactly what you'll become."

I sensed it. He isn't saying this to Go Wol, but to me. It's the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's warning not to treat Go Wol that way. This man genuinely cares for Go Wol.

Just then, Go Wol suddenly spoke.

"The Second Young Lord gave me a million taels."

I'm surprised. I never expected him to boast about receiving money from me in a situation like this.

"You said the Second Young Lord was putting on a pretense, didn't you? If you're going to pretend, you have to go this big."

Even I was surprised, so the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's shock was natural. That shock quickly turned to anger.

"Save your advice for your great new master!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shot up from his seat and stormed out.

I knew Go Wol was not a rash person, so I asked him calmly, "Why did you do that?"

Indeed, his action had a purpose.

"As your Strategist, I'd like to make my first proposal."

"What is it?"

Go Wol stared at me and said, "I want to recruit the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader."

His unexpected words stunned me.

"You can't mean you want to bring the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader to our side?"

Go Wol nodded. "That's right."

"Is that possible?"

"I can't be certain, but there's a possibility."

"Then why did you piss him off?"

"I have a plan."

It was clearly a preliminary move to draw in the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"May I ask why you want to bring him in?"

After a brief pause, Go Wol spoke. His reason was unexpected.

"Because I want to save the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader."

"Will he die if he doesn't join hands with me?"

"Yes, I predict that's what will happen."

"What's your reason for thinking so?"

"It's because of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Cult Leader."

"Because of my father? Why?"

Since he was mentioning the Heavenly Demon, Go Wol lowered his voice.

"The difference in caliber between the two Cult Leaders is too great. The Young Lord's father possesses martial talent that ranks among the best of all the Heavenly Demons in history. He's also a man of great ambition. Eventually, the Heavenly Wind Cult will be devoured by the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

I agreed with Go Wol's opinion. Now that the Heavenly Wind Cult did not even have Go Wol, there was no telling what disaster it would face if it failed to recruit a proper new Strategist.

"So you want to save the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader?"

"Yes, that's right. If he becomes one of the Young Lord's people, he can avoid that disaster."

Gaining the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader? Many problems would arise, but it feels like a choice with as many gains as losses. Above all else...

"It's my Strategist's first proposal, so I have to accept it. Alright, let's try to bring the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader to our side."

"Thank you."

Go Wol bowed his head respectfully.

I intend to treat him as a proper Strategist, just like my father treats Sima Myeong.

"Aren't you worried I'll mess it up?" Go Wol asked.

"What?"

"You know that the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and I are deeply entangled emotionally, don't you? If I handle him wrong, the Heavenly Wind Cult could become our enemy."

"Well, that could happen."

"Then why did you allow it?"

"Will ignoring each other make things better? I think hatred and resentment only grow when you don't see each other. I think it's better to hash it out with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and come to a decision. Whether we make him our ally or our enemy, let's reach a conclusion one way or another."

Like the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme.

At my words, Go Wol's expression brightened.

I extended my hand to him. "Let's shake on it."

Go Wol took my hand. "This is a hand stronger than any shackle."

"Do you mean a hand that can break millennium cold steel? Or a hand like a shackle that will hold you down?"

"Which is it?"

"To me, they're both the same."

"I'm fine with both."

We clasped hands firmly.

I finally have a Strategist.


The next day, I went to see the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"This is a fine tea from the Central Plains."

Instead of thanking me, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader scoffed. "Did you come to brag about giving your Strategist a million taels? Must be nice to have so much money."

"I just came because I wanted to see you. Besides, don't you have a hundred times more money than I do, Cult Leader?"

"A hundred times? More like a thousand!"

"Of course. I'm someone who looks before he leaps. Would I really boast about money in front of you, Cult Leader?"

"Then why did you come?"

"I came to have a chat over a cup of tea."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shot me a suspicious look. It was a natural reaction. His sense of victimization from dealing with me was piled higher than the divine object behind him.

"Actually, I have a concern regarding Go Wol."

"What concern?"

"You saw it yesterday, didn't you? How he frivolously boasted about money in front of you, Cult Leader."

"Are you saying you're disappointed?"

I said nothing, but let a hint of disappointment show on my face. This was, of course, what Go Wol had instructed me to do. He had boasted about the money yesterday precisely to create this situation.

"I don't know Go Wol very well."

"Then why did you show such devotion to him?"

"So I thought about it carefully..."

"......"

"Perhaps he was just a stepping stone to connect you and me, Cult Leader."

"Does he know? That you're stabbing him in the back like this."

"It's not slander or betrayal. It's just the plain truth."

"So what is it you want to say?"

"I'm wondering if Go Wol is someone I can trust."

A look of displeasure crossed the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's face.

"Look here, Second Young Lord."

"......"

"I'm asking you nicely. Leave for today."

At his cold dismissal, I simply offered a farewell and stood up.

"Then I'll see you next time."

Getting kicked out like this was also part of Go Wol's prediction.


The next day, Go Wol went to see the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"These bastards! What kind of game are you playing?"

Still, he felt more pleased to see Go Wol than when Geom Mugeuk had come.

"I've come as a guest, so please show some courtesy."

"Bullshit."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader turned to the side.

Go Wol went to a nearby table and prepared tea with his own hands. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader rarely allowed attendants into his quarters, so when it was just the two of them, the Cult Leader usually made the tea.

"Are you trying to poison me?"

"What would I gain by poisoning you, Cult Leader?"

"You could live happily with the Second Young Lord in a world without me, couldn't you?"

"I need you to be alive so I can boast, Cult Leader. Just like with the money yesterday."

"This crazy bastard."

Go Wol brought the tea. "Please drink. Come to think of it, this is the first time I've made tea for you with my own hands."

Though his expression was displeased, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader blew on the tea and drank it.

"How is it?"

"It's terrible."

"I'll leave after just one cup."

"Do whatever you want."

The two men drank their tea in silence. Then, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader suddenly spoke.

"The Second Young Lord doesn't fully trust you."

Normally, he would never have told him. His honest feeling was, Let Geom Mugeuk learn a harsh lesson, but seeing Go Wol face-to-face, he could not bring himself to do it.

"Are you trying to drive a wedge between us?" Go Wol asked.

What? After I went out of my way to tell you? The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who was about to flare up, just scoffed.

"Think what you will."

Only then did Go Wol smile. "I'm touched. That you would even tell me such a thing."

"Didn't you just call it driving a wedge?"

"I know it's not."

"......"

"Because it's a strategy."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was startled at the word 'strategy'.

"A strategy? What strategy?"

"A strategy to bring you in, Cult Leader. The Second Young Lord pretends to doubt me to drive me into a corner, and we use your soft heart to pull you to our side."

"What?"

After a moment of stunned silence, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader raised his voice. "You think I'd fall for such a pathetic strategy?"

"If I'm driven into a corner, are you just going to stand by and watch?"

"Of course! You've already left, what are you to me?"

"Then why are you so agitated right now?"

"I'm not agitated. I said I'm not!"

But the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was clearly agitated.

"Then why are you telling me this?" he asked.

"Because I don't want to bring you over by deceiving you, Cult Leader."

"!"

Just as the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader hesitated, unsure of what to say, Go Wol spoke again.

"Even me telling you this is part of the strategy. It's a strategy to make you trust me even more."

"What in the world are you talking about? You damned ghost, you haunt me even after you've left! Shoo! Be gone!"

"Now you seem like your old self, Cult Leader."

"Shouting is what's like me? Are you mocking me? Is that it? I'll shout to my heart's content, so go ahead and ridicule me all you want!"

After shouting for a while, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader felt a sense of relief.

"What's the reason for going this far to bring me over?"

"Because at this rate, I believe you'll be defeated by the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Cult Leader."

Go Wol was completely honest with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader from beginning to end.

"I won't be defeated! I'll find a new Strategist as soon as I get back."

"I have a good idea of who in the Heavenly Wind Cult will take my place, don't I? They won't be enough."

"I'll just find one. Just like I found you."

"Do you think such good fortune will strike twice?"

"Damn it! Damn it! You arrogant bastard!"

"I've shown all my cards. Now it's your turn to show yours, Cult Leader."

"...As if you don't already know all my cards." The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader let out a long sigh.

"The Second Young Lord will strip me of everything I have."

"Then each time, you must obtain everything you desire, Cult Leader. If you lose one thing, gain another to fill its place."

"I can't do that with my own head, can I?"

"I will help you."

"Go help yourself. Don't end up broke and in shackles over there. Humans can pretend to be good and great, but they're all the same in the end."

"That's right. Since we're all the same, let's stick together."

"Can I really trust you?"

"Are you nervous?"

"Wouldn't you be nervous if you were me?"

Just then, Go Wol's expression changed, and he suddenly switched his tone.

"Cult Leader."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked at him with an expression of both pleasure and surprise.

"Don't lie. You've never been nervous a day in your life, have you? Not once, right? Because nothing has ever threatened you, Cult Leader. You say you're nervous just thinking about advancing into the Central Plains? Don't lie. You sang the song of advancing into the Central Plains, but you never once thought about it seriously, did you? What it would mean, what consequences it would bring. Honestly, it was just a nuisance to you, wasn't it, Cult Leader?"

"!"

He could not deny it. It was his grandfather's lifelong wish, his father's lifelong wish, so it became his own. He only wanted to advance into the Central Plains because it felt like he would become a traitor to the Heavenly Wind Cult if he refused.

"A life where you can kill someone with a single word, embrace all sorts of beauties, and eat delicacies every day is good. It's the life everyone dreams of, but Cult Leader, you've lived that life to the fullest, haven't you? There's no excitement, no happiness left in that life for you, is there? Cult Leader, let's try living a different life. A life that's tense, thrilling, one that makes your heart drop. Your martial arts are rusting away in the desert wind, Cult Leader. You need to show the world what a real storm of blood is. A life where, if your luck runs out, you could just drop dead. Fortunately, we have each other to bring a flower to the other's grave, don't we?"

The two men's gazes locked in mid-air.

Finally, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader spoke softly. "Bring the Second Young Lord."


Chapter 82: The Shackles of Then, The Cult Leader of Then

When I arrived at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's residence, his first question was direct.

"If I were to join hands with you, what would change from how things are now?"

His question sounded more sincere than impatient. He was serious, and I could tell Go Wol had nearly convinced him. Though I wanted to offer words full of conviction, I told him the truth instead.

"Nothing will change."

"Nothing will change?" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked.

"Of course. What could possibly change? Do you think I can open a Heavenly Wind Cult branch without my father's permission? Are we going to publicly announce we've joined hands? It's just a promise between us."

"Is that all?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked bewildered. He glanced at Go Wol, his gaze asking, What is this? Is this why you brought me here?

Go Wol, however, simply waited quietly for me to continue.

"However, there is one thing. If I truly think of you as one of my own and you find yourself in danger, I'll drop everything and run to save you."

"I've never been in a crisis," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said. "One doesn't often fall into crisis during their life, do they?"

"That's how smooth a life you've lived."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader glanced at Go Wol. Go Wol's presence had likely made much of that smooth life possible.

"On the other hand, you will fall into crisis if you join me. People will say, 'What? The Second Young Lord and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader joined hands? Get rid of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader first!' There's no guarantee enemies like that won't appear."

"Then why would I be crazy enough to join you?" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader demanded.

"Joining hands with you wasn't my idea. To be honest, I find you a burden."

"Don't use difficult words to confuse me," he said. "Speak simply."

"You're aware my father doesn't think highly of you or the Heavenly Wind Cult, aren't you?"

"Of course."

"Even so, I still associated with you. Now, even Go Wol has become one of my people. Do you really think my father is unaware of that?"

"He must know."

"It means I chose this relationship even if it meant defying my father. Of course, I was also greedy for the divine artifact..."

I held out my left hand, showing him the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk wrapped around my wrist.

"No matter how precious this scrap of cloth is, it's not worth risking my father's favor."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader couldn't refute my words. He knew as well as anyone that becoming the Heavenly Demon meant possessing everything one could ever desire.

"So why all this commotion?" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked. "Why do you two keep visiting me, trying to sway my heart?"

"Didn't I tell you? It wasn't my idea. It was Strategist Go's."

I glanced at Go Wol, who was lost in thought with his eyes half-closed.

"The idea of bringing you to my side was entirely Strategist Go's. So, I'll ask Strategist Go." I turned to him and asked seriously, "Why must I accept the Cult Leader, even at the risk of conflict with my father?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader waited for the answer, looking even more curious than I felt.

At last, Go Wol spoke calmly.

"I apologize, Young Lord, but this decision isn't for you. It was for my former master."

Go Wol gazed at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"I want to give you a new life and share it with you. Please, entrust the position of Cult Leader to your successor and come with me."

"You want me to abandon my position as Cult Leader and come?" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked, his voice uncertain.

"Yes. I don't want the Heavenly Wind Cult. I want you."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's eyes wavered.

In truth, he was not a man suited to lead a group. His selfishness and greed were not vicious enough to deceive everyone. The ruler of the Outer Regions, once content with his reality, now stood on a precarious tightrope suspended high above countless spears and blades.

However, the man himself did not realize how dangerous his situation was.

Would he really abandon his position as the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader for one person? Can a relationship like that truly exist in this world?

"Without me, our Cult will..."

"It will run even better," Go Wol interrupted. "Don't worry. Just come."

"Let me think! Just a little! Please!" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader pleaded.

Just then, I ordered one of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's subordinates outside to fetch Seo Daeryong from the Sanzu River Hall. My sudden action confused both the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and Go Wol.

A moment later, Seo Daeryong rushed in like the wind.

"You called for me?"

He was extremely tense from the sudden summons to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's residence. I skipped any playful greetings and asked him a serious question.

"Where did you recently make a life-changing decision?"

Sensing the atmosphere, Seo Daeryong answered with equal seriousness.

"I made it at a tavern."

"How long did it take you to decide?"

"Probably less than a quarter-hour."

"Do you regret it?"

"No."

"What if you hadn't decided that day?"

"I would've never been able to."

"Tell us what happened."

Seo Daeryong hated stepping forward, but once he did, the smart man knew exactly what to say.

"In my experience, life-changing decisions happen in an instant. When I left home, and when I joined the Sanzu River Hall, I didn't think for long. I'll agonize for days over a single set of clothes, but I changed my life in less than a quarter-hour. If I'd postponed it, I wouldn't have been able to decide. I would've woken up a different person the next day."

I looked at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. "What do you think?"

He stared back in disbelief. "You planned this, didn't you? You rehearsed everything before coming here. You practiced all night yesterday, right?"

Then, Seo Daeryong carefully added one last thing.

"If I may say so, Cult Leader, I've had many similar experiences with the Second Young Lord. Situations where it feels like everything is staged just to mess with me. I'll be wondering, 'What's this, what's that?' and before I know it, it's over. I'll run around frantically, doing as I'm told, and again, it's over. It's the same right now. Why am I giving this kind of answer in front of you? This feels like another setup to mess with me."

Seo Daeryong looked at me accusingly.

"Right? You're doing this to mess with me, aren't you? I may not look it, but I was the top entrant at the Sanzu River Hall. I can tell what's going on with just one look!"

I beamed at him.

"As expected of my right-hand man! I like everything from start to finish. You don't need to plan with a right-hand man. That's why he's the right-hand man."

Seo Daeryong smiled back.

"A lot of people are aiming for the right-hand man position these days, so I'm glad I scored some points. Well then, since I've confirmed my right arm is still attached, I'll be leaving."

"Wait a moment," I said. "This could be a historic moment."

"It's not a bloody battle, is it? I still haven't moved past the basics of my martial arts."

"A bloody battle might be raging inside the Cult Leader's heart."

All eyes focused on the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"What?" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader exclaimed. "Are you really telling me to decide right now? To give up the position of Heavenly Wind Cult Leader in less than a quarter-hour? Not just any position, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader?"

Seo Daeryong flinched and gasped. He had been explaining things excitedly, never dreaming the decision was something like this.

"Good heavens! If it were me, I'd agonize over it for a hundred years. Please don't decide now!"

His honest words, however, seemed to spur the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader on.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked Seo Daeryong, "Do you truly not have any regrets?"

"You'll regret it, Cult Leader! Go back and think about it for a year! At least a hundred days!"

"Insolent whelp! Just answer my question."

"Yes, I don't regret it," Seo Daeryong said. "Meeting the Director might have shortened my lifespan, but I'm very happy right now."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader rose from his seat. He walked slowly around the room, looking at the displayed divine artifacts.

Then, for some reason, he began to strike the Echoing Thunder Bell.

DONG!

A deep sound spread in all directions.

As the sound faded, he struck the bell again, and again, and again.

He contemplated while listening to the bell's toll. Is the demon carved into the Echoing Thunder Bell offering me advice?

After the bell had tolled several times, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader suddenly turned to me.

"If I go, will you give me your right-hand man position?"

Seo Daeryong gasped, covering his mouth with his hands. He was not shocked that the man wanted his position, but that the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was truly about to give up his title.

I decided to push the man even further.

"You can't. My right-hand man is Detective Seo here. You'll have to get in line behind General Jang and fight for it."

Seo Daeryong's eyes widened as he desperately shook his head.


After Geom Mugeuk and Seo Daeryong left the residence, only the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and Go Wol remained.

The two men sat side by side before the Echoing Thunder Bell.

"What does the demon say?" Go Wol asked.

"It says I'm a madman."

"I think so too. Are you really coming?"

"Are you the madman? Why are you saying that after trying so hard to persuade me?"

"Because I never thought you'd actually come. I didn't expect you to tell the Second Young Lord so decisively that you would go with him."

"My mind might change tomorrow, or the day after, or even next year. You know I'm not a man of firm principles, right? Since it's come to this, let me ask you one thing."

"......"

"Why do you want to be with me? Is it just affection?"

Go Wol stared at the Echoing Thunder Bell for a long time before he spoke.

"I suppose I was afraid to go alone."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was startled by the unexpected words.

Go Wol kept his gaze fixed on the Echoing Thunder Bell.

"I suppose I'm afraid I'll go alone and do something foolish. I'm scared of going to the Second Young Lord and being looked down on by his people, but if you're with me, I feel like I'll have strength. Wasn't I always the smartest one when I was with you, Cult Leader?"

Go Wol slowly turned to look at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"I'm the narrow-minded and selfish one. I'm the kind of man who would make you step down as Cult Leader for my own sake."

It was the first time Go Wol had ever revealed his inner thoughts to him. Because of this, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader did not get angry. Instead, he smiled.

"I prefer that to any other reason."

"......"

"Because it means I'm going to protect you, doesn't it?"

Go Wol let out a small laugh.

"You can think about it more," Go Wol said. "The Second Young Lord is fated to command the winds and clouds, so we don't know how our lives will be swept up. We could really end up like the shackles of then, the Cult Leader of then, cornered and cast aside. We could be utterly ruined and end up selling medicine in the marketplace."

"As long as we survive, that's enough. You said we'd sell that medicine together, right? Then that's fine."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader also revealed his inner thoughts.

"Do you think I'm not selfish? That I'd go just because someone told me to? I'm going because I've already done the thinking and finished my calculations. I'll say I'm going to establish a new Cult Leader and help our Cult advance into the Central Plains. I won't just be stepping down. I'll be leaving in a way that looks like a sacrifice for our Cult's great cause, so I can go back if I ever change my mind. How long would it take to establish the Heavenly Wind Cult in the Central Plains? A long time, wouldn't it? While the next Heavenly Wind Cult Leader suffers in the sandstorms of the Outer Regions, I'll be having all the fun in the Central Plains. The kind of tense, thrilling fun that makes your heart drop."

"You thought of all that in such a short time? You're quite clever yourself, Cult Leader."

"You can say it honestly. That I'm quite selfish, too."

"Cult Leader."

"What?"

"Let's do well together."

"I'm getting nervous."

"What does the supreme ruler of the Outer Regions have to be nervous about?"

Then, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader made an unexpected joke.

"Because I don't think I'll be able to become the right-hand man."

"What?" Go Wol asked.

"You know how obsessive I get when I fixate on something, don't you? I will definitely take that position."

Judging by his eyes, it was not just a joke.

The two men looked at each other and laughed openly.

"You said it yourself," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader continued. "That if I stepped down as Cult Leader, I'd be a pretty cool person. Let's see if you were right. Ah, I guess I won't be seeing this Echoing Thunder Bell anymore."

He had been affectionately stroking the bell, but he suddenly shouted.

"Shut up, you damned demon!"

The demon must have told him it was looking forward to the breathtaking showdown with a mere investigator from the Sanzu River Hall over the position of right-hand man.


Chapter 83: Like Two Meteors Met

Two days later, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and all his subordinates departed from the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

He bid farewell to the Heavenly Demon but offered no greetings to the Eight Demon Supremes.

The demonic practitioners whispered about it, guessing he returned in anger because the sacred object was stolen.

Only we knew the real reason for his abrupt departure.

"The Cult Leader is an impatient man. He'll sort out the Heavenly Wind Cult and return as fast as he can."

He had already discussed everything with Go Wol, from who would become the next Heavenly Wind Cult Leader to how to organize their internal affairs.

"Thank you so much for accepting my proposal."

"I should be thanking you. Because of you, a great master like the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader is now my ally."

"Didn't you see how fat he got from lazing around instead of training? He'll need proper training when he gets back."

"You should be the one to do it. Who else could say something like that to the supreme master of the Outer Regions?"

"Please, leave it to me."

We had truly accomplished something immense. We gained an outstanding strategist like Go Wol and an absolute master like the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader may have been pushed around during his visit, but he is still the strongest in the Outer Regions. Fights between masters have too many variables to be certain, but I doubt a single Demon Supreme would be confident in defeating him.

"Listen, Strategist Go."

"Yes, Young Lord."

"I know a strategist's job is to look into others. Still, you should take care of yourself whenever you have a moment."

I told him to take care of himself, not to look into himself. The clever Go Wol would understand my hidden meaning without needing a lecture.

"The Young Lord is a very warm and kind person."

"I hear that a lot. It's proof I'm a good actor."

Go Wol didn't believe me.

"I'll cover for the weaknesses that come with that kindness."

"Take your time. It's okay."

"......"

"I'll be gone for a bit. I've been neglecting my own people while taking care of you, so it's time I looked after them."

"I will see you off."

I headed straight for the Heavenly Demon Hall. Taking care of people starts from the top.


Father was in the training hall.

He usually tested me with a surprise attack whenever I entered, but today he just stood in the center, looking down at a Go board.

"You play Go, too?"

I knew my father liked Go, but I had never seen him play it himself.

"Few in our Cult can beat me."

"At Go, you mean?"

"Of course."

"Isn't it because you slice a hand across your throat when the game turns against you? Then Uncle Hwi stealthily appears behind your opponent and... stab."

"Sometimes. A match is meant to be won."

I laughed at my father's joke and walked to his side. I knew his skill in Go. It wasn't as great as he claimed, just average. He likely won so much because people let him. It was a classic case of everyone playing down to the Heavenly Demon's level.

"Strategist Sama gave me this problem, but I can't find the answer."

It was a difficult life-and-death problem.

I quietly examined the problem, then spoke to my father.

"If you place a stone here, the white group lives, doesn't it?"

At least when it came to Go, I was better than my father. He confirmed my answer was correct and looked surprised.

"Not bad."

"Isn't it always the kibitzer who sees things better?"

"Kibitzing? I was solving the problem myself."

"But you had an opponent, didn't you?"

"......"

"Your pride. Your competitive spirit, insisting you solve this problem. That's your opponent, sitting right there."

Father snorted and sat before the Go board.

"You sit there. Let's play a game."

"Alright, but no slicing your hand across your neck if you start losing."

I played Go with my father.

First hunting, then a meal, and now Go. I was doing things I never could have dreamed of before my regression.

I focused only on the game, not saying a word. CLACK, CLACK. The sound of the stones was crisp in the silence.

It was nothing special, just a father and son playing Go. How had we never managed to do something so simple? Why was I always so terrified just looking at my father's face?

The good thing about Go is that no words are needed until the end.

Still, so much happened on the board. I built my territory, and my father built his. I invaded his territory, and at other times, my stones became a troubled group he chased. Sometimes I yielded, and other times I made bold moves.

Though I enjoyed the game immensely, I played to the best of my ability. Father was the incarnation of competitiveness, so I didn't go easy on him. If he even sensed me holding back, the outcome would be worse than if I had won by a landslide.

As the game turned against him, my father stroked his chin. It was the first time I had ever seen him contemplate something so seriously. I felt his gaze on the war board during a conflict with the Murim Alliance wouldn't even be this intense.

I barely suppressed a quip. If I said it, my father might just flip the board.

Does my father want to slice his hand across his neck right now?

Of course, that didn't happen.

The game ended. I won by six and a half points.

"You play a vicious, combative game, just like the Heavenly Demon. I barely won."

"When did you learn Go?"

"I learned in my spare time, after I heard you were learning from Strategist Sama, and I'd welcome a rematch anytime."

Father saw my triumphant look and extended his hand over the Go board.

CHWARRRRR.

The Go stones floated into the air. White and black stones crossed paths rapidly, returning to their containers with a splendid, show-like movement. They looked alive, as if finding their own way home.

"Ah!"

I was genuinely impressed. That single move seemed to say, This is the final stage of telekinesis. Understand?

That technique alone deflated my ego, but it wasn't enough for my father.

"I can't let you leave after I've lost. Let's have a duel."

"That's too much. I was planning to savor this victory and walk proudly out of the Heavenly Demon Hall for once."

"If you've been neglecting your martial arts, you won't be walking out of here."

He meant he would be rough. It seemed like he was taking out his anger for losing at Go, but that wasn't it.

I knew the real reason. He was angry about the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. This was a reprimand for interacting with him and accepting his strategist, knowing my father kept the Heavenly Wind Cult at a distance.

They say facing the Demonic Buddha is a great cause, so surely he won't kill me, right?

"You'd better pray the house you built isn't a prison."

I have another dueling partner eagerly waiting for me. Of course, one duel with my father is more beneficial than ten with the Flower Sword Supreme.

When my father drew the Heavenly Demon Sword, the air grew heavy. A formless energy pressed down on me, not sharp or piercing, but like a giant boulder crushing me from all sides.

I drew the Black Demon Sword and activated the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

I withstood the initial pressure without changing my expression. Father's energy intensified.

I pushed the Heavenly Demon Defense Art even further. It had reached a considerable level after my experience with selflessness, and it held up well again.

Then, my father's energy filled with killing intent.

It was the first time I had directly felt my father's killing intent. It was chilling precisely because it wasn't obvious.

Death had settled somewhere on my body, as light as a butterfly, a chilling sensation because I didn't know where it had landed. I felt the horror of searching for that killing intent, only to realize I was already plunged into a sea of it, helpless. Father's killing intent was a collection of all these negative emotions.

I didn't oppose my father's killing intent. I simply felt it and accepted it. Amidst the terrible fear and helplessness, I tried to hold onto myself. I focused not on the fear, but on the 'me' that was feeling the fear.

Enduring without resisting.

Sometimes, simply enduring can put immense pressure on an opponent.

Sure enough, my father was startled. I felt his surprise completely.

Has your realm truly reached this level?

The moment I read that emotion in his eyes, my father rushed toward me.

Father charged with the Hell Step, and I met him with the Hell Step. I didn't avoid him. I charged straight toward him.

"......"

We crossed past each other, leaving only a cold, metallic sound.

We turned simultaneously at each other's starting points.

The Black Demon Sword in my hand trembled faintly from the aftershock. Father's Heavenly Demon Sword trembled as well. I wouldn't have seen it in the past, but the Divine Eye Technique let me see every minute tremor.

I wonder if my father's wrist hurts as much as mine.

"I thought you were just running around playing politics, but you're quite something."

"Aren't love affairs and martial arts training supposed to be done out of sight? I'm training diligently," I replied.

I truly was dedicating myself to training, even cutting back on sleep.

In fact, my body wouldn't let me stop training. The powerful inner arts in my qi center yearned to be unleashed, and the Four Strides of the Wind God longed to fight a strong opponent. The Soaring Sky Sword Art was moving beyond complete mastery toward a new realm, and my eyes had improved with the Divine Eye Technique.

"Then let's see if you can block this, too."

The moment he finished speaking, my father vanished. I disappeared at the same time. I used the Shadow Step, just like him. Today, I would be a copycat.

We reappeared in a corner of the training ground, our swords clashing in mid-air.

Our stances were identical, as if performed by twins.

Beyond our crossed swords, a flicker of joy crossed my father's face. It was fleeting, but it was unmistakably the joy of meeting a strong opponent.

I understand the loneliness of the absolute, but still, Father. I'm your son, not your enemy.

The moment our swords separated, the Heavenly Demon Sword and the Black Demon Sword embroidered the air.

We unleashed the Equal Sky Strike at each other.

The pure white sword light from our blades bisected the empty space.

Like two meteors meeting in the night sky, the streaks of light met and vanished. It was a brief, beautiful sight.

Next, we simultaneously unleashed the Erratic Sky Strike.

Twelve changes filled the air, coming from both the Heavenly Demon Sword and the Black Demon Sword.

If one was brilliant, the other was brilliant. If one was heavy, the other was heavy. If one was fast, the other was fast. Change met change and was nullified.

Our attacks were identical. It was like drawing on one side of a piece of paper with ink, then folding it in half to create a perfect mirror image.

Thankfully, my father accepted my mimicry and launched no unconventional attacks.

The next attack was the Fourth Technique, the Burning Sky Strike.

A powerful sword qi swept through the training ground. When the two energies collided, the hall shook violently. A little more inner art, and it would have collapsed.

"That's enough!"

Father stopped the duel. He must have judged the subsequent techniques too dangerous, which meant I had grown that much stronger.

Father probably thought I couldn't surprise him anymore, but today was different.

"Your skills have improved a lot."

Father used the words 'a lot'. That was high praise, meaning my skills had improved tremendously.

"Then that's settled."

That single phrase contained his forgiveness.

He had intended to scold me harshly for neglecting my training because of the Heavenly Wind Cult, but he forgave me after seeing my improvement.

In the end, it was a reward, not a punishment. A duel like this with my father was priceless.

If I were to ask my father, "How much would it cost? How much for a proper fight?" I could die, even as his son.

I learned a great deal while executing the same techniques. To a third party, they would have looked identical, but I could feel the difference. A true master can feel those subtle differences.

Today, I felt I had vaguely figured out the path to the twelfth-stage mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

"Aren't you hungry? Your son will buy you a meal today. Let's go eat in the Demon Village."

I hadn't heard of my father going to the Demon Village recently, so I fully expected him to refuse.

"Let's go."

I was startled by his unexpected permission.

"Are you really going?"

"Were you just saying it?"

"Of course not. Let's go!"

Father changed into a plain martial arts uniform and put on a bamboo hat to cover his face. An official procession would cause an uproar in the Demon Village.

And so, I left Headquarters with my father. It was our first trip to the Demon Village together.


Chapter 84: This Is My Usual Spot

I entered the Demon Village with my father.

Walking through the market with him felt strange and new. First times always held a certain thrill.

"How long has it been since you've been out in the Demon Village?"

"It's been a while."

His tone suggested a long time had passed since he last came here.

"It feels good to get some fresh air, doesn't it?"

I wondered what this street meant to my father.

We walked slowly. We took in the shops lining the street, the vendors in front of them, and the people coming and going.

It seemed people were born with a certain presence. Father did not circulate his inner arts or emit any qi, yet the path before him cleared naturally.

Everyone unconsciously stepped aside, avoiding his path. He possessed something more than simple presence.

I stopped in front of a drapery shop that sold silk and clothes.

"Father, since we're out to commemorate this, why don't we get matching martial arts uniforms?"

"I have dozens of martial arts uniforms made by master tailors."

"But you don't have a martial arts uniform you got with your son, do you? Just one. Please?"

I entered the shop first. Father followed me inside, pretending he could not refuse.

All sorts of silks, fabrics, and clothes were piled high inside the shop.

I hurried to pick a martial arts uniform before my father could change his mind.

"How about that martial arts uniform hanging over there?"

It was a uniform embroidered with the Heavenly Demon Soul, our Cult's symbol. The pattern was not supposed to be used without permission. However, attempts to stop its sale failed, so it had been tacitly allowed as a souvenir for some time.

Father, however, pointed somewhere else.

"What about that one?"

He indicated a brilliant white martial arts uniform. Plum blossoms embroidered on the arms and legs made it look like something from the orthodox sects.

"You want to get that one?"

"Didn't you say we should visit the Central Plains next time? We can't exactly wear something like that then, can we?"

"!"

I was truly stunned. He actually remembered me saying we should visit the Central Plains together.

"I like it too. We'll take two of that martial arts uniform."

Surprisingly, my father paid for them.

"You said you were buying the meal, right? I'll buy the clothes."

"Thank you, Father."

I carefully took the two paper-wrapped martial arts uniforms.

I wanted to say many things but kept them to myself. I felt that any unnecessary fuss would make my father respond with a sharp remark to dispel the awkwardness. For now, it was best to just enjoy this feeling and the moment.

"So where are you buying this meal?"

"Over there."

I led my father to the Alluring Inn.

I should have taken him to the best inn, tavern, or brothel to treat him properly, but I did not want to. The Demon Supremes likely frequented the best places, and I thought a place meaningful to me would be better.

"This is my usual spot."

Jo Cheonbae greeted us with a wide smile.

"You've brought a guest I haven't seen before today."

"He's not a guest, he's family."

"This is the first time with family. Right? Huh? Family? If you say family..."

A startled Jo Cheonbae studied my father.

He could not see my father's face because of the bamboo hat, but after confirming the man's aura was not young, Jo Cheonbae unconsciously took a step back.

Then, he asked me with his eyes.

It's not him, right? It really can't be, right?

I answered with a nod.

That's right, innkeeper. It's the man you're thinking of.

Realizing the person with me was the Heavenly Demon, Jo Cheonbae turned pale. He began to tremble like an aspen leaf. How could I miss out on such great fun?

I ordered the dishes my father had chosen.

"Now, please make it delicious."

"......"

Jo Cheonbae's legs shook as he walked to the kitchen. Because of that, he heard my telepathy for the first time.

Cook comfortably. Surely my father won't kill you just because the food isn't good, right?

Jo Cheonbae staggered even more violently and barely made it into the kitchen.

"When was the last time you had a drink at a tavern like this?"

"I used to come when I was younger."

"But you haven't come even once since becoming the Cult Leader, have you?"

Father nodded.

"Don't you feel suffocated?"

"It's fine."

"Then again, you might feel even more suffocated if you came out. There are scoundrels everywhere you'd want to kill, but you can't kill them all."

I poured a drink for my father, who let out a small laugh. He filled my cup in return. Exchanging drinks felt natural now. We were, after all, the kind of pair who wore matching clothes.

"Your inner arts have improved a lot. Where did you get it from?"

"I received the Blood God Pill from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader."

Father was startled by my honest answer.

"He gave you that? That greedy man?"

"Everyone must feel sorry for me. The moment they see me, they seem to want to give me miracle herbs."

"Just in case."

Father drank, and I emptied my cup as well. He looked like he had a lot to say, but in the end, he only said one thing.

"As long as you didn't get swindled out of your own things, it's fine."

"Don't worry. I take after you, Father. When it comes to martial arts, I'm very greedy."

In the meantime, the food arrived.

Jo Cheonbae usually strode confidently through the tavern. He could run with his hands full of dishes without spilling a single drop.

He would not slip even on a liquor-spilled floor. He would dash around as gracefully as a master using Stepping On Water. If another table ordered an expensive dish, he would rush over to take the order as if using Teleportation.

But today's Jo Cheonbae was different. He walked stealthily, almost crawling, as if afraid the dishes might be disturbed. It was the first time I had ever seen him bring food so cautiously.

"I thought an assassin was coming."

In response to my teasing, Jo Cheonbae walked over with a desperate expression that pleaded for me not to talk to him. He politely set down the dishes.

"If you need anything else, please call me anytime!"

Then, with a face that looked like he was about to suffocate, Jo Cheonbae went down to the first floor.

He could not even stand on the stairs to eavesdrop on my father's critique. If he dared to spy on the Heavenly Demon, even ten necks would not be enough.

Father tasted the food and nodded.

"It doesn't taste bad."

"Please tell the innkeeper that yourself later. He'll be thrilled."

"Nonsense."

"That 'nonsense' could become a lifelong memory and a source of pride for someone. They won't know unless you tell them."

Father just continued eating without a word.

Then he asked abruptly.

"Why did you shake up the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader so much? Tell me about that."

Normally, I would have answered, 'It was to obtain the divine object, and later, to win over the person.'

However, I gave an answer more befitting an heir.

"I did it to separate the Heavenly Wind Cult from the Eight Demon Supremes."

"And? Did you succeed?"

"For now, it seems to be a success."

"What did you promise in return?"

"I want to let them open a Heavenly Wind Cult Branch in the Central Plains. Even a very small one."

"Impossible!"

"Why not?"

Father gave an unexpected answer.

"Do you know why I oppose them entering the Central Plains?"

"Isn't it because of the history between the Blood Cult and our Cult?"

Father shook his head.

"What does the past have to do with it? That's not the reason."

"Then is it because they joined hands with the Eight Demon Supremes?"

"I deliberately let them join hands."

Words that would have shocked the Demon Supremes flowed from my father's mouth.

"Whether to strike the Heavenly Wind Cult or the Eight Demon Supremes. It's easier to create a pretext if they're intertwined."

Indeed, I could see that my father did not fear the Heavenly Wind Cult or the Eight Demon Supremes at all.

"Then why do you oppose it?"

"The time is not yet right. Just know that."

His words, 'the time is not yet right', struck me profoundly.

I could guess what was on my father's mind. The Heavenly Wind Cult's advance into the Central Plains held great significance for us, the Murim Alliance, and the Evil Alliance.

If the Murim Alliance, which had suffered greatly from the Blood Cult's past invasion, framed the Heavenly Wind Cult's advance as a revival of the Blood Cult, it could create major political repercussions.

Weren't his words, 'the time is not yet right', the same as saying, 'I will decide the time'?

Father, could it be that deep in your heart, you dream of unifying the murim?

He could not achieve that dream because of Hwa Mugi, but considering my father's abilities, it might just be possible. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon calls me a sleeping dragon, but perhaps the real sleeping dragon has yet to awaken.

I felt the urge to subtly sound out my father but held back. I feared it might shatter this wonderful occasion. There would be plenty of opportunities to find out later.

"I understand. I'll handle that matter myself."

"......"

"Since my connection with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader is a personal one, I'll resolve it personally."

"Personally? That's the most difficult way."

"But it will also be the most effective. Don't worry, I won't be arrogant enough to think I know what's in other people's hearts. I won't be greedy enough to try and win their hearts, and I will never trust them."

That was only half true. I did not want to live such a life. What meaning would there be in becoming the Heavenly Demon if I had to suspect everyone?

I may not be able to fully understand people's hearts, but I will strive to understand them. I may not win everyone's hearts, but I will at least win enough trust so that we do not treat each other with lies and hypocrisy, and I still intend to trust those who are trustworthy.

"Please leave the matter of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader to me. I'll handle it well."

Father nodded and then rose from his seat.

"The meal was good. Come over next month for a game of Go."

"Yes! You'd better have your stones well-polished!"

Father extended his hand. One of the two martial arts uniforms I had placed beside me flew into it.

He held it and went down to the first floor.

The sight of him taking his own uniform without me saying a word was more moving than buying the uniforms together, more than him paying for them.

And Jo Cheonbae completed the picture of my father's unexpected side.

As my father passed, Jo Cheonbae stood by the counter and bowed so deeply his back was nearly parallel to the floor.

"It was an honor to serve you."

Father, who was about to leave, stopped.

"The food was decent."

Leaving behind a stunned and moved Jo Cheonbae, who stood there gasping, my father went outside.

The dazed Jo Cheonbae belatedly shouted.

"Yes! Thank you! Please visit us again!"

Father was already walking far in the distance.

Only then did the tension leave Jo Cheonbae. He let out a long sigh of relief and collapsed to the floor.

He pulled out a bottle of liquor hidden under the counter and took a long swig. He was a man who normally did not drink while working unless it was something extraordinary, and today had gone far beyond extraordinary.

Leaning against the second-floor railing, I asked him.

"How do you feel?"

"I can die with no regrets now. Even if I'm reborn, I'll live as the owner of the Alluring Inn."

"If you're reborn, you should live as a hero of the murim."

"I don't want to. I'm satisfied with this life, watching someone like you, Young Lord, from the side. Serving delicious food is enough for me."

"You could become a master and still live this life, couldn't you?"

"Then I'd be even more miserable. I'd have to hold back even though I'm a master, wouldn't I?"

"I see."

After watching the rare sight of Jo Cheonbae drinking, I looked outside the tavern. I could see my father's back as he walked slowly among the distant crowd. Who among them would know they had just walked past the Heavenly Demon?

Before my regression, I did not look closely.

Father's back, Jo Cheonbae's flushed and happily smiling face, those people hurrying down the street. I did not see them. I did not look into their eyes and mouths to see what was in their hearts as they lived. Because I did not look closely, I did not know, and because I did not know, I could not win.

Yes, I did not lose to Hwa Mugi. I lost to my own life. To my own indifferent life.

"Young Lord, shall I get you more to drink?" Jo Cheonbae asked from below.

"No, that's alright. I have people to see today."

Leaving the Alluring Inn, I walked the same path my father had taken and returned to the Cult.


Chapter 85: Your Own Family is Your Worst Enemy

The Flower Sword Supreme came out of the thatched cottage. I was crouching in a corner of the yard, looking at the flowers.

"Fascinating, isn't it?" she asked.

"They've already grown so much," I replied.

"This is the fun of growing them."

"I should try growing some next time."

"You're too busy. It won't be easy for you."

"It'd probably just become a field of weeds, wouldn't it?" I said. "I should stick to what I'm good at."

I straightened up from my crouch. "Today, I've come as your duel partner."

The Flower Sword Supreme's expression brightened. "You've come at the right time." She truly seemed to have waited a long time for this day.

"Thank you so much for all your recent help," I said.

"Was it really that much help?"

I thought about when I leaked information to Sa Woojong, when Cheong Seon became a Demon Supreme, and when I went to see the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. The Flower Sword Supreme claimed she was only halfway on my side, but her actions proved she was fully committed.

"This is a gift to show my gratitude." I handed her a small box.

"A gift? You didn't have to."

"Please accept it as a token of my sincerity."

She opened the small box. Inside was a Luminous Pearl, one I had obtained from the Golden Manor Master, Geum Ahju.

"Something so precious?"

"It's different from the one I gave Elder Blade Demon," I said, emphasizing the point. I had given the Blade Demon the Antitoxin Bead. The Flower Sword Supreme laughed, amused.

This is how I'll break down the dam of ill feelings with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. If I remove the stones one by one, eventually I'll be able to see the person on the other side.

"It's truly beautiful," she said.

"If I may brag a little, it's a top-grade Luminous Pearl. It's hard to get even with money."

"It's certainly worth bragging about."

"Still, it can't compare to your beauty, Senior."

"You're laying the flattery on too thick for this old woman." The Flower Sword Supreme waved her hand dismissively, but her face was beaming. She had changed in many ways, but her weakness for compliments about her appearance would never change.

"You have all the makings of a future playboy," she observed.

"That's the plan," I replied. "I'm going to live it up, travel around, and meet all the beauties of the Central Plains."

"It would be nice if you could have such a life, but..." Her words trailed off.

The unspoken meaning was clear. I could not do that if I became the Heavenly Demon. Traveling now and traveling as the Heavenly Demon were worlds apart.

Did Father stay within our Cult because he wasn't frustrated? No, he was probably just cautious. The fate of the murim rests on his every step.

"You'd better travel around a lot now," she advised. "It'll be difficult later."

"I will."

"Well then," she said, "shall we warm up for the first time in a while?"

"This is the moment I've been waiting for."

I had originally planned to visit the Blood Heaven Blade Demon after Father, but my body itched for more after our duel. I came to the Flower Sword Supreme first because I felt the urge for another match.

The duel was definitely different from our last one. Her subtle movements felt clearer. I could see them with my own eyes even before my instincts sensed them.

I pushed her harder than in our last duel, just as Father had done to me. I was confident I could control my sword. She fought desperately, and I gave it my all.

When the duel ended, the Flower Sword Supreme gasped for breath, clearly surprised. She had poured all her strength into the fight, save for her final hidden technique, but she still could not overpower me.

"Your skills have improved even more since last time!" she exclaimed.

"I've had some lessons in the meantime."

"Truly amazing, truly amazing."

She seemed pleased, but also regretful. "If you keep growing this fast, I won't be a match for you soon."

"I did my best for our next duel, Senior."

The Flower Sword Supreme understood my meaning and nodded. "You're hoping this old Senior will grow, aren't you?"

"Arrogantly, yes," I said honestly. "I want to be duel partners with you for life, Senior."

My honest words made an undeniable flicker of emotion cross her eyes.

This is also part of my effort to make her my right wing.

Before I left, we discussed our duel. My skills were clearly superior, but I still had things to learn from her. Her lessons were different from the ones I learned from Father.

We started with martial arts, then moved on to stories about life. It was so enjoyable that she was visibly reluctant when I said I had to leave.


I went to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence next, but he was not home. I waited for a long time with no luck. When I returned, I found the Blood Heaven Blade Demon waiting in front of my house.

"Where are you wandering around so late at night?" he asked. "Hiding a woman somewhere?"

It seemed we had missed each other.

"If you were here, why wait outside? Strategist Go is inside."

"Forget it."

"We're family now. Why be so distant?"

"Family? What family?" he scoffed. "Your own family is your worst enemy."

He was still awkward with Go Wol. He had only warmed up to me. This prickly old man still disliked interacting with people.

"What brings you here?" I asked.

"I came to give you some news."

"What news?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked serious. "The Demonic Buddha has left to bring back the First Young Lord."

I was not surprised. It was an expected move. News that the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's Strategist came to me must have reached the Demon Supremes who support my brother. They must have decided they could no longer just stand by and watch.

Coincidentally, my brother had returned to our Cult around this time in my past life.

What is meant to happen, happens.

"The Demonic Buddha is always busy," I mused. "Going to get the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, now going to get my brother."

"That little guy is incredibly diligent. What on earth is your brother doing in the frontier?"

"I don't know either."

Of course, I knew. My brother was passing through a gateway that would change his life. That fact was only revealed after he arrived. Afterward, he completely solidified his position as the successor.

"Are you alright, Elder?"

"With what?"

"You came to my side after supporting my brother, didn't you? He might resent you."

"Let him if he wants."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had a clear set of values on such matters. "If there's a better option, you should choose it. Anyone who criticizes you for it because of personal relationships is no help in life."

"Those are wise words."

"Wise? The same words will apply when I abandon you."

I really like his clarity.

"Are you okay?" he asked.

"With what?"

After a brief pause, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke. "What will you do if a situation arises where you have to kill your brother?"

"If he does something worthy of death, I'll have to kill him."

"Acting tough," he grunted.

I laughed a little at his words. He was right. I was acting tough. Killing your own flesh and blood was never easy.

It's not a matter of whether my martial arts are stronger than my brother's. The fight against him will require every ounce of my mental and spiritual energy. What the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said jokingly earlier was right. Your own family is your worst enemy.

"You're right," I admitted. "Of course I'm not okay. I'm not a cold-blooded monster, so how could I be okay with killing my brother? And he's not someone who'd die easily, either."

I turned and shouted toward the house. "Strategist Go, come out."

Go Wol emerged. "You've returned?"

After greeting me, Go Wol bowed politely to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

I asked him, "The Demonic Buddha has gone to bring my brother back. What are your thoughts?"

Go Wol could not answer easily. It was one thing to face any other enemy, but a Strategist had to be cautious when his leader's brother became the enemy.

After a moment of thought, Go Wol spoke cautiously. "The First Young Lord's life or death will likely not be for you to decide, Young Lord. The First Young Lord will decide his own fate."

In other words, my brother's actions would determine his fate.

I nodded, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon still did not trust Go Wol. "I helped you recruit him because you wanted to, but..."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon slowly approached Go Wol. He stared intently into Go Wol's eyes. "Is there any guarantee that this man won't betray us?"

The word 'us' caught my ear. It was the first time the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had used it with me. He might have said it unconsciously, but it meant a great deal to me. The man who had threatened me, poking my side until it bruised, was now part of 'us'.

Go Wol was not intimidated by the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's pressure.

"And what about you, Demon Supreme?" Go Wol countered. "Do you have a guarantee that you won't betray the Young Lord?"

The corner of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's mouth curled up at the question. "There's no guarantee. I'll betray him when I want to."

"That's why I'm here," Go Wol said. "To prevent that."

"Then you! Who's going to stop you?"

"I will not betray him."

"And how am I supposed to believe that?"

"You only need the Young Lord to believe in me."

"Don't forget that I'll be watching you," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon warned.

I did not intervene in their war of nerves.

Isn't this my philosophy on life? Don't let wounds and conflicts fester. Expose them, dig into them, and fight to resolve them.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at me, hesitating, then finally spoke. "The Cult Leader will hope that you and the First Young Lord don't fight. He desires neither the First Young Lord's death nor your own."

I could see again how well the Blood Heaven Blade Demon knew Father. He was confident enough to declare exactly what Father thought. He clearly had a special relationship with my father.

"I had sensed that as well."

After I regressed, Father had asked me during a hunt if I could not embrace my brother. His true feelings were in that question.

"The Cult Leader is a man who never looks back. If there's one thing such a man regrets, it's that."

Even a heart like ten-thousand-year-old cold iron can be scarred.

He asked, "Did you say you knew the Cult Leader's heart?"

I remained silent.

"Then that's enough."

Then that's enough. Those were the words Father had said to me after our duel. Both Father's words and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's words were strangely empowering.

"Is there anything I should prepare for?" I asked.

"My request to you, Elder, is always the same."

"What is it?"

"That you reconcile."

"Reconcile?" he asked. "Don't tell me you mean...?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon realized I meant for him to reconcile with the Flower Sword Supreme. "The First Young Lord is on his way, and you're talking about reconciliation?" he exclaimed. "You must be truly insane."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon turned to Go Wol, utterly flabbergasted. "Your master is this kind of madman."

Go Wol replied, "I'm not exactly normal myself."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head and muttered that we were a pair of lunatics.

I tried to persuade the Blood Heaven Blade Demon again. "When my brother returns, the other Demon Supremes will start making their moves. We can't fight with only one wing, can we?"

"I wish we could, but haven't you seen enough? The Sword Supreme snaps at me viciously whenever she sees me."

"Yes, I've seen plenty," I said. "I've seen her sharpness fading. I've seen the glare in her eyes soften little by little when she looks at you, Elder."

Still, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head. "Our reconciliation is a more difficult task than unifying the murim. I'm leaving."

I shouted at his retreating back, "You don't have to unify the murim, but you must reconcile!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon disappeared slowly into the darkness without a reply.

I turned my attention to Go Wol. "Are you alright?"

"Yes. I'm fine."

"Don't worry about it too much. He's just a grumpy old man."

"I must pay it mind. He is the Young Lord's left wing," Go Wol said. "But please don't worry about me. As you know, I haven't had an easy life either."

But I knew better. A hard life does not make someone immune to hurt.

"I understand. Still, if you have anything to say to me, please do. I'll also tell you if I have anything on my mind."

"Yes. I will certainly do so."

"Oh, and the candidate for the right wing is the Flower Sword Supreme. Just for your reference."

"Understood," Go Wol said. "Then, please rest well."

I could not fall asleep until late that night.

There's no need to think about how my brother acted in my past life. When my brother returns, I will see him. I failed to see anyone properly in my past life, so now I will see him clearly. I will see with my own eyes what kind of person he is. I will see clearly the reality behind all the things in my memory.

As always, Hwa Mugi is helpful in times like these. If I'm not a vessel capable of overcoming my brother, I'll die at Hwa Mugi's hands anyway.


Chapter 86: It's Been a While, Brother

Two months passed since my duel with my father.

In that time, I reached the Eleventh Star of the Soaring Sky Sword Art. I ascended to the next level using the insight I gained from dueling my father and the Flower Sword Supreme.

Only one level remained.

The final level, just like the ones before, would require some kind of trigger.

The trigger could be a duel, a life-or-death battle, or something simple. It could happen while looking at flowers with the Flower Sword Supreme, reading poetry with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, or walking under the moonlight with Lee Ahn. No one could predict how I would achieve the Twelfth Star's complete mastery.

For now, I set aside completing the Soaring Sky Sword Art and focused on training the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

Sometimes, when learning a martial art, you just get a feeling. A tingle runs through your body as the art whispers, 'Just a little more.' That is the moment you are ready to reach the next level.

The Spacetime Manipulation Technique gave me that feeling continuously.

About ten days ago, I reduced the time to unfold the space to a slow count of one hundred. After that, the time decreased every time I used the technique, as if a restriction had lifted.

If compatibility between a martial artist and a martial art exists, then the Spacetime Manipulation Technique and I were a perfect match.

Perhaps it was because the art depended more on enlightenment and talent than on training time. In those two aspects, I had reached the highest possible level.

The more I trained, the faster I became. One hundred became ninety-nine, then ninety-eight, then ninety-seven...

I pushed myself to the very end. I created the space relentlessly, like I was riding a speeding carriage. I felt that one wrong turn could send the carriage plummeting off a cliff, but I honed my skill without rest.

I trained and trained again.

Finally, the carriage reached its destination. The horses had not collapsed, and I had not fallen.

SNAP!

I snapped my fingers, and my surroundings instantly changed.

I cheered.

"I did it!"

I could finally use the Spacetime Manipulation Technique instantly. It unfolded so naturally, as if it had always been my own martial art.

I stood on a white sandy beach beside an endless blue ocean. The sky was blue and the sun was hot. A large-leafed tree stood on the beach, and a comfortable-looking chair sat in its shade. Seagulls flew in the distance.

This was the personal space I had dreamed of.

It was perfect.

Just as the creation time decreased, the inner arts needed to maintain the space also decreased.

I leaned back in the chair for a moment, then stripped off my clothes and jumped into the sea.

After swimming for a while, I floated on my back and watched the clouds drift across the sky. My heart felt at ease.

It was a perfect, private moment. I was happy.

Then, a thought occurred to me.

What if I could make time in here pass more slowly than time outside? What if I could train my martial arts in here? Even if I couldn't stop time completely, what if I could make it pass at even half the speed?

It was a dream-like thought, but creating this space was already a dream-like feat.

I decided to discuss it with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader when he returned. He would probably call it nonsense.

I lay on the beach enjoying my freedom when I sensed someone outside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

When I entered spaces created by the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme or the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, I couldn't sense anything outside, but now that I had created the space myself, I could perceive external events.

I immediately released the technique and appeared.

Jang Ho called for me at the door. "Young Lord, are you there?"

"I'm here."

I appeared suddenly behind Jang Ho, who spun around in surprise.

"Young Lord? Where were you?"

On a beach with a surging blue sea.

I desperately wanted to say that, but I held my tongue.

"I was just training my concealment technique. What brings you here?"

"Word came from the smithy. They finished the items you requested from the Ten Thousand Year Cold Iron."

"Then, I have a request. Go get the items and summon everyone who was there that day."

"Understood."


Seven of us stood in a circle, looking at the items on the table. It was me, Lee Ahn, Seo Daeryong, Jang Ho, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the Flower Sword Supreme, and Go Wol.

I picked up the fan from the table and gave it to Go Wol.

"This is the fan you requested. I've examined it, and it's well-made."

"Thank you very much."

"The material is one thing, but our Cult's best artisan made it, which adds to its value."

"I never thought you'd actually have it made for me."

I had also made throwing knives for everyone gathered that day, so I gave one to Go Wol as well. He looked apologetic after receiving both the fan and the knife.

"I'm receiving two items."

"These throwing knives wouldn't exist without you. In a way, you're the one giving everyone a gift."

"How could that be? You're the one who gave the shackles to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, Young Lord. Thank you. I'll never forget this great gift."

It was a great gift indeed. A throwing knife made of Ten Thousand Year Cold Iron was incomparably sharp and would never break, making it priceless. If sold for its proper value, the money would be enough for several generations to live comfortably.

But my gifts for Go Wol did not end there.

I unwound the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk from the Black Demon Sword's hilt. I cut off enough to cover the fan and handed it to Go Wol.

"It's Top-Quality Heavenly Silk. If you attach this to the fan, it'll become a magnificent weapon."

Go Wol's eyes trembled with emotion. The three gifts were truly once-in-a-lifetime presents.

"I'll surely repay this favor, even if it costs me my life."

"There's no need for that. I'm giving you this because I believe you're worthy of it now, not as collateral for your future life or loyalty."

I spoke to Go Wol, but my words were meant for everyone.

I distributed the remaining throwing knives. "Thank you for standing by my side."

Everyone was delighted.

"Thank you."

"I'll put it to good use."

"Thank you."

Seo Daeryong looked down at his knife and said worriedly, "I'm worried I might lose it."

"Train harder. The stronger you become, the less chance you'll have of losing it. When training gets tough, look at that knife."

"......"

Seo Daeryong nodded vigorously at my words. The throwing knife would come to hold a different meaning for each of them.

Just then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon needlessly picked a fight with Go Wol. "That scrawny scholar is here, so what are you worried about?"

Someone entered just then and said, "Speaking of scrawny, isn't your disciple even more so?"

The person who entered was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

I looked at him, surprised. "You're back already?"

He returned earlier than I expected. I thought he would be gone for at least six months.

"It's because I'm an impatient person by nature," he said, glancing at Go Wol.

Go Wol smiled at the appearance of his staunch supporter.

"I guess I'm a lucky man, returning on the day the throwing knives are handed out. Give me my knife."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader examined the knife. "It's truly well-made. This could be treated as a sacred object. Thanks for saving one for me."

"Not at all. We only made them because you generously allowed us to use the shackles, Cult Leader."

I welcomed his return with kind words. He had returned on a fateful day, just as he said, but that fate was not about receiving a throwing knife.

Someone opened the door and stepped inside.

The visitor was tall and handsome. His white robe, embroidered with brilliant yet refined patterns, suited him well. It was my older brother, First Young Lord Geom Muyang.

Everyone's gaze focused on Geom Muyang. Three people followed him.

The Demonic Buddha entered first, followed by an old man and a young man.

Geom Muyang spotted me in the crowd, spread his arms wide, and strode over.

"Little brother, have you been well?"

That's right. This is my brother. He was so full of confidence, a man who knew he was superior to others.

His tendency to think himself too clever sometimes caused problems, but he could also make his arrogance seem like confidence to his allies.

"Of course, I've been well. It's been a while, brother."

I pulled my brother into a sudden hug. It was not an act. I hugged him sincerely and felt him tense up, surprised by my reaction. He would never know what I was thinking.

Brother, don't make me hug your corpse with regret. Don't make me walk our father's path.

I knew Go Wol was wrong when he said the outcome depended on my brother. This time, it depended on my efforts.

So I will try. Not for my brother's sake, but for my own.

A strange light flickered in Geom Muyang's eyes, perhaps because my aura was so different from when he had left the cult.

"I heard you made quite a name for yourself while I was away?"

"A fox played king in a valley without a tiger."

"If the older brother is a tiger, how can the younger brother be a fox? You don't have to be so humble, at least not in front of me."

At a glance, he looked like a deeply affectionate older brother who cherished his younger sibling.

But in my past life, my brother had relentlessly tormented me. At the time, I did not even realize it was torment.

From a young age, my brother tried his best to instill negative images of the murim and power in my mind.

He told me stories of martial artists fighting and killing each other, of those who went mad from their inner demons, and of the Demon Supremes betraying the Heavenly Demon.

Most of his stories were cruel and negative. When I tried to open my Conception and Governing Vessels, he would shake my resolve with tales of people whose blood vessels burst and killed them.

I overcame it with my innate fortitude, but his stories still had a negative influence on me, whether I knew it or not.

I cannot blame him for using any means necessary in the succession battle, but that was not something you should do to your six or seven-year-old brother.

The Demonic Buddha interjected. "Second Young Lord, now that the First Young Lord has returned, you must help your brother a great deal. In this harsh murim, who else can you look after each other? Humans betray each other as easily as they breathe, so there's no one to trust."

As he spoke, the Demonic Buddha looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. His words were aimed at him from the start, a blatant criticism for having once supported Geom Muyang but now supporting me.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon felt apologetic toward the First Young Lord and could only scoff.

Unlike the provocative Demonic Buddha, Geom Muyang was polite to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Have you been well, Elder?"

"I've been well, thanks to you. Are you just now returning?"

"Yes. I've just arrived."

"Have you seen the Cult Leader?"

"Father has already retired to his chambers, so I haven't been able to see him. I'll have to greet him in the morning."

"The Cult Leader will be pleased."

After their greetings, Geom Muyang remarked casually, "I've heard you've been helping my younger brother a great deal lately, Elder."

"Old men are known to be more fickle. I hope you understand."

"Not at all. My brother's business is my business, and the business of our Cult. As his older brother, I thank you."

"I'm grateful for your understanding."

Geom Muyang then turned to the Flower Sword Supreme. "You are as beautiful as ever."

"Just like his brother, our First Young Lord is quite the flirt."

Geom Muyang took something from his sleeve and gave it to the Flower Sword Supreme.

"These are cosmetics I had a hard time getting in the Outer Regions. They're known to be far superior to those used by the women of the Central Plains, so please, try them."

"Thank you, First Young Lord."

Would he have only brought a gift for the Flower Sword Supreme? He must have brought a trove of things to please the other Demon Supremes as well.

Even from these brief greetings, I saw why my brother had been ahead of me back then. I had not even known he was so meticulously taking care of the Demon Supremes. I suppose I only saw myself and lived only for my own greed.

"General Jang, it's belated, but congratulations on becoming a Lord."

"Thank you, First Young Lord."

The greetings ended there. Geom Muyang did not greet Lee Ahn or Seo Daeryong. My brother was a thorough authoritarian. His philosophy was that if you secured the higher-ups as your people, the subordinates would naturally follow.

Once Geom Muyang finished greeting the two Demon Supremes, the Demonic Buddha stepped forward.

He saw the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and immediately started a quarrel. "Did someone spread honey on our Cult's pillars? Why do you keep loitering around?"

Of course, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was no pushover. "Because someone took a dump and didn't clean it up. A small, cute, golden dump, that is."

The Demonic Buddha's expression hardened instantly. The two men glared at each other, ready to kill. It showed how an eternity of friendship could shatter in a moment. The two closest friends were now completely divided.

As the two created a tense atmosphere, Geom Muyang signaled the two people behind him with his eyes.

The old man and the young man who entered with the Demonic Buddha stepped forward to offer their greetings.

A cold smile formed on my lips. This was the moment I had been waiting for since they entered. In fact, I had waited for this moment for decades.


Chapter 87: Blood Rains from the Sky

The younger man stepped forward and offered a clasped-hands greeting.

"I'm So Tae from Shaanxi. I've long revered the Divine Cult, and a chance meeting with the Demon Supreme led me here. This is my Master."

The old man greeted him next.

"I'm Jongmak from Shaanxi. It's a pleasure to meet the heroes of the Divine Cult."

No master and disciple named So Tae and Jongmak ever lived in Shaanxi.

Their true identities were the Yunnan Eccentric Duo. As masters of disguise, faking their age was a basic skill. They disguised themselves as thin men, fat men, merchants, monks, and even women. In reality, the young man was the First Eccentric, older than the Second Eccentric who was disguised as an old man.

They used their disguises to deceive people and commit countless evil deeds. They plundered merchants' wealth and even taunted and killed strangers just because they disliked their faces. Their lust was also strong. They would assault any beautiful woman they saw and viciously murder anyone who tried to stop them.

The Murim Alliance declared them public enemies, but they were never caught. Their formidable martial arts and mastery of disguise made them difficult to capture.

They lived to a ripe old age, which led to a popular saying.

The heavens are not indifferent. They are already dead.

This saying existed entirely because of these men.

And crucially, these bastards also ruined my life.

The First Eccentric, disguised as a young man, stepped forward. "It would be an honor for my family if the esteemed Second Young Lord would teach me a lesson."

What was meant to happen, happened. The same thing occurred around this time in my life before regression.

I was a real idiot back then. The king of idiots, a shit-for-brains idiot. Why on earth did I accept the duel?

Back then, I dueled this man in a different situation. They had come with the Demonic Buddha even then. At a banquet for our Cult's demons, the Demonic Buddha introduced the Yunnan Eccentric Duo and goaded me so I couldn't refuse.

He expertly exploited my psychology. Instead of suggesting I teach the man a lesson, he scolded the First Eccentric.

"How dare you request a duel with such an esteemed person? This isn't your place. If the Second Young Lord gets hurt by mistake, you won't keep your life."

He said the exact same thing back then.

It was like saying, 'Would that coward dare flip it?' instead of 'Flip the table like a man.' My twenty-year-old self lived and died by others' opinions, so I fell for that shallow provocation.

At that time, I had also been afflicted with Qi Dispersing Poison during the War between the Divine and Demonic. I lost a duel and was desperately trying to restore my reputation. I personally proved that the lower one's self-esteem, the easier it is to fall for an opponent's provocation.

The result was disastrous. I had complacently thought I couldn't lose to someone my age, but we weren't the same age at all. He broke my arm, fractured my ribs, and bruised my face so badly I couldn't go outside for a while.

The physical injuries weren't the real problem. My pride was shattered because I lost to a peer, and the self-loathing from falling for his provocation tormented me. Father and the Cult's demons were disappointed in me. After being thoroughly beaten by an outsider, my authority and prestige hit rock bottom.

The Yunnan Eccentric Duo fled that same day, and I couldn't even uncover their true identities at the time.

And now, those very bastards have appeared before my eyes again. So, when they followed the Demonic Buddha into my room, how could I not be thrilled?

"Of course, this precious body of mine can't get hurt. The rising masters these days are so fearsome."

I could just back out like that. The more confident a person is, the more leisurely they handle such situations. Of course, that wasn't my plan for today.

"Still, it wouldn't be polite to refuse such an earnest request, would it?"

I was curious. Does my brother know what kind of people these men are? Hyung, this is a problem whether you know or not.

"Thank you for accepting the duel. You truly live up to your great reputation, Second Young Lord."

"But you keep sprinkling gold dust on my face. Have you heard anything about my reputation? If you know of anything I've done recently, name just one."

The First Eccentric was flustered, clearly not expecting such a direct question.

"My head isn't very good, so I don't remember well. I'm uneducated, so I have no manners either. I hope the Second Young Lord will understand."

"I thought as much. Demanding a duel at our first meeting shows you have no manners, and since you're doing this without knowing my personality or skills, it seems your head definitely isn't good. Still, it's a relief you know yourself well."

The duo's expressions hardened at my mockery. I could feel them struggling to suppress their malice.

"Since your head is no good, let's enjoy a round with our bodies, Second Young Lord."

"Let's."

We went outside and faced each other in the courtyard. Everyone else followed.

"Do you use fists and palms?"

"I do."

"I use a sword, so be careful my blade doesn't cut off your hands."

"You should be careful too, Second Young Lord. You might have to hold that sword with your left hand from now on."

Just as the man intensified his gaze to build tension, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon stepped forward.

"I'll be taking my leave. I've been sleeping more in the evenings as I get older."

He seemed uninterested in the duel's outcome and unwilling to linger where the First Young Lord and I were together.

Then, the Flower Sword Supreme also prepared to leave.

"I'll be going as well. My skin gets rough if I don't get enough sleep."

As the two bid farewell, Geom Muyang bowed politely. "Please, rest well. I'll visit you separately later."

The Demonic Buddha asked the question my brother wanted to ask. "It seems you're not worried about the Second Young Lord."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon walked away without a glance, tossing out a single phrase.

"Worried? My ass."

The Flower Sword Supreme followed him. For this moment, at least, they were of one mind. They knew to avoid the gossip that would come from watching such a fight. More importantly, they didn't have an ounce of worry for me.

Surprisingly, Jang Ho also prepared to leave.

"Well then, I have some business to attend to, so I'll be on my way."

As the quick-witted bear left, the nine-tailed fox followed.

"Then I'll be off as well."

I said to Lee Ahn, "Lee Ahn, you're leaving too?"

"Yes. I have to go train."

"I don't care about the others, but you should at least stay and pretend to be worried. You've changed!"

"Of course, I've changed. It's because someone kept singing about how I needed to change, how I had to change."

As she walked away, she looked back at Seo Daeryong.

"Aren't you leaving?"

"I'm going to stay and watch. I think it'll be helpful for my martial arts training."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, already walking away, shouted from a distance.

"There's nothing here that will help you. Go get some sleep."

With his master's command, he couldn't stay. Seo Daeryong grinned at me.

"So he says. His hearing is so sharp."

After Seo Daeryong left, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader also made a move.

"If I stay when everyone else is leaving, won't I look like I have too much free time?"

And so, they all left after saying a word or two.

"You're all too much!"

I cried out, but no one looked back.

I could tell. Though their reasons differed, their actions were filled with respect for me. It was a display for my brother.

We trust the Second Young Lord this much.

By leaving, they were showing their loyalty to me in a sophisticated way.

Now, only Go Wol, who lived with me, remained.

"You are my only true loyal subject."

"I was just about to say I was going inside to sleep. I don't enjoy watching fights."

"No, you can't. At least one person has to watch."

"Then please finish it quickly."

"I will."

Everyone else watched this exchange with surprise and disbelief. The Yunnan Eccentric Duo, feeling ignored, openly showed their displeasure. Even Geom Muyang, who rarely showed his emotions, could not completely hide his surprise.

The First Eccentric stepped forward. "The spectators have left, which takes some of the fun out of it, but the power in my fists hasn't waned. Let's have a go."

He was anxious, worried the duel might be called off.

Do not worry, villain.

"Let's," I said. "This is a fight I've waited a long time for."

A fight I've waited for longer than you could possibly imagine. I accepted the duel not just for revenge, but to pass judgment on their evil deeds. They were part of the absolute evil I spoke of.

Some are called absolute evil because they are too strong. Others, like these men, are absolute evil because they are cunning and wicked. They are bastards skilled in disguise, impossible to catch once they hide. They treat others' lives like flies but consider their own so precious they'll do anything to preserve them. That's why bastards like these, who live well until they die of old age, are also absolute evil.

It seems the heavens didn't like the popular saying about them being dead. They sent these men before me instead.

"Now, I won't go easy on you just because you're the Second Young Lord, so be careful!"

The First Eccentric was merciless from the start. Their mission was to beat me and disappear, no matter what.

How much did the Demonic Buddha pay them? They must have received a considerable amount to come all the way to our Cult to face me.

I dodged his fist and lightly grabbed his wrist.

The man was horrified. He never imagined I would catch his wrist on the first move. He tried to shake free, but my grip held firm.

His eyes widened in disbelief.

No way?

Just then, my sword flashed out like lightning.

"......"

In a single move, I severed the man's wrist.

"......"

He let out a short scream and instinctively tried to stop the bleeding.

SWOOOSH! SLICE!

Without hesitation, I cut off his other wrist.

"Aaaaaaaargh!"

He screamed in pain, flailing his severed arms and spraying blood like a fountain. Blood rained down. I didn't dodge it. Neither did my brother.

We just stared at each other amidst the shower of blood.

Just then, the Second Eccentric attacked my back. He likely planned to subdue me and then treat the First Eccentric. I was about to turn and block, but I saw my brother draw his sword, so I stayed still.

SHWAAAAAAK!

Fierce sword qi grazed my face, but I didn't even blink as I stared at my brother. The energy cleanly bisected the Second Eccentric who was charging from behind.

In an instant, the courtyard became a sea of blood.

I asked the Demonic Buddha, "What exactly were you expecting?"

It was a loaded question. My brother may have been far away, but you have heard and seen everything about me. Did you think the Yunnan Eccentric Duo could beat and humiliate me? Did you think I would be defeated by them like in the past and hide away in a corner of my room?

I peeled the mask from the unconscious First Eccentric's face.

RIIIIIP.

A middle-aged man's face appeared.

"Who are you?" I asked, deliberately trying to reveal his identity to see my brother's reaction.

The First Eccentric only glared at me resentfully, saying nothing.

"I'll cut off your ankles too."

As I raised my sword, the man shouted, "...We are the Yunnan Eccentric Duo."

"......"

In that moment, the First Eccentric's head exploded. A golden light frosted the flowing blood before vanishing. The Demonic Buddha had killed him.

The Demonic Buddha's eyes shimmered with golden light as an immense energy pressed down on the surroundings. This was not the same man who had bickered with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. He exuded a fierce aura as he spoke coldly.

"Did you ask what I expected? I wanted to show your brother his reality. That a man who can cut down the Yunnan Eccentric Duo in a single move is his rival. I wanted to show him you cutting down those bastards with the Black Demon Sword, which the Cult Leader didn't give to him. This is the reality you now face."

He wasn't speaking to me. He was speaking to my brother.

This man, the Demonic Buddha! He is certainly an evil person, but his devotion to my brother is genuine.

My gaze turned to Geom Muyang. Blood trickled down his face, just like mine.

Geom Muyang asked calmly, "Are you hurt anywhere?"

"No, thanks to you."

"I'm glad to see your martial arts have improved so much. It's a good thing for our Cult."

"My martial arts have improved, but your acting has gotten better, Hyung."

"What do you mean?"

"You're not the type to bring just anyone with you, are you?"

"If you're asking whether I knew they were the Yunnan Eccentric Duo, I did not. I'll see you tomorrow morning when we greet Father."

With that, my brother and the Demonic Buddha left.

I had to acknowledge my brother for maintaining his composure. I could see why the Blood Heaven Blade Demon supported him in the past. He was worthy of it.

I walked toward the corpses of the Yunnan Eccentric Duo.

I killed them so easily because I didn't want to grant their deaths any meaning. For people like them, even a single last word is a waste. The cold rice in prison is a waste. Killing them like insects and forgetting they ever existed is the ultimate punishment.

I searched the two corpses and found bank notes. Each carried a note for one hundred thousand taels.

"Let it be known. For two hundred thousand taels, you can get the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Second Young Lord beaten up."

Go Wol smiled faintly at my joke. I gave him the bank notes.

"Use this to help with your work. Or do you think it's dirty money because it came from these men?"

"Money has no name tag. Its value is determined by how it's used."

Go Wol never makes me regret my choices. This is why I worked so hard to bring a strategist like him to my side.

"I'll take care of the bodies. Please go inside and wash off the blood."

I looked up at the sky and muttered, "My brother returns, and immediately, a rain of blood falls from the sky."


Chapter 88: From the Moment the Umbilical Cord Was Cut

Geom Muyang washed the blood from his body. He stood before a bronze mirror as a maid helped him into fresh clothes.

He put a thin, blade-deflecting treasured armor over his bare skin. Then he layered a slightly thicker treasured armor on top. He openly displayed his obsession with avoiding death, at least to the Demonic Buddha.

The Demonic Buddha sat in a chair and watched him.

Geom Muyang said nothing. One might have expected him to be furious about the Yunnan Eccentric Duo, and the Demonic Buddha could tell he was angry.

"The Second Young Lord is..." The Demonic Buddha trailed off. He had planned to say, 'He's changed so much,' but thought it too obvious. He changed his phrasing.

"...What kind of person is he?"

Geom Muyang answered, his reflection visible in the bronze mirror.

"I thought I knew my younger brother well, but after seeing him earlier, I realize I don't. He wasn't originally this kind of child..."

"You must forget about the past!"

When the Demonic Buddha suddenly raised his voice, the maid adjusting Geom Muyang's collar flinched. Her fingernail accidentally scratched his neck.

"Ah! I'm sorry, please spare me."

The maid prostrated herself on the spot and begged for forgiveness. The atmosphere instantly cooled.

"Why would I kill you over something like this?"

Geom Muyang spoke gently.

The Demonic Buddha interjected coldly.

"But can you really not kill her? You'd spare a maid who scarred the precious body of the man who will become the Heavenly Demon? How ridiculous would that look to others if they heard?"

The maid pleaded desperately.

"Please! Spare my life!"

Geom Muyang helped her up.

"Everyone makes mistakes. You may leave now."

"Thank you, Young Lord. Thank you so much."

The maid left the room.

"You shouldn't be seen easily forgiving the mistakes of your subordinates. You should have at least given her some punishment."

Geom Muyang suddenly asked, "Did you ask what kind of person my brother is?"

"Yes, I did."

"If the same thing happened to him, he's the kind of child who would buy the startled maid a meal. He's been a warm-hearted child since he was young."

"Even so, you must not let your guard down."

"I'm not saying we should let our guard down. Didn't you see Mugeuk's people earlier?"

Geom Muyang's gaze in the mirror shifted from the Demonic Buddha to his own reflection.

"Honestly, I was a little envious."

The Demonic Buddha sometimes found Geom Muyang unpredictable. He handled matters with brilliance and composure, only to suddenly reveal his inner thoughts like this.

While the Demonic Buddha contemplated how to react, Geom Muyang walked over. He sat opposite the Demonic Buddha, poured cold tea into a cup, and drank it.

"Demon Supreme, what are you so worried about?"

"The Second Young Lord's skill is one thing, but more importantly, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon is a cunning old man. The fact that he chose the Second Young Lord definitely means there's a good reason for it. Whether it's because he buys meals for maids, or because there's something else we don't know."

Then Geom Muyang said something unexpected.

"I believe the answer is Father."

The Demonic Buddha was startled by those words.

"What do you mean by that?"

"While I was away, Father supported Mugeuk. He bestowed the Black Demon Sword and appointed him to the position of the Sanzu Hall Director. He's testing to see how I'll deal with Mugeuk now that he has gained power. I believe this is the final test to become the successor."

For a moment, he thought it might be possible, but the Demonic Buddha soon shook his head.

"That can't be it. In the process of the Second Young Lord's rise, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme died. The cause of death was said to be qi deviation, but there are many suspicious points."

At first, he had believed the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's words that Geom Mugeuk was not responsible. Now, he no longer did.

"It could be the Second Young Lord's work, and you still think it's a test from the Cult Leader? The Cult Leader cherished her as one of the mainstays of our Cult."

"Father probably didn't expect it to go that far. Mugeuk possesses capabilities that exceed Father's expectations."

"Then did the Second Young Lord really kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme?"

In response, Geom Muyang posed a question instead of answering.

"Demon Supreme, could you kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme?"

"I, of course... can kill her!"

The brief hesitation revealed the level of the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's skill. Even the Demonic Buddha was not confident against the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

"That's right. You could have killed her, Demonic Buddha, but it wouldn't have been easy."

After saving the Demonic Buddha's face, Geom Muyang continued with what he originally intended to say.

"Neither I nor Mugeuk could kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme with our current martial arts skills. However, it might be possible with the help of one person."

"Who would that be?"

Geom Muyang did not answer, as if telling him to think for himself. The Demonic Buddha pondered for a moment, then flinched and shouted.

"Don't tell me... is it the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader?"

"Correct. With his help, it would have been possible to kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

The Demonic Buddha thought it was plausible, yet one question remained.

"Why would the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader do that?"

"To advance into the Central Plains. After all, didn't he take the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's disciple as his own?"

"Ah!"

The Demonic Buddha had never once suspected such a thing. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was behind it from the beginning?

"And then he shamelessly came to investigate the body? Is that what you're saying?"

The Demonic Buddha's relationship with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had recently soured. Suspicion and anger clouded his objective judgment.

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader knew that the Demon Supremes would summon him. It was also the only way he could enter our Cult with confidence."

One final doubt held the Demonic Buddha back.

"But the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader doesn't have the guts for something like that. If it were revealed that he killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, the entire Heavenly Wind Cult would be annihilated. It's impossible."

"There's something Father has always told me since I was young. Never assume you know someone completely."

The Demonic Buddha was confused. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader he knew was not the type to commit such a grand act. However, Geom Muyang's words fit perfectly, and there was another reason added to it.

"Isn't it obvious just from the fact that the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's Strategist went to Mugeuk? As you said, would that meticulous Blood Heaven Blade Demon have joined hands with him for no reason? He must have joined because of this background."

If this is true?

"Damn it! To think I walked right in and brought the murderer here myself!"

"Don't blame yourself. On the contrary, I will use this situation to my advantage and seize control of the Demon Supremes."

"What if the situation doesn't go as planned?"

Geom Muyang casually mentioned the words the Demonic Buddha could not bring himself to say.

"Are you asking if I'll kill Mugeuk? No, I won't kill him. How would Father look upon a brother who kills his younger sibling?"

The Demonic Buddha realized something. Geom Muyang would not kill Geom Mugeuk, not because he was his brother, but because their father was watching.

"Then what do you intend to do?"

"I will bring all those who have attached themselves to Mugeuk to my side. Mugeuk has strong pride. If his own people turn their backs on him, he will leave the cult on his own. You saw it earlier, didn't you? The people who left without watching Mugeuk's duel. I will make those people truly abandon Mugeuk. Let's see if he can still smile and joke then."

"Leaving the Second Young Lord alive will become a future problem."

"Even if he leaves like that, if a crisis befalls our Cult, he's the type to come save us, not kill us. That is his greatest weakness."

Geom Muyang stood up again and walked to the mirror. Staring at his reflection, he spoke calmly.

"The grand chair in the Heavenly Demon Hall is the most solid seat in this murim. It's not a seat a soft-hearted person like Mugeuk can sit in, and he shouldn't."


The next morning, I arrived at the Heavenly Demon Hall and met my brother at the entrance.

"It's been a while since we've entered the Heavenly Demon Hall side by side like this."

"It has."

We walked together.

"Nervous?"

"Not really."

However, my brother was nervous. He always grew unusually stiff before Father. Since he was young, my brother had wanted to look good in Father's eyes.

Once, when we were young, Father called him 'our eldest son' just one time. He boasted about it not for days, but for years.

If I am currently captivated by Hwa Mugi, then my brother is captivated by Father.

My brother and I entered the Heavenly Demon Hall. Father and Head Strategist Sama Myeong were there. We walked the path of blood side by side. Demonic statues on all sides watched my brother's return and our entrance with cold, strange eyes.

"Father, have you been well?"

My brother gave a deep bow to Father.

"Welcome back."

I studied Father's expression. His face, turned toward my brother, held a hint of welcome. My brother, on the other hand, was tense. I could feel him trembling.

"You seem pleased that your eldest son has returned."

Father did not respond to my words.

This Father felt different from the one who walked with me through the Demon Village. I understand this more taciturn Father.

Before my regression, around this time, Father was already thinking of my brother as the successor. Although I shook Father's heart by regressing this time, the person who had first entered that heart was my brother.

If I fail to understand Father's feelings toward my brother, I'll never win this fight. I must not forget that my ultimate enemy is neither Father nor my brother.

"How did the matter you went for turn out?"

My brother answered Father's question with confidence.

"I have overcome all the trials, right up to the final gate."

At those words, Father's expression brightened. My brother had not gone to the frontier to handle trivial tasks.

The Nine Demonic Walls.

The Nine Demonic Walls was the Cult's secret training ground, hidden in the frontier. Father had opened that place to my brother. The Nine Demonic Walls, much like the Little Heaven Cave, could only be entered with the Heavenly Demon's permission.

Overcoming the Nine Demonic Walls was no easy task. It was a trial one level higher than the Little Heaven Cave I had previously passed. However, one could give up and leave the Nine Demonic Walls midway. It could be seen as a safer, yet more difficult, trial.

Sama Myeong was also greatly pleased.

"Congratulations, First Young Lord. To think you passed through the Nine Demonic Walls. Blood truly doesn't lie, it seems."

My brother also inherited Father's blood. In terms of martial arts talent, he was second to none.

I feigned ignorance and asked, "What did he pass through?"

At that, Sama Myeong smiled and said, "The First Young Lord has passed through the Nine Demonic Walls."

I rushed forward and hugged my brother.

"That's amazing, brother!"

Father and Sama Myeong were startled by my action. My brother, the target of my hug, had already experienced my change. He meekly accepted my congratulations.

"Thanks."

"Then you must have achieved complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art too, right?"

If it had been just the two of us, he wouldn't have answered, but since Father was present, my brother answered honestly. Of course, he spoke to Father, not me.

"Father, in the process of passing through the Nine Demonic Walls, I also achieved complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art."

"Congratulations."

"It is all thanks to your teachings, Father. Thank you, Father."

Father's gaze turned to my brother and me.

What could Father be thinking right now?

"Congratulations, First Young Lord."

"Thank you, Strategist."

"Congratulations, brother."

"Thanks."

"In this friendly atmosphere, I have something to say to you, Father."

My gaze turned to Father.

"For us, the severing of the umbilical cord was the signal that the fight for succession had begun. That has been our life, and it's the life we will have to continue living. So, I'd like to say this. Father, this time, I want to try having a good-willed competition with my brother. What do you think, brother?"

Instead of answering me, my brother spoke to Father.

"Father, I didn't realize Mugeuk had grown up so much while I was away. He has truly matured."

Father just looked down at us in silence. What was he thinking? Was he, even at this moment, scoring us to see who would be a more suitable successor?

Father made no comment on my words. A good-willed competition? If it had been just the two of us, he might have called it cheap sentimentality that would get me killed.

I said it anyway to tell Father that I would try to embrace my brother and move forward with him.

"You may both leave and rest now."

My brother and I bowed to Father. We walked back down the path of blood and left the Heavenly Demon Hall.

At the entrance, I asked, "Brother, why do you want to become the Heavenly Demon?"

My brother said abruptly, "Because if I don't become the Heavenly Demon, I'll die."

I expected a different answer from my brother. It was a truly unexpected reply.

"Do you die if you lose the succession fight?"

"Until now, they've all died."

"Can't we just not kill each other? The brothers Geom Muyang and Geom Mugeuk, displaying a brotherly love that will go down in the history of the Demonic Cult."

"Do you think other brothers didn't feel that way? In the end... humans always betray each other."

"We can just choose not to, can't we?"

Geom Muyang scoffed at my words and started walking away.

I shouted to my brother, who was walking away in the distance. "I was serious. About having a good-willed competition."

My brother stopped walking and turned back to me. "Then you should have first asked if there's any such thing as 'good will' in my heart. Do you have it?"

"I do."

"Then I guess I'll be starting this fight with an advantage."

Watching my brother's back as he started walking again, I finally let out a small laugh.

Right, how could this be easy? It's already so difficult to make someone favorable toward me into one of my own people. Still, brother, we have to succeed. Because the name of the throwing knife that will stab us in the back isn't 'brotherly love', it's Hwa Mugi.


Chapter 89: I'm Not a Fish You've Caught

After parting with my brother, I went to see Lee Ahn.

I don't know why I suddenly thought of Lee Ahn. Maybe I wanted to see the person who understands me best.

Lee Ahn trained hard again today. That was Lee Ahn, always training. Her form reminded me of myself before my regression, back when I gathered materials for the Great Art. I remembered my past self, who never rested while striving for a single goal.

She trained for a long while before finally noticing me.

"Young Master! When did you get here?"

"A while ago."

"What if you were an assassin, Young Master?"

"I suppose you'd have died about twenty times."

"......"

I drew my sword and stepped in front of her.

"Let's reduce those twenty times to nineteen."

Lee Ahn's eyes sparkled when she realized I would demonstrate the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

"Thank you!"

It had been a while since I gave a demonstration. I didn't lower my level. I performed it at the full state of the Eleventh Star.

There's a huge difference between the tenth star of complete mastery and my current state. Of course, she won't be able to feel it as keenly as I can. Her achievement will depend on how much of that difference she can perceive.

After I finished the technique, Lee Ahn stood frozen, lost in deep thought. I could tell Lee Ahn had fallen into a state of selflessness.

I held my breath and sat cross-legged to avoid disturbing her.

There's no telling when she'll emerge from her state of selflessness, so I can't just wait idly.

I started training in the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

Our training compatibility seems good. I fell into a state of selflessness before, and now it's her turn.

After a full twelve hours passed, I felt her emerge from the state of selflessness.

Congratulations, Lee Ahn.

Falling into a state of selflessness for twelve hours is a rare opportunity in a martial artist's life.

Lee Ahn looked bewildered at the darkened surroundings.

"Young Master?"

"How was it? Your first time in a state of selflessness."

"The state of selflessness? Don't tell me I was in a state of selflessness?"

"You were."

"I think I just spaced out for a moment."

"Well, considering our lifespans, twelve hours is just a moment."

"Twelve hours have passed?"

Lee Ahn was startled.

The moments right after waking from a state of selflessness are always the most important.

"Perform the Soaring Sky Sword Art right now."

"......"

Lee Ahn performed the Soaring Sky Sword Art for me. It was more than effective. Her Soaring Sky Sword Art had reached the eighth star.

"I only saw you perform the technique, Young Master. How can this be?"

"What do you mean, how? It's possible because you train like a bear. Do you really think this could happen just from watching my demonstration?"

"Even so."

"All your accumulated effort completely merged with you during this state of selflessness."

"Ah!"

I taught her, and her outstanding talent drove her to train relentlessly. My Eleventh Star state gave her deeper inspiration. Crucially, she also had twelve hours in a state of selflessness. These factors combined to create a miraculous achievement.

"Don't get too excited. You know progress in martial arts is fast at first but always slows down. Think of this as the real start for the Soaring Sky Sword Art. Forget complete mastery. It could take a lifetime just to go from the eighth star to the ninth."

"Even if it takes a lifetime, I'll definitely achieve complete mastery. Heaven blessed me with such a precious connection. It'd be too pathetic and unfair if I couldn't."

The time to perform the Poison Self-Purification Art on her is one step closer.

My own martial level is important to safely perform the Poison Self-Purification Art without side effects, but after that, her level is what's important. The thought of the world's number one beauty being weak in martial arts makes me imagine all sorts of terrible things waiting for her.

The opportune time I had in mind was when she reached the ninth star. With the ninth star of the Soaring Sky Sword Art, she could protect herself anywhere, but with her achievement today, I feel the timing could be much sooner than I thought.

"Instead of dying twenty times, now you'll die about twice."

Lee Ahn, deeply moved, dropped to the ground and bowed.

"Thank you, Young Master."

"There's no need for formalities between us."

"What exactly is our relationship? I was just a bodyguard. Why are you being so good to me?"

Because you threw your body in front of me to protect me, this whole story could begin.

"Lee Ahn."

"......"

"On my way back from meeting my brother, my mind was troubled. Do you know who I thought of? You. That's why I'm good to you."

She looked at me, moved.

"And you've used two of your five questions."

We had agreed she would only ask why I was good to her five times.

"You have three left now."

"I'll use them sparingly."

"Now that your Soaring Sky Sword Art has reached the eighth star, be careful when you use it. Its power will be completely different."

"Yes, Young Master."

"Lee Ahn. I know these words don't suit you when you're so incredibly excited, but... don't live a life of only training in martial arts."

"......"

Lee Ahn beamed and nodded.

Lee Ahn, this is why.

Because you're the kind of person who nods along beside me like this.

Even though you're smart and clever and must have your own thoughts, you're the kind of person who smiles and nods at my words.

Because you're the kind of person one hopes to have at least one of in their life.

Because you're the kind of person I could give a different answer to even if you asked not four, but a hundred times.

Keep it up, Lee Ahn. Let's get to the ninth star!


When I returned from meeting Lee Ahn, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was waiting. He had driven the Heaven Destroying Dao into the ground near my residence.

"Why are you here?"

"I was recalling the day I first met you here."

"Now that my brother is back, do you want to turn everything back?"

"I thought I should let you know I'm not a fish you've caught."

He pulled the Heaven Destroying Dao from the ground and drew a long line.

"This is where we were when I first met you."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon made a mark at the start of the line. He had drawn a line just like this on the day he first came to me, poking my side.

"And now, we are here."

He made a new mark just past the halfway point.

"Oh! It's past the halfway mark!"

"Barely. Is that something to be so happy about?"

"This is more than enough."

"Enough?"

"Between friend or foe, we're friends. Between life or death, it's life. Isn't it a burden to be too close to someone? I don't have the confidence to take care of someone to the very end, especially if they keep crossing the line to get closer to me."

I drew the Black Demon Sword and made a mark near the end of the line.

"To get this far, wouldn't someone have to be your child? Well, my father is probably around here."

Then I drew a new mark that didn't even reach the one the Blood Heaven Blade Demon made.

"How are you so good with words? Do you prepare all night? Do you stay up memorizing what you're going to say and how you'll say it?"

"Please say things like that when I visit you, not when you, an Elder, show up unannounced."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head as if he couldn't win. He had come to see me about my brother.

"I came because I have something to tell you about the First Young Lord."

"Please speak."

"The first Demon Supreme the First Young Lord will meet will probably be the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Prepare yourself."

His judgment is correct.

In the past, the three Demon Supremes who most strongly supported my brother were the Demonic Buddha, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

In my life before regression, my brother commits many cruel acts after being chosen as the successor. It wasn't solely his decision. The influence of the Demonic Buddha, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who sided with him, was significant.

Will my brother's fate change too, like the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's or the Flower Sword Supreme's? For that to happen, the fates of the Demonic Buddha and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would have to change as well, right?

"So the person closest to him after the Demonic Buddha will be the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"It used to be me, but now the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon will take that place. I expect the First Young Lord will meet all the other Demon Supremes except me. Only the order will be different."

I nodded silently.

"The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is no ordinary figure."

"I know."

Why else would 'extreme evil' be in his alias?

"You must prepare. Are you just going to stay like this?"

"......"

"You're just going to let it happen?"

"I only need you, Elder, and the Sword Supreme, Senior."

"Those are nice words, but if five Demon Supremes side with the First Young Lord, it'll be difficult to face them."

"Why five and not six?"

"Since the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader has come, doesn't that mean the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme is on our side?"

"Cheong Seon is still young and very ambitious, so we can't be certain. In fact, if my brother tries to win her over, she's the easiest one to persuade."

She could act like an ally and then turn her back on us. My brother could also use her as a spy. There are many possibilities.

"It doesn't matter if the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme is on their side. If my brother wins her over, we could actually use that to our advantage in a critical situation."

"You've thought that far ahead?"

"I have to. Of course, I'll try to prevent that if possible."

It's not because of Cheong Seon, but because of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. I also want to see the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme smoothly become his disciple and grow well.

"Then you'll have six opponents. Even for you, this will be difficult. No, it's too difficult for me, so that won't do. You must bring at least one more Demon Supreme firmly to our side."

"Who are you talking about?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's lips twitched as if he would name someone, but he stopped.

"That's for a smart person like you to decide."

He must have someone in mind, but he probably thinks it's not his place to say. It also means he trusts my judgment.

"Hurry and make your move before the First Young Lord wins over all the Demon Supremes."

"My brother will meet someone else before the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"Who else?"

I stared intently at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Me?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon blinked, his expression asking what I was talking about.

"Me?"

"Yes, my brother will visit you first, Elder."

"Impossible. Doesn't he know I've sided with you? He might go to all the other Demon Supremes, but he won't come to me."

"No, even if he doesn't go to the other Demon Supremes, he'll definitely come to you, Elder. After you, he'll go to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader."

Despite my conviction, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon tilted his head, finding it hard to believe.

"What's your reason?"

"My brother will want to show our father. He'll want to prove the only reason you came to me, Elder, was because he was absent. He'll think snatching you back is worth more points with our father than gathering all the other Demon Supremes."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded slowly. His lack of denial suggested he found it plausible. He stared at me and asked.

"In that case, aren't you anxious I might go back to the First Young Lord?"

I paused briefly before answering.

"I am anxious."

"Really?"

I said with a completely serious face.

"Of course. You saw my brother that day, right? Giving a gift to the Flower Sword Supreme. It's not the gift that's impressive, but his meticulousness. He'll try to give you, Elder, something even more impressive."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded. He knew my brother as well as anyone.

"I hope you won't go, Elder. Whatever good offer my brother makes, please tell me. I'll hold onto you with a better offer."

"You're not asking me to stay out of loyalty?"

"We're not twenty-year-old kids, are we?"

"But you are, aren't you?"

"Ah, that's right, but I'm an old soul."

I laughed awkwardly.

"At the very least, he won't be able to take you, Elder."

"......"

"Because I'll bet everything I have to make a better offer, and if he finds a weakness and blackmails you, you must tell me that too."

"And why is that?"

"Because I'll definitely resolve it for you. If you ask whether I can, I believe I've shown you enough so far. If you don't want to show me that weakness, please remember we're at a point where we've seen everything about each other."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at me silently for a moment. Then he retrieved the deeply embedded Heaven Destroying Dao and stood up.

"We'll see. Whether he comes to me first, just as you said."

As he turned to leave, he glanced at the line on the ground.

"And where this line will move, too."


Chapter 90: A Relationship Worse Than Not Being Close

Truthfully, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had been filled with disbelief until he told Geom Mugeuk to wait and see.

Geom Muyang would come to see me first? Without dealing with the other Demon Supremes? That can't be right.

But just as Geom Mugeuk predicted, Geom Muyang visited that very night.

"What brings you here?"

Geom Muyang held up a bottle of liquor. "I came because I wanted to have a drink with you, Elder. If I remember right, you used to like this liquor, didn't you?"

"You remembered. Well, alright." The Blood Heaven Blade Demon didn't invite Geom Muyang inside. Instead, he sat with him on a wide, flat rock in the courtyard. "It's cooler out here. Let's have a drink."

"Sounds good."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had a servant bring out cups and some simple side dishes. They had met on the day Geom Muyang returned, but they hadn't had a chance to properly observe each other.

Now, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon could finally and calmly examine Geom Muyang's qi. It was indeed different from when Geom Muyang had left.

"I hear you've overcome the Nine Demonic Walls?"

"Thanks to your concern, I was able to pass."

"Congratulations."

"Thank you."

"The Cult Leader must have been pleased."

"......"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked various things about the Nine Demonic Walls, and Geom Muyang answered sincerely. The two of them used to discuss martial arts in the past. Geom Muyang enjoyed talking about martial arts with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, feeling a strange connection with him.

As the liquor bottle neared empty, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke first.

"I know you came here to ask something. So, feel free to ask."

"Yes, then I'll ask you straight, man to man. Why did you choose my younger brother? I imagine you must have had a reason or a catalyst."

"Of course, I did."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon paused, considering what to say.

"Your younger brother has a power that draws people's hearts."

Geom Muyang silently nodded.

"A power that draws hearts..."

He had anticipated several answers and thought this was possible, yet, hearing it directly engulfed Geom Muyang in helplessness and disappointment. No one had ever told him that he was someone who drew people's hearts.

"I've never felt such a power from Mugeuk. Ah, I'm not saying this to disparage Mugeuk. I'm just curious what that feeling is like."

"Of course you wouldn't have felt it. The Second Young Lord had no reason to draw your heart, and you didn't have the leeway to accept your brother's heart, did you?"

"Yes, that's true."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon poured a drink for Geom Muyang, who nodded obediently.

"You are an excellent martial artist. You certainly have the qualities to become the Heavenly Demon."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon genuinely thought so. If Geom Mugeuk hadn't shot up like a madman, he would have continued to support Geom Muyang.

"And yet, you still chose my younger brother, didn't you?"

"Sometimes in life, a person can be swept away by a sudden gust of wind."

"I hope that I am where that wind is headed. I want to walk this path together with you, Elder."

His shining eyes fixed on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. At that moment, Geom Muyang was speaking from the heart.

"Aren't there many other Demon Supremes?"

"No. I absolutely need you, Elder."

"The reason?"

Although the Demonic Buddha followed him like a right-hand man, Geom Muyang preferred the Blood Heaven Blade Demon deep in his heart.

"Because you are... absolutely necessary to me."

He gave no other reason.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon thought that if he hadn't heard from Geom Mugeuk that Geom Muyang would visit, he might have been moved by this earnestness.

"May I make a few proposals to you, Elder?"

"Go ahead."

"When I become the Heavenly Demon, I will place you, Elder, in the position of the Strongest Demon Supreme."

"The Strongest Demon Supreme?"

"Yes. I'll create the highest position among the Demon Supremes, one acknowledged even by the Heavenly Demon Hall. Furthermore, I'll triple the size of the Southern Blade Sect. I'll lift the limit on the number of blade demons and drastically increase support. Not only that, I'll specially open the Heavenly Demon Archives to you, Elder. You may go and look whenever you wish."

Geom Muyang knew the Blood Heaven Blade Demon loved books. The Heavenly Demon Archives stored not just martial arts manuals but also many rare poetry collections and anthologies that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would want to see.

It was a truly unconventional proposal, considering fairness with the other Demon Supremes.

Of course, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was not naive enough to believe all of his words.

What if, after becoming the Heavenly Demon, Geom Muyang says, 'The backlash from the other Demon Supremes is much worse than I thought, so could you please concede a little, Demon Supreme'?

By then, he would be even older, a tiger without fangs.

"The Demonic Buddha would be disappointed to hear that. He's probably convinced he'll become the Strongest Demon Supreme."

Geom Muyang was not flustered, as if he had expected this reaction.

"It can't be helped. I respect and like Elder Demonic Buddha, but I believe you're the person who suits that position, Elder Blade Demon. You can even tell Elder Demonic Buddha what I've just said."

It seems he's confident I'll never tell the Demonic Buddha. Where does such confidence come from? Does he consider me such a noble person?

"I'll think about your proposal."

"Yes, thank you."

They toasted with their last cups, and Geom Muyang stood. As he was about to leave, Geom Muyang added one last thing.

"Elder, I will definitely be the one to become the Heavenly Demon."

After Geom Muyang disappeared, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon took something from his mouth. It was the Antitoxin Bead that Geom Mugeuk had given him. He had not fully trusted Geom Muyang, who had brought the liquor.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon muttered to himself.

"...Yes, there was a time I was certain of that."


When Geom Muyang returned, the Demonic Buddha was waiting for him.

"Did you perhaps go to see the Blood Heaven Blade Demon?"

"Our Cult is the same as ever. There are no secrets."

"How can you talk about secrets when you went so brazenly? Why on earth did you do that?" the Demonic Buddha demanded.

"I went to win him over."

"......"

"He said he'd think about it."

"He's a traitor."

The Demonic Buddha deliberately used the strong word.

"Someone who has turned their back once will do it again. You know that, don't you?"

Then, Geom Muyang said something surprising.

"He was holding the Antitoxin Bead in his mouth while drinking."

"That man must be insane!"

While the Demonic Buddha seethed with fury, Geom Muyang was calm.

"He wasn't trying to hide it. It was just like Elder Blade Demon to say, 'I don't trust you'."

"Don't associate with him anymore," the Demonic Buddha insisted.

Even more surprising words flowed from Geom Muyang's mouth.

"Oh, and I offered the position of the Strongest Demon Supreme to Elder Blade Demon."

The Demonic Buddha was stunned for a moment. The words were so unexpected that he froze. He had always thought the position of the Strongest Demon Supreme was his to take.

So, the Demonic Buddha waited for the next words. Words like, I only said that to win him over, so don't worry about it.

However, Geom Muyang did not say those words.

So what does that mean? Are you really going to give it to him?

The Demonic Buddha unknowingly clenched his jaw. A person grinding their teeth is noticeable if one observes closely, and a master like Geom Muyang could not have missed it, yet, Geom Muyang pretended not to see and showed no reaction.

All sorts of thoughts raced through the Demonic Buddha's mind.

Was it a mistake? Or is he just being insensitive? Or perhaps he knows and is doing it intentionally?

He thought this might be punishment for bringing in the Yunnan Eccentric Duo. Similar things had happened before. The most bewildering part was that Geom Muyang was more brilliant and intelligent than anyone.

That was why the Demonic Buddha was always confused. He thought it might not be a simple mistake but an action with some hidden intent.

And worst of all was this. He couldn't voice these feelings.

If it were anyone else, he would have already asked directly. Why are you doing this? Are you ignoring me? Don't do this.

But those words did not come easily when it came to Geom Muyang. Was it because they had gotten off on the wrong foot? Or was there some invisible wall that Geom Muyang had intentionally erected between them?

His relationship with Geom Muyang was one where he suffered alone.

A relationship worse than not being close...

In the end, the Demonic Buddha rationalized it as he always did.

Yes, it's understandable. He's still young.

He, the adult, had to endure it. The task he had taken on was to make a vigorous young man into the Heavenly Demon.

"You need to take care of our people too. They are all watching."

You should know that these words came after countless agonizing thoughts!

Did Geom Muyang read the Demonic Buddha's inner thoughts?

"I don't feel much affection for the other Demon Supremes."

"What do you mean?"

"You, Elder, and the Blade Demon openly declare who you support, don't you? But the rest of them are just watching from the sidelines. They'll just join whichever side is more advantageous later. It's so shallow."

It would have been so much better if he had just left out the Blood Heaven Blade Demon from that statement. No, if he really intended to deceive me, he would have intentionally left him out. Speaking so honestly like this must be his way of respecting me.

"Still, we absolutely need them," the Demonic Buddha said.

"I'm only trusting you and moving forward, Elder."

The Demonic Buddha and Geom Muyang faced each other and smiled. The Demonic Buddha felt somewhat better, but the knot in his heart did not loosen.

So who are you going to give the Strongest Demon Supreme position to?

In the end, neither Geom Muyang nor the Demonic Buddha brought it up.


The Blood Heaven Blade Demon came to see me with a newly surprised look on his face.

"You were right. The First Young Lord really did come to see me. How on earth did you know?"

"This is a secret... but I have the ability to see the future."

"Seeing as you're still a madman, I guess no one has stolen your mind with soul-stealing arts."

I laughed at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's joke.

"Didn't I tell you? That's just how my brother is."

"I felt something new and profound this time."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon hesitated for a moment. What he said next was something he had planned to say, but it was a statement worth hesitating over, given his personality.

"I've come to realize anew what kind of person you are to me."

"!"

I tensed up. It was the first time the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had spoken about me this way.

"What do you mean?"

"No matter what temptations the First Young Lord offered, they didn't register with me. Just as you said, he made an unconventional proposal, but I wasn't moved at all."

I could hear the door to his heart opening a little wider. I was grateful to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon for telling me this.

Yes, you have to say it like this for people to know. Everyone acts like they already know, but if you don't say it, they don't.

I immediately drew the Black Demon Sword and etched a long line on the ground. Then I drew another line a little to the right of the one the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had drawn before.

"Has your affection for me come to about here now?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon didn't deny it, but he didn't forget to add a warning.

"But you know what will happen if you get arrogant, right?"

"What will happen?"

"You'll pay a harsh price. Of all the products that come with a price, arrogance is displayed at the very front."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sometimes used expressions that didn't seem to suit him, perhaps because he reads so many books. I really like this side of him.

"I'll keep that in mind."

"If what you say is true, the First Young Lord will also visit the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. Is it okay to just leave him be?"

"We have to."

"I wonder if he'll be as steadfast as I am."

"But on that side, there are two people, aren't there?"

"Two people? Who? Go Wol?"

"The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader will definitely discuss the matter with Go Wol."

"Do you trust Go Wol?"

"......"

"You shouldn't trust people so easily."

I think the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's wariness contains a hint of jealousy. I have no intention of using that jealousy to win his heart, so I obediently followed his words.

"Yes, I will always remain vigilant. Please keep a close watch as well, Elder."

"I will. By the way, with the First Young Lord stirring things up like this, do you plan to just stand by?"

"He's been back for a while, so I should let him have the first move this once. Let's see what my brother does."

I thought it was for the best. My brother would put us all to the test.

"Let's see if the ground hardens after the rain, or if we'll end up rolling naked in the mud."


Chapter 91: Is It That Obvious?

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sat by the window, gazing outside.

In the courtyard, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme Cheong Seon trained her martial arts. Her training time had decreased since she officially became the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, but her skills improved daily. She definitely had a talent for the Soul-Stealing Arts.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader fiddled with the Ten Thousand Year Cold Iron throwing knife as he watched Cheong Seon train. He habitually glanced behind him at the empty display cabinets where the sacred relics once stood.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sighed.

He had told himself it was fine to accept the throwing knife as a sacred relic. Now, the only one left in his room was the Ten Thousand Year Cold Iron throwing knife in his hand. He had essentially traded all those other relics for this single knife.

No. I won't live a life of looking back anymore.

He had to turn this emptiness into a sense of relief.

In the past, he couldn't have even gone out for tea, worried as he was about the sacred relics, but now, he could go anywhere with just this throwing knife. They say you must empty yourself to become free, and that saying was perfectly true. Yes, this is how I should think.

While he was thinking, Cheong Seon finished her training.

"Master, I'll take my leave for today."

"Good work."

Cheong Seon, who had been about to turn away, came back and hesitantly spoke.

"Master."

"What is it?"

"When will you pass down your true secret techniques to me?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had not yet passed on his secret techniques.

"Cheong Seon."

"Yes, Master."

"Why are you in such a hurry?"

"It's because I'm weak. Being weak naturally makes one impatient."

She was the one who had killed her Senior Brother to become the Demon Supreme. At first, all the shamans of the Western Illusion Sanctum were enthusiastic about her, but she could feel that popularity slowly fading. These days, she felt pressured to show the shamans some kind of overwhelming martial arts.

Furthermore, she disliked Sa Woojong, who tried to meet her whenever he had a chance. She used to like him so much, but once she became the Demon Supreme, she magically started to dislike him. Every single thing he did got on her nerves.

If she had her way, she would cut ties with him completely, but she still met with him occasionally, worried he might spread strange rumors.

She even thought she might have to kill him, which left her feeling troubled.

"What kind of Demon Supreme do you want to become?"

"I don't have the luxury to think about such things. How could I possibly sleep with my current skill level?"

"If an ambitious and talented person like you trains hard for about thirty years, you'll become me. How about that? That's your future."

Cheong Seon flinched for a moment.

"I think I'll have to train ten times harder than I do now."

After saying it, Cheong Seon worried she had made a needless joke. Thankfully, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader laughed heartily and took it well.

"Couldn't you have just said about five times?"

"I'm sorry. I was originally going to say twenty times."

Taking the opportunity, she joked again, and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader laughed even louder.

It was the first time they had exchanged jokes since they met.

Cheong Seon saw a new side of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. She had thought he was just a stuffy person. It was unexpected.

"Yes, you have eyes and ears, so you probably have a rough idea of what I've been through and what my situation is."

He had not told her directly, but she likely knew as much as she needed to. He had given up his position as Cult Leader and joined hands with Geom Mugeuk. What does she really think of me?

"I know that deep down, you probably think I'm pathetic."

"That's not true. You made a choice I could never make."

"And that makes me even more pathetic, right?"

"And that makes you even more admirable."

"The reason I brought this up is that I wanted to tell you that while martial arts are important, something else is more important."

"What is that?"

"People. To be precise, the ability to judge people."

"......"

"You're thinking this right now, aren't you? 'What nonsense is he spouting about people?'"

"No, Master."

"I would have thought the same. So it's fine."

"Absolutely not."

As the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stared at her, Cheong Seon revealed her true thoughts.

"I believe that if your martial arts are weak, people are useless anyway. They'll all just leave in the end. I'm sorry to say this, but for now, I still think martial arts are more important than people."

"Yes, I used to think that way too. The day will come when you understand my words."

"Yes! I understand."

What could she possibly understand? He had been the same way. At that age, no matter who told him, the words never sank in.

Only after being bewitched by someone like Geom Mugeuk, finding her sacred relics gone every time she turns around, and being dragged around with shackles wrapped tightly around her neck will she think, 'Ah, what my Master said back then was all true.'

She will only realize then that martial arts are only important when you're killing someone, but in reality, the ability to judge people is a hundred times more important.

"Soon, after seeing your progress, we will move on to the next stage."

"Thank you, Master."

Cheong Seon left with a pleasant smile.

When he first took Cheong Seon as a disciple, he had only thought of her as a venomous woman full of ambition. At the time, his mind was elsewhere, so he had not thought deeply about her.

He had wondered if he could ever grow truly fond of her, but as he taught her, a certain affection developed.

Especially after being pushed around by clever people recently, having someone he could nag a little and act like an adult toward felt like a breath of fresh air.

But that was only for a moment.

Not long after she left, a visitor arrived. It was First Young Lord Geom Muyang.

"I came because I wished to see you, Cult Leader. I apologize for not sending word in advance."

"It's fine. Come in."

Geom Muyang sat down facing the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"I was in a state of confusion that day and couldn't greet you properly."

"I was the same, so don't worry about it."

"I heard you've become quite close with my younger brother."

"There were many twists and turns."

"It must have been a great miraculous encounter for Mugeuk."

"Actually, that wasn't the case."

"What do you mean?"

"Your brother is so clever that I had much to learn from him."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was indirectly speaking of his own ordeal, but Geom Muyang misunderstood and thought he was praising Geom Mugeuk.

"My younger brother is indeed clever."

"He was the cleverest person I've ever met."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon said he moved his heart, and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader is saying he was the cleverest person he'd ever met. He's clever and has a charm that can move people's hearts?

Geom Muyang still did not feel that such compliments suited his younger brother.

"Anyway, what brings a busy person like you here? Isn't the First Young Lord the busiest person in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult?"

"Please help me become that person in reality. I'm someone who likes being busy," Geom Muyang said bluntly.

"If you join hands with me, I will grant you the two things you desire most, Cult Leader."

As the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader listened, he realized they were indeed the two things he wanted most. Throughout the conversation, he thought of one person.


The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader went to see Go Wol.

"Where is the Second Young Lord?"

"He hasn't returned yet."

Perhaps because Geom Mugeuk was not there, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was needlessly grumpy with Go Wol.

"What's the difference between being lonely here by yourself and being tied up in shackles?"

"You keep saying that because you've never been in shackles. Would you like to try it once?"

"Never mind, never mind."

He felt more at ease making the same kind of joke than before.

"Listen. I have a favor to ask."

"Go on."

"Couldn't you speak casually to me, at least when it's just the two of us?"

Go Wol stared at him for a moment before finally speaking.

"Cult Leader."

"Yes! That's it!"

"You threw away the important position of Cult Leader for me, so how could I not grant such a small request? However, there is one thing I'm worried about."

"What is it?"

"You like it so much now, but what will you do if you come to hate me later? If you start to hate me, this is the first thing you'll think. 'This young bastard is speaking informally to me.' It'll be incredibly annoying then."

"By then, our relationship will already be shattered, so what does it matter? It'll be a situation where I've already lost you anyway."

For a moment, Go Wol's heart stirred. He had truly hated this man so much, yet there was no one who liked him as much as this man did.

"Alright, fine. Just don't regret it later."

"Regret is mine to bear. Don't worry."

"Why did you come today? It couldn't have been just to say that."

"I just came to see you."

Go Wol, who had been quietly observing the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, said abruptly.

"The First Young Lord came to see you, didn't he?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader flinched for a moment.

"How did you know?"

"I had a feeling."

"This is one of those things, isn't it? You secretly spied on me and now you're pretending to be smart with what you found out? Are you all just a bunch of scammers?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader wore an expression that said, 'How desperate must I be to say something like this?'

"What did the First Young Lord offer you?"

"He promised to help us advance into the Central Plains if I sided with him. He said that if the Second Young Lord promised a Branch, he would establish multiple Branches."

"That's a promise he can't keep. It's a lie."

"Why are you so sure?"

"The First Young Lord is someone who unconditionally obeys his father's words. Unlike the Second Young Lord, he has no unpredictable side to him at all. He will follow his father's will and never allow the Heavenly Wind Cult to advance into the Central Plains. If the First Young Lord becomes the Heavenly Demon, the Heavenly Wind Cult will never be able to hang even a palm-sized plaque in the Central Plains."

"You're just judging him unfairly because you're on the Second Young Lord's side."

Go Wol ignored the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's words and asked a question.

"What else did he offer?"

"There were no other offers."

At that, Go Wol's eyes narrowed at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Don't look at me like that. He didn't offer any other conditions."

"It's obvious when you lie."

"It's obvious? How?"

Go Wol did not tell him. Instead, as if to prove his words were true, he guessed Geom Muyang's offer exactly.

"He used me as a bargaining chip, didn't he?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's eyes flew open.

"How did you know?"

"He must have promised to send me back to you, Cult Leader. If there was an offer that could sway you, that would be the only one."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had honestly been tempted by the First Young Lord's offer.

If only he could get Go Wol back? It might sound crazy, but he had thought he could even give up on that damned advance into the Central Plains.

Seeing how the First Young Lord could sway his heart, even after he had thrown away the position of Cult Leader, he thought the First Young Lord was formidable.

"The First Young Lord is incredibly clever too."

"The First Young Lord is not a clever person. If he were truly clever, he wouldn't be fighting with the Second Young Lord."

"You're sick, you are. Sick with the Second Young Lord disease."

"So what did you say?"

"Don't worry. I rejected him firmly."

"Stop lying. You're probably scheming how to use the conflict between the two of them to get me back. You came to see me to sound me out, wondering if there was a way."

After a moment of silence, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked.

"Is it really that obvious?"

"Cult Leader. Why do you keep forgetting? You said it clearly yourself, didn't you? That you're no match for these clever bastards. You say that, so why are you trying to pull your petty tricks again?"

"Well... it's because of you."

"If you do this, you'll... lose me forever."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader sighed.

"I'm sorry. I knew better, but I acted like an idiot again."

"You have to fight with your other strengths. Against someone who uses their head, you have to fight using your other charms as a weapon."

"What charms do I have?"

"If you had no charm, Cult Leader, I would still be bound in shackles."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's eyes trembled slightly.

"You're the only one who says things like that to me."

"No. It's because you only see me, Cult Leader. It's because you sat on your throne and casually looked down on others. Now that you're out in the real world, if you show people what kind of person you are, they'll be lining up to say such things. At that point, you might be the one to say this about me. 'Ah, those shackles from back then? I wonder if they're doing well?'"

"You're talking nonsense."

The two of them looked at each other and chuckled.

"Cult Leader, think of me as a bonfire. Warm yourself by the fire from a little distance. If you get too close, you'll get burned, and you'll be covered in soot."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader nodded silently and said.

"...Just don't remember me as the Cult Leader from back then."

Go Wol's heart trembled as well. Not even Geom Mugeuk had been able to create such ripples in his heart.

"Cult Leader, from today on, shout this five times before you go to sleep."

"What is it?"

"It's the Second Young Lord until the end. It's the Second Young Lord until the end. Now, say it."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader forced himself to complete the remaining three.

Contrary to his words, he shouted inwardly.

I envy you, Second Young Lord. I envy you, Second Young Lord. You bastard, I envy you.

Still, he felt fortunate to have Go Wol. He felt closer to him today than when he had kept him by his side in shackles.

It seemed there was a kind of compatibility even in relying on someone. Because honestly, he felt it would be fine even if he burned to death in that bonfire.


Chapter 92: The Frightening Power of Words

When I returned to my residence after martial arts training, Go Wol was reading in his room. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stood in the courtyard, gazing at the night sky.

His atmosphere had changed since I first saw him. He seemed calmer in some indefinable way.

"When did you arrive?"

"I came to see that precious Strategist of yours, so don't worry. I haven't been waiting long."

"Did you enjoy seeing your precious Strategist?"

"I just got scolded."

"Oh dear. That won't do. How dare he scold the Cult Leader? I'll give that Strategist a piece of my mind."

"Don't say things you don't mean. Your words are even more annoying."

I grinned, and he returned a pleasant smile.

"I waited on purpose to see you before I left."

"What is it?"

"The First Young Lord came to see me. I wanted to tell you myself that I wasn't swayed in the slightest."

"Ah, I'm truly moved."

"Yes, you should be. The First Young Lord presented such good conditions. I rejected them all."

"Thank you, Cult Leader."

I did not ask what conditions were offered.

"Well then, I'm off. They say you shouldn't linger at times like this. It lessens the impact."

"Yes. That's right. It would have been perfect if you hadn't even said that."

"Is that so?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader laughed awkwardly. My connection with this man was truly deep. I felt our bond would grow even stronger in the future.

SNAP!

I snapped my fingers. Suddenly, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and I stood in the middle of a green field.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was startled.

"You've perfected the Spacetime Manipulation Technique!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked around at the towering trees, the grass swaying in the wind, and the winding country road leading to distant mountains.

"It's perfect."

"It's thanks to you for passing on such a brilliant martial art."

"Since the creation of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, you're probably the first person to master it so quickly. You wouldn't know how many long years I trained to create this space."

"I was lucky."

"Don't be modest. For this, there's truly no need for modesty."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader showed he had grown through the recent turmoil.

He suddenly grabbed my hand.

"Congratulations."

I conveyed my own sincerity in response to his.

"Thank you. At least within this space, you are my master, Cult Leader."

"You truly are..."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could not finish his sentence.

"Ah, and I have one more thing to ask."

"Go ahead."

"In the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, is it possible to make the time flowing here different from reality? I mean, can I make it flow slower than the time outside?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's eyes widened as he stared at me.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

"In the past, I would have definitely said this. 'Hey, you brat, does that even make sense?'"

"And now?"

"Hey, you brat, does that even make sense!"

I laughed, and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader laughed along as he explained.

"Actually, I've had that thought myself. I even tried researching it, but it was impossible. I thought of it years after perfecting the space, but you're thinking of it as soon as you've perfected it."

This meant there was no secret technique for it. To achieve this, I would have to research and contemplate it again when my martial arts reached a higher level.

"I understand. Well then, I'll release the space."

"Wait a moment! Were you serious earlier? About thinking of me as your master, at least in this place."

"I was serious."

"Then open this space for me sometimes. When else in my life will I get a chance to act as your master?"

"Yes, I will."

Seeing the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's face brighten, I snapped my fingers.

SNAP!

We returned to reality.

"Then, please travel safely."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader started walking away, then suddenly turned and shouted.

"I'm with the Second Young Lord until the end!"

He disappeared quickly into the darkness as if embarrassed. I watched him go and let out a small laugh.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader has such a cute side to him?

Then again, a person with that kind of heart was probably able to abandon everything and leave.


The Demonic Buddha was very angry.

He could understand Geom Muyang visiting the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. After all, Geom Muyang had matters to resolve with him.

However, he could not tolerate Geom Muyang visiting the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. Geom Muyang had clearly seen the war of nerves between him and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, yet he still went.

"First Young Lord."

"Yes, Elder."

"I heard you met with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader?"

"Yes. I met with him to try and pull him to our side."

Geom Muyang answered so calmly that it was difficult to get angry. Besides, he had a clear reason.

"If we bring the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader over, won't the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme naturally join our side as well? That's why I met him."

"What did the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader say?"

"He said he would think about it."

Geom Muyang said nothing more.

The Demonic Buddha pondered how to convey his feelings without upsetting Geom Muyang. In the end, he took a step back and started with an apology.

"It was my mistake to call the Yunnan Eccentric Duo."

"What do you mean?"

"I think my thoughts were too shallow. I shouldn't have involved such people in the First Young Lord's affairs."

"I know very well that it stemmed from your concern for me."

"Thank you for thinking so. As expected, the Young Lord is very generous."

"However, there is one thing we must correct."

"What do you mean?"

"You said you involved the Yunnan Eccentric Duo in my affairs. Strictly speaking, it's not my affair, but yours, Elder."

Geom Muyang drew a clear line. He was walking the path to become the successor and wanted no connection with trash like the Yunnan Eccentric Duo.

The Demonic Buddha wondered if this was necessary but hid any sign of it.

"Ah, I misspoke. That's right, the matter of the Yunnan Eccentric Duo is entirely my affair."

"Of course, I'm well aware you called them for my sake. So please don't worry too much about it."

Geom Muyang smiled first, and the Demonic Buddha laughed along.

The conversation ended with laughter, but the Demonic Buddha's heart did not feel clear. There was a problem, and it was unsettling because he could not tell if the problem was with himself or with Geom Muyang.

As the Demonic Buddha left Geom Muyang's residence, someone was waiting for him at his own.

To his surprise, it was Geom Mugeuk.

"Second Young Lord?"

"I was waiting because I wanted to see you, Elder."

"Me? Why?"

The Demonic Buddha tensed. He secretly raised his qi, wondering if Geom Mugeuk planned to kill him here. However, Geom Mugeuk's reason was completely unexpected.

"Would you like to go to the market and have a drink with me?"

"A drink with me? At the market?"

Normally, he would have refused at once, worried about starting a rumor that they were conspiring.

Today, however, the Demonic Buddha was not his usual self.

"Alright. There's no reason not to."

If Geom Muyang could meet the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, then he could meet with Geom Mugeuk. In fact, he hoped word of this would reach Geom Muyang.

Second Young Lord, you are truly a lucky man.

To come looking for me on a day like this.

"I don't think I've ever walked side-by-side with you like this, Elder."

"Don't try to act friendly for no reason."

A normal person would have walked quietly out of embarrassment, but Geom Mugeuk did not.

"I won't have many chances to walk with you like this, Elder. If I don't act friendly now, when will I? Please understand even if I act a bit excited today."

"So this is how you tempted the Blade Demon."

"Yes, that's right. I knocked on the door endlessly."

"The door?"

"The door to his heart, I mean."

The Demonic Buddha scoffed. He suddenly wondered if Geom Muyang had ever knocked on his door, but he quickly regained his composure.

Second Young Lord, no matter what you do, I'm not a monkey that falls from a tree just because you shake it, like the Blade Demon.

The two arrived at the Alluring Inn in the Demon Village.

Jo Cheonbae recognized the Demonic Buddha at a glance, even without an introduction from Geom Mugeuk.

He was not flustered. He had changed since receiving the Heavenly Demon as a guest. He now felt confident he could handle the Murim Alliance head and the Evil Alliance Chairman arriving at the same time.

"Welcome, Director."

"A precious guest has arrived, so I'm counting on you again today."

"Yes, I will serve you with all my heart."

Geom Mugeuk and the Demonic Buddha sat facing each other on the second floor.

"This is my regular spot."

"I don't care to know. Why did you want to see me?"

"There are many reasons, but you wouldn't believe them all. To give you a believable one, it's a sort of check."

"A check?"

"My brother has started meeting my people. So I'm going to show him that I can meet his people too. You are the first one, Elder."

"Will anything change just by meeting?"

"I know your loyalty to my brother is firm."

"What do you know?"

"Didn't you show it on the day my brother returned? I strongly felt your devotion to him then."

When Geom Mugeuk tried to pour him a drink, the Demonic Buddha snatched the bottle and poured it himself.

"Don't speak so carelessly as if you know me."

The Demonic Buddha emptied his cup. Geom Mugeuk drank after him.

Again, Geom Mugeuk tried to pour a drink, but the Demonic Buddha filled his own cup.

"There will be times when you'll struggle because my brother is selfish. Please guide and look after him well, Demon Supreme."

"You're a truly pretentious person. Did you think I'd be moved by such words?"

"It's not for that reason. I was just badmouthing my brother, calling him a selfish person."

The Demonic Buddha praised Geom Muyang, as if to prove such attempts to drive a wedge between them would fail.

"Your brother is a brilliant man."

"He's a bit lacking in humanity, though."

"That's fine. A person destined for great things shouldn't be swayed by petty emotions."

"He'll probably ignore you sometimes, Elder."

"That's fine. What does it matter if the one who will one day become the Heavenly Demon ignores me?"

"He'll probably break important promises, too."

"The words and actions of the Heavenly Demon are the law. Important, unimportant, a promise or not. All of that is for the Heavenly Demon to decide."

"You're truly impregnable. I envy my brother for having you on his side, Elder. I'll drink this in respect for you."

Geom Mugeuk emptied his cup.

The Demonic Buddha sneered, the corner of his mouth curling up.

"I admit the Second Young Lord is skilled at handling people. Still, you won't be able to win me over. I am a different person from the Blade Demon or the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader."

"I know. As I said before, I have no intention of making you my person in the first place."

"Then why are you doing this?"

"I wanted to know what kind of person you are. I was curious about who was protecting my brother, and I've reached a conclusion."

"And what is it?"

The Demonic Buddha was curious how the Second Young Lord would evaluate him.

"If my brother ever hurts your feelings, Elder, he will be the biggest fool in our Cult."

The Demonic Buddha scoffed and drained his cup.

Geom Mugeuk tried to pour him another drink. This time, the Demonic Buddha did not snatch the bottle away.

As he poured, Geom Mugeuk spoke.

"When I look at you, Elder, I think of a small giant. You are greater than anyone."

The power of words is truly frightening. He knew it was blatant flattery, but he could not stop himself from feeling good. The expression 'small giant' was particularly to his liking. He had thought of himself that way before, but no one had ever said it.

Lest his inner thoughts be discovered, the Demonic Buddha glared at Geom Mugeuk with an even more displeased expression.

Whether he knew his feelings or not, Geom Mugeuk threw out an unexpected line.

"Please take good care of my brother."

"Take care of the First Young Lord? What do you mean?"

"I intend to end the tradition of killing each other in the succession fight with this generation. To do that, we can't treat each other emotionally. My brother's pride is strong, so it will be difficult for him to control it. Please help him, Elder. If it's you, you'll be able to stop him even if he goes on a rampage."

The Demonic Buddha, who had been glaring at Geom Mugeuk, said coldly.

"You know nothing about me. If the First Young Lord goes on a rampage, I will pour oil on the fire. A small explosion isn't enough to become the successor, so I will incite him to blow everything away. If you're trying to find a way to survive through me, wake up from that dream."

The Demonic Buddha stood up. Just as he was about to leave, he added one last thing.

"If you believe a successor can be chosen peacefully, you're either a fool or a madman."

"Seeing as all the Elders who know me call me a madman, I'm probably a madman."

The Demonic Buddha stared at Geom Mugeuk and said firmly.

"I hate madmen."

The Demonic Buddha went straight down to the first floor.

Geom Mugeuk looked down at Jo Cheonbae, who sat at the counter.

He must be planning to get the shock of his life later, dozing off even as the Demonic Buddha passed right by him.

Then again, it was only natural to get sleepy when tired, even if his grandfather passed by.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze shifted from Jo Cheonbae to the tavern's exterior.

Far in the distance, a golden radiance walked toward the horizon. His height was half that of an ordinary person, but his shadow, stretched long by the sunset, was large and vast.


Chapter 93: Villains Get Along Well

The Demonic Buddha did not return to his residence. Instead, he went to see Geom Muyang again.

After his meeting with Geom Mugeuk, he felt a sudden urge to see Geom Muyang. He knew he would not be able to sleep otherwise.

"You've returned?"

Geom Muyang was as proper and polite as ever. Since they had just parted, most would ask, 'Why have you come again?' But Geom Muyang rarely showed personal curiosity or emotion.

The Demonic Buddha wondered if Geom Muyang felt compelled to act this way to become the Heavenly Demon. He had never felt such a distance between them, but the Demonic Buddha was not one to be easily shaken.

"The Second Young Lord paid me a visit."

"Mugeuk did?"

"......"

"I see."

Geom Muyang did not ask what they discussed. He simply nodded once.

"Why don't you ask? Why he came, what we talked about."

"It's alright. I trust you, Elder."

The Demonic Buddha felt he had made the right choice in coming here.

Yes, this is who the First Young Lord is. He's not delicate and can be blunt, but he's a genuine person. Right, I should trust him too. This is how I'll resolve everything.

The Demonic Buddha tried to release his pent-up emotions. He brushed off his meeting with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the offer of the Strongest Demon Supreme position to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Then, please rest well."

The Demonic Buddha rose from his seat. It would have been perfect if it had ended there, if only Geom Muyang had let him discard the emotional residue on his own.

Geom Muyang spoke from behind him.

"My offer of the Strongest Demon Supreme position to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was an attempt to win him over."

The Demonic Buddha flinched, his body freezing mid-motion.

Why now of all times? Why now? You didn't say a word when I desperately wanted you to, so why bring this up now, after I've just met with Geom Mugeuk?

Afraid his sunken feelings would show on his face, the Demonic Buddha did not turn around immediately.

From behind, Geom Muyang spoke again.

"When I become the Heavenly Demon, the position of Strongest Demon Supreme will naturally be yours, Elder."

The Demonic Buddha was furious. He felt that after treating him like a fish already caught, Geom Muyang was now saying this out of desperation, worried that Geom Mugeuk might try to win him over.

Why are you making me think this way? Didn't you say you trusted me?

Even as he tried to understand it as human nature, he could not help but feel upset.

First Young Lord, weren't you the one who always looked down on your brother? Weren't you the one who was so confident, thinking Mugeuk was nothing?

However, he could not get angry. He was, after all, the one who had mobilized the Yunnan Eccentric Duo just to show how much Geom Mugeuk had changed.

That's right, your brother is an opponent you must be wary of, but that did not need to lead to a lack of trust in me...

Forcing a smile, the Demonic Buddha turned around.

"I knew you would, of course."

"I'm worried you might misunderstand my intentions, as I'm telling you this right after you've met my brother."

Ah, he should not have said that either. If Geom Muyang had not, the Demonic Buddha could have forced himself to think it was just a coincidence, a result of insensitivity, or his own misunderstanding.

"What misunderstanding could I possibly have? I'm only grateful that you hold me in such high regard."

"It's only natural. Please, don't say such things."

"Then I shall take my leave."

The Demonic Buddha gave a polite bow and left Geom Muyang's residence.

As he walked alone down the dark, moonless path, the Demonic Buddha organized his thoughts.

He's still young. If he were as perfect as the Second Young Lord, why would he need me? The First Young Lord, with his weaknesses, is better than the sly Second Young Lord. I just need to look after him well.

His loyalty to Geom Muyang shone as brightly as the aura emanating from his body.


The Flower Sword Supreme came to find me in my office at the Sanzu River Hall.

"Here, this is a gift."

She held out a pot with a blooming flower.

"Thank you. It's beautiful."

I placed the flowerpot on the windowsill.

Seo Daeryong entered with tea as I exchanged a few words with her about the flower. Feeling mischievous, I spoke to Seo Daeryong in a stern voice.

"From now on, when I'm not here, this flower is your responsibility, Detective Seo. It's a special gift from the Sword Supreme. You know what will happen if you let it die, right?"

If it had just been the two of us, all sorts of gloomy yet amusing remarks would have flown out. However, with the Flower Sword Supreme present, Seo Daeryong simply answered yes and left.

Although they had gone together to see the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, the Flower Sword Supreme was still a very difficult person for Seo Daeryong to be around.

"I hope I haven't come while you're busy."

"Not at all. The investigators do the work. I'm just slacking off."

Despite my words, the pile of documents on my desk was far too high. The work at the Sanzu River Hall was indeed plentiful.

No matter how many we locked up, villains kept appearing. It made me wonder if the number of villains was fixed, as if a spot would automatically be filled whenever one became vacant.

However, no matter how busy I was, the work of the Sanzu River Hall was just as important as becoming the successor. While I bore the lifelong task of killing Hwa Mugi, I was also living in this era.

"My brother visited you too, didn't he, Senior?"

I had a precise guess as to why she had visited today.

"Yes. He did."

"My brother is certainly diligent."

"That's why he's so popular."

I nodded in acknowledgment. He was vile and cruel to me, but the face he showed to the outside world was different.

There was no arrogance or complacency in him, no thought that he should naturally be the successor just because he was the First Young Lord. He schemed, he worried, and above all, he was a diligent person.

"I know there are many people who like my brother."

"The First Young Lord is a person who fits our Cult well. He gives off a sense of stability, as if he would lead well if left in charge."

"And me?"

"You're someone who really doesn't fit in. You make people anxious, wondering where on earth you'll lead us, and yet, seeing that you have this much popularity..."

After a brief pause, the Flower Sword Supreme continued.

"It makes me think that there's hope for us too."

"What kind of hope?"

"The hope that the new demonic way you spoke of might actually be established."

"Thank you for thinking so highly of me."

"But don't forget. There are still many in our Cult who hate change. Many who believe that evil is our strength and our essence."

"I'll keep that in mind."

"By the way, with the First Young Lord moving so quickly, are you just going to stand by and watch?"

"Besides Elder Blade Demon and you, Senior, I don't know the other Demon Supremes well. I'm not sure who I should try to bring to our side."

Curious about what the Flower Sword Supreme was thinking, I pretended to know nothing.

Then, she said something unexpected.

"Do you know who voted for Cheong Seon back when we were selecting the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, besides myself and the Blade Demon? The person the Blade Demon persuaded, I mean."

"I don't. The Elder never told me."

"Should I tell you?"

Normally, matters and decisions among the Demon Supremes were kept strictly secret from outsiders. She was about to break that rule for my sake.

"Are you allowed to tell me?"

"No."

"Then why?"

"I'm trying to live while breaking a few rules myself."

She smiled as she said it. How could anyone think she was only halfway on my side?

"To be honest, I'm a rigid and inflexible person. If there's a set rule, I don't try to break it. If I have an appointment, I have to arrive early, and if I'm misunderstood, I get so bothered I can't sleep. I worry about things I don't need to and I'm sensitive to public opinion. All in all, it's an exhausting personality."

"Isn't that exhaustion what built your current reputation, Senior?"

The Flower Sword Supreme gave a bitter smile.

"In some ways, that might be true. In any case, I'm trying to be a little more flexible now. What does it matter if I break a few rules? If it helps you, then it's worth it."

"Is there a reason for your change of heart?"

"I must be getting old, because I keep looking back on my life. I have so many regrets, this and that, but the biggest one of all is this."

SHIIING.

She drew her sword smoothly. Her gaze fell upon the blade.

"I dedicated my entire life to making sure this sword would never be broken by anyone. In return, my life became just as rigid."

She lifted her gaze from the sword and looked at me.

"I deeply regret having lived such a rigid life."

I could feel her sincere regret.

I spoke softly, as if to comfort her.

"You're upset because it feels like no one acknowledges that life, aren't you? You've lived so meticulously, but you feel like no one truly understands. You see everyone else getting by just fine, and you wonder if you were the only one being foolish, right?"

At that, a look of surprise appeared on the Flower Sword Supreme's face.

"How do you know my heart so well?"

Because it's a feeling I've experienced myself at least once.

"It's because I respect you a great deal, Senior."

The Flower Sword Supreme beamed and said, "Alright, I'll tell you. When there's someone who understands my heart so well and respects me, why would I keep it hidden for the sake of some silly rule? The one who cast that vote was none other than the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

I was stunned by her words.

"Surprising, isn't it?"

"Yes. Isn't the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon on my brother's side?"

"He is."

It was unexpected. It was unexpected that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had sided with us, and even more unexpected that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had been the one to persuade him.

The Flower Sword Supreme interpreted it this way.

"They probably got along well because they're both villains."

I chuckled, but she was serious.

"If it were anyone else, I might not have said anything, but I'm telling you because the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is involved. He's not someone to be taken lightly, and it's possible the Blade Demon might have other intentions."

I asked with a smile, "Do you hate Elder Blade Demon that much?"

"I don't hate him. Hating someone implies a passionate emotion. I just... dislike him a little."

Forcibly pushing the Blade Demon from her life, she rose from her seat.

"Well, I'll be on my way."

"Thank you for sharing such important information."

"Think of it as a gift from your duel friend."

As she was about to leave, she found Seo Daeryong standing in the hallway, holding a watering can for the flowerpot.

It was his attempt to look good in front of the Flower Sword Supreme, but the problem was that she had become a bit sensitive after mentioning the Blade Demon.

To Seo Daeryong, who had gone from an investigator of the Sanzu River Hall to a disciple of the villainous Blade Demon, the Flower Sword Supreme spoke coldly.

"That flower is my most cherished. If it happens to die due to someone's mistake, I will be very, very sad."

After she left, Seo Daeryong looked like he was about to cry.

"From now on, I'm the third most important thing in this office. I'm naming that flower 'Second-in-Command'."

I laughed at his self-deprecating joke and left the office.

"Where are you going?"

"To meet the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"Gasp! How can you say something so terrifying as casually as if you were going out to eat?"

"Is the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon scary?"

Seo Daeryong's eyes widened in surprise as he asked, "You're not scared of him? Among all the Demon Supremes in our Cult, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is the one I fear the most."

"Didn't you say the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was the scariest before?"

"Well, she's dead now."

"Why is the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon scary? Because his name has 'extreme evil' in it?"

"Haven't you heard? They say the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is truly terrifying when he gets angry."

"I'm scary when I get angry too. I think you'd be the scariest of all."

"Please leave me out of this. I'm the type to bottle it up when I get angry. My dream is to live a life with nothing to be angry about. That's the kind of person I was..."

We both knew he had changed quite a bit, so we looked at each other and chuckled.

"Are you really not scared?"

"Why would I be scared to go see a funny person?"

"A funny person?"

"He's the Smiling Demon, isn't he?"

The 'extreme evil' at the beginning often makes people forget that he is the Smiling Demon. Seo Daeryong was no exception.

"I doubt it's that kind of smile. If you peel back the character for 'smile,' underneath you'll find characters for 'burn to death,' 'tear to death,' and 'explode to death.' Gasp! Surely you're not trying to bring the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to our side, are you? Please tell me you're not."

"Are you more scared of him being an enemy? Or an ally?"

"Obviously... Still, not the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon!"

Though I said that as I left, I knew better than anyone. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was a man who could never become an ally.

Nevertheless, the reason I was going to meet him was to ensure that while he would not be an ally, he would not be an enemy either.


Chapter 94: We Fight Because We Know

I stopped by the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence before meeting the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. I needed to confirm something with him.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sat by a window, reading a book in the warm sunlight.

"So you really do read books in your spare time."

"It's just for show. I hear your footsteps from a distance and run to the bookshelf."

He put down his book. "What brings you here?" he asked.

I stood outside the window instead of going in. "I came to ask about someone," I told him.

"......"

"Do you know about the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon flinched for a moment.

"Why do you ask about him?"

"I'm thinking of bringing him to our side."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's expression soured.

"Damn it. That loose-lipped woman."

"What do you mean?"

"Don't play dumb."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was sharp enough to realize the Flower Sword Supreme had told me. He was not the type to gossip, so I spoke freely.

"The Sword Supreme told me you persuaded him, not her. She said she did it for your sake, Elder."

"It wasn't for my sake. She just has a moral obsession with cleanliness."

"Why do you two fight so much when you know each other so well?"

"Do strangers fight? We fight because we know each other."

His statement was irrefutable. I couldn't help but laugh softly.

"So, what did you want to ask?"

"How did you persuade the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?"

I had come to see the Blood Heaven Blade Demon to ask that very question.

Then he revealed a surprising fact.

"He came to me first."

"The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon came to you first?"

"That's right. Why would I go out of my way to ask that unpleasant bastard for a favor?"

"The Sword Supreme was wrong then."

"What did she say?"

"She said you persuaded him because you're both villains."

"What? She lumped me in with a guy like that?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon jumped up, offended.

This might seem like tattling, but it was part of my effort to reconcile the two of them.

I have to keep mentioning them to each other like this. I need to show that they haven't forgotten each other, that they still hate each other.

This way, when an opportunity arises, all these pieces will come together, and they'll be able to reconcile. Reconciliation never happens suddenly.

"What were his conditions?"

"He said he'd vote for Cheong Seon if I promised to help him when he asks for it later."

"Did you accept without knowing what he might ask for later?"

"He'll probably ask for something for himself. If he asks for something ridiculous, I just won't do it."

"Why didn't you hold it over my head? You could've said, 'I'm in your debt because of you, what are you going to do about it?' Why did you stay quiet?"

"Hold it over your head? What nonsense!"

When I first met him, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was calculating and meticulous. He was the kind of man who would make a show of everything and demand payment for it all.

But once I opened his heart, I found another Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He was a man who had tossed aside such pretenses to enjoy reading a book in the sun.

"Elder, you have to make a show of these things so the other person knows."

"He doesn't need to know. Besides, it didn't feel like he helped just to ask me for a favor. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asking me for something?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at me, his expression clearly showing his disbelief.

If that premonition is correct, then why did he help us?

"Anyway, thank you. I'm going to meet the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon now."

As I said goodbye, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon reopened his book as if he had been waiting.

"Aren't you worried about me meeting the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?"

"About who? You? Or the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?"

I smiled and turned away.


I left the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence and headed for the Valley of Evil in the northeast of the inner court.

The Valley of Evil was, as its name suggested, a valley.

It was not a natural valley, but an artificial one. Large and small residences for the Faceless Warriors lined both sides of the stream.

The buildings seemed random, but they formed a fortress. The construction followed a thorough plan based on the skill and status of the Faceless Warriors, designed to repel external invasions.

At the valley entrance, I announced I was there to see the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. A Faceless Warrior in a white mask guided me.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's subordinates were called the Faceless Warriors. They all wore white masks with only eyeholes cut out.

The eyeholes were shaped like smiling crescents. The mask's eyes smiled, but the real eyes within did not. This dissonance gave the mask an eerie feeling.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's residence was in the deepest part of the valley. The building was modeled after the white mask. Its only window was where the eyes would be, which was probably his quarters.

I felt as if the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was swallowing me as I walked through the mask's non-existent mouth.

I climbed a spiraling staircase and found the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's room.

The moment I entered his room, I was struck by an eerie feeling.

All four walls and even the floor were painted completely white. The room was empty. There was no table, no cabinet, not even a chair or a cushion.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stood alone in that truly empty space.

He faced the wall, dressed in white robes. If not for the black hair on the back of his head, I might not have noticed him. He was that assimilated with the space.

He continued to face the wall even after I entered, so I slowly walked over and stood beside him.

"What are you looking at?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon turned his head toward me. He wore a white mask like the Faceless Warriors. Through its smiling eyeholes, his gaze was clear and cold.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's specially made mask was designed to hide his eyes from the outside, but my Divine Eye Technique pierced the darkness and saw them clearly.

Finally, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon answered. "I wasn't looking at anything."

His low, deep voice was pleasant. His tall stature and long limbs suggested he was handsome. Unfitting for his name, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was polite.

He was polite to the point of being eerie.

"It's been a while, Elder."

This is actually the first time in this life. I've only seen him from a distance at official events. This is our first personal meeting.

"Elder? I'm still young. Please, treat me like a friend."

"How many people have died after being deceived by those words?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed. True to his name, he laughed often.

"What about you, Second Young Lord? Are you usually the one being deceived? Or the one doing the deceiving?"

"If I had to choose, I'm the type who pretends to be deceived."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed habitually.

"Isn't it hard to always be smiling like that?"

A strange light flickered in his eyes for a moment, visible through the mask's empty holes.

"Why would smiling be difficult?"

"I just thought smiling might be harder than crying. It's easy to live while crying, but isn't it hard to live while smiling?"

"Finally, someone who understands my hardship has appeared."

Yet he laughed again. This time it was a loud, exaggerated laugh, like a marketplace actor.

I don't trust his laugh.

That laugh is like the lure on a deep-sea fish. If you get mesmerized by the gently swaying, colorful lure, you'll be sucked into its massive mouth before you know it.

I must never forget. He's not laughing because he likes you.

"Second Young Lord, why have you come to see me?"

I can't reveal that the Flower Sword Supreme broke the rules and told me about the vote.

"We've never spoken like this, have we, Elder? I came to seek your guidance and learn what kind of person you are. Honestly, I hoped you would support me instead of my brother."

"Shall we walk for a bit?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon began to walk slowly along the white wall.

"This is how I walk when I need to organize my thoughts."

I followed him. The string tying his mask dangled at the back of his head. It was a knot a child could undo, yet no one in the murim had ever managed to untie it.

As he walked, he said, "Answer one question for me, and I'll consider supporting you, Second Young Lord."

"Please, ask."

"How did you kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme?"

He tossed out the important question casually. I followed behind him and answered calmly.

"I didn't kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

"No. You definitely killed her. I'm not curious about whether you killed her. I'm curious about how you killed her."

He's convinced I killed her.

"Second Young Lord, I'll keep it an absolute secret. Just tell me. I'll give you another vote, just as I did for Cheong Seon."

"I'll say it again. I didn't kill her."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon suddenly stopped walking. He turned and strode toward me. He stopped right in front of me and extended his hand.

"Let's be friends."

I know he's the type to act so impulsively.

And this is the second time I've heard these words from him.

When I returned to our Cult for the Great Regression Technique materials, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and I crossed paths. He said the exact same thing to me back then.

"I refuse."

"Why do you refuse?"

Because everyone who became his friend died. Except for one person.

"Because there are three reasons we can't be friends."

"Oh, there are three reasons?"

He eagerly showed his curiosity.

"What's the first reason?"

"If we act like friends, I'll eventually make a mistake. Comfort leads to disrespect. Speaking formally will prevent that."

"What's wrong with making a few mistakes?"

"True. It would be fine if the other person wasn't the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed loudly.

"Our Second Young Lord, you're even more interesting than the rumors. So, what's the second reason?"

"Because the Sanzu Hall Director and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon don't suit each other."

"They say good and evil are two sides of the same coin. If you learn evil from me, it'll help you protect good."

"That's probably a saying evil made up."

"What do you mean?"

"How can good and evil be two sides of a coin? Evil lies in a bottomless abyss, while good stands on a high mountain peak. It's just something villains made up to justify themselves."

Of course, what he said is a metaphor for good and evil coexisting in one person, but I spoke of them as separate entities to intentionally create distance.

"Then you must think I'm a hypocrite, Second Young Lord."

"Of course not. How could a man who proudly attaches 'Evil' to his own alias be a hypocrite?"

"Then do you think I'm cool?"

"Evil can never be cool. The only time evil is cool is when it's suppressing other evil."

He laughed heartily, but his eyes were cold and settled within the mask. I wouldn't have known without the Divine Eye Technique.

"The rumors were true."

"What rumors are you talking about?"

"The rumor that the Second Young Lord has become a stiff, frustrating orthodox nobody."

"If you feel that way, it's probably for this reason. At some point, we became worse than those stiff, frustrating orthodox nobodies. So I'm thinking of setting things right, starting now."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stopped his soft laughter. "Is this the new demonic way you dream of, Second Young Lord?" he asked.

"You could say that."

"Then we can never coexist. I'll continue to support the First Young Lord."

"I suppose that can't be helped. I'll take my leave now."

I bowed politely and turned to leave.

Just then, he asked from behind me, "By the way, what's the third reason?"

I stopped on my way to the door and turned back to him.

"I don't make friends with people who wear masks."

He should have laughed, but he didn't.

I saw it.

He did not laugh out loud, but his two eyes smiled within the eyeholes. This meant he was truly angry.

He had never taken off his mask in front of anyone. Naturally, no one had ever seen the face beneath it. No one knew what he looked like or how old he was. Asking him to remove his mask was a forbidden taboo.

However, even he had shown his face to another person just once in his life.

He showed it to me before my regression, when I came looking for the materials for the great technique. He showed it to me, the only one who became his friend and survived.

I have seen the face beneath that mask.


Chapter 95: Then That's Enough

My provocation made the air grow heavy and stifling. Demonic qi flowed from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's body and took control of the surroundings.

His demonic qi was special. He earned the alias 'extreme evil' precisely because of this demonic qi, known as the evil smile qi.

The evil smile qi awakened the fundamental violence within humans.

Exposure to it made one's heart pound violently, filling them with the desire to kill. Those with weak internal energy sometimes drew their swords and stabbed the person next to them. Even masters with high inner arts found it difficult to fight normally under its influence.

"There are two faces beneath this mask. If the other face, the one the Second Young Lord hasn't yet seen, awakens, even I will find it difficult to control. That's why it's difficult to remove the mask."

If the face I had seen was the Smiling Demon, then the other must be the 'extreme evil'.

"I didn't mean any disrespect to the Smiling Demon, but I believe a friend should be able to see you without pretense, whether you have two faces or three. It was just youthful bravado, so please forgive me if I was rude."

I had been exposed to this evil smile qi before my regression. Back then, I lacked the Heavenly Demon Defense Art and had to endure it with great difficulty.

But it was different now.

The Heavenly Demon Defense Art activated naturally and blocked his evil smile qi. My art had not yet reached complete mastery, but it could easily block the qi he currently emitted.

Instead of intensifying the evil smile qi, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon slowly withdrew his demonic qi. The smiling eyes within his mask's eyeholes grew cold. The disappearance of his smile meant he had calmed his anger.

"The Second Young Lord is truly remarkable. You're not swayed by my evil smile qi at all."

"I've been trained against malice and venom since I was young. You know, don't you? My brother was particularly harsh with me."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed out loud. He acted as if he had never created such tension, returning to the state he was in when I first saw him.

"The Second Young Lord is truly an interesting person. It's a great shame we couldn't become friends."

"Then I'll be on my way."

As I opened the door to leave, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke.

"I still think the Second Young Lord is the one who killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

"That's a misunderstanding."

I did not vehemently deny it. This tension between us was the most crucial element in maintaining our relationship.

Through the closing door, I saw the figure of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, left alone in the white room.


I met Seo Daeryong at the entrance of the Valley of Evil.

"Detective Seo, what are you doing here?"

"I'm training. I was running as part of my physical conditioning."

"Right in front of the Valley of Evil, of all places?"

"It just happened to turn out that way."

"Were you planning to jump in and save me if things got dangerous?"

He even carried the giant dao he used for training.

"I'm touched."

"That's not it. How could I possibly break through in there?"

"That's why I'm touched. Because you came to save me even though you knew you'd likely die."

"I just came to check. I was going to inform the Master if I heard any sounds of fighting from inside."

"Smart as always. Of course, that's what you should do. Instead of jumping in without the skill and dying in vain, you should do that. With such a wise right-hand man, what do I have to worry about?"

Seo Daeryong let out a belated sigh of relief, as if finally assured that I had come out safely.

"Phew, my legs are still trembling. Even though it's you, Director, I was a little worried."

"Detective Seo."

"......"

"Keep worrying about me in the future."

"What?"

"I'm asking you to worry. I can make mistakes, misjudge things, and do stupid stuff too. I'm asking you to keep worrying and helping me."

Seo Daeryong smiled faintly.

"Of course. If your right-hand man doesn't do it, who will?"

"My left-hand man, I guess."

"Are you really going to ruin this nice mood like that?"

We bantered back and forth as we walked, until I stopped and looked up at the tree above my head.

"What are you doing up there?"

To my surprise, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon sat perched on a tree branch.

"Watching the sunset."

"Here, of all places?"

"To keep an eye on my disciple and see if he's slacking off."

Seo Daeryong froze. He stared blankly up at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon as tears welled in his eyes. It was the first time the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had called him a disciple.

"Master! Thank you, Master."

Seo Daeryong's voice was thick with emotion. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who hated such sentimental atmospheres, bellowed.

"What are you staring at? If you came to train, then run!"

"Yes! Master!"

Seo Daeryong started running. He must have been truly moved to have even forgotten to say goodbye to me.

I leaped up and sat on the branch next to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Hey, you brat, it's going to break."

"I'll be as light as a feather."

The slender branch did not break, despite two people sitting on it.

"You did well."

"Did well, my foot."

"You saw how happy he was, didn't you? That's why you shouldn't put things off. You should just say what you mean, take credit when it's due, and hate when you feel hate. That's how you should live."

"Is a young punk lecturing an old man?"

"Yes. You have to learn. That's how you get along with the young punks."

"You and your mouth."

We looked at each other and chuckled.

"If you were that worried about me, you should have just said so."

"I came in case you pissed him off. When that 'extreme evil' bastard gets angry, he really loses it."

"Have you seen it before?"

"I saw it once. Truly, no one could stop him."

Yes, I know that side of him too. The words 'no one could stop him' are a perfect fit.

"I thought that with you, he might have just gone berserk."

"Why me?"

"Because you're really good at pissing people off. Why would the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon be any different?"

"Fortunately, it didn't go that far today."

"You were able to walk out without bloodshed because you're the Cult Leader's son. Otherwise, one of you would have died."

"Thank you for your concern, Elder."

"Nothing to thank me for. Let's go."

"The sun is setting over there. Let's watch it for a moment before we go."

"Getting old is sad enough. Why would I watch a sunset?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon leaped away and left.

Left alone, I sat on the branch and watched the setting sun for a while.

I suddenly remembered the last time I saw the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon before my regression, and the way his eyes shone with terminal lucidity.


"...I can't remember. When I was a kid, playing with my friends, did I want to kill the one who was 'it'? When did I become like this?"

"Do you regret it? Living an evil life."

"Regret? What regret? My only regret is not killing more people before I go. It's just... now that I'm about to go to hell, I'm scared. I'm so damn scared. Ah! It's suffocating. Take off my mask... Thanks. Is this the first time you've seen my face?"

"You must have been told you were handsome when you were young. Why did you live your whole life wearing it?"

"When I was young, the master who chose me asked. He said if I followed him, I could never take this mask off for the rest of my life, and asked if I could accept that. In return, he promised me a life where I could kill people to my heart's content. I agreed without hesitation. Ah! Now that I think about it, I was like this even back then. That's why Master acknowledged me."

"After your master died, you had a chance to take off the mask, at least, didn't you?"

"You'd know if you wore it. Once you put it on, you can't take it off. It's comforting. I wore the mask and killed, and killed again, and killed. Eventually, it felt like the mask was the one doing the killing."

"Don't you dare blame the mask. You're the one who killed them all."

"You saw through me, huh? Hahaha, COUGH. It's hard to laugh for real. This mask became my symbol, how could I take it off? Should I send a messenger pigeon to the murim saying, 'The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is taking off his mask starting today'? Hey, Mucheol. Ah, Mucheol probably wasn't your real name either. What's your real name?"

"......"

"Did you ever, even once, think of me as a friend?"

"......"

"You bastard. When you come to hell, you'll die by my hand."

"Fine. Get your revenge then."

"It's been hurting for a while now. Draw your sword, my friend."

"Farewell."



The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon died by my hand.

At the time, I had no choice but to eliminate him while acquiring materials for a grand technique. He was a villain who deserved to die, but in his final moments, he died thinking of me as a friend.

I never called him a friend, not even at the end. Perhaps, in that moment, I was the greater villain.


Despite my sudden visit, my father willingly agreed to a game of Go.

We usually played in silence, but today, I was talkative.

"...I met the Demonic Buddha the other day. I said things I didn't mean, I tried to sound him out, and I also made an effort to seriously figure out what kind of person he is."

Father focused on the game without a word. He normally would have yelled at me for being so noisy, but today, he remained quiet.

Father had noticed. He realized his son had come because his heart was troubled and he wanted to talk.

I continued speaking.

"Today, I met the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. I don't like him. Not because he supports my brother, but because he kills people with that creepy smile, like a madman."

Father captured one of my stones.

"Create dead stones only here."

He was telling me not to kill any more Demon Supremes. He had said the same thing when the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme died, and now he emphasized it again.

What if I have to kill the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon again? What if that is my fate once more? He and I must be bound by a truly tenacious fate.

I can only hope it doesn't happen in this life.

"Am I even skilled enough to kill the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? Anyway, the reason I'm going around meeting the Demon Supremes is..."

I kept talking, intending to say everything I wanted while he listened so quietly.

"It was for my own sake, and also for my brother's. When I first went hunting, I boasted that I would make all the Demon Supremes kneel and line them up, but now that I'm actually facing them, it's not so easy. You were right, Father. Dealing with people is the hardest thing in the world."

Father said nothing and just played Go. It seemed he had decided to only listen today.

"Please don't misunderstand and think I'm unfit to be the successor just because I'm showing this side of myself. If I work through all these worries beforehand, I'll be able to show an even stronger side of myself later."

"Since you have the chance, why don't you badmouth your brother too?"

"I'm planning on not badmouthing my brother for a while. He's working hard to float around gracefully like a swan. It must be so tiring, paddling his feet nonstop beneath the water! He's not the type to come and confess like this, is he?"

For a moment, I saw my father let out a small chuckle. It was a very subtle and quick change, but my Divine Eye Technique now caught everything.

"As expected, chatting is making my game worse. I'll focus now."

I focused on the game. As we reached the endgame, I asked.

"When I sometimes don't know what to do, may I come and see you?"

Father's hand, about to place a stone, paused in mid-air.

"Isn't that cheating? Asking the judge for the answer?"

"Don't think of yourself as the judge. Can't you just think of it as giving advice from the sidelines?"

Father placed the Go stone.

"Giving advice is fun, I suppose."

He did not directly say yes or no, but his words were a form of permission.

I know. Even if he treats me well like this, it's separate from choosing the successor. He is a man who could declare, 'Your brother is the successor,' as soon as tomorrow.

The game ended with my narrow victory by two points.

"Your skills are improving. Are you not letting Strategist Sama sleep? This is truly cheating."

"Don't you have a Strategist as well?"

"He says he can't play Go."

"Where in the world is there a Strategist who can't play Go?"

"Now that I think about it, you're right. I've never even seen a Strategist who can't play Go in storybooks. I must have been tricked by a Strategist who can't even play Go."

Father chuckled at my banter.

"Then I will see you next month."

I bowed to my father and was about to leave when he asked from behind me.

"Is the burden heavy?"

The moment I heard those words, my heart swelled with emotion. It was the first time my father had ever said anything comforting to me.

"It would be a lie to say it's as light as a feather, but it's not so heavy that I can't bear it."

"Then that's enough."

Then that's enough. I wonder why those words sound so good to me these days.

If someone recognizes my efforts... yes, then that's enough.


Chapter 96: At The End Of Your Life, There Was Nothing

The next day, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon came to see me.

He wore a white mask as he slowly crossed the Sanzu River Hall training grounds. His presence created an overwhelming sense of pressure and fear.

The investigators and enforcement martial artists did not even dare to whisper from a distance. Everyone held their breath, bowed, and moved on. They were far more terrified than when the Blood Heaven Blade Demon or the Flower Sword Supreme visited.

I stood by my office window, watching him.

Seo Daeryong stood beside me and asked in a trembling voice.

"What on earth happened yesterday for that terrifying man to come to the main building?"

"Detective Seo, the scariest place in our Cult is our Sanzu River Hall. The one visiting should be trembling, so why are you?"

"Yes, let's just say that's true. Do I need to take shelter or not? For the sake of our time together, please tell me. I'm begging you!"

His composure to joke meant he was learning martial arts well from the Blade Demon. Then again, he was putting his life on the line. I expected he would show a transformed version of himself soon.

"It was only yesterday that I told you to keep worrying about me."

"I'll worry about you from a distance, just like yesterday."

"Go and escort him here. My right-hand man should be the one to go."

"I can only pray that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon doesn't know I'm your right-hand man, Director."

Seo Daeryong went outside. My gaze returned to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

I knew he would come for me. I just never expected him to visit the Sanzu River Hall in person, so soon and in broad daylight.

His tendency to act impulsively on instinct was the same then as it was now. That was what made him an interesting opponent, and also what made him difficult to deal with.

A moment later, Seo Daeryong's voice came from outside the door.

"The extreme evil Demon Supreme has arrived."

"Show him in."

Soon after, Seo Daeryong guided the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon inside.

"Welcome, Elder."

"There you go with 'Elder' again. I told you to treat me comfortably, like a friend."

"I couldn't possibly do that. Then I'll call you the Smiling Demon."

"Excellent."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed out loud. He acted perfectly natural, as if yesterday never happened.

As Seo Daeryong, who had guided him in, was about to leave, I quickly spoke.

"Oh, by the way, that man over there is my right-hand man, Detective Seo."

Seo Daeryong's expression screamed. He quickly composed himself and bowed when the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon turned to look at him.

"I am Seo Daeryong. It's an honor to meet someone I so admire."

"Oh, I'll remember that."

"Thank you."

Seo Daeryong walked out with an expression that looked like the end of the world. He was probably screaming in his mind. Please, don't remember me! I laughed as I watched him.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked abruptly.

"Don't people usually hide those they cherish?"

"That would be the case if you were an enemy, but you aren't an enemy, are you, Smiling Demon?"

"But we're not friends yet, either."

"If someone is determined to kill, can you really hide them, no matter how carefully you try? Have you, Smiling Demon, ever failed to kill someone you set your mind on just because they went into hiding?"

"Never."

"Exactly. Since we never know when we might die, shouldn't he live his life properly as my right-hand man?"

A peculiar light flickered in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes.

"That's quite an interesting thing to say."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stood and looked around the office. He glanced over the documents piled on the desk and the books on the shelves. Then he smelled the flowers in a pot by the window. It was the same pot the Flower Sword Supreme had given me as a gift.

"The fragrance is nice."

"Something happened recently that made me start to like flowers."

"A successor of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult who likes flowers... If those bastards from the Murim Alliance invade, are we all going to die in a flower garden?"

Despite his mocking words, I responded calmly.

"Dying alone in a nameless field might be stylish, but isn't this also fine? What if the last thing you smell in your final moments isn't the stench of blood, but the fragrance of flowers?"

Instead of saying whether he liked it or not, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon let out his habitual laugh.

"But what brings you here to see me?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who had been facing the flowers, turned toward me.

"After you left yesterday, Second Young Lord, I gave it some thought. It feels like a great shame that we couldn't be friends."

"I feel the same way."

"So I came here today to see if we could find a way to become friends."

"You've come to the right place. So, did you find a way?"

"The method I came up with is for each of us to make a concession."

"How so?"

"I'll make a concession regarding your perspective on good and evil, Second Young Lord. I will try my best to understand your new demonic way."

"Then what should I concede?"

"What you said about having to take off your mask to become friends, can you concede on that?"

"Before that, let me ask just one thing. Why do you want to be friends with me?"

"I want to be on familiar terms with you, Second Young Lord."

In truth, I knew why the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon acted this way. First, he wanted to find out how I killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. When I returned to our Cult, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme was alive, along with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The feeling I had back then was this. The more evil you are, the longer you survive.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon also valued his own life, so he would want to find out how I killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme no matter what. He must think that if the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme could be taken down, then so could he.

Another reason was his personality. He obsessed over people who provoked and interested him. He would approach them, make them his friend, and then kill them as soon as he got bored. It was a pathological taste of his that only I knew about, something others were unaware of.

That's why I couldn't attach any good meaning to his offer of friendship. His saying 'let's be friends' meant 'I'm going to play with you and then kill you'.

These two reasons brought the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to my office in person. They were why he was telling the ridiculous lie that he would understand my demonic way.

"I want to be friends with you, Second Young Lord."

Yes, in this life too, I will become his friend.

Only when we become friends will he finally stand at a point where he is neither enemy nor ally.

That is the kind of person the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is. A person who barely escapes being an enemy only by becoming a friend.

"Very well. Let's each make a concession."

At my answer, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed loudly. It was a hearty laugh that anyone would have mistaken for joy, but I was looking at his eyes with the Divine Eye Technique. He stared at me with an incredibly cold gaze.

Smiling Demon, at the end of your life, there was nothing.

He said he had no regrets until the moment he died, but that was a lie. The moment he recalled his childhood, he was already regretting.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon is changing, the Flower Sword Supreme is changing, and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader is changing, but this Extremely Evil Smiling Demon will not change easily. Not only was he born with an evil nature, but he was also raised from a young age, brainwashed by his master.

It was at that very moment.

Seo Daeryong's voice came from outside.

"The First Young Lord has arrived."

"Show him in."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said with a smile.

"I called him."

Calling my brother here while visiting me? That's truly something only the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would do.

He was the type to act without considering the consequences the moment a thought like, Should I try this? crossed his mind. Despite this impulsive personality, he was one of the Demon Supremes who survived until the end, which showed just how formidable his evil heart was.

A moment later, Geom Muyang came inside. He greeted the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon first.

"It's been a while, Smiling Demon."

"Welcome, First Young Lord. Now, I don't need to introduce you two, do I?"

I played along with his mischievous words.

"Perhaps we brothers are the ones who need an introduction. We know less about each other than you might think."

As I treated the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon casually, a hint of tension crossed Geom Muyang's face.

Taking it a step further.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said to Geom Muyang.

"I was just pestering the Second Young Lord to be my friend."

His eyes seemed to say, Let's see how you handle this, as the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon watched Geom Muyang's reaction.

My brother reacted just like himself.

"Sometimes, a little amusement like this is necessary."

At Geom Muyang's perfectly composed reaction, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed.

"This is why I plan to enjoy my amusement with his younger brother. Our First Young Lord is too proper to be any fun."

"Mugeuk is overflowing with wit, so he will be more than adequate as a friend."

My brother is really going through a lot. He's not the type of person to come just because he's summoned and listen to such talk. He's enduring it all with his obsession to become the successor.

Yes, you're doing well, brother.

If you get on edge here, you lose in that very moment. You're doing well.

Whether he knew what I was thinking or not, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon provoked Geom Muyang.

"The Second Young Lord came to see me yesterday. He asked me to support him instead of his brother."

He was unrestrained, even with me right there.

"Smiling Demon, you just asked to be friends, so why are you trying to drive a wedge between brothers? We can't be good friends this way."

At my words, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon cackled.

"There's nothing in the world more fun than sowing discord, so how can you ask me to hold back? I can hold in my shit, but I can't hold that in."

"If you want to sow discord, do it between the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance, not us."

"I'd love to, but I'm not in a position to do so these days."

Geom Muyang just stood by, listening to our conversation. He was probably hoping I would cross a line and make a mistake.

"Since you two are gathered here in one place, may I ask a question I've always been curious about?"

My brother readily answered the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's question.

"Of course."

"Then I'll ask the First Young Lord first. If I help you become the successor, First Young Lord, what will you do for me?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is truly the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. To display such a wicked sense of humor with both of us in front of him.

Geom Muyang answered calmly, as if he had prepared for this.

"I will triple the support for the Valley of Evil, lift the numerical restrictions on the Faceless Warriors, and lift the current ban that prevents you, Smiling Demon, from leaving the Cult."

A ban preventing him from leaving the Cult had been placed on the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The year before last, he had massacred Evil Alliance martial artists, nearly sparking a war.

"That was because those bastards attacked first."

That may have been how it started, but it ended in a massacre. After that, my father forbade him from going to the Central Plains for the time being. It has been almost two years now, so he must be dying from the itch to get out.

"Oho, a very attractive offer."

"Don't mention it. Besides that, if there is anything else you desire, Smiling Demon, I will give you my full support."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed loudly. I wonder if my brother knew. Even as he laughed so joyfully, the eyes behind the mask were colder than ever.

"Now, I'll ask the Second Young Lord. If I help you become the Heavenly Demon, Second Young Lord, what will you do for me?"

Both of them were curious about what my answer would be.

I stared at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and said softly.

"I will let you live."

The atmosphere froze instantly. The words 'I'm just kidding' should have followed. Instead, I added this.

"We talked yesterday, did we not? About the new demonic way I'm aiming for, but what did you expect me to do with you, Smiling Demon, who champions extreme evil? Did you think I would gladly support you? I will let you live, even if it means shouldering a political burden."

My brother might be inwardly cheering. He was likely thinking that I was ruining this great opportunity with my youthful hot-headedness.

However, there was something my brother didn't know. This Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was someone who became even more fascinated when his opponent acted this way.

As if to prove it, his two eyes shone brightly through the gaping holes of his mask, as seen with the Divine Eye Technique.

I spoke to him even more coldly than before.

"Suddenly, this game of friendship isn't fun anymore, is it? Games that break decorum too much never end well. So please, don't talk about being friends again."

In the chilly atmosphere, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon rose from his seat.

"If we're not friends, staying in the same room will only lead to fights. I'll see you next time, then."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon bid farewell to Geom Muyang as well and then left the office.

Once we were the only two left, Geom Muyang asked me.

"What on earth are you thinking?"

My brother knew I was not the type of person to rashly anger the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon like this.

"Isn't it just infuriating? 'You successors have to get on our good side, the Eight Demon Supremes. Come on, wag your tails for me. Then I'll put you on the successor's throne.' Doesn't that piss you off, brother?"

My brother contemplated what to say for a moment, then stood up.

"The one who always pisses me off is you."

Leaving those words behind, Geom Muyang also stormed out of the office.


Soon after, Seo Daeryong came in.

"Were you waiting outside because you were worried about me?"

"Not you, Director. I was worried it might have withered if you'd released any demonic qi."

He looked at the flowers in the pot with relief.

I smiled and stood beside him.

The figure of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon could be seen walking away outside the building.

"He seemed angry. Will it be alright?"

"He's not angry. Can't you see that excited spring in his step?"

"I'm not so sure. It also looks like the walk of someone who wants to stomp someone to death."

"If you're that worried, put the flower pot outside tomorrow."

"I should do that. What? The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is coming again tomorrow?"

Because the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was the type of person who would chase you to the ends of the earth if you tried to run away after telling him not to do something.

"He's someone who needs to see things through to the end, one way or another. That man."

After a brief pause, Seo Daeryong asked.

"Director, how do you endure all this pressure?"

"I have a right-hand man, a left-hand man aiming for the right-hand's spot, a heart, wings, and now even a brain. What could possibly be hard for me?"

I watched the retreating back of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon walking alone in the distance and added softly.

"The one who's having a hard time is probably that evil, lonely soul."


Chapter 97: Why Are You Obsessed With My Mask?

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon came to see me again the next day.

"I thought you wouldn't be coming anymore."

"How could I not, when you're the one who holds my power over life and death?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon mocked my words from yesterday about letting him live. I replied in my own way.

"Please wait just a moment. This is something I need to process quickly."

"Don't mind me, take your time."

I could have paused my work, but I made him wait as a show of dominance.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon walked to the window and asked, "I don't see that flower from yesterday."

I answered while stamping a document. "I suppose Detective Seo took it out for a bit to water it."

I reviewed the next document and stamped it. Then I stamped another, and another.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked out the window. He must have grown tired of waiting because he perched on the edge of my desk. He then looked down at me working.

You made me wait, so you'll have to endure this much rudeness, right?

"Why do you make your work so difficult? Just kill them all."

I smiled and told him, "You're the one who lives too simply, Smiling Demon."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon roared with laughter at my words. I couldn't be fooled by this casual demeanor. Everyone who let their guard down around the Smiling Demon died. Only those who were wary of his extreme evil survived.

"All done."

After stamping the last document, I lifted my head. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon brought up something unexpected.

"If I really become the successor, will you let me live?"

Of course, I couldn't be fooled by these words either. He couldn't have possibly come to beg for his life.

He was enjoying this entire process. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's true desire was to interact with me like this, hoping to one day see me crumble. He was the type of person who wouldn't be satisfied until he could cackle and mock me at that moment.

I took out a throwing knife and drew a long line on the tabletop.

"I'll let you live. In exchange..."

I drew a vertical line slightly to the right of the center.

"You have to get to here to live."

The Smiling Demon's eyes glinted with interest. "What is this?"

"It's the measure of my affection."

"Oho! Something like this?"

"You have to cross the halfway mark to live. Even with a friend, if there's no affection at all, they're no different from a stranger, are they? A friend in name only will die."

"It's difficult, surviving."

"You'll have to cross it somehow."

"Where am I right now?"

I drew another vertical line just a little past the starting point.

"Is that all?"

"You're already here."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked down at the line, then back at me, then back at the line again.

He had no choice but to become engrossed in this relationship.

It wasn't just that I treated him casually. He must have sensed a taste of justice or chivalry from me that could never be found in our Cult. That would become an irresistible spice, stimulating the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon even more.

"Second Young Lord, what do you think of the Cult Leader?"

He likely asked to probe whether I acted this way because I trusted my father, or perhaps if I had received a secret order from him.

"I don't think about my father. I just try to feel things out as they come. Father isn't someone I can understand with my head. It only makes things harder for me."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed as if he sympathized with my words.

"If you're done with what you have to say, you should get up now. It's time for my meal."

"You must have your meal. Let's go."

I left the office with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. As we exited the building, he followed me closely.

"Where will you be eating?"

"I was thinking of eating out in the Demon Village today."

"Let's go together."

I asked him, feigning surprise. "Will that be alright?"

I had never heard of him eating with anyone since he never took off his mask.

"It's fine. I'll just sit by while you have your meal, Second Young Lord."

"I don't mean you, Smiling Demon. I mean the Demon Village. It'll be alright, won't it?"

Only then did the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon realize it was a joke telling him not to cause a rampage or massacre. He laughed loudly.

Across the way, Seo Daeryong held a flowerpot to his chest. He watched us with a worried expression as we cut across the training grounds and headed outside.


Just before we entered the Demon Village, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke.

"Did you know? I've never been out in the Demon Village. If I had business outside, I would just pass through, but this is the first time I've ever walked here."

"Isn't that a relief for the residents of the Demon Village?"

He laughed at my joke. "Is it okay for me to walk the streets?"

"If you're worried about people panicking and scattering in terror, you don't have to worry about that."

"Why is that?"

"You'll see when we get there."

And so, we entered the Demon Village. As we walked down the street, everyone passed by us as if it were nothing. A few people who recognized me bowed their heads in greeting, but no one was horrified by the sight of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon next to me.

"Why is no one afraid of me?"

"Because no one thinks you're the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"Shouldn't they know it's me when they see this mask?"

"Look over there."

I pointed to a street vendor across the road. The stall sold all sorts of goods related to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

"They even have your mask, Smiling Demon."

"!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was startled.

Indeed, masks just like the ones the Faceless Warriors wore were hanging there. There were not only white masks but also some with colors or pictures painted on them.

"These bastards!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon raised his hand as if to blow them all away. I pulled on his sleeve.

"I think that hand is needed over there."

Just then, a child held his father's hand across the street. He wore a Faceless Warriors mask, and when he saw the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon in the same mask, he waved enthusiastically.

"It doesn't cost you anything, so please wave back."

I gently tugged his sleeve. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon waved back as if he couldn't refuse.

The child passed us by, perhaps never knowing he was the only person the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had ever waved to.

"Don't be too surprised. That's possible too."

The vendor next to them sold wooden dolls. There were dolls modeled not only after the Eight Demon Supremes but also after the Heavenly Demon.

Seeing the Heavenly Demon doll, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was truly shocked.

"Is this really allowed?"

"If you don't sell these things in a village near the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, where would you sell them? You can't exactly sell them in front of the Murim Alliance, can you?"

"It would be better to sell them in front of the Murim Alliance than here."

"It's because of my father's magnanimity. He gave permission to make and sell as many as they want. Since that day, merchandise related to my father and the Demon Supremes has flooded the market. You'd think they'd feel uneasy making them, but the power of making money is a great thing."

"This is truly ridiculous."

Now, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed heartily. Passersby glanced at him, but no one thought he was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and went on their way.

"When you or I come out here, Smiling Demon, we might think we're the main characters, but this is a world where those people are the main characters. They get scared and bow their heads when they recognize us, but what's important to them isn't us, it's their own lives. They have to earn money to get by day to day, meet people, and raise their children. This is what the Demon Village is like."

"Interesting. How do you know all this so well, Second Young Lord?"

"I used to sneak out of the Cult and wander the Demon Village since I was young. This Demon Village was my world."

I gave him that excuse. He wouldn't believe it if I said I had traveled the world, but the Demon Village sounded plausible enough.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze returned to the vendors selling masks and the Heavenly Demon Soul dolls.

He unleashed his unique demonic qi, the evil smile qi, without hesitation. The vendors selling their wares frowned and clutched their chests, as if feeling stuffy.

"Soon, that man will put on the mask he was selling and stab the person next to him to death. If they die, it will be because of you, Second Young Lord. You're the one who brought me here."

"Don't be absurd. You're the one who tagged along when I said I was going to eat, Smiling Demon. You're also the one doing the killing, and there's one thing you must know."

"What is that?"

"Committing murder in front of the Sanzu Hall Director is punishable by beheading. Go on, try and trade them. Their lives for yours, Smiling Demon."

I started walking first and added, "You can mess with my father's doll over there, but you don't mess with a person's livelihood."

I could feel the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon retracting his evil smile qi behind me. He had done it to see my reaction, not with the intention to kill from the start.

He was having fun playing with me right now. He likely anticipated that the more he yielded to me, the more thrilling the pleasure would be at the moment he finally killed me.

The place I arrived at was the Alluring Inn.

"Well, this is my regular spot."

"It's shabby. Why here of all places?"

"It's a bit boring since I come here all the time, but I like the owner. He's the only one who knows that you, Smiling Demon, are the real Smiling Demon."

The owner, Jo Cheonbae, came out and greeted me warmly as always.

"Welcome, Director."

His gaze shifted to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Jo Cheonbae flinched for a moment, his face showing fear.

"This man really is the only one who knows who I am."

"Because you came with me. He knows the real one has arrived."

I smiled and said to Jo Cheonbae, "He's who you think he is. Fortunately, only I will be eating, so you don't have to worry too much."

"......"

Nevertheless, the pressure from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon seemed even greater than my father's. The rumored Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was a villain who killed people for no reason.

"Of all the guests I've brought here, he seems to fear you the most, Smiling Demon. Even more than my father."

"The Cult Leader has been here too?"

"......"

"That's unexpected."

"Everyone has a first time for something."

"And everyone seems to have that first time with you, Second Young Lord."

I gave a faint smile, and he habitually smiled back.

This time, I asked a question. "Have you ever eaten at a tavern like this?"

"I did when I was young."

"Who did you eat with?"

He didn't answer.

But I knew who it was. He had said that before becoming the Smiling Demon's disciple, he had eaten in the marketplace with his father. It was a single memory that remained like a painting in his mind.

I suddenly pictured the scene. A little boy, holding his father's hand, entering a tavern.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had said he was born stained with slaughter from a young age, but was that really true? Were the eyes of that little boy who entered the tavern filled with the intent to kill?

In the meantime, the food arrived.

Jo Cheonbae was so careful with even his breathing, as if he thought one mistake could actually get him killed.

As he safely set down the dishes and turned to leave, his eyes seemed to say it all.

Thanks to you, I have achieved complete mastery as a tavern owner today.

I replied with my eyes.

You never know, owner. What other situations might arise.

I picked up my chopsticks and asked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon as a courtesy. "Would you like to eat together?"

"My mask doesn't have a mouth hole. Is there a way for me to eat?"

"How about slightly lifting your mask and eating from underneath?"

"Wouldn't that look undignified?"

"Then there's no other way."

"I'm not hungry, so please don't mind me and eat."

"Yes, I'll eat first then."

I really did eat alone. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon just watched me. Anyone else would have called it madness, but I accomplished the difficult feat of eating alone in front of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Isn't it difficult to keep your mask on all the time?"

"It must be more difficult for you, Second Young Lord."

"For me?"

"Since you don't have a mask, you have to make several different expressions a day, don't you?"

"Ah, I suppose that could be true."

Starting with that topic, I told him various stories.

I told him about when the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the Flower Sword Supreme, and the Demonic Buddha had come here. I talked about the weather and about how selling white masks in front of the Murim Alliance would probably be profitable. He listened to my stories without a word.

When I finished my meal and put down my chopsticks, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon brought up something unexpected.

"Second Young Lord, I have a favor to ask."

"Please, go ahead."

"Please speak to the Cult Leader and have my restriction released."

I feigned a startled expression, but I had anticipated this request the moment he said he had a favor. It was originally a favor he would have asked my brother. Now that his fate and mine had switched, he was asking it of me.

"That won't be easy."

"That's why I'm asking you, Second Young Lord. For some reason, I feel like you might be able to do it."

"If I get your restriction released, what will you do for me?"

"Just say the word. What do you want? Do you want my full support?"

My brother had wanted that, but I was painting a bigger picture.

"No."

"You don't want my support?"

"I don't want forced support. It would only break the unity of those who already support me."

"Then what do you want?"

I stared into the two eyes within the mask and said, "At least when we're alone, please take off your mask for me."

"!"

The atmosphere instantly froze.

"Why on earth are you so obsessed with my mask?"

"I'm not obsessed with the mask."

"Then what is it?"

"If we're going to be friends, I want to be real friends."

"!"

After a moment of silence, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked coldly, "Can you handle me without my mask?"

I stared into his eyes, which shone with a primal malice from within the hollowed holes, and calmly asked back, "Can you handle me without that mask?"


Chapter 98: My World Will Be Uninteresting

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes smiled brightly through the eyeholes of his mask.

Who could have imagined he would demand I remove my mask in exchange for releasing his restriction?

He was both furious and delighted. I was likely the first person to ever make him feel two such contradictory emotions at once.

He had probably never met anyone who would act so recklessly toward him. After all, not even my father treated the Demon Supremes so carelessly.

I knew it. I knew how much the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon savored moments like this.

His blood must be pumping, his heart racing like mad.

I considered it a kind of sickness.

"What will you do if I promise to take off the mask but then don't keep my promise later?"

"I'd have to charge in and rip it off by force."

"Well, why don't you practice right now?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze instantly turned cold. Ready to fight, he was a completely different person from moments before.

I waved my hands dismissively and pushed my chair back.

"If I did that, I might get the skin of my own face peeled off."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon relaxed his aura and asked casually, "So, if you can't take it off by force, what will you do now?"

I stared at him for a moment before answering calmly.

"I won't do anything."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon flinched. I had just spoken the correct answer, one that even he did not know.

Do nothing.

For a contrarian like the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, this was the right answer. He looked at me with a confused expression.

"Does that mean you'll trust me?"

"Honestly, I don't. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, that's not exactly a name that inspires trust, is it?"

I laughed as if it were a joke, but he did not.

"Now, let's get up. The Smiling Demon needs to go have a meal too."

I did not explain my reasoning. Sometimes, saying nothing has the greatest effect. This is especially true when there is no particular reason, like now.

Sometimes, the other person will inflate something insignificant and create a plausible reason for it on their own.

I stood up from my seat first, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon followed.

We left the Alluring Inn and headed back the way we came.

After walking beside me for a moment, he stopped.

"Please wait a moment."

He went to a street vendor selling masks. He then bought a white mask from the stall and gave it to me.

"A gift to commemorate today."

I accepted the mask.

"I proposed the condition that you take off your mask, yet you're putting one on my face instead."

I put on the mask without protest.

"It's suffocating. I guarantee that if you fought without a mask, the Smiling Demon would fight twice as well. How long do you have to wear this thing for it to become comfortable?"

"It doesn't take as long as you might think."

"If that's the case, the reverse must also be true. I'm talking about the time it takes to feel comfortable without a mask."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared at me silently through the eyeholes of my mask.

So this is how you've been seeing me.

Now he too could only observe me through the eyeholes in my mask. Perhaps that put me at a greater disadvantage. After all, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had lived for a very long time among countless subordinates who wore masks.

I pushed the mask up onto my head like a hat.

"Wear it like this. Isn't this much more comfortable and convenient? Wear it when you want, take it off when you want. Just like this."

I tapped the mask, which now looked up at the sky from the top of my head.

"This fellow will probably feel good too. Looking up at the sky like this."

At that, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked up at the sky.

"Wouldn't this work? Then we'd both be looking at the sky."

After staring at the sky for a long while with an empty gaze, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon turned his eyes to me. He had already made his decision.

"Very well. I accept the condition the Second Young Lord has proposed. If you have my restriction released, I will take off my mask when we are alone."

I did not believe he would keep his promise.

Even before my regression, I had only seen his face once, right before he died. He would not remove his mask easily.

However, the fact that he made the promise was meaningful. Would I truly get to see his face from his younger days?

"Thank you, the Smiling Demon."

The vertical line on the line drawn in my heart moved a little further to the right. It was still a long way to go. It would have to pass the halfway mark before he would even begin to consider whether or not to kill me.

"With a condition like this, I should be able to stand up to my father, right?"

We looked at each other and smiled. Neither of us put any real feeling into it, but we grinned broadly as if this smile was the token of our new promise.


The next day, Head Strategist Sama Myeong was also in the Heavenly Demon Hall when I entered.

After greeting my father, I bantered with Sama Myeong.

"I've been cornered lately because of the Strategist."

"What do you mean?"

"Father has caught up to within a two-stone difference."

Only then did Sama Myeong realize I was talking about Go, and he laughed.

"That's because you were swindled by a Strategist who can't play Go."

"So you've already heard."

This time, it was my turn to laugh. Father was so stoic I thought he would not share our jokes with anyone, yet he told Sama Myeong everything. It was a measure of how close they were.

After the lighthearted greeting, I revealed the purpose of my visit to my father.

"Father, I've come to ask a favor."

"Speak."

"Please release the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's restriction."

Father was not surprised. He had probably received reports that I had been meeting with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon recently.

As my father looked down at me in silence, Sama Myeong stepped forward.

"May I ask the reason?"

"The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon came and asked me to."

"Then couldn't you have just refused?"

"What if he threatened me, saying, 'If you refuse, I'll kill your family!'? Ah, then I would become the Heavenly Demon. Should I have accepted?"

Sama Myeong did not laugh at my joke.

"This is not a matter for jokes. Do you know why the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was placed under restriction?"

"I do. He massacred martial artists of the Evil Alliance."

"The Smiling Demon is a man who cannot control his anger."

"The longer he is kept bound, the greater his anger will be when it finally explodes."

Even Sama Myeong could not refute that.

Father, who had been listening, suddenly asked, "Can you take responsibility for him?"

"Why should I take responsibility? The one who causes the trouble should be the one to take responsibility for it."

"If a dog off its leash bites someone, how can the dog alone be held responsible? The one who unleashed it must also share the blame."

"Well, that's true, but."

"If you accept the condition of taking responsibility, I will release the restriction."

"I can't just clean up after him forever, can I? Once the restriction is lifted, he will leave the cult immediately. I will take responsibility only for what happens during that departure."

"Fine!"

Unlike my father, who agreed readily, Sama Myeong wore an anxious expression as he emphasized again, "The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon has spent the last two years confined within our Cult. He must have a lot of pent-up frustration. If he goes out into the Central Plains, he might commit a massacre."

"I will keep that in mind and watch him carefully."

Finally, I expressed my gratitude to my father.

"Father, thank you for your permission."

Of course, my father did not accept my thanks so easily.

"Is it truly something to be thankful for?"

From the Heavenly Demon Hall's perspective, they could not keep the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon under restriction forever. My request had given my father a perfect excuse to lift it. In the end, this too had become a kind of test for the successor.

Father. I'm sorry, but I'll have the upper hand in this matter. Because I already know what the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon plans to do once he leaves the cult.


After leaving the Heavenly Demon Hall, I went straight to the Valley of Evil to find the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Did you really get his permission?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon seemed not to have expected that I could get my father's approval in a single day.

"Yes. The restriction will be lifted tomorrow. An official document will arrive from the All-Knowing Hall sometime tomorrow."

A flicker of admiration crossed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes.

"I didn't think you could do it so quickly."

"Now you see why you should support me instead of my brother, don't you?"

"I'll have to think about it seriously, but did the Cult Leader just grant permission without any strings attached?"

"How could he? Father attached a condition."

"What kind of condition?"

I let out a somewhat exaggerated sigh before telling him.

"If the Smiling Demon causes any trouble, I am to take full responsibility for it."

"Oho! So you wagered your position as successor for my sake."

"That's about the size of it."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not hide his surprise.

"Is this really worth all that?"

"Seeing the Smiling Demon's face? I think it's worth it."

"For such blatant flattery, the Second Young Lord has risked far too much."

"Well, since my flattery has been exposed, I'll add one more. Becoming friends with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is something no one else will ever experience in their lifetime. That's a condition worth betting on."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared at me intently. He probably wanted to figure out my true intentions, but he would not be able to know me just from my gaze and expression. Not in the past, not now, and not ever.

"In other words, I can cause as much trouble as I want. Since the Second Young Lord will take responsibility."

"It's truly maddening, isn't it?"

"Why didn't you hide it? You could have just not told me that you promised to take responsibility, right? It's a weakness for the Second Young Lord."

"I had to tell you. Aren't most of the problems we face caused by not saying what needs to be said?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon smiled strangely. It was a different smile from his usual one.

"I have no intention of underestimating the Smiling Demon. Nor do I think that hiding something will prevent it from happening."

"Whenever I heard rumors about the Second Young Lord, I always thought they were exaggerated, but now I see they were greatly downplayed."

"That might be because it's the Smiling Demon."

"What do you mean?"

"The same report can sound different depending on the emotions involved, but in front of the Smiling Demon, your subordinates can't help but be tense. They would only give you dry reports, with as much of their personal opinions or feelings excluded as possible. They wouldn't have been able to convey who I really am."

"That is a very valid point."

His laughter sounded different again. The Smiling Demon laughed like that when he was deep in thought.

"In return, you must promise me one thing."

"What is it?"

"If you intend to leave the cult, you must go with me. If you break this promise, the restriction will be put back in place, and you'll probably have to start the term all over again from the beginning."

"Let's not wait for later. Let's leave tomorrow."

This was the kind of person the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was, one who made such impulsive decisions. That was what made dealing with him so difficult.

I answered without hesitation.

"I look forward to our trip, Smiling Demon."

I deliberately used the word 'trip' to describe our departure from the cult.

"We are not going on a trip."

"When you go with a friend, isn't anywhere you go a trip?"

This time, I resolved not to approach this with the anxious mindset of having to stop him from causing trouble.

I would go out with the genuine feeling of just hanging out with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon for a while. If my friend fights, I will stop him. If my friend is in danger, I will save him. Just that much.

"Then I will take my leave."

"I will see you tomorrow morning, Second Young Lord."

As I was about to open the door and leave, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked from behind me, "Is there any place you'd like to go?"

I turned back to him.

"Many, but on this trip, I want to see the Smiling Demon's world. Please show it to me."

"My world will be uninteresting. Perhaps even more so than the Demon Village."

"It only feels that way because it's your own world. It will look different to others."

He smiled, and I smiled back.

One thing about meeting the Smiling Demon was that I ended up smiling a lot. Whether it was a forced smile, a smile with a throwing knife hidden within, or a sincere one. In any case, I smiled. They say if you smile often, you live longer. So there was that benefit, too.

As I was about to open the door again to leave, I added one more thing.

"Oh, and the Demon Village is not such an uninteresting place. They're people who make a living selling masks to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, aren't they?"


Chapter 99: When I Return After This Vacation Ends

I left the Valley of Evil and went to the Southern Blade Sect, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence. Seo Daeryong trained in the courtyard and startled when he saw the white mask dangling from my waist.

"Gasp! Don't tell me... did you kill the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon too?"

Surprised by his own words, Seo Daeryong hastily covered his mouth.

"Of course. Did you think I'd let a villain like that live?" I said coldly.

Seo Daeryong lowered his hand and looked relieved.

"That's a relief. I really thought you'd killed him."

"I told you I killed him!"

"The Director isn't foolish enough to carry murder evidence on his waist."

"If you know that, why did you ask if I killed him?"

"I was just so shocked when I saw the mask, but what's with it? Are you planning to infiltrate the Valley of Evil?"

"Why would I need this to infiltrate that place? You might need it if you were the one infiltrating."

My Four Strides of the Wind God had improved so much that not even the Faceless Warriors could detect my presence.

"This is a gift the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon gave me."

Seo Daeryong looked even more surprised than before.

"The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon gave it to you as a gift?"

"And it's a gift the Smiling Demon personally bought in the Demon Village. He even paid money for it."

"It's more surprising that he carried money. I'd think he'd just kill someone and take it. Anyway, Director, you'll probably be the first and last person to ever receive a gift from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"Detective Seo."

"......"

"Our future is as unknowable as a person's heart. Could we have ever imagined on the day we first met that you and I would be having this conversation in the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's courtyard?"

"That's true. Back when I fell for Director Seo's persuasion at the tavern, I really had no idea this training hell was waiting for me."

He sighed, and I smiled.

"One day, you'll say something else too. 'I never knew that hellish training would save my life.'"

Seo Daeryong grinned at me. He was living proof of those words. No trace of cynicism or gloom remained on him. You never know what the future holds for a person.

I left Seo Daeryong to his training and entered the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's house. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was taking books from a bookshelf.

"Keep playing tricks like that and you'll get your head blown off."

"Does a refined person who reads poetry use such crude language?"

"It's because you're wearing that damn unlucky thing."

I had playfully worn the white mask when I entered the room.

Just as I did with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, I pushed the mask onto my head like a hat.

"I'm leaving the Cult tomorrow with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. I came to ask you to look after matters within the Cult while I'm away."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon answered without turning around, still removing books from the shelf. "Don't worry, it'll run just fine on its own. It runs without me, and it'll run just fine without you."

"Right? The problem is that it runs too well. Oh, and could you please pass a message to the Sword Supreme for me, Elder?"

"Me?"

"Yes. Tell her I was too busy to say goodbye in person."

I specifically asked the Blood Heaven Blade Demon because I hoped they would meet one more time, using this as an excuse.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon must have guessed my intentions, as he didn't refuse. At times like this, it was clear he also wanted to reconcile with the Sword Supreme.

"Well then, I'll be on my way."

As I turned to leave, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked from behind me, "Are you really planning to bring the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to our side?"

"Even if he's not an ally, I won't let him become an enemy."

"Is there really a need for that?"

"If the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon joins hands with my brother, things will become several times more difficult than they are now."

"The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon isn't the type to sincerely serve someone, even the First Young Lord."

"That's the problem. The two of them will maintain a suitable distance, exchanging tasks and rewards as they move. Given their personalities, they won't get into emotional squabbles or have their pride wounded. That's why they'll get along even better than he did with the Demonic Buddha."

And that was what actually happened. The two of them had great work chemistry and eventually became closer than he was with either the Demonic Buddha or the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Well then, I'll be on my way."

"Wait a moment."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon reinserted the books he had removed, but into different spots. The moment he slotted the last book in...

SHHHHK.

The bookshelf opened and revealed a secret room. It was an elaborate secret passage that opened when specific books were placed in specific spots.

What surprised me more than the secret room itself was that he had opened it so casually in front of me.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon entered the secret room and came out with something. He casually tossed it onto the table in front of me.

"Take it."

"What is this?"

I opened the well-wrapped package and found a thin upper garment inside.

"It's the Ghost Armor. If you wear it, it'll hurt a little less when you get beaten up."

It was not just a matter of hurting 'a little less'. The Ghost Armor was a treasured armor impervious to blades and swords, one of the highest quality among all treasured armors.

"Are you really giving me something this precious?"

"I am."

"You should wear it, Elder."

"What would an old man like me do with it? It'd be unsightly."

"Then you should sell it."

"And if I sell it?"

"You'd make money."

"And with that money?"

Come to think of it, he has no blood relatives to leave his fortune to.

"You could travel the Central Plains and feast on delicacies."

"Delicacies? At my age, I have trouble digesting the noodles I ate for lunch."

My heart ached because I knew he was not just joking. I knew from my own experience. No matter how skilled a master is, aging is inevitable.

"You don't want to wear it? Fine, if you don't."

"Of course not."

He reached to take it back, but I quickly snatched it and put on the Ghost Armor right there.

Isn't it proper etiquette to wear such a treasured armor on the spot?

"It's a perfect fit! And it's so comfortable."

It was so thin and flexible that it felt like I wore nothing at all. If I wrapped the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk over this and used the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, my body would not be severed even if I were hit by sword qi or enhanced sword qi.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who was far from one to show off, had already gone out to the courtyard. He started nagging Seo Daeryong, perhaps to avoid my thanks.

I watched the two of them practice their martial arts for a moment, then quietly left his residence.

I intended to repay the Blood Heaven Blade Demon with actions, not words.


"When did you say you're leaving?"

For some reason, Lee Ahn seemed even less worried about me than the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Tomorrow morning."

"Then we can't have a farewell party. Ah, I was hoping we could all get together for a drink after so long."

"Lee Ahn! Is that what's important right now? I'm heading out to the Central Plains with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Don't you think it'll be dangerous? I'll be your bodyguard! Where did she go? My old Lee Ahn!"

"I miss her too, that affectionate Lee Ahn."

"This is all because of your training. I should put a stop to it."

I walked over and examined Lee Ahn's hands. The layers of calluses on her palms spoke of her arduous training.

"Lately, when I hold a sword, something feels different."

She did not elaborate, but I knew what she meant.

The Soaring Sky Sword Art, now at the eighth level, constantly tempted and provoked her. It urged her to find a strong opponent and fight.

Compared to me or the Demon Supremes, she was still lacking, but the eighth-level Soaring Sky Sword Art was a skill that made it difficult to find a worthy opponent in the murim.

"I'll be off, trembling in fear with that terrifying Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"And yet, to face that terrifying ordeal, you went to the Heavenly Demon Hall yourself to get permission, didn't you?"

"Who did you hear that from?"

"Detective Seo already paid a visit."

"He must be the right-hand man with the loosest lips in the entire murim."

Lee Ahn did not laugh at my joke. "I was always the first to know your news, Young Master. When you left the Cult like this, I would naturally follow."

"Are you upset?"

At that, her true feelings burst forth.

"Yes, I'm upset. I'm very, very upset."

With a long sigh, her pent-up emotions poured out.

"I'm worried! I want to follow you and protect you! I'm not just a bodyguard anymore, you've given me the undeserved position of a Ghost Shadow Squad leader, but what I still want is to protect you by your side. I'm the kind of person who wants to die by your side, even in death. That's my dream... If I become a greater master than I am now, I'll be able to truly protect you, so I have to endure until I become that useful, I have to endure and train..."

Then, Lee Ahn choked up.

"...I know you're so busy and having a hard time... so I wasn't going to say this... I'm sorry. I'll... I'll train hard."

Finally, the tears she had held back fell from her eyes.

"Pack your things."

Lee Ahn flinched.

"I'm sorry, I was wrong. Please don't kick me out."

"What are you talking about? Pack your things. Let's go together tomorrow."

She looked startled for a moment.

"Really?"

"You're right. If you don't protect me, who will? Let's go together. Go and protect me to your heart's content."

"Yes! That's wonderful!"

For the first time in a long while, Lee Ahn jumped for joy.

"Thank you, Young Master. Thank you so much."

"Leaving home is a hardship, what's there to be thankful for? Our companion is even the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"I'd go even if it were the Cult Leader, not just the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon! I'll see you later. I have a lot to pack. Women have a lot to prepare!"

Acting busy, Lee Ahn ran out of the training grounds first.

Watching her excited state, I realized one thing.

Martial arts training is good, and changes in life are good, but that feeling of joy making her jump around right now is the most important thing... This moment, right now, is the most important.

Perhaps behind my desire for her to become stronger, there was a selfishness, a wish for my own peace of mind.

Could it be that a cowardly subconscious fear, that her hardship would become my own, was at play?

Her life is so vividly alive, progressing in the present, yet I might have pushed her into this training ground to hide my own anxiety.

I finally realized that the true time to bestow the Poison Self-Purification Art had nothing to do with her, but was the moment I conquered my own anxiety. That's why I was able to make a decision.

Yes, the true time has finally come.

When I return after this vacation ends, she will come back as a different person.


The next morning, I went to the Valley of Evil with Lee Ahn. When we arrived, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had already finished his preparations to leave.

"I plan to travel quietly, so I'm only bringing one friend to attend to me."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon introduced a Faceless Warrior whose mask had a cool blue stripe drawn on it.

"I am Green Mask."

He greeted me politely. I knew him well as the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's right-hand man.

His martial arts skills were excellent, and his loyalty was even more so. He was still the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's right-hand man even when I came looking for the Great Art of Regression.

He was also the unfortunate figure who could not become the next Extremely Evil Smiling Demon because the current one lived for too long.

I introduced Lee Ahn.

"This is my bodyguard."

Lee Ahn politely greeted the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. "I am Lee Ahn. It's an honor to meet you."

I added, "She is also my heart."

Lee Ahn's face flushed slightly, but she remained silent with her head bowed.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon heard my words, laughed, and said, "First you reveal your right-hand man, and now you're telling me where your heart is."

"I'm revealing all my weaknesses to make it impossible to know which one is the real one."

"Well then, shall we depart?"

"Let's."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and I boarded the carriage, while Lee Ahn and Green Mask sat in the driver's seat. The two of them exchanged light nods. Though they had just met, they shared the common ground of being their masters' bodyguards.

As the carriage set off, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon could not hide his joy.

"I feel great."

"It's been a while since I've been to the Central Plains, so I feel great too."

I meant it. For a while, I had been confined to the Cult, rotating only between the Sanzu River Hall, the training grounds, the Heavenly Demon Hall, and the Alluring Inn.

Thankfully, whenever I felt suffocated, I could rest in a new place using the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. Without that, it would have been truly stifling. It goes without saying how frustrated the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon must have felt, cooped up for two years.

"That mask, you brought it."

The white mask he had given me as a gift hung from my waist.

"The Smiling Demon gave it to me, so of course I had to bring it."

"I'll make you a better one than that cheap thing."

He meant he would make one like his own, where the eyes are not visible from the outside.

"No, it's fine. I like this one better."

"You like that one?"

"Didn't the Smiling Demon buy it for me himself? That alone is enough."

"Second Young Lord. I'm the type of person who suspects everyone I meet. I'm especially suspicious of those who say pleasant things."

"Of course you should be suspicious. I'm being this nice to someone with 'extreme evil' in his alias. There must be an ulterior motive, right?"

"What is your ulterior motive, Second Young Lord?"

I grinned.

"You asked if it wasn't harder to make various expressions, didn't you? I actually prefer it. At times like this, I can deflect the question with an ambiguous expression, can't I?"

He could not press the matter. Just as I did not press him about his promise to take off his mask.

"Why don't you ask where we're going?"

"We're probably going somewhere in this boring world."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed out loud at my joke.

While we talked, the carriage left our Cult. It began to pick up speed, heading for the Central Plains.


Chapter 100: The Jianghu Never Sleeps

The carriage continued its journey toward an unknown destination.

I wonder where the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon will go first?

I knew about the major incidents that occurred after he left the cult, but I didn't know the finer details. I had no idea where he would go first or who he would meet.

Someone must have gotten on his nerves during the past two years. Is he on his way to kill that person?

Or will he rent out an entire brothel and throw a wild party?

Perhaps he'll kill someone and then go to a brothel.

Just then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon suddenly asked a question.

"Why did that bodyguard become your heart?"

The question was unexpected. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon normally wouldn't ask about a mere bodyguard, but he showed interest because I cared for her.

"My bodyguard is alive, so I made her my heart."

"Then is the Second Young Lord dead right now?"

I stared at him intently.

"Are we alive?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon seemed flustered. I smiled and added, "She's also pretty."

"You've got a peculiar taste."

"She's the prettiest in my eyes."

"Before we return to the cult, I'll have to raise our Second Young Lord's standards for women."

"Maybe I'll be the one to show you."

I wish Seo Daeryong were here.

Detective Seo, could you have ever imagined that I'd be discussing my taste in women with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? This is what the future is like.

Just then, Green Mask's voice called from the driver's seat.

"We'll stop for a meal in the village."

From the first day of our journey, we had eaten our meals separately, two by two. Sometimes we ate at different inns, and other times the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would get a separate room.

Today was no different. I finished my meal with Lee Ahn and left the inn. At the end of the street, I saw some Black Faction thugs harassing a merchant.

I pretended not to see them and turned toward the carriage. Then, someone spoke from behind me.

"So you're just going to pretend you didn't see that."

It was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He had just finished his meal at the inn across the street.

"Was your justice just for show, to become the successor?"

I laughed at his mockery.

"I do have a pretentious side."

"I like that very much. This is how people should be. Pretending to be good is such a headache."

We looked at each other and laughed.

As we walked toward the carriage, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked, "Second Young Lord, why do you hate evil so much?"

"But I just pretended not to see evil and walked past."

"Aren't you just leaving because if you clumsily deal with one or two of those thugs, the merchants will face retaliation?"

He had read my thoughts exactly.

If I'm going to intervene, I have to uproot the problem completely. I don't have the luxury to do that right now.

"This journey is about seeing the Smiling Demon's world, after all."

"I don't like hearing you say that thugs like them are my world."

"It's a misunderstanding."

"Then let's clear up this misunderstanding before we go."

He glanced at Green Mask, giving an order. Green Mask strode toward the Black Faction thugs.

Since he had heard our conversation, Green Mask would clean up everything, including their leader. Of course, a new Black Faction group would soon take their place.

I gestured for Lee Ahn to go with him. She moved quickly.

"I'll go with him."

Lee Ahn followed behind Green Mask.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon leaped onto the carriage roof and sat down.

"This is the perfect spot to watch."

I also leaped up and sat next to him.

"Did you have a good meal?"

"I just grabbed a bite."

"Watching you on this journey, it seems you don't eat well."

"I find no pleasure in eating."

"Is it because of the mask?"

A hint of displeasure flickered across him. Talk of the mask always made him flinch, but I brought it up without hesitation.

To make him take it off, I have to drag the mythologized mask into reality.

"I've never liked eating."

"It's probably because of the mask. When you take it off, I'll treat you to an amazing meal."

For the first time, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon tilted his head. I read an emotion in the eyes behind his mask's eyeholes. His eyes seemed to ask what I was, and what gave me the right to grate on his nerves so much.

Just then, a scream echoed from the distance.

Our gazes turned toward Lee Ahn and Green Mask. The two had thoroughly beaten the Black Faction thugs and were now leading them somewhere.

Watching them, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon commented, "Second Young Lord, you said it before, didn't you? The only time evil is cool is when it's suppressing other evil. So? Am I cool right now?"

"You are."

"Then why don't I feel good about it?"

"It must be because it feels like a piece of your own flesh is being torn away."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed at my joke, then asked the same question again.

"Why do you hate evil so much?"

He had asked twice, so I had to give him an answer. I paused briefly before I spoke.

"Some people, while walking down a path, go out of their way to push the person in front of them off a cliff. If they want to get ahead, they could just walk faster and pass them. I'm not saying they should help someone who collapsed from exhaustion. They could just go on their own way, so why push them? When I see people like that, I want to push them too. So I'm going to push them all off."

"Then you must want to push me, too."

The two eyes behind his mask's eyeholes gleamed coldly.

I wonder how many people the Smiling Demon has pushed into misfortune throughout his life.

I smiled at him.

"So please try not to walk in front of me."

"Then should I stand behind the Second Young Lord?"

"Then let's walk side by side. I don't think it's a bad idea to walk with the tension of knowing either of us could push the other at any moment."

This is exactly the relationship I want with him.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed out loud.

"Excellent. You'd make a fine traveling companion, Second Young Lord."

A short while later, Lee Ahn and Green Mask returned to the carriage. They had finished their work and carried the faint scent of blood.

Lee Ahn's eyes trembled slightly as she looked up at us sitting side by side on the carriage roof. No matter how much she trusted me, she couldn't easily shake off her fear of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The carriage started moving again.


After several days of travel, the carriage arrived at a manor. A man was waiting in the courtyard.

I put on the white mask from my waist and followed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon out of the carriage.

I'll reveal my face after I assess the situation.

"It has been a long time, Demon Supreme."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded, his eyes cold.

I remember who this man is.

He was the tycoon of Guizhou, Lim Ho.

Guizhou was originally the region under the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's charge.

The Eight Demon Supremes were each responsible for businesses in their assigned regions. They involved themselves in or directly managed all sorts of profitable enterprises like Trading Companies, escort agencies, smithies, brothels, and taverns. Even the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who seemed to spend his days leisurely reading books, had a region he was responsible for.

Lim Ho owned the Big Tiger Trading Company, which represented Guizhou. He was also an ardent supporter of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"You seem to have lost some weight."

Lim Ho bowed his head at the blunt remark.

"I have lost some weight recently. Thank you so much for noticing."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon patted his shoulder once in encouragement.

"Thank you."

Lim Ho was both afraid and grateful.

Just then, Lee Ahn sent me a telepathic message.

[Did you see him just pat his shoulder? Not slap his cheek or crush his shoulder? I thought he was a different person.]

[If the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon were just the crazed killing fiend from the rumors, he'd never have become one of the Eight Demon Supremes. Watch carefully how he treats and handles people. It will surely help you manage the Ghost Shadow Squad in the future, whether as a lesson or a cautionary tale.]

[Yes, Young Master.]

There are many faces behind that mask. Some are faces I've seen before, and new ones will emerge from meeting me now.

Lim Ho asked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, "Will you dine first?"

"It's fine. Let's see the Commanders first."

"Yes, then please come this way."

Lim Ho didn't ask a single thing about me. He must have guessed I wasn't an ordinary subordinate since I got out of the carriage with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, but he didn't dare ask for an introduction. That alone showed how much Lim Ho feared him.

Of course, that didn't mean Lim Ho lacked guts or was a coward. He ran a Trading Company in partnership with the Demonic Cult. Among merchants, he might as well have been the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon himself.

Lim Ho guided us to the main hall.

About twenty people waited inside. They were all individuals who ran Trading Companies, large and small, here in Guizhou.

When the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon entered, they all prostrated themselves in a deep bow.

"We greet the great Demon Supreme."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sat in the seat of honor.

One of the prostrated Trading Company owners stood and went before the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He respectfully presented a ledger to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. It seemed to be a ritual they always performed whenever the Smiling Demon visited.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon slowly flipped through the ledger.

Watching this, Lee Ahn sent another telepathic message.

[I didn't know the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon could read a ledger.]

[He can't.]

"......"

[Green Mask, standing behind him, is relaying the contents via telepathy. He's the smartest and best at calculations in the Valley of Evil. That's also why he's his right-hand man.]

[Ah, I see.]

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon not only asked about the ledgers but was also well-versed in the personal affairs of the Trading Company owners. He apologized for not attending a son's wedding and offered condolences to someone who had suffered a loss.

[So Green Mask tells him all these things too.]

[No, this is something the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon remembers from the reports he's received.]

[Really? He remembers all that and says those things? The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?]

I had realized one thing in my past life.

True villains are meticulous.

It's not a statement that can be generalized, but the great villains I had experienced were meticulous. They had good observation skills and good memories.

On the other hand, the Masters of the orthodox sects I had met were not meticulous. They were also quick to forget. They considered it a natural trait of a Manor Master who valued grand causes, but I thought they had already lost to the villains right there. A lofty cause, as intangible as a floating cloud, cannot defeat the meticulousness of counting on one's fingers.

Meanwhile, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon finished his brief meetings with each Trading Company owner.

The Trading Company owners were terrified of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, yet they were also moved that he remembered and mentioned details of their daily lives.

[This short meeting, which they must have every year, will keep those people in line for ten, twenty years. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon smiled and asked about their families, so how could they dare betray him?]

[That's terrifying.]

[Yes, this is what's terrifying about him.]

After the greetings ended, Lim Ho stepped forward as their representative to report.

"As you have seen, our income has decreased significantly over the past two years. The reason is the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company."

The Hundred Prosperities Trading Company, newly established in Guizhou, grew faster than any other Trading Company. Behind it was the active support of the Evil Alliance.

This all started because of the incident where the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon massacred the Evil Alliance martial artists.

The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult did not officially apologize or compensate the Evil Alliance for the incident. Instead, they placated the Evil Alliance by placing the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon under restriction.

However, the Evil Alliance felt that was not enough.

As a form of retaliation, the Evil Alliance established the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's territory and was brazenly siphoning off his income.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was being punished by the Heavenly Demon, so he couldn't start a fight. For the past two years, he could only watch as they expanded their territory. Meanwhile, the dissatisfaction of his affiliated Trading Companies only grew.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon seemed well aware of the problem, as he didn't mention it separately.

"Now that I can move personally, don't worry too much."

Only then did the faces of the Trading Company owners brighten with joy.

With those words, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon ended the meeting. He knew better than anyone that such gatherings become targets for enemies. Meetings should be secret and brief.

After boarding the carriage, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke to Green Mask.

"We're going to the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company."

"......"

The carriage began to move.

I casually remarked to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, "You were quite kind to the Trading Company owners. I thought you were the Affectionate Smiling Demon, not the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"Aren't they the ones who make money for me? They're people who will earn me much more money if I just say one nice thing, so why would I treat them coldly?"

His words were a stark contrast to the Black Faction thugs who just robbed merchants and caused trouble.

This is what a true villain is like. Someone who strangles their opponent with a smile, making them suffer continuously in a pleasant atmosphere.

"Their very name is wrong. It must be the 'Hundred Punishments' from the saying 'punish one to warn a hundred,' right? I plan to go to the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company and show them why I earned the alias 'extreme evil'."

When I showed no reaction, he spoke again.

"Aren't you worried? Do you think I can't kill them all? Are you thinking, 'His restriction was just lifted, surely he won't kill anyone'?"

"No. I can feel that the Smiling Demon is very angry right now. The air inside the carriage is already different."

"But why aren't you stopping me? If an incident breaks out at the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company, the Second Young Lord will have to take responsibility, won't you?"

"Smiling Demon, please stop the carriage. Calm down and let's go somewhere else."

"I refuse."

"I knew you'd say that. That's why I've been constantly wondering. How should I stop you?"

"You'll have to think hard."

With those words, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon leaned back in the carriage and closed his eyes.

I sighed deliberately for him to hear, but my gaze out the carriage window was perfectly calm. The night was deep, but the jianghu was not asleep.


Chapter 101: It's Only Visible to My Eyes

Green Mask chose the fastest route to the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company, so camping for the night was unavoidable.

Lee Ahn busied herself hunting for dinner and starting a campfire. She struggled, so I eventually stepped in.

"If you want the campfire to burn well, you have to stack the wood like this."

Surprisingly, Lee Ahn had never built a campfire. This was her first time traveling so far from our Cult.

"Alright, this time I'll show you how to prepare the meat."

I skillfully dressed the pheasant and rabbit I had hunted.

"Young Master, you're really good at this. When did you learn all this?"

"I'm just naturally talented, you know?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon leaned against the carriage wheel and watched us in silence. Green Mask stood a short distance away, guarding him.

I skewered the prepared meat on branches and began roasting it over the campfire.

"Watch it carefully so it doesn't burn. You can miss an assassin, but you can't burn the meat!"

"......"

Lee Ahn seemed to enjoy roasting the meat and did it with enthusiasm.

Lee Ahn was tense because of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and Green Mask. I sincerely hoped this moment would become a good memory for her, since it was her first journey.

When the meat was cooked, I offered some to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Please, have some with us."

"I'm fine."

"Aren't you hungry?"

"It's alright."

Lee Ahn cut the meat, seasoned it with salt and spices, then wrapped it in paper. She brought a portion to both the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and Green Mask.

"You can save it for later if you'd like."

She returned after handing the meat to the two men.

She was terrified of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, but she still took care of him.

"Well, we'll eat first then."

Lee Ahn and I cut up the meat and ate. We also drank the alcohol we had bought when we stopped in the village.

When I offered her a drink, Lee Ahn adamantly refused. "I'm fine." It seemed she couldn't bear the thought of getting drunk in front of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Watching this, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon suddenly remarked, "No matter how I look at her, she isn't pretty. What part of her is supposed to be pretty?"

Lee Ahn flinched at his words. From his comment, she could probably guess what kind of conversation had passed between me and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

It was a rude thing to say to her, but it was also for my benefit. It was his way of letting her know that I had called her pretty.

Instead of answering, I gazed into the distant darkness.

"Over there, ninety meters away, do you see the weasel under that rock?"

Not only the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, but also Lee Ahn and Green Mask looked where I pointed. They saw nothing but pitch-black darkness.

"If you find it hard to believe, go and check for yourself."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon gestured to Green Mask with his eyes. Green Mask shot off in that direction.

A moment later, Green Mask returned holding a weasel.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was stunned. "You mean you could really see that?"

"My eyes can see things that you cannot, Smiling Demon."

Of course, it wasn't my eyes. It was because the qi emission training I learned from Father had reached a master's level.

"The beauty of my bodyguard is visible only to my eyes."

Lee Ahn quickly shook her head, as if telling me not to say such things, then ducked her head in embarrassment.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sneered. "For a Commander, you have no trouble saying such embarrassing things."

"A man has to say what he has to say. Not saying it because it's embarrassing, not saying it because you've said it once before. Not saying it because you're worried it'll become a burden if you say it too often. Not saying it because you're busy. Not saying it because you're afraid of looking pathetic."

That last part about looking pathetic was directed at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He had described eating under his mask as looking pathetic.

"Isn't a Commander someone who says what needs to be said?"

As I spoke, I looked at Lee Ahn. Her lowered face was burning red, either from the campfire or from embarrassment.

Be confident, Lee Ahn!

Without you, my life would never have even begun.


Two days later, our carriage arrived at the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company.

As he stepped out of the carriage, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked me, "Have you finished contemplating how you're going to stop me?"

"The answer wasn't in the carriage, nor was it in my head. I suppose I'll have to find it in there."

I looked up at the large sign of the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company.

Green Mask and Lee Ahn led the way. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and I followed.

I wore a mask here as well. Traveling with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon made wearing a mask convenient. If I wore one alone, I would stand out, but with three of us masked, people would just assume we were that type.

When Green Mask knocked, a man who looked like a steward opened the door.

He should have been startled by our masked faces, but he remained calm, as if he had been expecting us.

"The Trading Company Master is waiting for you. This way, please."

I wondered if hundreds of martial artists would be waiting in the training grounds, but no one was there.

I released my qi to scan the surroundings, but there wasn't a single person in ambush. It was a wise choice. A clumsy attempt to provoke the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would have only caused needless casualties.

The man guided us to the main hall, where nine people waited for us.

The leader of this place greeted us first. "I am So Jongtae, the Master of the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company."

"I am the extreme evil."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon treated So Jongtae with extreme coldness. He never liked people from the unorthodox sects, so he must have found So Jongtae especially displeasing.

"It is an honor to meet the Demon Supreme of the Divine Cult."

So Jongtae, on the other hand, was polite. He was calm and composed, not fearing the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. I could tell the reason was the eight masters lined up behind him. They also explained why no other martial artists were present.

The eight masters all wore bamboo hats pulled low to hide their faces, but to prevent unnecessary conflict, they wore clothing that revealed their identities. On their chests was a drawing of a wolf with a gaping mouth full of savage fangs.

They were the savage wolves of the Evil Alliance, said to tear apart dragons and tigers. They were none other than the Thirteen Evil Wolves, the absolute masters of the Evil Alliance. It was said that two of them together could face a Demon Supreme, and no less than eight had come.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon recognized them but wasn't intimidated. Instead, he emanated a subtle evil smile qi that dominated the surroundings.

When the evil smile qi reached So Jongtae, the opposing masters did not stand by.

As if by agreement, the eight masters all released their killing intent. Their combined evil energies instantly pushed back the evil smile qi, forming a wall before So Jongtae. Their energies were wild yet orderly, intertwining without tangling. They complemented each other, revealing a force like an iron fortress.

A battle of qi, with their pride on the line, had begun.

He pushed forward with his evil smile qi, but the wall of evil energy advanced. Even the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon could not handle the combined inner arts of eight of the Thirteen Evil Wolves.

I didn't want to see the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon pushed back by the Evil Alliance martial artists, so I secretly released my demonic qi.

My powerful inner arts joined the evil smile qi, and the power struggle reached a tense stalemate.

When the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon didn't falter, they pushed with even stronger inner arts. I raised my martial arts further and pushed them back a step.

They grew angry and were about to raise their inner arts even more. Knowing this would not be easy for us, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and I withdrew our demonic qi at the same time, as if by agreement.

By ending it at the moment of a brief victory, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon achieved a perfect win in the qi battle. I could feel the irritation from the eight masters.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sent me a telepathic message.

This is the first time I've realized how profound your inner arts are, Second Young Lord.

It must be because your evil smile qi is so formidable. My demonic qi merely assisted.

If you assisted twice, that pack of wolves would start wagging their tails. As expected, it was you who killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, Second Young Lord.

Smiling Demon, look ahead, not at me. Our enemies are not each other, but the nine people before us.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon turned his gaze to So Jongtae.

"It seems you were waiting for me, so you must know why I've come. You should choose your words carefully."

"If you desire my life, Demon Supreme, I will gladly give it, but please, at least hear me out first."

"I'm listening, so speak."

"I'll be direct. This Trading Company intends to grow its business in Guizhou for the next eight years, and at the end of those eight years, we will close all our businesses and withdraw."

Two years had already passed. Adding another eight years meant the Evil Alliance intended to do business in Guizhou for a total of ten years, holding them responsible for the past massacre.

"You intend to feast on my flesh and blood for ten years?"

"The ones you killed, Demon Supreme, have already had their flesh and blood rot away, leaving only white bones."

Though his expression was full of displeasure, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not act rashly. This wasn't just because of the eight members of the Thirteen Evil Wolves. He was not a rash person when handling business. This was clear from how he immediately went to meet the Trading Company Masters after leaving the cult, instead of unleashing his desires.

Finally, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said to So Jongtae, "Since you belong to that giant dao organization, fine. I'll make a concession. Exactly one year from today. If you're still loitering around Guizhou doing business after one year, I'll consider it a sign that you want to go see your white-boned friends."

Despite the blatant threat, So Jongtae firmly shook his head. "One year is a condition we can never accept."

"Then let's decide it with a fight, martial artist to martial artist. If you're scared, you can all come at me at once."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon knew the Thirteen Evil Wolves were also prideful men and would not attack all at once.

So Jongtae appeared to be lost in thought, but with the Divine Eye Technique, I noticed his lips trembling minutely. He was conversing via telepathy with one of the eight masters behind him.

Just then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon also sent me a telepathic message.

You must be disappointed. We should have had a big fight.

Disappointed? Seeing you, Smiling Demon, negotiate with people from the Evil Alliance in person? This is a once-in-a-lifetime experience. This is a hundred times more thrilling than watching you fight them. If this world seems dull, then the original world must be a sleeping one.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed telepathically. It was the first time I'd heard his laugh via telepathy, and it felt different.

What will you do if they don't accept?

I'll have to kill them all and be locked up for about ten years. You take three, I'll take four. We'll let Green Mask and the ugly heart take the last one.

I laughed telepathically as well. His suggestion to fight was a joke, but what was funny was that he called Lee Ahn an 'ugly heart'. He certainly knew how to hold a grudge.

At that moment, So Jongtae stated firmly, "Absolutely not."

I knew he would say that. The pointless emotional battle was over. Now, it was my time to step forward.

"I'd like to hear directly from the person who decided it was impossible."

I had been silent until now. As I stepped forward, everyone's gaze focused on me.

So Jongtae asked, "What do you mean by that? Who are you to step forward in such an important meeting?"

In response, my gaze shifted to one of the men standing in the back.

"Stop acting like the leader in the shadows and step forward to sort this out."

I addressed the man standing in the center of the eight martial artists.

"You know the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's personality well, so it wouldn't be strange for anything to happen here. Will that be alright? For the successor of the Evil Alliance to get caught up in a fight and die in a place like this?"

At my words, not only the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, but also Lee Ahn and Green Mask were startled.

CHAANG!

Excluding the man I had pointed out, the other seven drew their swords in unison and formed a formation to protect him.

As expected of peerless masters, they revealed a tremendous aura. It was an incomparably more intense energy than when they had formed the wall of evil energy earlier. In our Cult's terms, it was like having four Demon Supremes protecting the man.

The man in the center of the sword formation slowly removed his bamboo hat. He was a young man whose face was covered in hideous scars. If Jang Ho's scars were cool, this man's scars were hideous.

Slashed, crushed, and distorted. His appearance made one's heart shudder, and his atmosphere and energy were dark and heavy. Amidst it all, his cold eyes shone.

"How did you recognize me?"

His vocal cords must have been injured, because his voice sounded like nails scraping on iron.

He was Bi Sayin, the official successor to the Evil Alliance Chairman. Since he was wearing the same clothes as the Thirteen Evil Wolves, being recognized was as good as having a secret leaked.

"Who are you?" Bi Sayin asked coldly.

I answered, "I am someone whose death would be as problematic as your own."

I pushed my mask up onto my head.

"A pleasure to meet you. I am Geom Mugeuk, son of the Heavenly Demon's second brother."


Chapter 102: I'd Rather You Survive

My claim to be the Heavenly Demon's son surprised everyone. Bi Sayin, So Jongtae, and all seven members of the Thirteen Evil Wolves stared in shock.

"Are you really Geom Mugeuk?"

Bi Sayin's face twisted, and his voice deepened.

"That's right."

Bi Sayin turned to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon for confirmation.

"I'm asking the Demon Supreme. Is it true?"

"What fool would dare impersonate the Cult Leader's relative in front of me?"

That settled it. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon wouldn't call a fake real unless he was insane.

"Why are you here?"

The Evil Alliance knew the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had left the Cult. They just didn't know I was with him.

"Likely for the same reason you are. To resolve this without bloodshed. Isn't that why you came with that giant dao?"

Instead of answering, Bi Sayin asked another question.

"How did you know it was me?"

The answer was simple. It had happened in the past.

But I couldn't tell him that.

"It's known that two of the Thirteen Evil Wolves can handle one Demon Supreme, yet eight of you came to face a single one. Don't you think that's too many, no matter how important this is?"

"Even so, that doesn't seem like enough to identify me."

"Of course. That's why I watched all of you. People usually put the most important person in the center, so I watched the man in the middle. I definitely noticed some differences."

"What were they?"

"You wore the same clothes, but you overlooked your shoes. Your shoes are high quality, the kind that's hard to find in the Central Plains. The sword at your waist isn't ordinary either. Not only that, but when you emitted your qi earlier, it didn't blend with the others. You've rarely had to emit qi together, so the difference was obvious."

"You really felt that difference?"

I nodded, and Bi Sayin's expression hardened. Reading his qi didn't prove a clear skill gap, but it was not a pleasant situation for him.

I pretended not to notice and continued.

"There's another reason. I saw the Trading Company owner send a telepathy. To send one at such a crucial moment, he must have been asking someone for a decision. A person guarded by seven of the Thirteen Evil Wolves, wearing a precious sword and shoes, and able to command this Trading Company's owner. With all that, shouldn't I be able to deduce it was you?"

Bi Sayin's face remained stiff as he slowly nodded.

Just then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and Lee Ahn sent the same telepathy almost simultaneously.

[The Second Young Lord is a genius.]

[The Young Master is a genius.]

I sent a telepathy back to Lee Ahn.

[You just sent the same telepathic message as the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.]

[It means both good and evil acknowledge the Young Master.]

[Which side are you on?]

[Young Master!]

If it were just the two of us, I would have laughed and joked more. Instead, I maintained my composure and stood calmly.

While the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and Lee Ahn were pleasantly surprised, Bi Sayin's mood soured.

Bi Sayin, now isn't the time to be upset. You've just found your only chance to change your destiny.

"I'm envious."

"Of what?"

"Haven't you already been confirmed as the successor? I'm still struggling."

The corners of Bi Sayin's mouth twisted. Even a slightly bitter smile contorted his entire mouth, creating a provocative expression.

I knew why he made such an expression when he should have been proud.

Although he was the chosen successor, a fierce secret struggle still raged within the Evil Alliance.

He had already been ambushed three times, and one attempt had been truly dangerous. So many people coveted the successor's position that they couldn't identify the culprits.

That was also why seven of the Thirteen Evil Wolves traveled with him now.

But in my life before regression, he was ultimately assassinated.

Will meeting me truly change his fate?

That was something even I didn't know. I didn't know if what was meant to happen would happen, or if he would live a new destiny.

Just then, one of the Thirteen Evil Wolves guarding Bi Sayin removed his bamboo hat and stepped forward. He was an old master with white hair.

"This old man leads the Thirteen Evil Wolves."

First Wolf Baek Cheolgi.

He was the leader of the Thirteen Evil Wolves and a trusted subordinate of the Evil Alliance Chairman.

When a young Bi Sayin's face was injured, Baek Cheolgi felt a lifelong guilt for failing to prevent it. When a shadowy faction assassinated Bi Sayin, Baek Cheolgi died trying to protect him.

Was that why I had a favorable impression of him? I saw Lee Ahn in the man who died protecting his leader.

"I heard news that the Second Young Lord of the Divine Cult has been distinguishing himself lately. Your reputation is well-deserved."

"I only guessed based on a keen eye."

"For a martial artist, a keen eye is a more important talent than any other skill."

"Thank you for your kind words."

After the pleasantries, the First Wolf got to the point.

"The Young Alliance Chairman came in person today for more than just the Trading Company's problem."

"Then what is it for?"

"Someone is hoping for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to cause another bloody incident."

At the mention of his name, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stepped forward.

"Who are they?"

The First Wolf shook his head.

"We don't know either."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at me, as if seeking an answer. I met his expectation.

"It must be those who are aiming for the successor's position in the Evil Alliance."

"What do they have to do with me?"

"Suppose the Smiling Demon wiped out the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company today. It would cause another huge uproar, wouldn't it? The masterminds are probably planning to use the conflict between our Cult and the Evil Alliance to scheme something."

My instant guess surprised both the First Wolf and Bi Sayin. I had understood in a moment what they already knew.

Bi Sayin re-entered the conversation.

"How did you know that?"

"As you said, it's because Young Master Bi came in person. If it wasn't a matter directly related to his own problems, he would have sent someone else."

"Since you're so intelligent, I suppose I don't need to explain why you must leave. Please return to your esteemed cult now. That would be best for both of us."

"We also have a demand for Young Master Bi."

"What demand?"

"Withdraw the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company from Guizhou immediately, and compensate for everything the Smiling Demon has lost over the past two years."

Everyone was startled by my unexpected words. I was sure even the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was surprised.

So Jongtae, the owner of the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company, was the first to flare up.

"What are you talking about? Withdraw immediately? And compensation? Does that even make sense?"

I looked coldly at So Jongtae.

"It seems there's no hierarchy here. A subordinate dares to interrupt while the Young Alliance Chairman is in a discussion."

I felt a little bad saying that. Our Cult was a mess too.

Bi Sayin spoke coldly, his voice covering for the fuming So Jongtae.

"I gave you a warning. You should be grateful and leave, not make such absurd demands."

"You're the one making absurd remarks, Young Master Bi."

"Me?"

"How long has it been since you officially became the successor?"

"Two years."

"The ones who plotted this must have been trying to become the successor since you were chosen, or maybe even before. Isn't that right?"

"Let's assume that's the case."

"Then do you have any proof that they weren't involved in the bloody incident the Smiling Demon caused two years ago?"

"What?"

Bi Sayin looked bewildered. He had probably never considered that possibility.

"You saw how the Smiling Demon handled things today. You saw how he struggled to control himself in an infuriating situation. Why was it different two years ago?"

I looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He spoke with a look of disbelief.

"No way. Are you saying there was a mastermind behind that incident too? They used me? Me, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? So that's why those bastards charged at me like they had a death wish?"

With every word, the cold demonic qi thickened around him.

Soon, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon began to chuckle like a madman. It was the laugh he used when he was truly furious.

"Second Young Lord, I joked about wiping them all out and being confined for ten years. It looks like I might have to be locked up for twenty."

Bi Sayin saw the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's reaction was genuine and fell silent. He likely began to suspect that the bloody incident two years ago was a conspiracy.

"Even so, I have no intention of withdrawing the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company."

"Fine. Then let's add one condition."

"What condition?"

"The Smiling Demon and I will help you uncover the mastermind behind this incident."

It was one surprise after another. Bi Sayin had probably never been this surprised so many times in a single day.

"You told us to go back, but we won't. The Smiling Demon isn't the type to leave just because you tell him to, is he?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon chimed in to support me.

"If someone tells me to go, I'm the type to stay out of spite."

I continued with a faint smile.

"As you can see, that's the kind of person he is. So we'll help you. If those bastards are trying to drag the Smiling Demon into this, we can't just stand by."

"Are you confident you can uncover the mastermind?"

"It may be impossible to completely expose them after they've operated in the shadows for years, but I will find you a definite clue that can lead to them. If I provide that clue, will you accept my earlier demands?"

My reason for proposing this was simple.

I already knew who the mastermind was.

Bi Sayin would eventually accept.

He must have seen something extraordinary in my actions today. Besides, the profits in Guizhou and punishing the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon were nothing compared to finding and eliminating the mastermind trying to kill him.

Bi Sayin and the First Wolf began exchanging telepathies. Then Bi Sayin and So Jongtae did the same.

I gave them time.

Just then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sent me a telepathy.

[Will they accept? The amount of money they'd lose will be enormous.

[They'll definitely accept. Want to bet? A meal! How about it?]

[You're obsessed with meals and my mask again. No.]

I laughed via telepathy, but he did not.

Before long, Bi Sayin finished his telepathic conference.

"Very well. We accept. In return, when you give us the clue, we will withdraw."

"Good. Let's do that."

I drew the Black Demon Sword and offered it to him. Bi Sayin drew his sword and lightly struck mine.

"......"

The clear ring of steel on steel sealed our promise.

We looked at each other between our crossed swords.

I calmly met his gaze, looking at his crushed and distorted face.

I had no particular fondness for him, but I disliked the next successor. A real piece of trash would end up taking his place.

Of course, if this life flows the same as the past, it's all meaningless. That bastard will also be killed by Hwa Mugi.

But what if we all survive?

Then it will have meaning.

I'd rather you survive.

Because your scarred face will be far more helpful to the murim than that slick trash's handsome one.

"Then, let's meet again."

"Let's."

And so, we left the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company without shedding a single drop of blood.


In the carriage on the way back, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked me a question.

"Wasn't that anticlimactic?"

"Meeting the Evil Alliance's successor surrounded by seven of the Thirteen Evil Wolves? Discussing the mastermind trying to kill him? Exactly which part was anticlimactic?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed. It was his habitual laugh, but I felt it was a little different.

"How did you know he would accept?"

"His life and the position of Evil Alliance Chairman are on the line. I thought he'd accept any condition."

"Are you confident you can catch them?"

"That's a question for you, Smiling Demon. Are you confident? They're the ones who will attack you, not me."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed even louder.

"My boring world is becoming interesting."

"It was never boring. The murim is this exciting. It seems you and I, Smiling Demon, have just spent too much time in our Cult."

"But where do we find those bastards?"

"We won't need to look for them. They'll come to us. We just need to do what we have to do."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at me with genuine admiration. We were going to be attacked anyway. If we could get a clue in the process, the troublesome problem in Guizhou would be solved, and we would even recoup all our past losses.

I gave him one more reason to be impressed.

"I don't care whether the successor of the Evil Alliance lives or dies. The only thing I care about is your world, Smiling Demon. My purpose is to witness that world."

This journey is about witnessing the world of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. By the time that sightseeing is over, we'll know a lot more about each other.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared at me quietly, his eyes gleaming with an interesting light.

"This time, I suppose we must go and confirm why that ugly heart is so ugly."

And so, the carriage raced onward, heading somewhere into his world.


Chapter 103: Everyone Has a Story

Our carriage arrived at the Thousand Flower Palace, Guizhou's most famous brothel.

The brothel was not famous for having a thousand courtesans, but for its notorious expense.

Dozens of luxurious carriages already filled the vast courtyard of the Thousand Flower Palace.

A common joke claimed you could meet every wealthy person in Guizhou here, and it seemed to be true.

Our carriage continued deeper inside. As expected of a large brothel, skilled martial artists stood guard everywhere. The ones protecting the innermost courtyard were clearly experts.

"Are we here to play? Or to work?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon answered my question as if it were obvious.

"Isn't a brothel a place for playing?"

"Is it alright to play around in an important base of the Valley of Evil?"

My words startled the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"What do you mean?"

"The martial artists lying in ambush have extraordinary skills."

A peculiar light flickered in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes behind his mask. He seemed beyond surprise, yet the surprises kept coming.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon finally admitted the truth.

"People's lips tend to loosen at a drinking table."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon acquired information from the Central Plains through the Thousand Flower Palace. This place was essentially an external branch of the Valley of Evil.

"Doesn't the quality of information change depending on the money?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon just laughed at my words and offered no explanation.

Magnates and key figures in the murim frequented this place, so a great deal of important information was surely gathered here. The place was that important to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Instead of explaining, he told me something else.

"Shall I tell you a surprising fact? The income here is greater than the revenue of the Big Tiger Trading Company you saw earlier."

"I never imagined it would be that much."

While we talked, the carriage stopped before the innermost building.

Not a single carriage was parked here. This clearly was not a place for regular customers.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stepped out. I followed and put on my mask.

We waited briefly in a lavishly decorated room before a slender woman entered. Her makeup was thick, hiding her age, but she had a mysterious aura.

"Welcome, big brother."

I laughed out loud the moment I heard her.

"Why are you laughing?"

"Because I'm witnessing the historic moment the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is called 'big brother'."

The woman looked at me cautiously.

"I don't believe we've met."

She was quick-witted. My casual attitude toward the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon must have told her my status was not ordinary. It was probably the first time she had seen someone speak so casually about him.

She bowed politely and introduced herself.

"I am Yeo Jong, the one in charge of the Thousand Flower Palace."

Yeo Jong, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

I know her well.

She secretly operated dozens of brothels across the Central Plains, not just the Thousand Flower Palace. Her dream was to become the empress of the night and rule over all men.

Her ambition was clear just from how she dealt with a man as dangerous as the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

I pushed my mask up onto my head and greeted her.

"I am Geom Mugeuk."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman startled. She recognized my name instantly. The presence of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon must have confirmed her suspicion.

"A truly distinguished guest has arrived."

She bowed deeply. Recognizing me was one thing, but bowing so quickly showed incredible shrewdness.

"I might be someone you see today and then never again."

She smiled at my joke about losing the succession battle.

"Conversely, you might rule this murim for the next hundred years."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said cheerfully.

"Now, prepare a fine table of drinks. Today, I intend to show our Second Young Lord true beauty, so bring in whomever you see fit."

"Yes, please talk amongst yourselves for a moment."

After she left, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed and asked.

"Seeing the Chairwoman must make you excited for the beauties here, right?"

"I'm very much looking forward to it."

"Really? I didn't think you indulged in the company of women, Second Young Lord."

"Not at all. I like women too. What man doesn't like women?"

"Let's see about that."

As he spoke, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon glanced at Lee Ahn, who stood by the door with Green Mask.

I can feel his intent. He has a wicked desire to make me admit Lee Ahn isn't pretty.

It won't be easy.

First, the dining table was set.

It was a table for the most distinguished guests at a top-class brothel, filled with expensive and rare dishes.

I spoke to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"May I have my Heart come and eat? Since you two won't be eating anyway."

"Go ahead."

Lee Ahn, standing at the door, looked reluctant, but I already beckoned her over.

When Lee Ahn came and sat beside me, she sent a telepathic message.

[Young Master! How can I possibly eat at the same table as the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon!]

[But there are too many things you like here to just give up.]

[That's true, but still.]

[Even in death, it's better to be a well-fed ghost.]

I picked up my chopsticks and spoke to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Well, we'll start eating first."

Lee Ahn seemed to figure she might as well eat, and she started with a 'what the hell' attitude.

Lee Ahn did not regret this choice.

"It's delicious. How can everything be this good?"

"Let's kidnap the chef from here. Chef Im's seasoning has been off lately, maybe because he's getting old."

"Chef Im will be upset if he hears you."

"My tongue is upset too."

"Endure it! Besides, you've been eating at the Alluring Inn every day lately. When are you going to abandon its owner?"

"When the food starts getting salty?"

"Young Master!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and Green Mask watched our informal conversation in silence.

We were a leader and subordinate, just like them, but our dynamic must have looked very different. That did not mean our relationship was better. Some people might prefer one where trust is exchanged without words.

I paused my chopsticks and looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Before I could speak, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke first.

"I'm fine, so please eat."

"It's just a shame. We could become closer if we ate delicious food together."

"Sharing delicious food makes me angry. Our relationship would probably get worse."

I laughed, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not. He was not joking.

Just then, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman entered with four courtesans following behind her.

The women were truly beautiful. Are these the so-called Four Great Beauties of the Thousand Flower Palace?

"Take your time and choose a woman to your liking."

I replied immediately to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

"They are all beautiful, so please have them all sit. Is there really a need to choose?"

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman glanced at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He nodded, so she had all the women sit down.

"An excellent choice."

"It's the way everyone wins."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman smiled at my answer.

The woman who sat beside me poured me a drink.

"With such beautiful women pouring me drinks, I'll have to drink a little too much today."

I accepted and drank a cup of wine from each of the women.

"Lee Ahn, you have a drink too."

"I'm fine."

"No. You'll never get another chance in your life to have a drink poured by the beauties of the Thousand Flower Palace."

"Yes, then I'll have just one cup."

A courtesan near her poured her a drink. Lee Ahn took a small sip and put the cup back down.

Lee Ahn and I treated the courtesans with courtesy, and their gazes toward us softened.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon watched me, leaning against the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

He had hoped I would carouse wildly with the courtesans and was quite displeased with the situation.

"I thought you said you knew how to have fun?"

"I am having fun. This woman here is named Juhwa, and she's a good singer. I was thinking of hearing a song from her later."

"What's the use of acting like a gentleman at a drinking party? Should I have her grind some ink for you?"

Since I acted like a prude, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon needlessly dragged Lee Ahn into the conversation. He turned to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

"The Second Young Lord said that bodyguard over there is the greatest beauty. What do you think, Chairwoman?"

She answered immediately, without hesitation.

"I think he's right."

"Right?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who had been leaning on her, shot up.

"Yes. I thought so too, from the moment I first saw her."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman stared intently at Lee Ahn.

"She's a truly beautiful woman. If only she lost some weight."

Having seen countless women in her life, she had recognized Lee Ahn's hidden beauty at a single glance.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, on the other hand, was stunned.

He had been trying to prove Lee Ahn was not pretty, but this implied he could not see what I could.

When the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman said this, he was momentarily speechless.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman asked Lee Ahn with a genuinely regretful expression.

"You are so beautiful, why did you gain so much weight?"

Lee Ahn told her.

"I have a big appetite and a lazy nature, so it couldn't be helped."

However, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman clearly sensed that was not the case.

"Everyone has a story they can't tell, don't they?"

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman smiled as she spoke. Lee Ahn returned a faint smile, seeming to find comfort in words that understood her pain.

"Thank you for seeing me in a good light."

"Don't mention it."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was certainly no ordinary woman.

That must be why she could call the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon 'big brother' and nurtured an ambition to become the empress of the night.

"Now, let's have a drink together!"

I raised my cup high, and Lee Ahn and the courtesans toasted with me.


After some drinking and amusement, I stepped into the inner garden's courtyard for fresh air.

I'm definitely not cut out to be a great hero. The mere smell of powder gives me a headache.

Just then, someone called me from behind.

"Young Lord."

I turned and saw the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

"If the courtesans are not to your liking, please let me know. There are many more in the main building."

"It's fine."

"You are very gentlemanly, Young Lord."

"I have to be a gentleman in the presence of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. If I were out having fun alone, I'd be a total wreck. You wouldn't be able to watch with your eyes open."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman gave a meaningful smile.

"It's not because of your bodyguard, is it?"

"Does it seem like it's because of my bodyguard?"

"It's just that you seem to care for her a lot."

"Is it that obvious?"

"Yes, very."

"When you go back inside, please be sure to tell my bodyguard that."

We looked at each other and laughed.

"Honestly, I was surprised. You recognized at a glance that my bodyguard was originally beautiful."

"I've been good at reading people since I was young. Call it good intuition. I especially get a feeling when looking at women. That one would be beautiful with this makeup, or that one would be pretty in these clothes."

"I could also tell if a woman had a terrible personality or if she liked men. Strangely, I was always right. People even said I was possessed."

"What about my bodyguard?"

"Her beauty is one thing, but more than that, she seemed like someone who would accomplish great things. Like someone destined for nobility."

As expected, her judgment of people is accurate.

"What about me?"

"I only know how to read women."

She smiled slightly. Perhaps her intuition applies to men as well.

But maybe she knows that using her intuition carelessly could endanger her life, so she forges a new destiny by limiting that talent to women?

"Shall we go back inside then?"

"Let's go."

The moment she took the lead and began to walk.

SHWIIK.

A masked man materialized from the shadows and lunged at the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman with a throwing knife.

She did not even have time to scream.

In that urgent moment.

I unleashed the fastest move I could execute.

I surged forward with the Hell Step, drawing the Black Demon Sword.

I unleashed the Blue Sky Strike, the swift fifth technique of the Soaring Sky Sword Art, which had reached the Eleventh Star.

CHWAAAAAK.

Blood splattered across her face.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman opened her eyes. The masked man who tried to kill her lay on the ground, his face pierced through.

Covered in the man's blood, she turned in surprise. My sword floated in mid-air. Her eyes widened.

The sword was splitting before her eyes.

CHWARARARAK!

Four swords.

They were not real swords, but sword qi I had created. They took the shape of the Black Demon Sword, making it look as if the sword had split into four.

The Soaring Sky Sword Art's Seventh Technique, the Ominous Sky Strike.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's mouth fell open at this incredible sight.

The energy extending from my body like a spiderweb detected all the hidden enemies.

SWAAAAAAA!

The four streams of sword qi shot out like light in different directions.

A gasp of awe escaped the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's lips. The brilliant display was followed by the sound of tearing flesh and dying screams.

Silence followed.

Then, blood erupted from the empty spaces the swords had pierced.

PWAAAAAK!

Four masked men appeared out of stealth. They spewed blood from the holes pierced by the sword qi and collapsed simultaneously.

"......"

The next moment, someone crashed down beside us.

It was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"What happened?"

"An ambush targeting the Chairwoman."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at the blood-covered Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed coldly. They had targeted the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman instead of him.

A low laugh, like the growl of a wild beast.

I could feel his rage. His anger felt even greater because he had been laughing just moments before.

It's always like this. The most cowardly and despicable methods are always so effective.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, however, spoke to me in a calm, subdued tone.

"Second Young Lord, since I failed to prove that your Heart is ugly, would you now like to see my true world?"

Yes, this is how a bloodbath begins.


Chapter 104: Even If It Seems a Little Foolish

I did not stop the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Do as your heart desires."

When a person is angry, they must let that anger out. He was not running off to kill someone right this instant, so there was no reason to stop him.

In my experience, rushing leads to mistakes. The same was true now. If I stepped in when there was no need to hurry, it would only be because I was impatient myself.

At times like this, it was best to let him be until his surging rage subsided. I would not judge or persuade. I would just stay still.

Lee Ahn and Green Mask, who had come out a step behind me, examined the corpses. The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman stood before the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon with traces of blood still on her face.

"Elder."

Her address had changed from Orabeoni to Elder.

"What is it?"

"Please, avenge me properly."

She said something I did not expect.

"Please make it so I can stretch my legs and sleep peacefully from now on."

"Of course. I'll show the murim what happens when someone touches the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman bowed deeply. I knew she was no ordinary woman, but I had not realized she would say such things in this situation.

I did not mean that in a bad way. I was admiring her. It occurred to me that she might be using the most brilliant method to calm the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's anger.

If she had stepped forward and wounded his pride by saying, 'I'm worried you'll be in danger because of me, Orabeoni,' the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would have only grown more frantic.

A truly well-matched pair has met.

Just then, Green Mask found something on one of the corpses.

"This came from inside their clothes."

Green Mask held out several palm-sized willow throwing knives.

"These are the throwing knives used by the Evil Alliance Guizhou Branch. You can see their unique mark right here."

"You mean it was those bastards from the Guizhou Branch?"

"No. They aren't skilled enough to infiltrate this place."

Green Mask looked at me, seeking confirmation.

I nodded in agreement.

"That's right. They were definitely more skilled than the guards at the Thousand Flower Palace."

Hearing my answer, Green Mask cautiously offered a guess.

"I surmise they intended to assassinate you, Pavilion Master, and leave these willow throwing knives at the scene."

"Frame the Evil Alliance? Do they take me for a fool? Did they really think such a shallow trick would work?"

The air grew heavier as the irritation of being underestimated added to his fury.

"Perhaps that trick might have been effective."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze turned cold at my words, but I calmly said what I had to say.

"That's because you aren't dead right now, Pavilion Master. If you had discovered these next to your corpse, your state of mind would be completely different. Wouldn't you have rushed to the Evil Alliance Guizhou Branch to find the owner of these willow throwing knives?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon could not refute my point.

"They probably had something prepared on their end as well. Perhaps the owner of these knives would have provoked you, or maybe something else was waiting."

It only takes a moment for a person to go berserk. One should never underestimate the agitation and rage caused by the death of someone cherished.

"If it wasn't those bastards from the Evil Alliance, then who are these men?"

At the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's question, Green Mask asked me, "What kind of martial arts did they use?"

Green Mask was known as a clever man, even in the Valley of Evil. He was quick with numbers and calculations, which allowed him to read ledgers, and he also knew a great deal about martial artists, martial arts, and the state of the murim.

"The one who first appeared used a throwing knife."

I reenacted the exact motion the first masked man used to stab the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

"And these men were masters of stealth. We didn't even know he was there until he revealed himself to attack you, Pavilion Master."

At that, Green Mask deduced who they were.

"Judging by the stance you've shown us, Second Young Lord, the fact that they are masters of stealth, and that there were five of them, I am certain they are the Five Bloody Shadows."

"The Five Bloody Shadows? I've heard of them."

Green Mask answered the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's question.

"They are masters belonging to the White Night Valley."

The White Night Valley was an infamous unorthodox sect. They committed every evil deed imaginable, including killing for money. The Five Bloody Shadows were the White Night Valley's representative masters.

"They probably accepted the contract without knowing the relationship between the Thousand Flower Palace and us."

Green Mask surmised not only their identities but also the reason they dared to commit such an act.

He was correct. In my life before regression, the Five Bloody Shadows had a deep connection with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. They had ended up dying at his hands.

However, they had not attacked the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman here today, at least not in my previous life.

Their fate had changed because the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had moved with me. They could not escape death, but the time and place had changed.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not hesitate.

"We're going to the White Night Valley."

"......"

Without a word, Green Mask hurried to prepare for their departure.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon also took care of the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's safety.

"You should also move with me for the time being."

Once she had become a target, moving together until the matter was resolved was the wise choice.

"I will follow your will, Elder."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman obediently followed his words.

She glanced at me, and I could feel the emotion in her gaze. It was as if she were saying, I'll leave stopping the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to you.

When the preparations were finished, everyone boarded the carriage. Seeing me still standing outside, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked from within.

"Aren't you getting in?"

"I was just pondering how to get you out of the carriage."

"Let's hear your reason for trying to stop me."

"The incident has already occurred, and we know who was behind it. If we attack now, all that will happen is a fight. If you and I join forces, we could probably annihilate them. You might even get a new alias, the Massacring Smiling Demon."

"Are you being sarcastic?"

"No. I despise the White Night Valley. They commit all sorts of filthy acts and even kill for money, so they deserve to die. However, there is a better way than staining our own hands with blood."

"And what is that?"

"It's to entrust that task to someone else."

"Who are you suggesting we entrust it to?"

"Right now, you're agitated and you've forgotten one thing. We made a promise with Bi Sayin. He said that if we gave him a clue about the mastermind, they would withdraw from Guizhou and compensate for the last two years of losses. We have that clue right now."

Even though it was advice for his own good, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was sarcastic.

"Tallying your abacus even in a situation like this... truly, our Second Young Lord is extraordinary, simply extraordinary."

I was not provoked and calmly persuaded him.

"If I were truly extraordinary, I would be able to stop you somehow, wouldn't I? Will you give me a little more of a chance to stop you?"

"Go ahead and try."

I looked into his eyes, which dared me to try, and began my persuasion.

"No matter how much you coerce them, the White Night Valley will never reveal who hired them. No, they can't. The moment they expose their client, no one will ever pay the White Night Valley for a job again."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon must have known that much. He knew more about villains than I did.

"Crucially, annihilating the White Night Valley will be more problematic than annihilating the Evil Alliance Guizhou Branch."

"Why is that?"

"Three years ago, the daughter of the White Night Valley's leader and the son of the Evil Alliance's Vice-Chairman were married. The two families are in-laws."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who had not known that fact, was startled and asked Green Mask, "Is that true?"

Green Mask, who was in the driver's seat, answered in a loud voice.

"It is."

"Why didn't you tell me sooner?"

"I only just remembered it myself."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked me with a surprised look.

"How did you know, Second Young Lord?"

"I was wondering why, among the many assassin organizations in the jianghu, they would specifically hire the White Night Valley. That's when I remembered it."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had experienced my sharp mind several times, so he would not find it strange that I remembered that.

The crucial phrase to persuade him was this.

"It's a double-layered scheme."

"What do you mean?"

"The mastermind arranged for both possibilities. It would be fine to leave the willow throwing knives and frame the Evil Alliance Guizhou Branch. It also wouldn't matter if the ambush failed like it did now and the White Night Valley took the blame. The scheme to cause a clash between you and the Evil Alliance is a guaranteed success either way."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze grew cold and settled. The smile vanished from his eyes, which meant his anger had subsided to some extent.

"Is there any need to move according to that bastard's intentions? Please leave this matter to me."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, sitting next to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and Lee Ahn and Green Mask in the driver's seat all listened to our conversation in silence.

Fortunately, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was not so foolish as to stick to a decision just because others were watching.

"Then wouldn't that make me seem too unreliable? I acted as if I was going to show you a world turned into a sea of blood, Second Young Lord."

His words already contained the intention to concede. I smiled and said, "No one would think you're unreliable, but even if they did, what's wrong with being a little unreliable?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed. His habitual smile now contained a hint of a chuckle.

"Neither I nor anyone else here wants to see a sea of blood. Especially since our Pavilion Master has already been doused in a bucketful of it."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

As if she had been waiting, she said, "Avenge me! Go and kill them all!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed again.

"You're saying things you don't mean."

Only then did the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman reveal her true feelings.

"Yes. That's right. I'm tired today, so I just want to rest. Next to you, Orabeoni."

Her address had become Orabeoni again. She, too, had sensed that his anger had completely subsided.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's deliberation was not long.

He said to Green Mask, "Go and tell Bi Sayin I want to meet."

"......"

Green Mask leaped from the carriage, flickered, and vanished.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman got out of the carriage.

I said to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, "You must be tired, but please stick close to the Smiling Demon until this is all over. It's the safest place in the world."

I had looked out for her safety and his mood, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not just let it slide.

"The Second Young Lord's Art of Flattery seems to be the Greatest of All Time."

It was half-admiration and half-scoff, a mix of ridicule and sincerity.

"It's the most powerful technique I've been using lately, but it's no ordinary flattery. It's a persistent Art of Flattery, one that strives to understand the other person, and one for which I even risk my life. Besides, when my opponent is you, what's wrong with a little flattery?"

At my confidence, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, who had been listening, could not hold back her laughter.

"I'm sorry for laughing. It's just that at this level, it seems worthy of being called a divine art."

The gaze the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman directed at me held a favor that went beyond mere gratitude.

The woman I knew was one who clearly repaid her debts and grudges. I was certain that saving her today would be a great help to my future.


As the two of them went inside, Lee Ahn, who had been sitting in the driver's seat like a stone statue, let out a breath she had been holding.

"How on earth do you endure this kind of pressure?"

She was now asking the same question Seo Daeryong had once asked.

"What if I don't endure it? Didn't I promise to take responsibility for all the trouble the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon causes?"

"Having to persuade the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon when he's furious? I would've run away without a second glance."

"You would have persuaded him better than I did."

"You're overestimating me."

"It's not my overestimation."

"Then whose?"

"The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman said so. That you seem like someone who will do great things."

"Not someone who will cause great trouble? She probably just said it to please you, Young Master."

"If she wanted to please me, she would have said that I was the one who would do such great things."

"That's true."

Lee Ahn got down from the carriage.

"Thinking of a drink?"

"......"

"Let's go in and have another drink. We can ask them to sing that song we were going to listen to earlier."

"They're all gone. Do you think they'd still be waiting?"

"You're probably right."

"...Should I sing for you instead?"

"I'll pass. I've had a hard enough day as it is."

"I sing well. You've never heard me sing before, have you?"

"You don't need to see an opponent draw their sword to know they're a master."

"Hmph, failing to recognize a hidden master again. Just don't be surprised when you hear me later."

As I followed Lee Ahn toward the building, I looked up at the night sky.

Looking at the twinkling stars, I suddenly missed my people back at our Cult. I wanted to use the Spacetime Manipulation Technique to lie alone on a beach and bask in the warm sunlight. I wanted to hear Lee Ahn's song.


Chapter 105: It's Not Easy

"They say you don't notice someone until they're gone," Seo Daeryong said. "It feels so empty without this martial artist."

Jang Ho agreed. "Her absence leaves a big void."

They were on their way to the Alluring Inn in the Demon Village. Jang Ho was massive and Seo Daeryong was small. The stark contrast made passersby give them a second look.

"To think I'd miss Martial Artist Lee more than the Director," Seo Daeryong mused.

They used to drink as a trio with Lee Ahn, but last time it was just the two of them. It was definitely less fun than when all three drank together. Lee Ahn and Seo Daeryong usually led the mood with all sorts of chatter. With Lee Ahn gone and only the quiet Jang Ho left, the atmosphere was subdued.

Of course, there were good points. In exchange for fun, a seriousness entered the space, giving them a chance to know each other better. Seo Daeryong learned for the first time that Jang Ho's childhood dream was to become a painter.

"This martial artist is doing well, right?" Seo Daeryong asked.

Jang Ho answered with conviction. "Of course she's doing well. Who do you think she went with? Don't worry."

"I'm not worried. I'm just jealous. All sorts of unimaginable situations must be unfolding for this martial artist. I'm envious. I want to be there, being surprised alongside this martial artist!"

"Don't forget that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is next to this martial artist."

"On second thought... I think it might be better to have General Jang next to me."

Jang Ho laughed quietly. Seo Daeryong thought that manly laugh alone made the drinking session worthwhile. He wanted to emulate that laugh, if nothing else.

Chatting about this and that, the two arrived at the Alluring Inn. Just as they were about to enter, the owner, Jo Cheonbae, came out and made a shushing gesture.

"You can't go in right now."

"Why not?"

"The Demon Supremes are here."

"......"

Seo Daeryong peeked his head inside and scanned the inn's second floor. His Master, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and the Demonic Buddha sat across from each other, drinking in their usual spot.

Startled, Seo Daeryong quickly pulled back. "We'll drink somewhere else today."

"Yes, please do."

After seeing the two off, Jo Cheonbae went back inside the inn. He looked up at the second floor. Even from a distance, he could feel the strange tension flowing between the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Demonic Buddha.

"Why did you want to see me?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked.

The Demonic Buddha did not answer. He was not his usual self. Instead of his snappy temper, an indefinable weariness surrounded him. The Demonic Buddha drained his cup alone.

"We're not on such bad terms that we can't share a drink, are we, Senior?"

"Senior? What's this 'Senior' nonsense, when you've been slandering me as a traitor?"

"Because a traitor is a traitor."

"Aren't you the traitor now? You came to find me, leaving the First Young Lord's side."

"You always acted like you knew everything, Senior. That's why you looked down on me so damn much."

The corners of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's mouth curled up. He did not fire back a retort, instead draining his cup. Until recently, he had found the Demonic Buddha pathetic, a little pipsqueak full of nothing but greed.

However, that arrogance changed after meeting Geom Mugeuk.

"It's not easy, is it?"

At the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's words, the Demonic Buddha looked up. He tried to discern the intention behind the remark, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was just refilling his cup.

It did not seem like a mocking comment, so the Demonic Buddha found himself blurting out a reply.

"...It's not easy."

After saying it, the Demonic Buddha regretted it. He had given the Blood Heaven Blade Demon an opening for a mocking remark. Just as he expected, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon provoked him.

"You've lived your life thinking you're the First Young Lord's right-hand man, but you aren't, are you? You're more like a fish he's kept on the line. A golden carp, perhaps."

"Is it so hard for you to have a pleasant drink with your junior? Your petty, twisted mind can't even allow that, can it?"

"You should've behaved better then, and if you're going to call me Senior, stick with it. If you're going to use 'you', then use it from the start."

"You're an asshole to the very end!"

"......"

The Demonic Buddha slammed his fist on the table. It shattered, sending everything on it crashing to the floor.

"Don't break it next time," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said. "Our side is a demonic path that doesn't break tables."

"What are you talking about? Have you gone senile?"

The Demonic Buddha irritably left the place.

Damn it!

He had lost the moment he broke the table. What good did he think would come from visiting the Blood Heaven Blade Demon? He hated that his troubled mind had been exposed. He was angry that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would look down on him even more now.

Fine, you withered old man, look down on me all you want.

Watching the retreating back, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon also rose from his seat. There was no trace of the disdain or mockery the Demonic Buddha had expected. Instead, the same sigh-filled words the Demonic Buddha had uttered now escaped his lips.

"Yes, it's not easy."

As the Blood Heaven Blade Demon left the inn, he gave money to Jo Cheonbae. He added the cost of the broken table to the price of the drinks.

"It's alright."

When the Blood Heaven Blade Demon glared at him, Jo Cheonbae quickly took the money.

"Don't tell the Second Young Lord about the broken table."

"Huh? Yes! Of course, don't worry."

With that, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon also left. Jo Cheonbae watched his back for a moment before going up to clear the broken table.

People kept coming even without the Second Young Lord. A while ago, the Flower Sword Supreme came alone and then left. She ordered a drink but did not have a single sip.

Jo Cheonbae knew. The reason these people sought out his Alluring Inn was not because the drinks were good, the food was delicious, or the atmosphere was pleasant. They were all missing someone.


I sat on the cart parked in the clearing and looked up at the sky. In the distance, I saw Bi Sayin and seven of the Thirteen Evil Wolves approaching.

They had chosen this meeting place as well. An open clearing.

I can tell he's worried about an ambush.

I understood him. When you constantly live under threat, your nerves are always on edge. Yes, he had to be careful. After all, he died in the end, despite being so cautious.

Seeing that I had come alone, Bi Sayin wore a puzzled expression.

"You came alone?"

"I did."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had entrusted this matter entirely to me. I had left Lee Ahn behind, even though she wanted to follow.

Bi Sayin's expression hardened slightly. It seemed his pride was wounded. He was not the official successor yet, but he was still of the Heavenly Demon's bloodline, yet his counterpart walked around alone. In contrast, he was accompanied by seven of the Thirteen Evil Wolves, which naturally made him feel like a coward.

I want to tell him. That damn pride is all useless. That getting one's pride hurt is, in itself, a matter of pride. This is all because he's young.

"Don't tell me you've already found a lead?"

"I have."

He might have expected it, but Bi Sayin could not hide his surprise at the affirmative answer.

"How did you find it so quickly?" he asked with a suspicious gaze.

"I didn't find them. They found me."

I pulled back the tarp covering the cart. Five corpses were loaded onto it.

"Just as Young Master Bi warned, there was an ambush."

I did not mention that they were targeting the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. I judged it was unnecessary to bring it up, regardless of whether they knew of the Thousand Flower Palace's existence or not.

"These are the Five Bloody Shadows of the White Night Valley."

"How did you find that out?"

"Don't underestimate our Cult's intelligence network. We know as much as we need to about you people."

Bi Sayin's face contorted. He had only frowned slightly, but his expression twisted as if in anger. The scars on his face were too deep and hideous.

"The White Night Valley took on this contract. If you go to them, you should be able to find out who is behind this. It's up to you to figure out how to make the White Night Valley reveal their client. How about it? Isn't this enough of a lead as promised?"

Bi Sayin did not answer for a moment. He probably wanted to argue that this was not enough, but I would not allow that.

"Surely you didn't expect me to find the mastermind and bring you his head, did you?"

"There's no need to provoke me like that. This is sufficient. As of today, the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company will withdraw from Guizhou. I will also calculate and send compensation for the losses of the past two years."

"As expected of the heir to the Evil Alliance! Well then, let's meet again next time."

Just as I was about to turn away, Bi Sayin's telepathy reached me.

[Second Young Lord.]

However, the telepathy ended there. It was as if I had misheard it, like the sound of a ghost carried on the wind. No further words followed.

Bi Sayin had intended to say something to me in secret but had changed his mind.

I stared at Bi Sayin's face. I did not look at his scars. I only looked into his eyes. Because of the scars, he looked far more vicious and stronger than he truly was, but I could see it. The image of a young man struggling to survive.

Speak, Bi Sayin. Whatever it is, if you want to change your destiny, you have to speak.

In the end, however, Bi Sayin said nothing and turned away. The Thirteen Evil Wolves followed behind him, pulling the cart.

After watching their retreating backs for a moment, I also left the place.


When I returned, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was strolling through the courtyard of the Thousand Flower Palace. He appeared calm, but I could feel it. He was still angry and was trying to calm himself down.

I fell into step beside the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"The Hundred Prosperities Trading Company has agreed to withdraw from Guizhou. They've also agreed to compensate for the last two years of losses."

"You've handled a matter in a few days that has been a headache for me for two years, Second Young Lord."

"They only accepted our proposal because they fear you, Smiling Demon."

"There's no need to be humble. Thank you, Second Young Lord."

After expressing his gratitude, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stopped walking.

"The one who ordered the assassination of the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, I will kill with my own hands. Even if it means I'll be locked up for several more years."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at me. His gaze asked what I thought, and I conveyed my thoughts.

"Of course you should kill him. Someone tried to kill a person I care about, so of course I should kill them with my own hands. I would kill them too."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes shone with pleasure, as if it were an unexpected answer.

"Don't you want to return to the Cult? Then you could be free of the responsibility for any trouble I cause, couldn't you?"

"I've been so engrossed in watching your world, Smiling Demon, that I've forgotten why I'm even out here."

"Shall we go back?"

"No, please show me more of your world, Smiling Demon. Show me more, and let's kill that mastermind before we go back."

I was endlessly knocking on his door. I do not hope for that door to swing wide open, as I do with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. I just hope it opens halfway, so that we can face each other at that point where we are neither friends nor enemies.

I know who you are. As you died, you regretted your life. That empty life filled with evil.

Are you the same now as you were then?

"Second Young Lord, there is nothing more to see in my world. This is all there is. Now I have to go meet the people who manage the gambling dens, and I have to meet the leaders of the mafia factions under us. You've dressed up my world as if it's something grand, Second Young Lord, but in the end, my world is about intimidating people and collecting protection money. Sometimes I cut off the arm of someone who embezzles money, and sometimes I kill someone I don't like."

You've changed. In your life before my regression, you were never this honest, not even once.

The you I met before my regression was old, so old that he could no longer change.

How could I have become your friend?

Perhaps I was just like you back then? My life and I, fossilized by the obsession of obtaining materials for the Great Law. Perhaps you felt a sense of kinship with that version of me and liked me so much for it.

"There's only one way for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's world not to become boring."

"What is that?"

"Only when a war breaks out. The world would become a sea of blood, and you, Smiling Demon, would be flying through the sky. I don't want to see a world like that. I still want to see this world. How you, Smiling Demon, handle the gambling den managers, how you handle the mafia bastards."

A certain passion I had never seen before flashed in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes and then vanished.

I walked a few steps ahead, then turned back to him and said, "Well, shall we go? To cut off the arms of the guys who skimmed the money."


Chapter 106: When the Sleeping God of Gambling Awakens

For now, I had the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman hide in a safehouse used by the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's leaders. The system operating it was so secretive and ingenious that I did not worry about her safety.

After she bid farewell to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, she made sure to leave a request about Lee Ahn.

"Please take good care of the bodyguard."

Her emphasis made it clear that her earlier praise for Lee Ahn was not just flattery.

"The bodyguard is supposed to take care of me."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman smiled at my joke. I felt our connection was just beginning.

After we parted with her, our carriage started racing off somewhere again.

"Smiling Demon, the bastards might try another ambush. Please be careful."

"You should be careful, Second Young Lord."

"Is there any reason I'd be attacked?"

"Now that the person they could kill to piss me off is gone, they might just kill the Second Young Lord instead."

"Would you get pissed off if I died?"

"For the Cult Leader's sake, I'd have to pretend to be pissed off. In fact, it'd be a good thing. The Cult Leader would forgive me no matter what I did."

He spoke jokingly, but he was like lava that could erupt at any moment. Those bastards were trying their best to make that lava explode.

I leaned out the window of the moving carriage. I could see a sheer cliff in the distance, beyond the rapidly passing trees. I had climbed that cliff before, having been to every corner of the Central Plains searching for ingredients for the Great Art.

Back then, I imagined my life after regressing would mostly be martial arts training at the training grounds, yet here I am, passing this place again. It seems my life after regression is even busier.

As I felt the wind and reminisced, I glanced toward the driver's seat.

"You two haven't said a single word to each other, have you? Why don't you talk a little?"

Her telepathy flew to me.

[Please don't. It's already unbearably awkward.]

[So? Are you just going to stay awkward?]

[It's more comfortable to just travel in silence.]

Just then, Green Mask abruptly asked Lee Ahn a question.

"How is the bodyguard job?"

His question surprised both me and Lee Ahn. Of course, he likely asked out of courtesy to me, not genuine curiosity.

"As you can see, he's not an easy person to serve."

Green Mask nodded slightly, as if he agreed.

This time, Lee Ahn asked a question.

"How about you, Green Mask?"

"I'm fine."

If they had been closer, Lee Ahn might have said, 'What does that make me if you answer like that?'

But the awkward conversation ended there.

That was enough. This was a good start. Now that the ice is broken, the day might come when I see the two of them chatting away.

I pulled myself back into the carriage.

"How can the Commander be so meddlesome?"

He brought up the Commander again, even though he knew how I would respond.

"It's not about being meddlesome, it's a matter of personality. I can't stand seeing frustrating situations."

"Is your attempt to remove my mask also because of that frustration?"

"That's probably part of it."

"Second Young Lord. That's all just being meddlesome."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke irritably, then turned his head to look out the window. He was the kind of person who remained impregnable no matter how much I meddled.

I let out a small laugh and looked out the opposite window. The cliff I climbed before my regression grew more distant.


After a long ride, the carriage arrived at a bustling marketplace.

Nearby merchants flinched when three masked martial artists stepped out of the carriage.

Green Mask led the way, and we followed him.

"Second Young Lord, do you have a lot of money?"

"I do. Why?"

"If you have a lot, I'm going to make you squander it at the gambling den."

"If you awaken the sleeping god of gambling, the entire den might go bankrupt."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed as if he found that ridiculous.

A small door at the end of an alley opened into a new world.

The gambling den was large and extravagant. Without exaggeration, it was ten times larger than I had expected. It was far too big, and the space, larger than our Cult's grand training grounds, was filled with countless people.

Hundreds of tables were crowded with gamblers, and slender beauties in revealing clothes moved between them, carrying bottles of liquor.

Everyone was so engrossed in gambling that no one paid any attention to us masked figures. They had no interest in who came or went.

"This is much larger in scale than I thought."

"Shall I tell you something even more surprising? The income from this place is greater than the income from the Thousand Flower Palace."

He had said the Thousand Flower Palace's income surpassed the Trading Company's. Now he claimed this gambling den earned even more than the Thousand Flower Palace.

"The Evil Alliance is desperate to set up a gambling den here to get a piece of the pie, while the Murim Alliance wants to get rid of this place entirely. Those bastards from the orthodox sects curse us for ruining people with gambling, but they just hate that money is flowing to us. So, what are your impressions?"

"Seeing them all crazy for gambling in broad daylight makes me want to beat them all up and knock some sense into them."

"If you do that, from now on, only grass will be served on the Second Young Lord's table."

"It's their own lives, so I shouldn't interfere, right?"

This is the bad thing about that kind of life. They don't get ruined alone.

They borrowed money, stole, and deceived. After tormenting their families and everyone around them, their end was to collapse after holding on until the very last moment.

When the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon made his unannounced visit, the managers rushed out in a hurry. They trembled like aspen leaves that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had come in person.

As we walked toward their office, we passed one spot where an unusually large crowd had gathered.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stopped walking, and a manager quickly reported.

"That man is the son of a local dignitary. He sometimes bets large sums like that. His luck must have exploded today, because we keep losing to him."

Indeed, the dealer facing him looked completely overwhelmed by the man's momentum.

"I'll bet everything on high."

The man pushed all the money in front of him into the pot.

The dealer's expression stiffened at the enormous amount of money at stake.

"It's obvious what the outcome will be."

At the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's words, the manager quickly said, "We'll switch the dealer."

"Wait."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stopped him, then looked at me.

"Would you like to give it a try?"

"Are you going to cut off my arm if I lose the money?"

"Where did all that confidence about bankrupting the gambling den go?"

"Fine, but just one round."

I took the dealer's place. Everyone flinched when a masked man stepped forward, but changing the dealer was the gambling den's prerogative.

I quickly shook the cup containing seven dice.

My skillful hand movements made the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes glint with interest.

TAK.

I set the dice cup down. Once the dice stopped dancing inside, I lifted the cup.

The sum of the dice was narrowly on the low side.

A sigh of despair escaped the man's lips as his winning streak broke. The dealer who had kept losing let out a sigh of relief.

I immediately left the table and walked over to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Fortunately, I was lucky."

"Was it luck?"

"If not luck, what else could it be?"

"Perhaps the sleeping god of gambling has awakened."

"That's not it, so you can put the god of gambling back to sleep."

I made him even more curious with an enigmatic smile.

We once again followed the manager's guidance through a passage in a corner of the gambling den.

Several rooms lined the hallway, which seemed to be quarters for the martial artists guarding the den.

We passed through that area, opened a secret door, and entered the manager's office.

The manager brought ledgers to Green Mask. He then explained the gambling den's operations to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, reporting daily visitor counts, earnings, and methods for attracting new customers.

They reported to our Cult every month, but a visit from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon required a direct explanation.

I watched the scene silently. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon observed my reaction even as he listened to the report.

Honestly, what kind of impression could this process possibly make on me?

Nevertheless, I showed no sign of boredom. I tried to understand his life. I made that effort apparent, as if to say, I am watching your world with such interest.

A considerable amount of time passed during the report and ledger review. He had talked about cutting off arms, but the gambling den was operating smoothly.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon offered a few words of encouragement to the managers.

This was the core of today's events. Just as he had done with the Trading Company owners, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was personally encouraging the managers. He was making them aware that the most terrifying person was watching them. This seemingly insignificant act was the key to keeping his business unshakable.

At least when it came to work, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was better than anyone. Would the Blood Heaven Blade Demon or the Flower Sword Supreme have this kind of meticulousness and diligence? I thought it was unlikely.

I left the office with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and walked across the gambling den. Lee Ahn and Green Mask followed us, with the managers trailing behind them.

We were walking through the noisy, heated space toward the entrance.

SHWIIIIK! THUNK! CRACK!

The sound of a blade cutting the wind was followed almost simultaneously by the sound of tearing flesh and a heavy thud.

Two people stood on either side of us.

The man on the right had aimed a throwing knife at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's neck, but before the knife could touch him, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's palm strike had already blown away half the man's face.

My sword was embedded in the heart of the man who had rushed in from the left.

The two men's joint attack was truly exquisite.

One assassin had been turning around, cheering about winning money. The other had run over from the opposite side to congratulate him. They had ambushed us, aiming for the exact moment our paths would cross.

The surrounding gamblers all turned to look at us.

However, their gazes soon returned to their games. Two corpses had just appeared right next to them, yet not a single person left. Instead, they urged the dealers to hurry up and roll the dice.

I find them more terrifying than the assassins.

"Are you all right, Young Master?"

At Lee Ahn's concern, I praised her.

"Your skills have really improved a lot."

When the assassin attacked, her sword was almost fully drawn. In the past, she would not have been able to react at all.

"If he had attacked me, I would have died."

"That's not true. The fact that you almost drew your sword from behind means you would have cut him down if you were in my position. Your skills have improved that much."

Lee Ahn still looked like she could not quite believe it.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who had been talking with Green Mask, walked over to me.

"I didn't expect them to target even the Second Young Lord."

"They probably didn't know it was me. I was wearing a mask. They must have thought I was just one of the Smiling Demon's subordinates."

Even if they knew about me, they might have still given the order. The masterminds behind this want a war between our Cult and the Evil Alliance. In their reckless operations, would the blood of the Heavenly Demon be an exception?

"The bastards have changed their strategy."

"How so?"

"They intend to move our Cult by killing the Smiling Demon. It doesn't matter if they fail. An enraged Smiling Demon will eventually go on a killing spree. It seems the mastermind intends to use the Smiling Demon's departure from the cult to achieve their goal, no matter what."

I could feel the lava that was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon begin to boil even more furiously.

The masterminds are clever. If he had come out without me, that lava would have already erupted. The one thing they failed to consider was my existence.

Then Lee Ahn asked cautiously, "If a war breaks out because of this, won't they be in danger too?"

I shook my head.

"That would be true if it were a war of mutual annihilation, but that won't happen. Even if a war breaks out, it will end after a certain level of sacrifice. The losing side will offer massive compensation and agree to a truce. To them, war is also a business."

"They're insane."

"They're extremely selfish bastards. They're the kind of people who wouldn't care about thousands of sacrifices if it means they can seize power."

I spoke to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon again.

"The fact that they're going this far means they don't have much time either. The situation within the Evil Alliance must be urgent."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke, leaking killing intent.

"They certainly won't have much time left."

It was his will to kill them all. He had already said he would kill the masterminds, and this made it even more certain.

My job is to guide him so he only takes care of the masterminds, without touching the other martial artists of the Evil Alliance. If I can manage that, the successor Bi Sayin and the Evil Alliance will actually be grateful to us.

Just then, one of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's subordinates delivered an urgent messenger pigeon and left.

After checking it, Green Mask reported quickly, his eyes tense.

"It's an urgent message from the All-Knowing Hall. They say the Smiling Demon's name was posted on the Book of Life and Death."

The Book of Life and Death was a mysterious, secret organization that acted as an intermediary between assassins and clients. They made money by taking a commission, and it was rumored they earned a fortune because of how many grudges existed in the world.

"The bounty is one million taels. They say the Black Death accepted this request. The ones who just attacked were also likely assassins from the Black Death."

"They accepted it knowing it was me? Even if they succeed, the truth will eventually come out and they'll be annihilated by our Cult, won't they?"

I knew why the Black Death had accepted this contract. The Black Death Leader joined hands with the mastermind of this incident. He planned to use this opportunity to quit the assassin business and dissolve his organization. He didn't care if all his subordinates were sacrificed. He had been promised a new identity, an important position in the Evil Alliance, and a huge sum of one million taels.

"Seeing as the assassination has begun, the Black Death's assassins must be spread all over Guizhou."

Despite Green Mask's report, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked pleased.

"What should we do? Our Second Young Lord said he dislikes a sea of blood."

"I can swim with a smile in a sea made from the blood of assassins. Let's go."

There was no real need to take Lee Ahn, but I said to her, "You're coming with us, right?"

"I was planning on waiting here and maybe gambling a little."

"That won't do, bodyguard."

"Then I have no choice."

A hint of joy flashed in her eyes. I knew she wanted to go with us. She just could not bring herself to say it, afraid she might be a burden.

I have no intention of raising her in a greenhouse. Real combat makes a martial artist grow the most.

The reason I took her so confidently was not just because I was there.

It was because of the hilt of her sword, polished smooth from arduous training. It was because of the calluses on her palms.

Perhaps worried I might be concerned, Lee Ahn said nonchalantly, "Don't worry about me at all. A heart is supposed to beat on its own, right?"


Chapter 107: For Someone So Ugly

The moment I opened the gambling den door and stepped out, sunlight streamed in. Hidden weapons flew from within that light.

SHWIK! SHWIK! SHWIK! SHWIK!

I lightly parried the weapons with the Black Demon Sword. Thanks to the Divine Eye Technique, the sun did not dazzle my eyes even when I looked directly at it.

On the roof across the street, the heads of the assassins who threw the weapons successively smashed.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had extended his palm toward them.

He unleashed his unique martial art, the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm.

His extended palm folded, and he pointed his index finger.

A finger qi bullet shot from his finger like a beam of light.

PEW! THUD!

Another assassin, about to fly over the roof and rush us, fell with a hole pierced through his chest.

It was his other unique martial art, the Blood Calamity Finger.

He had risen to the position of a Demon Supreme with that palm and that finger.

I believe the alias 'extreme evil' was also influenced by these two martial arts. The sight of an enemy's head or torso bursting open was far more shocking than being stabbed by a sword.

This was the first time I had properly seen his martial arts since we left the Cult. I know better than anyone how terrifying these two techniques are. When he began to run wild, hell would unfold from his fingertips.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's finger slowly turned toward me. Tension flowed from his fingertip, as if he would unleash the Blood Calamity Finger at any moment. Dodging the Blood Calamity Finger at such a close range is not easy.

The next moment!

PEW! THUD!

The Blood Calamity Finger grazed my face and pierced the forehead of a masked man rushing in from behind.

I did not move an inch.

"Just now, not moving was more difficult than dodging."

"Is that so?"

"You have to suppress the reflex to dodge, which is actually more difficult than dodging itself. Especially for a master like the Second Young Lord. As I thought, you were the one who killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme."

"......"

This time, my Black Demon Sword cut through the air. A single streak of sword qi grazed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's face, then sliced through the torso of a masked man charging from behind him.

"I didn't kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. How long are you going to keep asking?"

"I won't ask anymore. Because now I'm certain."

Another assassin rushed in, giving me no time to deny it again. My sword qi and the Blood Calamity Finger pierced another assassin's body.

"There are many enemies."

"Let's go."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and I walked together. Inwardly, I felt a bit of excitement. Was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon the only one suppressing the desire for a good fight?

With the Four Strides of the Wind God, the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, and the Soaring Sky Sword Art at the Eleventh Star, I too was forcefully holding back the urge to unleash my skills.

If the opponents were assassins trying to kill me, I could unleash my martial arts without hesitation.

As we walked down the alley, four masked men jumped over the wall and attacked us simultaneously.

I cut down the one who tried to stab me, moving three times faster than him, and looked back. I was not interested in watching the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon or Green Mask fight. I only watched Lee Ahn.

She was just slower than me but dealt with the enemy in the same way. Her bloody training left no room for potential mistakes.

She dodged the incoming sword so it grazed her shoulder, then cut him down in a single upward slash.

CRUNCH!

Sliced to the jawbone, the assassin collapsed.

She was not flustered or nervous.

You're doing well, Lee Ahn.

We came out of the alley and onto the main road where the carriage was parked.

People went about their business, as if they knew nothing about the ambush.

A yawning shopkeeper, a clerk arranging goods, an old woman sweeping the street, a child running past her, an old man sitting by the roadside. Across from him, a middle-aged peddler called for customers while a couple argued. A woman even shouted from a second-floor window at a man standing below with his head bowed.

An ordinary moment of daily life unfolded like a painting.

The moment we naturally became a part of that painting, an unknown sense of crisis surged within me. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art activated.

"Watch out!"

The attack began the very moment I shouted.

All the people we had seen were assassins.

SHWIK! SHWIIK!

The man and woman who had been arguing rushed at me, brandishing throwing knives. In a perfect joint attack, the man aimed for my left and the woman for my right. I could see the thick, deadly poison coating the ghastly blue blades.

The Black Demon Sword quickly and accurately cut its target.

As I sliced from the man's shoulder to his chest, the woman's throwing knife grazed my ear.

Her swift movement marked her as one of the Black Death's most skilled assassins, but I could see even the trembling of her eyelashes.

As she sensed the Black Demon Sword flying toward her from an unseen spot, her eyelashes trembled faster. The moment she thought to react, SLICE!

I cut through her waist and turned. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was dealing with the peddler.

The peddler had thrown poison powder at him.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon waved his hand, and the poison powder returned to the peddler. Covered in the poison, the peddler screamed and rolled on the ground.

At the same time, the woman throwing hidden weapons from the second floor was pierced and killed by the Blood Calamity Finger. The man below who had unleashed sword qi was blown to pieces by the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm.

I was not just watching. While deflecting the woman's hidden weapons, I simultaneously neutralized the man's sword qi with my own. It was as if the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and I had performed a perfect joint attack.

Among the assassins, the child ran at Lee Ahn.

Cut him down, Lee Ahn! That's not a child!

He only had the appearance of a child. In reality, he was an old man.

Fortunately, Lee Ahn was not as soft-hearted as I thought.

She twisted her body to dodge the child's attack and calmly cut him down. At that moment, the old man who had been sitting by the roadside rushed in, thrusting a poisoned throwing knife at her face. A mere scratch could kill.

Even in that life-or-death moment, I just watched. I hoped she would fend it off herself and did not unleash my sword qi.

PUK!

The old man's throwing knife stopped right before Lee Ahn's eyes as she bent her torso backward. In contrast, Lee Ahn's sword was embedded in the old man's heart. She had defeated him by a hair's breadth, thanks to her flexible waist.

I was more surprised than she was, but not helping her was the right decision. This single experience would make her grow more than years of training.

While she dealt with the two, Green Mask finished off the shopkeeper and the clerk. If the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had not killed the sweeping old woman with the Blood Calamity Finger, Green Mask would have died.

One could probably find the reason for Green Mask's loyalty to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon in that scene.

All of this happened in the time it takes to breathe once.

We survived only because my skill and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's were so outstanding. Their ambush, a perfect joint attack where no one interfered with another, was truly terrifying.

Her face flushed, Lee Ahn sighed.

"Ah, I killed a child and an old man."

It was a half-joking remark, but I still eased her mind.

"That 'child' was older than you, and how many do you think that old man killed to reach that age?"

"I feel better in an instant."

After she calmed down, I entered a nearby shop.

The original merchant was collapsed in a corner, his blood dao sealed. They had plotted this entire murderous scheme while we were in the gambling den.

The assassins did not kill the merchants to avoid the smell of blood. Otherwise, they would have all been killed to eliminate witnesses.

The very moment I unsealed the merchant's blood dao and acupoints and turned around.

"......"

An attack came from behind.

"......"

I turned like lightning and cut the neck of the man whose blood dao I had just unsealed. Stunned by my incredibly fast reaction, the man collapsed. He was another assassin, prepared in case the killing outside failed.

This ambush was truly unexpected and dangerous. Anyone but me would have fallen for it.

The real merchant was collapsed in a small room further inside, his speech and vital acupoints sealed. I freed him and left the shop.

I went to the nearby houses one by one and unsealed the blood dao of the captured owners.

Since I already knew an assassin might be mixed in, another disguised one lost his life to my sword without even swinging his own.

When I freed the person in the last shop and came outside, another assassin's body was exploding from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's Extremely Savage Demonic Palm.

It was an assassin who had been hiding in a box in front of a building the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was passing.

Even when the area was cleared and success was slim, they attacked unconditionally at the designated time.

They were thoroughly trained, revealing themselves to attack even knowing they would die. They were raised not as humans, but as killing tools devoid of fear.

"I'll go get the carriage."

Green Mask walked across the street to get the carriage.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said to me, "To put a bounty of one million taels on us, the one behind this must be no ordinary person."

"Yes, in our Cult, he's probably on par with a Demon Supreme. Right now he's using an outside blade to avoid leaving a trail, but if the main body is revealed, masters we can't handle might emerge."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes shone with fighting spirit. When it came to belligerence, he, the second brother, was second to none among the Eight Demon Supremes. The stronger the enemy, the more fired up he became.

As we were talking.

SWOOOSH! SLICE!

A single streak of sword qi sliced through the carriage's passenger compartment.

Lee Ahn had unleashed the sword qi. She had sensed an assassin hiding behind the carriage, aiming for Green Mask as he sat in the driver's seat.

Inside the diagonally sliced compartment, the assassin lay in two pieces.

Green Mask got out of the carriage. Failing to detect an assassin who had perfectly concealed his presence was a clear mistake.

Green Mask bowed his head deeply to Lee Ahn. Lee Ahn also bowed her head to him.

Well done, Lee Ahn. Making someone like Green Mask owe you his life is a good thing.

Seeing Lee Ahn's excited face become even more flushed, I said playfully, "You're probably the first person to ever destroy the Smiling Demon's carriage."

At my words, Lee Ahn was startled and hurriedly bowed her head to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"I'm sorry!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon played along.

"That carriage is very expensive."

Lee Ahn quickly replied, "I'll compensate you for it."

"......"

"I'll buy the same kind of carriage with my monthly salary."

"That would probably take several years' worth of your monthly salary, wouldn't it?"

After pondering for a moment, Lee Ahn said desperately, "Please give me a discount!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon burst into laughter. I had made him laugh several times, but this was the loudest he had ever laughed.

"For someone so ugly, you have a talent for being funny."

Even though he blatantly called her ugly, Lee Ahn did not look offended.

"If you give me a bigger discount, I'll be even funnier!"

Then Green Mask came over and said in a low voice, "I'll add my monthly salary to that as well."

This time, I laughed. I could not help but laugh because I knew Green Mask was not the type to say such things.

After relaxing, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon gave an order to Green Mask.

"Mobilize every handler network you can and find out where the Black Death Leader is hiding."

"......"

Then I said to Green Mask, "Please use the communication network of the All-Knowing Hall. Given the gravity of the situation, I'm sure Strategist Sama will understand."

The All-Knowing Hall had sent the information about the Black Death before. The Strategist Sama I knew would have already given permission for us to use the information.

"I understand."

"And take Lee Ahn with you."

"I will."

Separate from the life debt, I wanted to use this opportunity to give her some proper, varied experience.

"You have to pay for the carriage you broke, right?"

"Yes, I'll be back, Young Master."

Lee Ahn followed Green Mask and left.

I calculated the damages the merchants suffered today, gave them some money, and returned.

"Is this a show of goodwill for appearance's sake?"

"It is goodwill, but who am I showing it to? To you, the Smiling Demon? To someone it would never work on?"

"To those merchants. Or perhaps to yourself."

I nodded as if acknowledging it and said calmly, "Perhaps, but what does it matter if it's for show or not? The important thing for those people is whether they get compensated."

"You're so persistent in pretending to be good."

"Even living while pretending to be good like this, my sword is still covered in blood today."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not answer.

I slowly walked over and untied the horses from the broken carriage.

"The weather is nice. Shall we ride horses to the next town?"

"Very well."

I mounted a horse first, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon mounted his. We started moving slowly, each leading one of the remaining horses.

When we did not start running after a while, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked me, "Aren't you being too leisurely?"

I looked up at the vast, clear sky and said, "What reason do we have to hurry? The ones in a rush are always the ones who failed."


Chapter 108: If You Lose, You Have to Do Something You Don't Want to Do

After letting the horses graze, we sat on a hill to rest.

My hair fluttered in the gentle breeze. However, a storm of blood still seemed to rage in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's heart.

"How did you kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme?"

I smirked. "You said I was persistent while pretending to be nice, didn't you? Your persistence, Smiling Demon, is no less than mine."

"Don't you want to brag? At your age, Second Young Lord, you should want to boast to the whole world. 'I killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme! So lower those arrogant eyes in front of me!' Don't you want to be the sole honored one in the world?"

"I might be a bit of a bluffer, but not enough to claim I did something I didn't. That's right. I'm strong. Strong enough to make you suspicious, but I didn't kill him."

I denied it to the very end. Telling a man like the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon something that could become a weakness was the same as handing it to him. If I spoke in the heat of the moment, I would regret it for a long, long time.

"Fine. Then let's have a match."

I knew it would eventually come to this.

He must have wanted to fight me after seeing my skills against the assassins.

He became a beast that had scented blood while killing the assassins. The desire he had suppressed reared its head.

"I refuse."

"Why do you refuse?"

"Because it's foolish for us to fight each other when a powerful enemy is ahead."

"Can't we just fight to the point where we don't get hurt?"

"People get excited when they fight."

"I won't get excited."

"I'm the one who'll get excited. If I really have the skill to kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, like you seem to believe, Smiling Demon, could you handle me when I'm excited?"

"This just makes me want to fight you more."

He was seething, like lava about to erupt. To prevent Big Bro from causing trouble, I had to let some of that lava flow today.

"Let's do it!"

"I refuse."

"Many assassins died today. Do you think they'll attack again before even a day has passed? Realistically, that's impossible."

"I have another reason I don't want to."

"What is it?"

"Because I lose if I win, and I lose if I lose."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"If I win, you'll want to kill me. If I lose, your interest in me will plummet."

"What good does it do you for me to be interested in you, Second Young Lord?"

"My goal is singular. If you become my ally, Smiling Demon, you'll be the decisive force in my becoming the successor. I don't care if I have to make enemies of all the other Demon Supremes."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon scoffed.

"You say that, but next you'll try to pull in another Demon Supreme, won't you?"

"Is it that obvious? How did you know?"

"It's plain to see."

He had a deep distrust of people.

"I'm sorry, but I can't get on the same boat as you, Second Young Lord."

"Why's that?"

"You already know, don't you? The demonic path you dream of, Second Young Lord, isn't my demonic path. So there's no need to try and look good for me. Your flattery is just a waste of mental energy."

"I'll still try harder."

"......"

"Because there's nothing to lose by doing it."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed. The answer seemed to suit his tastes perfectly.

"A very good reason. If you'd said some nonsense like you liked me or respected me, it would've backfired."

How nice would it be if the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was only this much of a man?

But this was just the clothes he wore, the shoes he put on, the mask on his face. His true nature began here.

"So let's fight. We're fated to never become close anyway."

The worlds he had shown me were not his real world.

I knew the real world of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

His real world was the moment his eyes rolled back and he could see nothing. It was the moment that unstoppable madness erupted. Only then did he feel alive.

For now, he held back only because of his curiosity about me. He was intrigued by my special quality of pushing him in unexpected ways.

He wasn't the type to pester someone for a fight. He was the type to just attack and kill. I couldn't let him realize how much he was restraining himself.

"Fine, let's fight."

"!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was startled. He clearly hadn't expected me to agree to a fight.

"Excellent! Let's fight right now!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed loudly, genuinely delighted.

"Smiling Demon."

"What is it?"

"Do you see that tree way over there?"

"I see it."

"Let's compete with movement arts first."

I added quickly, before disappointment could flash in his eyes.

"If you can beat me in movement arts, I'll give you a duel."

"Fine."

Disdain flashed in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes. He was confident in his movement arts and sure he would win.

"If I win, please grant me one request."

"Just say the word."

"Have a drink with me tonight. You don't have to take off your mask. You can just lift it slightly, like this, to drink."

I mimed lifting a mask to drink.

"Second Young Lord."

"......"

"Lift it slightly to drink, you say? Second Young Lord, you're the one who's a little crazy. I can't believe how persistent you are."

I laughed like a madman at his words. This was the method I had chosen to deal with a madman. He called it persistence, but it was steadfastness.

I was knocking, and knocking, and knocking again on the same spot, and that spot was his mask.

"Fine. If I lose, I'll drink with you."

"Shall we begin?"

We stood shoulder to shoulder. It had been a long time since I had raced using movement arts.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked, "Have you ever had a movement arts race before?"

"Yes. Just once."

"Who was it with?"

With you.

"There is. An old friend."

"You're young, Second Young Lord, but you have old friends?"

"There's one bad guy."

"I would've liked him if I'd met him."

"You probably would have. Or you might've hated him for being too similar."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon gave me a strange look as I smiled cryptically.

"May I start first?"

"Go ahead."

"I'm going!"

I dashed off first, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon followed leisurely.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon caught up instantly. He ran ahead as if to tease me, then turned back from a distance.

"Did you really suggest a movement arts race with skills like these?"

"It's not over yet."

I couldn't close the distance by the time we rounded the designated tree.

Of course, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was wary of me. He knew I wasn't the type to suggest a match I would lose.

But it seemed he didn't think he could lose to me, no matter what.

With the finish line near, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon showed one last bit of leisure.

"So you have a weakness after all, Second Young Lord. Now you seem a bit more human."

"What did I seem like before?"

"A monster. A monster so deceptively young that he constantly makes you let your guard down."

"Like this?"

He turned his head, wondering what I meant.

SHWIIIIIIK.

I suddenly accelerated forward, overtaking the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon in an instant. I had unleashed the Swift Step of the Four Strides of the Wind God, which I had kept hidden until now.

My Swift Step, powered by my extreme inner arts, was lightning fast.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon belatedly raised his inner arts and chased me, but the distance only widened.

"Stop right there!"

PWIIING!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon shot the Blood Calamity Finger from behind. He fired it as a warning, so it passed by my side.

As I neared the finish line, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon unleashed the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm. Crazed by the competition, he sent it grazing past my head, but he still couldn't bring himself to actually hit me.

The tree before me shattered and fell. Leaves rained down on my head, as if congratulating my victory.

Killing intent billowed from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon as he arrived late. He strode toward me, looking ready to strike at any moment.

"Are you going to lose twice in one day?"

My calm words were especially effective.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was a villain, but not a petty man.

Instead, he took his anger out on the sky. He unleashed a series of irritated Extremely Savage Demonic Palms into the empty air. Thunder rumbled repeatedly from the clear sky.

I waited for him to calm down.

After venting his rage, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked me, "What in the world is that movement art?"

"It's a movement art I've kept hidden as my trump card."

"I'm asking what it is."

"I can't tell you. It's my trump card, after all."

He refused to accept his defeat.

"Let's go again. From start to finish with that movement art."

Losing was one thing, but losing because he was careless seemed to make him even angrier.

"Next time."

I swiftly mounted my horse and rode off.

A storm of killing intent raged behind me before quickly subsiding.

CLIP-CLOP.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon followed a short distance behind me.

I felt the heat behind me. This was the heat I wanted. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's lava was overflowing in my direction.

Yes, your madness. Release it, even if it's just a little like that.


That night, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and I made camp. We had traveled so slowly that the next town was still far away.

Across the campfire, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon watched me dress the animal I had hunted. He hadn't said a word since the afternoon.

The good thing about a campfire is that it makes any silence feel less awkward.

I roasted the meat and gave it to him.

"You can go into the carriage to eat."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon finally spoke.

"Why aren't you asking me to drink? Do you think I'm a piece of trash who won't keep his promise?"

I responded calmly to his thorny words.

"I'm going to."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was speechless at my unexpected reply.

"Of course I am. I ran so hard to win."

"Then why haven't you?"

"I was planning to drink after we ate. You don't seem to like alcohol that much, and you don't like drinking with meals, do you?"

"If you knew I didn't like it, why did you suggest we drink?"

"Because it's a penalty. If you lose a match, you have to do something you don't want to."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared at me quietly, then looked down at the meat I had handed him.

Then he suddenly lifted his mask slightly and began to eat.

I was startled.

I never expected him to lift his mask and eat in front of me so easily. I had predicted I would have to provoke his pride a little first. His unpredictable whims were beyond my control.

"It's bland."

"The salt is right here."

As I extended my hand, the salt on a piece of leather rose into the air. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes widened. He knew that lifting countless grains of salt with telekinesis was far more difficult than lifting a single object.

CHWAREUREUREUK.

The salt flew through the air and sprinkled onto his meat.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's pupils trembled as he stared at me. His desire to fight me flared up again.

"It's still bland."

"Without even tasting it?"

I smiled at him, knowing he clearly wanted to see more of my skills.

"They say eating less salt helps you live longer. The Demonic Physician said so, so you can believe it."

"Second Young Lord, you are truly..."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon started to say something but stopped.

What was he going to say? Was it 'madman'? Or 'you're so annoying'? Or maybe...

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon started eating the meat again. I watched him for a moment, then started eating too.

When my hunger was sated, I brought out the alcohol. We often camped out, so our luggage was never without it.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon again lifted his mask slightly and drank. He said he disliked it, but he drank it just fine.

"It's not like I'm taking off the mask coolly. It looks pretty pathetic, doesn't it?"

"It doesn't look impressive."

"You're finally speaking honestly."

"That's why I like it. It's uncomfortable being with someone who tries too hard to look impressive. You can tell just by looking at my older brother."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon suddenly drew a long line on the ground with his meat bone. Then he drew a vertical line where I had drawn one before.

"Where am I now? You said you'd spare me if I came this far. Have I come this far?"


Chapter 109: You're the One?

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked about our relationship.

The concept of a 'relationship' had finally entered his human connections.

I walked over to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and looked at the line he had drawn. I picked up a fallen branch and drew a new line far short of the one where he said he would spare me.

"It's about here."

"You haven't gotten as far as I thought."

"We've been through a lot since leaving the Cult, but I feel like my relationship with you, the Smiling Demon, is still stuck at the disciple level. We've only progressed this much because we shared a meal and drinks today. It was the first time we've ever eaten and drunk together."

"We got this far just by eating and drinking? Then what do we have to do to get all the way there?"

"To cross this gap, we'd have to build up many experiences and memories, and to get all the way there... shouldn't we have to save each other's lives at least once?"

"Isn't your scoring a bit too harsh?"

"My scoring isn't harsh. You're the one who's too harsh when it comes to accepting other people's feelings, the Smiling Demon."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon lay down, clearly not wanting to talk anymore.

"It's all pointless. Others are just others."

I watched his stubbornly turned back and finished the rest of my drink.

Hey, Smiling Demon, it's not that people don't know it's all fleeting. It's just the path we have to walk. That's why we live, holding back our tempers.

I leaned back halfway and looked up at the sky.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who had turned away, glanced at me and then looked up as well. Countless stars blanketed the night sky. They shone equally upon the villain who claimed everything was pointless and the man who persistently pretended to be good.

After staring at the stars in silence for a long while, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon suddenly spoke.

"You and I will have to have a real fight someday."

At times like this, I can't help but feel a sense of pity.

Even under the beautiful starlight, the storm of blood in his heart showed no sign of stopping.

"Of course. Someday."


We did not hurry the next day either.

We had to travel along the agreed-upon path and wait. Lee Ahn and Green Mask would return after finding the Black Death Leader's hideout.

The All-Knowing Hall possessed the greatest information network in the Central Plains. If they set their minds to finding something, they would undoubtedly succeed.

On the night of the third day of traveling alone with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, the Heavenly Demon Defense Art woke me from my sleep.

I sensed people approaching from all directions. Their stealthy movements told me they were assassins.

I slowly sat up and drank water from the bamboo flask by the campfire.

As I got up, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke from where he was lying.

"As expected. You wake up like a ghost the moment enemies appear."

"Weren't you awake first, Smiling Demon?"

"I wasn't sleeping."

Come to think of it, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not sleep well at night. Most villains I had known slept soundly with their legs stretched out, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was a villain who could not sleep peacefully.

When the approaching assassins heard us wake up and start talking, they stopped moving but did not retreat. It seemed they had an unconditional order to kill us.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon got to his feet.

"I'll take care of them."

His voice was slightly flushed, perhaps with the excitement of seeing blood.

"It's dark. Will you be okay?"

"All the better."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon walked into the darkness.

From the direction he went, I heard the sound of the Blood Calamity Finger.

PWIING!

The sharp sound ended with the thwack of pierced flesh.

THWACK!

That was the signal for the fight to begin.

The sounds of the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm and the Blood Calamity Finger rang out one after another.

Hidden weapons flew toward the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's position from all directions. Dozens of them cut through the night air.

I could tell the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was still alive by the sounds of the Blood Calamity Finger and the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm.

The sounds came from the left, then from the right. An unfailing scream followed each time.

I sat and imagined how the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was fighting, using only the sounds.

Thanks to the Divine Eye Technique, I could have watched if I wanted to, but I kept my eyes closed and imagined his and the assassins' movements based solely on the sounds I heard.

The assassins were no ordinary foes. They were as skilled as the ones who had ambushed us in front of the gambling den.

The sound of a throwing knife cutting through the air, the sound of hidden weapons flying, the sound of movement arts used between trees, the sound of flesh tearing and bones crushing. All sorts of sounds filled the darkness. With my eyes closed, I continued to imagine it all through sound alone.

How I would move, how the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would move, and if I were an assassin, how I would move then.

In the darkness, I too threw myself into the fray. I became an ally of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and then an ally of the assassins. When I sided with the assassins and attacked him, I predicted how he would move.

Even amidst all this, the assassins were dying.

The darkness, which had always been the assassins' ally, betrayed them.

Tonight, the darkness was on the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's side.

PWIING!

I instinctively tilted my head as a Blood Calamity Finger grazed my ear.

A scream erupted from where the finger qi had flown.

He did not need to attack this way. He must have fired it in my direction to test me. If I had not dodged, my ear would have been blown off. What a nasty temper.

Then, a desperate assassin dropped in front of me.

"Did you come to me for refuge? Or did you come to kill me?"

Perhaps even he himself did not know.

"......"

The assassin charged at me.

How could the darkness side only with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? Its true master is me, after all.

SHWACK!

I sliced the charging assassin's chest to the bone, and he collapsed. I closed his wide, dead eyes.

The screams from all directions gradually subsided into silence.

A moment later, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon returned.

I offered him a drink.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon ignored the drink and gulped down water from the bamboo flask. He no longer hesitated to lift his mask to drink. The heat radiating from him was not just from the smell of blood. He still had not had enough blood.

"This time, it was as if they came here to commit suicide."

I corrected the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's words.

"It wasn't suicide. They were murdered."

"Murdered? By me, you mean?"

"No. By their own leader. No matter how large a sum of one million taels is, the moment they accepted a contract to kill a Demon Supreme, they had to be prepared for annihilation. If they succeeded in killing you, Smiling Demon, our Cult would deal with them. If they failed, you would deal with them. So why would they accept the contract?"

"Were they being blackmailed, perhaps?"

"I think it's the opposite. It means they were guaranteed something else besides money from the mastermind in the Evil Alliance who commissioned this job. They were probably promised a high-ranking position within the Evil Alliance."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded in agreement.

"So today's reckless attack was also because of that?"

"Yes. The Black Death Leader is currently cleaning house. He's getting rid of all the assassins who know his face so no one can recognize him. He's discarding the assassins who earned him money and served him loyally for so long, just like this. Then he will live under a new identity."

"He's more of a villain than me? This feels very unpleasant."

"With this choice, he's devolved from a villain to trash."

"You saw through all of this at a glance, Second Young Lord."

I felt a little sorry for him. I only knew because I had already experienced it. How could I possibly have understood the background of such an event in one go?

"Second Young Lord, when you become the Heavenly Demon later, you must spare me."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said it like a joke, but I knew this was a moment I had to be tense.

He must have had a fleeting thought.

An opponent like this... shouldn't I kill him before he becomes the Heavenly Demon?

That's right, Smiling Demon. If I become your enemy, you should of course kill me first. I'm on this journey with you to prevent that very situation.

I said in a confident voice.

"Let's work together to reach that survival line."

When I called the line we drew a 'survival line', the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed out loud as if he found it amusing.

"The smell of blood is overwhelming. Well, shall we be on our way?"

"Isn't it a better smell than the powder on women?"

"Not to me."

Just as we finished packing to leave, Lee Ahn and Green Mask arrived. Lee Ahn was startled by the scattered corpses but was relieved to see I was unharmed.

"The All-Knowing Hall has found the Black Death Leader's hideout."

Green Mask showed us a piece of paper with the location written on it. It was not too far from here.

If we had found out even a little later, the Black Death Leader would have already hidden himself in the arms of the Evil Alliance's mastermind.

However, since the assassination just failed, there is a chance he has not left his hideout yet. He would never have dreamed that we would uncover his identity and find his hideout so quickly.

"Let's have a proper movement arts competition this time."

Without waiting for my answer, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon shot forward first.

"I'm starting first this time."

Green Mask was startled to see him fly off first. He was surprised to see the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who would normally have yielded and let me go first, now rushing off as if cheating. What was more surprising, though, was probably my own composure.

I even exchanged greetings with Lee Ahn.

"Did you have a good trip?"

"Yes. I was incredibly busy, running back and forth. I learned a lot this time."

She looked at Green Mask and bowed her head in greeting again. Green Mask also bowed politely. I could feel that their relationship was progressing little by little.

"But don't you have to go? It looks like you're having a movement arts competition."

"I have to go."

I have to win again and tease him.

"You two pack up and follow slowly."

In a flash, my figure vanished.


In an empty yard, the Black Death Leader was burning everything he owned.

He burned all the secret documents related to his contracts, his clothes, and his belongings. He burned everything related to himself.

All the assassins who knew his face were dead. No, he had killed them all himself.

Now he could leave with a light heart. He would quit being an assassin and live a respectable life. He would enjoy wealth and fame in broad daylight. A new life was beginning.

Just as he was about to leave the hideout, he glanced at the wall and was startled.

Someone in a white mask sat perched on the wall. What shocked him was that he had no idea how long the person had been there.

"The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?"

His voice trembled. If it was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, he was a dead man.

"No. I'm the winner of the duel."

The person pushed his mask up onto his head and grinned. It was Geom Mugeuk.

He had no idea what nonsense the man was spouting, but the Black Death Leader was inwardly relieved that his opponent was at least a young man.

Geom Mugeuk said to him.

"You could have just left."

"What are you talking about?"

"If you wanted a fresh start, you didn't have to go this far. You could have just entrusted the Black Death organization to a reliable successor and lived anywhere with your skills. Even without that one million taels, you've earned plenty of money until now, haven't you?"

As I accurately guessed his situation, the Black Death Leader flinched in surprise.

"Do you think assassins are diligent enough to expose the secrets of a former leader who wants a new start? They'd all be too busy with their own killing."

Geom Mugeuk sensed a subtle killing intent from the Black Death Leader. He realized the man was planning to ambush him, but he pretended not to notice and continued talking.

"But you couldn't do that, could you? Every time you closed your eyes, you probably imagined your subordinates betraying you. You couldn't live with the anxiety. Do you know why? Because that's the kind of person you are. If it were you, you would have threatened or killed your own leader to take everything from him."

The Black Death Leader listened meekly, but his mind focused entirely on his sleeve. The moment the unique hidden weapon hidden there, the Pungryun (Wind Wheel), slid into his hand, the Black Death Leader smiled triumphantly. At this distance, it was a guaranteed kill.

"Are you done with your bullshit?"

"I'm done, but you should be careful. He's very angry right now because he lost the match."

"What the hell are you talking about!"

The very moment the Black Death Leader was about to throw the Pungryun!

PWIING! THUD!

A finger qi bullet flew like a beam of light and pierced the Black Death Leader's shoulder. It was too fast to dodge.

Immediately, someone flew through the air and slammed down on the Black Death Leader.

"......"

A horrific scream erupted from the Black Death Leader's mouth.

"Uwaaaaaaack!"

The person standing on the Black Death Leader's pierced shoulder was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

He took his anger out on an innocent target instead of Geom Mugeuk. His Blood Calamity Finger blasted holes all over the surrounding walls.

"Why the hell are you so fast! Why!"

His crushed shoulder was in so much pain that only screams came from the Black Death Leader's mouth. Overwhelmed by his opponent's aura, he could not even think of fighting back and instead began to beg.

"Ugh! It hurts! Please! It hurts! Uwaaaaaaack!"

Only then did the cold gaze from behind the white mask look down at the Black Death Leader.

"You're the one? The bastard who's been running around acting more villainous than me?"


Chapter 110: He's Your Subordinate, So You Earn Him

The Black Death Leader's eyes met the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's, and goosebumps erupted across his skin.

It took an evil man to know another. The feeling was so chilling that the Black Death Leader forgot the searing pain in his shoulder.

"I asked if it was you."

The Black Death Leader had forgotten the question. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon didn't wait for an answer.

PIING! THWACK!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon unleashed the Blood Calamity Finger, piercing through the Black Death Leader's other shoulder.

"Uwaaaaaaack!"

The Black Death Leader screamed in agony. Even for a martial artist, the pain of torn flesh was hard to endure.

I watched this, then leaped from the wall and approached the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Don't kill him. I have something to ask."

I looked down at the Black Death Leader.

"Who offered you a position in the Evil Alliance?"

Of course, I already knew the answer. I just needed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to hear the name, so I asked anyway.

The Black Death Leader clenched his jaw, determined not to answer.

"Excuse me, could you move your foot?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was still stomping on the man's shoulder.

When the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon moved his foot, he revealed a pierced and crushed shoulder. The man would never practice martial arts again, let alone use chopsticks.

I pressed the blood points on both shoulders to stop the bleeding and ease the pain. I made it clear this was not an act of goodwill.

"You can die here without saying a word, but it'll be a painful death for all the trouble you've caused. If you tell me, I'll let you live."

The Black Death Leader glared at me, his eyes filled with pain and disbelief.

I didn't rush him. He was only in this state because he faced me and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. This man had endured many hardships and would not talk easily.

I picked up the hidden weapons he had dropped. It was his signature weapon, the Pungryun.

The owner was pathetic, but the Pungryun was an excellent hidden weapon.

I threw the Pungryun at the wall.

CHWAAAAAAK!

The Pungryun spun rapidly as it flew, scraped along the wall, and returned to my hand. It left a deep gash on the wall, like the claw mark of a strange bird.

The Black Death Leader stared, astonished that I could handle the Pungryun so easily. The Pungryun was a dangerous hidden weapon that could sever the fingers of anyone who wielded it carelessly.

The Black Death Leader asked in a trembling voice, "Who are you?"

"Looks like you're feeling a bit better, huh? You even have the composure to ask for a name."

"I asked who you are!" the Black Death Leader snapped. He had already decided he would not survive.

"Geom Mugeuk."

Hearing my name, the Black Death Leader looked horrified. Since I had arrived with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, he had no choice but to believe me.

I showed the Pungryun to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"May I have this?"

"I wouldn't take a hidden weapon like that even if you gave it to me."

"Thank you."

I tucked the Pungryun away. I could use it on enemies not worth drawing my sword for, or gift it to a subordinate who used hidden weapons. It was a weapon worth keeping.

I squatted beside the Black Death Leader again and looked down at him silently. The Black Death Leader's face was a mask of despair and emptiness. He had been dreaming of a brilliant future just moments ago, only to plummet into an abyss. How immense his sense of loss must have been.

"As long as you're alive, another chance will come. Who knows? Maybe you'll undergo a Body Reformation tomorrow and become an absolute master, or meet a peerless beauty and change your life. Just give me the name."

How could he not want to live? Even with a shattered shoulder, it is human nature to believe there is a way to make a comeback.

"If I say his name, he'll kill me."

"If you say his name, we'll kill him."

"How can I trust that you'll let me live?"

"I'm sorry to say this, but you're of no value to me. What does it matter whether you live or die?"

This statement seemed more persuasive. I could feel the Black Death Leader contemplating. Then, he gave a name.

"Naengyap."

He meant the Ghost Hand Squad Leader Naengyap, who led the Evil Alliance's elite Ghost Hand Squad. Naengyap was the most prominent master in the Evil Alliance.

It was a lie. The Black Death Leader spoke from a vengeful desire for us to die trying to kill Naengyap.

"Fine. Lying is your freedom, and ripping off your arm is my freedom."

I shot up, stomped on his shoulder, and started pulling his arm.

"Uwaaaaaaaaaaaack!"

I pulled with the genuine intent to tear it off.

DUDUDUDUK.

No matter how venomous the Black Death Leader's heart was, he could not withstand the pain of his arm being ripped from its socket.

"Stop! Please, stop! Ugh! Seok Gwanchu, it's Seok Gwanchu!"

This time, he gave a proper answer. The mastermind was the Evil Alliance Head Elder, Seok Gwanchu.

"Is it really Seok Gwanchu?"

The Black Death Leader squeezed his eyes shut and said nothing.

Seok Gwanchu was a respected master from a previous generation of the Evil Alliance. He was a nearly forgotten figure who had long served on the council of elders. It was unimaginable that he would engage in a power struggle.

The Black Death Leader himself would never have disbanded his organization to join the Evil Alliance as the God of War if he had not been persuaded by someone of Seok Gwanchu's stature.

"Keep your promise to let me live."

"Of course...."

In that instant!

"......"

The Black Death Leader's head smashed like a watermelon slammed against the ground.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's palm faced him. He had killed the man with the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm.

I finished the sentence I had started.

"...we can't keep it. The person standing over you is the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said nothing. The dead Black Death Leader was of no concern to him.

I searched the Black Death Leader's robes and found a thick envelope. It was filled with high-value bills that amounted to one million taels. Since he had received the full amount in advance, the success of the assassination must not have mattered.

I gave the money to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"This is the money he received for the contract to kill you, the Smiling Demon, so it's yours."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon took out five hundred thousand taels and gave me the envelope with the rest.

"We almost died together, so we should split it fifty-fifty. Don't refuse, take it."

"Then I'll accept it gratefully."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was not a man with excessive greed for wealth. If he were a person driven by avarice, he would be standing before me as a completely different man.

The luggage the Black Death Leader had been about to leave with was full of treasures. Given his line of work, it seemed he didn't deposit his money in a bank but converted it into precious treasures to keep with him.

"These should fetch a good price. Let's have Green Mask sell them when he arrives."

"You should take them, Second Young Lord."

"You should have these, the Smiling Demon."

"Consider it prize money for losing in movement arts."

"It's too big a prize. Buying me a drink would've been much cheaper for you."

"A drink with me is more expensive than that."

I laughed pleasantly. I didn't forcefully refuse his offer.

Go Wol once told me that money has no name tag. Its value is determined by how it is used at any given moment.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked me, "Do you believe it's certain that Seok Gwanchu is behind this?"

"Isn't that why you killed him without asking any more questions?"

"No. I killed him simply because I didn't like the look of him."

I chuckled, thinking he probably meant it.

"From what I saw, it didn't seem like he was lying."

"Seok Gwanchu. Now that's a name I haven't heard in a long time. He must be ninety by now. I can't understand why an old man like him would covet the position of the Evil Alliance Chairman."

"Seok Gwanchu has a grandson he dotes on. I've heard his ambition is quite immense."

"Because of affection for his own blood?"

"The affection an old master nearing death has for his kin is probably beyond our comprehension. In any case, if Seok Gwanchu is the one behind this, taking him down won't be easy."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded in agreement. However, he was actually pleased that his opponent was formidable. I could read great joy in his small eye sockets.


One hour later, Lee Ahn and Green Mask arrived.

"It must have been a tough journey, but let's take care of this first and then rest."

I took Lee Ahn to the marketplace.

There, we visited a few places and sold all of the Black Death Leader's treasures.

Even though we sold them for less than market price, they fetched a whopping four hundred thousand taels.

"He could have just lived well for the rest of his life with this money. Why was he so greedy? This is more money than he could have spent before he died."

"Human greed knows no bounds, right?"

"Lee Ahn. If you ever think I'm getting greedy, you have to stop me. You can mock me relentlessly, saying, 'If you were going to be like this, why did you curse the Black Death Leader back then?'"

"I might be too busy being greedy myself."

"......"

"I feel it while training in martial arts. That I'm a very greedy person. I'm tormented every day by the desire to quickly achieve complete mastery and fight strong opponents."

"That's not because of your greed, it's because of the Soaring Sky Sword Art."

"Because of the sword art?"

"A supreme martial art like the Soaring Sky Sword Art tempts and provokes a person. You know what happens if you get consumed by it, right?"

Lee Ahn nodded. She was smart enough to understand what I was saying.

I took her to the Continental Bank.

Of the total nine hundred thousand taels we acquired, I deposited six hundred thousand under my name. I gave Lee Ahn three hundred thousand to deposit for herself. Three hundred thousand taels was a large sum, and she was stunned with shock when I gave it to her.

"Young Master, I can't possibly accept this money!"

"I'm not giving you this money to buy drinks."

"Then what is it for?"

"Later, when you're running the Ghost Shadow Squad, there will be times you need to spend money for your subordinates. Use it then."

"But this is too much money, isn't it?"

"You need to know how to handle large sums of money."

"This is the most money I've ever seen in my entire life."

"From now on, anyone who wants to buy you over will need at least three hundred thousand taels, won't they?"

"No matter how broke I am, I wouldn't be swayed by that amount."

"Then how much would it take?"

Lee Ahn seemed to ponder for a moment, then held up three fingers.

"Three million taels?"

Lee Ahn shook her head.

"Oh, thirty million taels?"

Still, Lee Ahn shook her head.

"...Thirty thousand taels? Don't tell me, three thousand taels?"

Only then did she smile.

"It's three hundred million taels. Go get it. If you want to buy me with money, you just need to give me three hundred million taels."

"Even if you gathered all the money in the world, it wouldn't be enough."

"That's me."

We looked at each other and chuckled. Honestly, it felt good. A person who couldn't be bought with money was betting everything on me.

"If you have money left over, buy yourself something tasty to eat."

"I'll have a lot left over."

"You can leave it all."

On the way back, I casually asked Lee Ahn, "What do you think of Green Mask?"

"He seems like a good person."

"No, I mean as your subordinate."

"What?"

Lee Ahn was startled.

"My subordinate?"

"The Ghost Shadow Squad First Team's Division Leader, Green Mask. It sounds reliable and fitting. The organization's name is Ghost Shadow, and he's Green Mask who wears a blue mask. It fits well, doesn't it?"

I said this because I knew the extent of Green Mask's loyalty.

"It's not a matter of whether it fits or not, is it? Green Mask is someone aiming to be the next Demon Supreme. In fact, he's the most likely candidate."

However, he will never become the Demon Supreme in his lifetime. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon will live for far too long.

Wouldn't a life starting as the Ghost Shadow Squad's Division Leader be much better than a life spent taking care of the foul-tempered Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?

He could become a Division Leader, then a Captain, and who knows what else after that.

His current life is set for a frustrating conclusion, but a new life has an open ending.

"If it's really too much of a burden, you can just ask him to be the Division Leader until the Ghost Shadow Squad is established in its early days."

"Would he do it?"

"There's no reason he wouldn't."

"Ayy. Still."

"Lee Ahn. Do you think the Ghost Shadow Squad's Division Leader is a lower position than the successor to the Demon Supreme?"

"...Of course it's lower, isn't it?"

"Lee Ahn!"

"......"

"As my direct subordinate and the master of the Ghost Shadow Squad, you are in a higher position than the successor to the Demon Supreme. Because I am destined to become the Heavenly Demon."

Sensing my sincerity, Lee Ahn lowered her head.

"I'm sorry. I absolutely didn't say that to disrespect you, Young Master. It's just that the title of Demon Supreme still feels... too difficult for me to grasp."

"I know. From now on, you just need to change your standards. Then, making Green Mask a Division Leader won't seem like such a burdensome task."

"......"

"And right now, there's a high chance Green Mask will refuse. It's not something you can force. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon won't easily permit it either. You'll have to put in the effort slowly over time."

You probably don't know yet how difficult it is to win over a person's heart.

"He's your subordinate, so you make the effort and earn him."

"......"

We returned to the Black Death Leader's hideout.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was waiting for me and asked about our next steps.

"What do you plan to do now?"

"If we confront Seok Gwanchu directly, a war could break out between our Cult and the Evil Alliance. So, I'm thinking of putting someone else at the forefront to fight."

"Who would that be?"

"Bi Sayin."

Bi Sayin, the successor of the Evil Alliance, was the perfect person to put forward when dealing with Seok Gwanchu.

I gazed at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and said quietly, "You and I, the Smiling Demon, will intervene in the decision of the Evil Alliance's successor."


Chapter 111: Because I Didn't Know

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was delighted.

He had lived through all sorts of experiences as the Demon Supreme, but he had likely never been involved in deciding the Evil Alliance's successor. He probably never even imagined he would have a reason to be involved.

"Are you really suggesting we decide the successor?" he asked.

"Yes, that's right."

"How do you mean?"

"If we think the current successor, Bi Sayin, is acceptable, we help him keep his position. If someone else seems more beneficial to us, we put him on the throne. I might be a meddler, but for the Evil Alliance's successor, we must install someone who will be thoroughly advantageous to our Cult, regardless of their character."

Of course, it has to be someone who benefits not only our Cult, but me as well.

"Then we should install the most incompetent fool," the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said.

"No, that would only destabilize the state of murim. We should at least install someone whose actions are predictable. In any case, if we handle this well, we will have made a great contribution to our Cult."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed heartily. Facing a formidable foe like Seok Gwanchu was delightful enough, but gaining merit from it would truly be killing two birds with one stone.

"Are we finally going to see the era of the Second Young Lord?"

A flicker of anticipation crossed his eyes.

"No. This world is still the world of the Smiling Demon."

"My world, you say?"

"If the Smiling Demon weren't here, this would never have been possible. Do you think I would have ever considered facing the Head Elder of the Evil Alliance alone?"

"Are you using your flattery technique again?"

"Why do you think it's called a divine technique? It must be polished for a lifetime."

My joke delighted the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The unfolding situation intrigued him.

I sent Lee Ahn and Green Mask to the safehouse where the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was staying. I ordered them to protect her, but I had two other reasons.

First, it was dangerous. Now that the main enemy was revealed to be the Evil Alliance Head Elder Seok Gwanchu, there was no telling what kind of masters might appear.

Second, I wanted Lee Ahn and Green Mask to spend time together. I had told Lee Ahn, 'Your subordinate is yours to win over.' Whether she could accomplish that was up to her. I could only hope Lee Ahn's capacity was great enough to contain Green Mask.

Before leaving, Lee Ahn said just one thing to me.

"If anything happens to you, Young Master, I will die too."

"Alright. I'll fight as if I have two lives."

Green Mask watched them, then bowed his head respectfully to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said nothing. I had never seen the gruff Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and Green Mask exchange words for anything other than official orders.

After sending them to the safehouse, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and I sped off using our movement arts.

"Where are we going?"

"We're going to the White Night Valley to meet Bi Sayin."

I had previously informed Bi Sayin that the Five Bloody Shadows of the White Night Valley tried to kill the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Since then, there had been no news from Bi Sayin or the White Night Valley. This meant Bi Sayin had not yet found the mastermind there.


Bi Sayin drank at a tavern near the White Night Valley.

His face was flushed not from alcohol, but from anger. The more his worries solidified, the more hideous the scar on his face became. He still hadn't uncovered the mastermind. He had received the precious information in Guizhou on the condition of driving out the Hundred Prosperities Trading Company and paying a huge sum, but things weren't unfolding as he expected.

When he first came here, he had intended to pressure the White Night Valley by any means necessary. He wanted them to confess that they had ordered the Five Bloody Shadows to kill the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. If that didn't work, he planned to use force. With himself and seven of the Thirteen Evil Wolves, neither the White Night Valley nor its masters could resist.

However, when they arrived, the White Night Valley's leader was already gone. He had been there the day before but had hastily left with only his closest subordinates. Bi Sayin tried intimidating the underlings to find the leader's whereabouts, but they didn't know.

The thought occurred to him that his arrival might have been announced in advance. Secrets were constantly being leaked.

Bi Sayin drained another cup of alcohol. Geom Mugeuk suddenly came to mind. Whenever he felt cornered, Geom Mugeuk would pop into his head.

Useless.

Just as Bi Sayin was about to drink again to shake off the thought, a man wearing a bamboo hat strode toward his table. The seven members of the Thirteen Evil Wolves sitting around him shot to their feet and drew their swords.

The approaching man removed his bamboo hat.

"It's been a while."

The man was none other than Geom Mugeuk. Since Bi Sayin had just been thinking of him, his appearance was truly startling.

"How did you know I was here?" Bi Sayin glared at Geom Mugeuk, his face full of suspicion.

Geom Mugeuk, on the other hand, was calm.

"Since I was the one who gave you the information, it was natural to assume you'd come to the White Night Valley, and how could I not find you when you're all traveling in a group like this?"

Geom Mugeuk glanced at the surrounding members of the Thirteen Evil Wolves. His point was that with eight martial artists moving together, their location was easy to find.

"May I sit?"

"Go ahead."

Geom Mugeuk sat down in front of Bi Sayin. Bi Sayin ordered the Thirteen Evil Wolves to sit, and they all sat down tensely. First Wolf Baek Cheolgi sat next to Bi Sayin, ready to draw his sword at any moment.

"Why are you here?" Bi Sayin asked gruffly.

Inwardly, however, he was pleased to see Geom Mugeuk. He shouldn't feel this way, but he kept feeling the urge to rely on him.

"I came because I have important information to share with you, Young Master Bi."

"What is it?"

"I've found out who the mastermind behind this incident is."

Bi Sayin was stunned. Not only him, but Baek Cheolgi and all the other members of the Thirteen Evil Wolves were shocked as well.

"Who is it?"

Geom Mugeuk did not answer immediately. "I can't just give away such important information for free."

The next moment, Bi Sayin looked at Geom Mugeuk with a sense of dread.

Second Young Lord, you have made a grave mistake.

He shouldn't have mentioned such a crucial fact in this place. The reason was the Thirteen Evil Wolves.

Bi Sayin suspected that among the seven members following him, there was a spy planted by the one trying to kill him. Several things had gone wrong recently, and he believed it was because a spy was leaking information.

Seeing that the White Night Valley's leader was gone when they arrived had turned his suspicion into certainty. Someone was definitely passing information to the other side. With such important information revealed now, it was only a matter of time before it reached the mastermind.

He had considered sending a telepathy message to Geom Mugeuk to ask for help but couldn't bring himself to do it. He regretted even starting to send it. The successor of the Evil Alliance asking for help from a scion of the Heavenly Demon? He had berated himself countless times for attempting such a ridiculous thing.

"I've come a long way, and I'm thirsty," Geom Mugeuk said, holding out his cup.

Bi Sayin poured alcohol into Geom Mugeuk's cup. Just then, a telepathy message from Geom Mugeuk reached him.

[Let's talk details after we catch the rat.]

[!]

Bi Sayin's hand paused for a moment before he continued pouring. He could tell that Geom Mugeuk knew his situation perfectly. At the thought that his agonizing problem might finally be solved, Bi Sayin's heart began to beat faster.

This change had occurred after meeting Geom Mugeuk. This man constantly made his heart race. He constantly made him compare himself and feel insignificant.

Damn it !

He made him feel hopeful.

That night, a masked man landed silently on the roof of the largest inn in the village. He hid something under a tile at the edge of the roof. There was a set rule for sending secret messages. In any village, if he hid a secret letter at the corner of the largest inn's roof, someone would retrieve it and send it by messenger pigeon. There were designated trees in the mountains and burial spots in the fields.

Just as he hid the letter and was about to hurry away, someone spoke from behind him.

"Geom Mugeuk has discovered the identity of the mastermind."

The masked man spun around in shock. Geom Mugeuk had approached without a sound and was now holding the secret letter, reading it. The man had left only after confirming Geom Mugeuk had fallen asleep while drinking with Bi Sayin at their lodging.

"I'm a light sleeper. I heard someone sneaking out like a thief in the night."

The masked man instantly realized this had all been a trap. His haste, driven by the important information he had to report, had been his downfall.

Just as the masked man was about to flee, Geom Mugeuk provoked him.

"I'll chase you down and tell everyone. I'll say that the one from the Thirteen Evil Wolves who is currently absent is the traitor. I'm confident in my movement arts, so you won't be able to get back faster than me."

The masked man flinched and stopped.

"It would be better to kill me here and now," Geom Mugeuk continued. "At least then, your identity won't be revealed."

The masked man turned toward Geom Mugeuk and drew his sword. He remained silent, not wanting to reveal his voice. Since things had come to this, there was only one way. He had to kill Geom Mugeuk to destroy the evidence, then return quietly and feign ignorance.

The masked man rushed toward Geom Mugeuk.

SHWIIK!

As befitting a member of a group said to be stronger than the Demon Supreme when two of them gathered, the masked man's movements were incredible.

SHWIIIIK.

His figure closed the distance in an instant and flew at Geom Mugeuk.

"......"

The moment their swords first clashed, the masked man's heart sank. He almost lost his grip on his sword and knew in that instant that Geom Mugeuk possessed far superior inner arts.

It wasn't just his inner arts.

CLANG! CLANG!

His own technique, which had always allowed him to kill his enemies with ease, was completely ineffective. His attacks aimed at vital points were invariably blocked by Geom Mugeuk's sword. He was using all his strength, yet it felt as if his opponent was blocking him casually.

Sensing the clear difference in skill, the masked man launched himself in the opposite direction after a dozen exchanges. He had to flee to survive.

Just then!

PHEW!

THWACK!

A flying finger qi bullet pierced his thigh.

He let out a short scream and rolled on the ground before scrambling back to his feet. The person who had landed to block his path was none other than the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"A man turning his back in a fight? Have you no shame?"

The corners of the masked man's eyes reddened with shame. Geom Mugeuk had appeared behind him at some point, but they were not the only two who had shown up.

"Sixth Wolf!"

Hearing his name, the masked man's heart plummeted. Bi Sayin and the rest of the Thirteen Evil Wolves appeared. The masked man was the sixth of the Thirteen Evil Wolves, the Sixth Wolf.

Their leader, First Wolf Baek Cheolgi, was furious. "Did you really betray us?"

Even seeing it with his own eyes, Baek Cheolgi couldn't believe it. If someone had asked him to pick the least likely to betray them from the thirteen members, the first person he would have chosen was the Sixth Wolf.

"Why did you do this? Didn't you know that the Thirteen Evil Wolves are not to get involved in politics?"

The Sixth Wolf removed his mask.

"Why not?"

"What?"

"Why do we have to live bound by such a stupid rule that we don't even know who made?"

"You bastard, what more did you want from life as a martial artist? If you hated this life so much, you shouldn't have sworn loyalty in the first place!"

"Because I didn't know. I didn't know that I would live such a pathetic life with the martial arts I've polished my entire life! I didn't know my life would be spent just trailing around protecting one First Young Lord!"

For a moment, Bi Sayin's expression hardened. He hadn't known the Sixth Wolf was following him with such feelings. Did the others feel the same way?

The First Wolf shouted at him. "Cut the excuses! What did they offer you? What did they promise to give you to escape this pathetic life?"

The Sixth Wolf couldn't answer. He couldn't bring himself to say that he had been promised immense wealth and a high position.

"I'm not a traitor. I was just trying to find my own life!" the Sixth Wolf roared. He chose an opponent to take down with him. He chose Geom Mugeuk.

"This is all your fault!"

The Sixth Wolf launched himself at Geom Mugeuk. He was no match for him even when he wasn't agitated, and now he was injured.

Just as he was unleashing his technique toward Geom Mugeuk.

"......"

A sword blade burst through his back and out of his chest.

The Sixth Wolf slowly turned his head to see Bi Sayin standing behind him.

"...This is all your fault."

To the Sixth Wolf's resentment, Bi Sayin replied gruffly, "A moment ago, you said it was the Second Young Lord's fault."

As if he didn't want to talk anymore, Bi Sayin pulled out his sword. Under the moonlight, a fountain of blood erupted from the Sixth Wolf's body. Geom Mugeuk stepped aside to avoid being drenched. This fight, after all, was an internal affair of the Evil Alliance.

Bi Sayin, holding the blood-dripping sword, asked Geom Mugeuk, "Now, tell me. Who is the mastermind?"


Chapter 112: Can You Swim?

Bi Sayin was furious, and I knew why. The Sixth Wolf's earlier words had clearly offended him. A life spent swarming to protect a single First Young Lord—it was a deep disrespect.

Killing the Sixth Wolf might have ended the matter if he were the only one, but the real problem was the lingering suspicion. The thought that the other Thirteen Evil Wolves might feel the same would torment Bi Sayin for a long time.

I had no intention of comforting him. He was my enemy, and I planned to exploit this division and his confusion.

The First Wolf stepped forward, his voice agitated. "Shouldn't we have kept the Sixth Wolf alive as a witness?" He was clearly flustered by his comrade's betrayal and death.

Bi Sayin didn't answer.

I could guess what he heard in the First Wolf's words.

He was like a brother to me, how could you just kill him like that?

Bi Sayin's gaze shifted to the other Thirteen Evil Wolves behind the First Wolf. They stood with their usual impassive expressions, but at that moment, they must have seemed like strangers to Bi Sayin.

I stepped in. "Aren't you all witnesses? Besides Young Master Bi, the person directly involved, there are six of you who saw the Sixth Wolf's betrayal."

The First Wolf voiced his worry. "If they lump us all together as accomplices, they might not believe us."

"Are you saying the testimony of six members of the Thirteen Evil Wolves, who represent the Evil Alliance, won't be accepted? If that's the case, what's the point of being martial artists for the Evil Alliance?"

The First Wolf and the other members said nothing. They must have felt truly miserable.

Bi Sayin, who had been listening quietly, suddenly roared, "Enough of this nonsense!" His irritation was understandable.

"Who is the mastermind?"

"I can't tell you here."

I poured oil on the fire. "I wonder, was there only one traitor?"

The Thirteen Evil Wolves shot cold glares at me.

Bi Sayin should have been the first to react, but he was the last. He harbored the same suspicion.

"Wouldn't it be best to be careful until things are clear? Let's talk about this between the two of us."

I was driving a wedge between Bi Sayin and the Thirteen Evil Wolves, pushing him into a corner. I had to grab him by the scruff of his neck and drag him along. I wouldn't lose the upper hand before my plan was in motion.

Before meeting Bi Sayin alone, I spoke briefly with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon via telepathy.

I plan to separate Bi Sayin from the Thirteen Evil Wolves for now.

You must have something in mind.

I need time alone with Bi Sayin to make him move as I wish.

In truth, I had another reason I couldn't tell the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The quick-witted Extremely Evil Smiling Demon suddenly asked, Is that really the only reason?

No, it's not.

When I answered honestly, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon smiled with his eyes.

As expected, the Second Young Lord wears the same mask as I.

That's right. No one believed me when I said I wasn't a good person, but the Smiling Demon understands. I'll see you later at the safehouse near the Evil Alliance Headquarters.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon accepted my request because the matter was serious. When it came to official business, he was more meticulous than anyone.


I stood with Bi Sayin on a hill east of the White Night Valley.

"Who is the mastermind?"

"What will you give me if I tell you? You didn't think you'd get this information for free, did you?"

Bi Sayin's expression hardened. "Damn it! Why is it so hard to hear one name? Just tell me like a man!"

"That's not being manly, that's being a fool who takes a loss for pride. I believe a deal requires a fair exchange. Problems always start when one side is dissatisfied. Let's make sure the scales are balanced."

"What do you want?"

There was something I wanted from him. After regressing, I had decided to collect several miraculous encounters if I had the chance. This was one of them.

"Let me into the Myriad Evil Cave."

The Myriad Evil Cave was a sacred place in the Evil Alliance. Only the Evil Alliance Chairman and his successor could enter.

Three hundred years ago, the Myriad Evil Sect Leader treated his injuries there after a fierce battle with the Heavenly Demon. The Evil Alliance had designated it a holy site.

Bi Sayin was startled. "Why do you want to go in there?"

"I've wanted to enter for a long time."

"Then you must know. Outsiders are forbidden from entering the Myriad Evil Cave."

"That's why I'm demanding it now, isn't it? With your life as collateral."

"Don't exaggerate. I've been alive this whole time without knowing the mastermind. Don't act like you're holding something so great."

"You were alive, but it was precarious, especially with a traitor at your back. If you hadn't met me, that traitor would still be eating and sleeping right beside Young Master Bi."

Bi Sayin fell silent, unable to refute my words. He asked me, "Do you know what kind of place the Myriad Evil Cave is?"

He asked because there was nothing special there. It was just a place to commemorate where the Myriad Evil Sect Leader had treated his injuries, like a pavilion in a scenic spot.

"I heard that three hundred years ago, the Heavenly Demon and the Myriad Evil Sect Leader fought. A detailed record of that battle was left in the Myriad Evil Cave. As the next Heavenly Demon, I want to read it. Unfortunately, that record isn't in our Cult."

Bi Sayin voiced his concern. "Letting you in isn't a big problem, but if this gets out, it could become a huge problem."

"You don't have to worry about that. I'll never tell anyone I entered the Myriad Evil Cave, and if I did? You can just deny it. If you say it wasn't you, who would believe me?"

He would eventually accept. The Myriad Evil Cave was nothing compared to what he would gain. Though it was a holy site, it was just a memorial hall. The secret of the Myriad Evil Cave would be revealed in about ten years, long after the Bi Sayin before me was dead.

"If you don't want to, then don't. I don't want to go in so badly that I have to beg. Let's just forget it."

"Second Young Lord, don't be so petty."

"Young Master Bi, you're the one being petty with your own life."

"What do you mean by that?"

"I'm saying that while others might hesitate, Young Master Bi cannot. Nothing is more important than your life, especially a life that will ascend to the seat of Evil Alliance Chairman after this crisis. Forget everything else and think only of your life!"

Finally, Bi Sayin took a deep breath and accepted. "Fine. I'll let you into the Myriad Evil Cave."

He had to find the mastermind, no matter the cost.

"But I have two conditions."

"State them."

"First, you must reveal the mastermind."

I expected this demand. "I'll tell you at the entrance of the Myriad Evil Cave."

"Fine."

We readily agreed on the first condition.

"Second brother, you only get two hours."

"That's too short. Give me six hours."

"Four hours. No more."

"Fine."

Bi Sayin drew his sword. I drew the Black Demon Sword, and we clashed them together. CLANG! The clear sound sealed our promise.

"Is the Myriad Evil Cave on the way to the Evil Alliance Headquarters?"

"It is."

"Let's leave right now, just the two of us."

Bi Sayin was startled. "Are you saying we should leave the Thirteen Evil Wolves behind?"

"That's right. Let's leave the Thirteen Evil Wolves and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon behind."

Bi Sayin started to speak but stopped. He couldn't bring himself to ask if it was dangerous. Seeing me move alone had wounded his pride, and he couldn't ask such a cowardly question.

"It'll be safest for just the two of us to go right now."

"Why is that?"

"Because your martial arts and those of the Thirteen Evil Wolves are so formidable, it's not easy to place surveillance on you. That must be why they recruited the Sixth Wolf."

Bi Sayin nodded in agreement.

"Now that the Sixth Wolf is dead, there's a gap in their surveillance, but they'll soon realize he's dead and send a new monitor. We have to leave now. Let's go to the Myriad Evil Cave, just you and me. We'll leave the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Thirteen Evil Wolves behind. The best way to defeat the enemy is to move unexpectedly."

Still, Bi Sayin hesitated. He finally revealed his honest feelings. "But what's the point if we end up dead?"

His conflicted face looked distorted, unable to properly convey his emotions. Perhaps this pity was one reason I wanted to save him.

"With the Thirteen Evil Wolves around, who knows if our chances of survival go up or down? Like I said before, can you be certain there isn't another spy among them?"

Bi Sayin couldn't answer confidently. There was no guarantee against double or even triple spies. He could only be certain of the First Wolf, Baek Cheolgi.

"Besides, for you to let me into the Myriad Evil Cave, we have to move alone, don't we? Would it be alright if they found out you let me in? Not just them, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would find out too."

Those words were decisive.

"Fine, let's go, just the two of us."

"A wise decision."

Bi Sayin's face filled with determination.

Normally, he shouldn't have made this decision. He shouldn't have moved so easily according to an opponent's intentions. If the opponent is a villain, you're already doomed.

However, Bi Sayin, this time you did well. I don't know how your fate will unfold, but joining me is likely the only way to turn the wheel of your tragic destiny. Pull the reins harder to change its direction.

"I'll help you become the Evil Alliance Chairman."

"The world will laugh if I become the Evil Alliance Chairman with your help."

"The world will never know the truth. Someday, when I'm the Heavenly Demon and you're the Evil Alliance Chairman, we'll meet, shake hands, and reminisce about this."

Bi Sayin stared at me as if to bore a hole through me.

How could I possibly know what's in his heart? Does he hate this moment so much he wants to kill me, or will he be truly grateful for this day and take my hand?

"Let's go."

I started running, and he followed. In an instant, we were out of the White Night Valley.


Ten days later, after running only on deserted paths, we arrived at a clifftop. Bi Sayin had realized there was no surveillance or tailing and acknowledged my judgment was correct.

SHWAAAAAA.

Looking down at the cascading waterfall, Bi Sayin asked, "Can you swim?"

"I can eat a meal underwater while fighting the Yangtze River Water Ghosts."

"Then follow me."

Bi Sayin jumped below the waterfall, and I followed right after him.

The entrance to the Myriad Evil Cave was impossible to find unless you knew its location. We swam through a narrow opening beneath the waterfall. The strong current made it hard to see, and the hole was so narrow it seemed we might get stuck forever.

We passed through the entrance and swam through a narrow passage. We went so deep that the fear of drowning gripped us before we finally emerged from the water. The waterway connected to a pond inside a cave.

"They say the Myriad Evil Sect Leader, injured in his battle with the Heavenly Demon, drifted into this place."

"For that narrow passage to lead here, heaven must have saved him."

"That's why we made this place a holy site."

We stood before the cave. It was originally a long cave, but the entrance had been blocked to create a door.

"It's a door that only opens by infusing inner arts in a specific way. If you try to force it, this place will collapse. Now, tell me. Who is the mastermind?"

I immediately told him the mastermind. "The Evil Alliance Head Elder, Seok Gwanchu."

Bi Sayin was shocked. He had clearly never expected that name.

"That can't be. Elder Seok retired long ago and joined the council of elders. Do you have proof?"

"The Black Death Leader confessed."

"Where is he now?"

"He's dead."

Bi Sayin's expression hardened. "Are you saying Elder Seok is the mastermind without any proof?"

"Why is there no proof? I, the son of the Heavenly Demon's second brother, am telling you as a witness."

"!"

"If you don't believe me, you shouldn't be standing here. What in the world are you doing?"

At my rebuke, Bi Sayin sighed deeply. "No. I believe you. I came because I believe you. It's just... the fact that it's Elder Seok is unbelievable."

Seok Gwanchu was a figure who commanded the respect of all the Evil Alliance's martial artists.

"Elder Seok is trying to make his grandson the successor."

Only then did Bi Sayin understand.

"Ah! So that was it. Elder Seok was extremely proud of his grandson. He boasted about him in front of me several times. Back then... I just thought his affection was excessive, but thinking about it now, it seems it was more than that."

A cold killing intent flickered in Bi Sayin's eyes. Seok Gwanchu, his grandson, and all the words and events he had previously overlooked now took on a new, heart-freezing meaning.

"Now, it's your turn to keep your promise."

Bi Sayin kept his promise. He placed his palm on the wall and infused his inner arts, and the door opened.

"Your entry here is a secret until the day you die, and you have exactly four hours. If you don't come out by then, I'm coming in."

Leaving him behind, I walked slowly into the Myriad Evil Cave.


Chapter 113: To the Fated One

I slowly walked into the Myriad Evil Cave.

The Evil Alliance had made the cave a sacred place, so its interior was well-decorated. Luminous pearls embedded everywhere kept it bright, and the air circulated well.

I walked for some time before a wide space opened up. This was the Myriad Evil Cave. A newly constructed wall recorded the life of the Myriad Evil Sect Leader in words and pictures.

The wall detailed his entire life story, from his unfortunate birth and childhood to his arduous martial arts training. It told tales of his youthful exploits and his eventual rise to become the grandmaster of the unorthodox sects.

But that was all. There was nothing else, which was why Bi Sayin had let me in. It was just a record of the life of a legendary unorthodox master from three hundred years ago.

The peak of his life was his fight with the Heavenly Demon. He could not win, but he became a legend for surviving the battle.

The wall records stated he stayed here for ten days to treat his injuries before leaving. He survived because he fortunately found water.

It was written that he went into seclusion afterward and never showed himself in the murim again.

The wall did not mention that he left behind a discourse on his martial arts here before he died.

Then how did it become known?

Ten years from now, an earthquake will strike this place, collapsing a wall and discovering a new space.

I drew the Black Demon Sword.

JIIING.

A sky-blue enhanced sword qi enveloped the Black Demon Sword.

I plunged the sword, wreathed in enhanced sword qi, into the lower west wall. I cut a neat opening along the dividing line below the murals, just large enough for one person to pass through.

This was the same wall that would collapse in the future. It was not thick. Once I cut deep enough, I used my inner arts to push the stone slab, which fell inward.

I crawled through the opening. In this inner space, the Myriad Evil Sect Leader had left his final thoughts on his martial arts before he died.

A discourse on his martial arts covered the wall. He must have left it in a secret space because he only wanted someone with a fated connection to see it.

I read it slowly.

It was a discourse on his entire martial arts, based on the enlightenment he gained from his fight with the Heavenly Demon.

The Myriad Evil Sect Leader's martial arts were incredibly profound and lofty. For ordinary masters, it was all abstract nonsense that would be useless even if they read it a hundred times. However, I was no ordinary master.

I read the legacy of the unorthodox path's greatest master from the last three hundred years again and again. Memorization was unnecessary. It was a matter of understanding.

At first, I found enlightenment in the differences. The unorthodox martial arts offered new lessons, completely different from our Cult's demonic art.

However, as I read it over and over, I realized that all martial arts ultimately began from a single root, gaining enlightenment from their similarities.

They were both similar and different. Knowing which parts were different and which were the same, and the profundity born from these subtle differences, was what separated an unparalleled master from the rest.

I drew my sword and swung it, read the text, and then executed techniques like a madman. The experience was refreshing and intense.

If I had only learned demonic art, or if I had only learned the martial arts of the unorthodox sects, his teachings would not have resonated with me so deeply.

However, while I was based in demonic art, I had lived a life that transcended factions. Because of that, the Myriad Evil Sect Leader's final enlightenment had a great impact on me.

Then, at some point while executing the techniques of the Soaring Sky Sword Art, I realized something.

I had unknowingly achieved the Twelth Star complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

Like water flowing downward, the Myriad Evil Sect Leader's teachings had naturally guided me to the next level.

The tenth star complete mastery and the Twelth Star complete mastery were realms of a different dimension. A single martial art had reached its ultimate state and was finally perfected.

"Ah!"

I was overjoyed. Even in my past life, I had never achieved the Twelth Star complete mastery in any martial art. Now that I had reached the Twelth Star complete mastery of a profound martial art like the Soaring Sky Sword Art, I felt like I could fly.

I immediately prostrated myself and bowed. I offered sincere gratitude, even though he was a grandmaster of the unorthodox sects.

"Thank you so much for leaving behind such great teachings. A follower of the unorthodox path couldn't receive this precious fated connection, but the one who did is trying to help your descendant, so please don't be too disappointed."

As I was about to get up, something caught my eye.

Something was hidden in a spot only visible while prostrated. I moved closer and saw a letter left by the Myriad Evil Sect Leader. The last passage caught my eye.

"...I realized that even if I consumed this 10000 Year Black Lingzhi Mushroom, I could not kill the Heavenly Demon. Therefore, I will not take it and instead leave it for a future generation. May the fated one cherish this connection."

"The 10000 Year Black Lingzhi Mushroom?"

Startled, I examined the area. A small hole lay behind the letter. I looked inside and saw a 10000 Year Black Lingzhi Mushroom truly growing there.

When I lightly infused my inner arts and pushed, the earthen wall crumbled and revealed a small space.

Amazingly, a 10000 Year Black Lingzhi Mushroom grew there. It was a miracle herb more potent than any I had consumed before.

If I had not bowed gratefully to the Myriad Evil Sect Leader, I never would have found the letter or the 10000 Year Black Lingzhi Mushroom. I did not know if he intended it or if it was a coincidence, but I had stumbled upon a second miraculous encounter.

Thank you once again.

I carefully harvested the 10000 Year Black Lingzhi Mushroom. It was smaller than a normal lingzhi mushroom, containing countless years of accumulated spiritual energy.

I consumed the 10000 Year Black Lingzhi Mushroom on the spot.

An immense energy spread throughout my entire body. It was a massive amount of energy that could rupture the blood vessels of anyone unable to handle it.

However, my sturdy blood vessels, fortified by the Meridians Strengthening Art and the pure inner arts from previous miracle herbs, allowed me to absorb the 10000 Year Black Lingzhi Mushroom without any side effects.

I circulated the inner qi for one cycle, then two, then three, focusing intently on absorbing the energy. After storing the energy in my qi center, I opened my eyes.

I could not know how profound Father's, the Murim Alliance Chairman's, or the Evil Alliance Chairman's inner arts were, but I could now be confident that in terms of inner arts alone, mine was no less than theirs.

I left the letter and the teachings on the wall. The future earthquake would destroy most of it anyway, so I did not need to erase the Myriad Evil Sect Leader's work myself.

I crawled out of the space and put the stone slab back in its original place.

There was still time before the promised two hours were up, so I read the part about the final battle between the Heavenly Demon and the Myriad Evil Sect Leader.

The depiction of the fight showed the Heavenly Demon manifesting the Heavenly Demon Soul. Since unorthodox sect members drew the picture, they had depicted the Heavenly Demon Soul as a devil.

I stared intently at the Heavenly Demon Soul.

If one achieves complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, one can manifest the Heavenly Demon Soul.

Will I really be able to create a Heavenly Demon Soul someday? What form will my Heavenly Demon Soul take when it manifests? Could it appear in a small form, unlike that giant one?

Just thinking about it made my heart pound.

Just then.

SWOOSH. I had the illusion that the Heavenly Demon Soul in the picture was looking at me.

Startled, I looked again, but the Heavenly Demon Soul was just a picture.

Actually, this was the second time I had experienced this.

Once before, when Father pressured me with his demonic qi, I had felt as if something enormous was watching me from the abyss.

It was the exact same feeling now.

Am I seeing illusions because I desperately desire the Nine Calamities Demonic Art?

"Next time, let's meet not in a picture, but when I manifest you myself."

After saying that to the Heavenly Demon Soul, I left the Myriad Evil Cave.

Bi Sayin waited outside. He studied me with curious eyes, but at his level, he could not detect any change in me.

"I read it well. It's truly a place worthy of being called a sacred ground. The Myriad Evil Sect Leader was a great man."

"Don't even think of coming here again," Bi Sayin warned.

"It's a sacred place to you, but to me, it's just a stuffy underground cave. Seeing it once was enough. Now, let's go."

We went outside through the same pond we had entered.

Coming out from under the waterfall, we leaped up the cliff. I made it in a single bound, while he had to kick off the cliff face once midway up.

We started running toward the Evil Alliance Headquarters.

After running nonstop for a while, we took a short break. As we sat side-by-side on a hill, Bi Sayin said worriedly, "There must be a huge uproar by now. The heir of the Evil Alliance is missing with the son of the Heavenly Demon, after all."

"It might be less of a big deal than you think."

Bi Sayin looked at me and asked, "Why do you think so?"

"The Smiling Demon probably gave First Wolf a heads-up that I wouldn't be in any danger, so there's no need to make a fuss."

"Did you order the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to do that?"

I shook my head.

"Aren't there things that can be understood without being said?"

"This is the first time I've been separated from the Thirteen Evil Wolves since becoming the heir, and I can't predict how they'll move at all."

He could not hide his bitter expression. I felt a little sorry for him, since I had induced their division.

"How does it feel to be alone?"

"I'm not sure yet. I thought it'd be very uncomfortable, but I don't feel that anxious."

"It's probably because you're with me. I have a charm that puts people at ease."

Bi Sayin looked dumbfounded at my shameless words. As I spent time with him, I learned to read the subtle changes in his expression. His mangled face first seemed to have only one expression, but a closer look revealed differences.

"I think I can read Young Master Bi's expressions now."

He flinched when I mentioned his expression. The scars on Bi Sayin's face were a taboo, just like the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's mask. However, I did not hesitate to bring it up.

"Later, when you have a trustworthy subordinate, show them your expressions clearly. It's the only way they'll be able to read your emotions. The closer they are and the more they respect you, the more likely they are to misread your expressions. Don't make that mistake."

"Why are you giving me this advice?"

"Because I want the Evil Alliance to run well. I want our Cult, your alliance, and the Murim Alliance to maintain a balance. If that balance collapses... you know what'll happen, don't you?"

"Is that really all?"

"Do you think I was taught to trust people? Still, I trust when I have to."

"I'm asking because I don't understand why you're taking such a risk."

"The reason is simple. That bastard tried to kill us. He tried to use the Smiling Demon. That's reason enough to kill him, but don't believe I'll help you to the very end. We're not some jianghu newcomers mad with vengeance. If we judge the situation isn't right, we'll pull out immediately. This whole affair is, in the end, your problem, Young Master Bi."

Bi Sayin looked like he had a lot on his mind.

"What should I do? To be honest, I'm a bit confused."

The Bi Sayin I first met and the Bi Sayin now were clearly different. A wounded pride tends to blind a person. However, the current Bi Sayin clearly had a stronger will to overcome reality than to protect his pride.

"Isn't it a simple matter?"

"What do you mean?"

"Isn't it just a matter of paying them back in kind? He tried to kill you, so you kill him. He didn't try to kill the Evil Alliance Chairman for power. He tried to kill the heir, Young Master Bi. So you should kill his grandson the same way. Throw away any fear or reverence you have for Seok Gwanchu. He's just a vile old man greedy for power. Forget about evidence and all that crap and just kill him."

Bi Sayin nodded emphatically.

"You're right. This was a very simple problem."

It seemed something that had been blocked up was now clear.

"I will kill them all. I will kill anyone who stands in my way."

"Of course you should. Don't complicate a simple problem."

Bi Sayin stared at me for a moment, then asked, "Can you still read my expression?"

"I can."

"What is it?"

"You're happy."

"So I really did have expressions."

"You didn't know?"

"I didn't. Everyone was too busy avoiding my face."

"It wasn't everyone, it was you. Stop breaking mirrors now."

A deeper smile spread across the face that would have normally flared up in anger. I stared at his face for a moment before getting up first.

"Come on, let's run!"


Chapter 114: I Meant to Lure in a Villain

I arrived with Bi Sayin at a safehouse near the Evil Alliance Headquarters. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Thirteen Evil Wolves waited for us there.

First Wolf looked as overjoyed as if he had seen a ghost.

"Young Lord! You're safe!"

"First Wolf, I'm sorry for leaving without telling you."

"We were so worried. You mustn't do this again."

"I understand."

The other members of the Thirteen Evil Wolves were also delighted. Seeing them welcome Bi Sayin, he seemed to relax.

"The Extreme Evil Demon Supreme did guarantee the young lord's safety, but..."

I chuckled.

First Wolf must have worried, 'Doesn't having the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon guarantee his safety make it even more dangerous?'

While Bi Sayin and the Thirteen Evil Wolves had their reunion, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon called me into a separate room. His two eyes scrutinized me from behind the white mask.

"Bi Sayin probably doesn't even know what was taken from him. What exactly did you gain?"

"I just tried to win his heart."

"That can't be it. That's something I or the Thirteen Evil Wolves could have done."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon knew me too well after traveling together for so long.

"Come to think of it, your gaze seems to have deepened. Did you perhaps make progress in your martial arts?"

"Just a little."

In truth, I had completely mastered the Soaring Sky Sword Art, a huge accomplishment, but I only told him half the truth. I didn't think I could completely deceive the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, nor did I want to.

"If the Second Young Lord's skills have improved even more, I suppose I'd lose if we fought now."

"I might be able to beat the other Demon Supremes, but I could never defeat you, Smiling Demon."

"Why is that?"

"Because you are the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed, knowing it was a compliment.


That afternoon, Bi Sayin came to find me. He had devised an extremely dangerous plan.

"I intend to use myself as bait."

He was betting his life on it.

"I'll leak information that I have evidence. Evidence that proves Seok Gwanchu is behind everything. If I say I'm about to report it to the Chairman, Seok Gwanchu will surely come to kill us."

This was a plausible situation. The Black Death Leader was dead, we had visited the White Night Valley, and the Sixth Wolf was dead. It was believable that we had found evidence.

"He'll need to kill us as soon as possible, and he won't be able to hire an outside expert on short notice. He'll either come himself or send an expert with deep ties to him."

"Do you know how dangerous this plan is?"

"I do. He'll definitely send someone who can kill me. He might even come himself."

"Then why did you come up with such a dangerous plan?"

"Because there's one thing they're overlooking."

"What is it?"

"You, Second Young Lord. They'd never imagine that you and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would be helping me."

He asked me, "Will you help me?"

"I will."

My unhesitating answer took Bi Sayin aback.

"Why don't you ask for something in return? This is a situation where I'd have to agree to any condition you set. A situation where I'd have no choice but to give you everything I own if you asked for it."

"Because I want to properly shake your hand someday."

Bi Sayin's eyes wavered. Help given in times of hardship always leaves the deepest impression. If I could win Bi Sayin's heart this time, it would become a greater strength than any miracle herbs or treasures.

After parting with him, I met the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and told him about the plan.

"Second Young Lord, you should stay out of this."

"Are you serious?"

"......"

"Is it because you're worried about me?"

"No, it's because I'm worried about myself. I came out here with you, Second Young Lord. What would become of me if you died in the front yard of the Evil Alliance? I wouldn't be able to face the Cult Leader."

In truth, I had the exact same concern. Father had ordered me not to kill any more Demon Supremes. What would become of me if the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon died?

"Let's just see how the situation unfolds and decide then."

"Let's do that."

"This fight isn't our fight. There's no need for us to jump into it too recklessly."

At my words, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes glinted. He was the type to burn brighter the stronger his opponent was.

Returning to my room, I unwound the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk from my sword hilt. I wrapped it around my vital areas, my heart, neck, stomach, arms, and legs. Over that, I wore the Ghost Armor from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Then, I quietly circulated my qi and prepared for the coming fight.

Late at night, I opened my eyes.

The Heavenly Demon Defense Art had woken me. It had never woken me so violently and intensely before. I could tell.

A formidable enemy.

I had expected a strong enemy, but this was the first time I had encountered an expert powerful enough to make the Heavenly Demon Defense Art react so strongly.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, sleeping in the same room, also snapped his eyes open.

"Did you feel that?"

"......"

"Let's go."

Like the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, I put on a mask. We headed toward the source of the energy, which was the building where Bi Sayin was staying.

KWAJIK! WASPEAR!

Martial artists burst out, shattering windows and walls. It was Bi Sayin and the Thirteen Evil Wolves. They were clearly flustered.

Soon after, an old man appeared, walking out leisurely. He wore pure white robes and had a white beard that reached his chest, like a divine hermit. His face and hands were covered in wrinkles of indeterminable age, but his eyes were as fearsome as a beast's.

The old man dragged a person behind him. The person was already a corpse, and a pool of blood marked the path where he was dragged.

"......"

The old man threw the corpse. It flew into the middle of the courtyard and rolled. The dead man was the Third Wolf.

The expressions of the Thirteen Evil Wolves hardened at their comrade's death. Their eyes filled with a vengeful killing intent, but none of them cursed or acted rashly. The swordsmanship the old man had displayed when killing the Third Wolf had undoubtedly intimidated them.

"Who are you?" First Wolf asked the old man, suppressing his anger.

He was not Seok Gwanchu. He was older than Seok Gwanchu, an expert of the previous generation, and he exuded a much more powerful presence.

"And who are you?"

The old man's low, calm voice cut through the night air. It was a voice that carried the weight of profound inner arts.

"I am First Wolf, leader of the Thirteen Evil Wolves."

"Come closer."

Of course, First Wolf did not approach.

"How can a coward be leading the Thirteen Evil Wolves?"

First Wolf's expression hardened, but he did not fall for the old man's provocation. Instead, he spoke quietly to Bi Sayin.

"We'll handle things here, so please get away."

The plan to lure them in and capture them had collapsed the moment the old man appeared.

Bi Sayin had no intention of escaping, but it would not have been easy even if he had tried. Another expert had appeared on the opposite wall. It was none other than Seok Gwanchu, the mastermind behind this incident. He too displayed the bearing of an expert from a previous generation.

His appearance meant he intended to kill everyone to silence them.

Seok Gwanchu clasped his hands behind his back, looked up at the night sky, and spoke.

"The moonlight is lovely, so I brought my Master out for a short walk."

Everyone was horrified the moment they realized the old man's identity.

Seok Gwanchu's Master.

The Sword Emperor Baek Manggi.

He was a master of swift sword techniques, an expert from two generations prior, and well over one hundred and thirty years old. He had not been seen in the murim for decades, but he had finally appeared. They had tried to lure in a villain, but a monster had been drawn out instead.

"Listen here, Young Master Bi." Seok Gwanchu was calm and composed. "There is only one way for you to live."

"What is it?"

"You know what I want, don't you?"

"Are you talking about the evidence to be presented to the Chairman? It seems even our Elder Seok fears the Chairman."

"Hand it over while I'm asking nicely."

"It's not some treasured blade, why would I be carrying it? If you kill me, the evidence will go to the Chairman immediately. Then, Elder Seok, you'll have to bear the sin of my murder as well."

Just then, Seok Gwanchu's Master, Baek Manggi, leaped into the air. He walked slowly through the void and landed softly before Bi Sayin, like a divine general descending from the heavens.

TATATANG!

All the swords that tried to protect Bi Sayin were deflected.

Baek Manggi's sword was back in its sheath. In an instant, he had drawn his sword, struck away the swords of the Thirteen Evil Wolves, and sheathed it again. His swift swordsmanship overwhelmed the Thirteen Evil Wolves.

Baek Manggi gazed silently into Bi Sayin's eyes.

"Those are the eyes of someone who doesn't know how to lie."

Baek Manggi looked at Seok Gwanchu and said, "There is no evidence."

"I thought as much."

Seok Gwanchu scolded Bi Sayin with a calm face, as if he would believe anything his master said.

"What on earth were you thinking, pulling a stunt like this? Did you really think I was foolish enough to walk into your trap and offer my own neck?"

Bi Sayin said nothing. The entire plan had fallen apart the moment Baek Manggi arrived. They could have faced Seok Gwanchu with a combined attack from the Thirteen Evil Wolves, but Baek Manggi was an existence far beyond their skill level.

Just then, Baek Manggi turned his head and looked our way.

"It seems you put your trust in those things over there playing ghost."

Naturally, both Baek Manggi and Seok Gwanchu had been aware of our presence from the beginning. Seok Gwanchu knew exactly who we were.

"He is the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, one of the Eight Demon Supremes."

"I've heard there are lackeys in the Demonic Cult who wear masks and act all mysterious, but why are you just standing there, knowing who I am? Do you think I won't kill you because I'm afraid of the Heavenly Demon?"

"It seems so."

Then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said to me, "It's not too late."

"Should we bolt?"

"Do as you wish, Second Young Lord."

At that moment, my eyes met Bi Sayin's. His expression held not fear, but resolve. It was a look that said it was okay for me to leave, that he wouldn't resent me.

I don't want that to be the last expression I remember of him. This damned loyalty, pride, and promises. Ah! This is why the average lifespan of martial artists is so short.

"I knew it." The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed.

To fight like a madman and die, even if death was certain, that was the way of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

That wasn't why I decided to fight. It was because I knew they had no intention of letting us go. They would never let such a huge secret get out.

"Hey, old man. Your opponent is over here."

At the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's words, Baek Manggi laughed. Seok Gwanchu laughed too.

"Did you really think I give a damn about the Heavenly Demon?"

The moment Baek Manggi finished speaking, he rushed toward us. He was incredibly fast. The instant I perceived his attack, his sword was already being drawn right in front of our noses.

SHWIIK! SHWIIIK!

PIIT! PAT!

In an instant, it was over.

Baek Manggi had taken a step back from us and was staring at me with a shocked expression.

"......"

His long beard had been cut and was fluttering between us.

Baek Manggi had tried to cut down the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon first, and I had cut Baek Manggi. He was fast, but so was I. My sword had nearly slit Baek Manggi's throat.

The composure vanished from Baek Manggi's face. He likely hadn't experienced such a dangerous moment in decades. This was probably the first time his heart had sunk like this.

Not only Baek Manggi, but Seok Gwanchu, Bi Sayin, and the Thirteen Evil Wolves all stared at me with astonished faces.

It was at that very moment.

JJIIIIK.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's mask, struck by Baek Manggi's earlier swing, split in half from forehead to chin and slid down. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, too, had failed to completely dodge Baek Manggi's attack.

As the mask slid down, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon panicked. If given the choice between death and unmasking, he was the type to choose death.

Just as his face was about to be revealed.

CHAK.

A new mask covered his face.

I had taken off the mask I was wearing and used it to cover his face.

For a moment, our eyes met. Instead of the shame he must have felt was worse than death, his eyes welled up with intense emotion for me.

"You should only take off your mask when you, Smiling Demon, wish to."

Leaving the surging emotions of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon behind me, I turned back toward Baek Manggi.

I didn't know. I didn't know that the fact the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had almost died would make me this angry. I truly had no idea.


Chapter 115: I'm Bleeding a Lot

Baek Manggi's face showed various emotions as he looked at me.

Fear, surprise, excitement, and anger.

Surprise surfaced first.

"So young?"

When my sword first brought him to the verge of death, he must have mistaken me for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He must have realized his mistake. After all, no one else could wield a sword so swiftly.

"Hey, old man."

I dropped all courtesy towards him. I didn't know what kind of life he had lived. However, the moment he cut down the three wolves today, any reason to respect him vanished.

"Did you say we were playing ghost games? You're the one playing them right now, aren't you?"

"What did you just say?"

"Why did you crawl out of your grave to meddle in a later generation's affairs? You lived your era and even earned the name Sword Emperor. Wasn't that enough for you?"

My words hit their mark, and the air around us grew cold.

However, I felt a scorching heat. It was the heat from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who slowly adjusted his mask behind me. I knew what he was feeling without even looking into his eyes.

Yes, some things can be understood without being said or seen.

"Look here, young junior. What's the use of such a foul mouth when speaking to your elders?"

"Old man, you're going to kill me anyway, so isn't it a bit shameless to expect politeness? Then again, if you had any shame, you wouldn't have swung your sword at those young juniors, would you?"

He stroked his severed beard, and the surrounding air grew even colder. I provoked his killing intent further.

"When your disciple went senile and jumped into a power struggle, you, his master, should have stopped him. What were you thinking, crawling out as if you'd been waiting for it? Did you both go senile together?"

Baek Manggi's face flushed slightly. Yes, get agitated. Get more agitated.

I shouted to Bi Sayin and the Thirteen Evil Wolves, who stood far away.

"Let's send these old men back into history."

It was a signal for them to handle Seok Gwanchu while we handled this side.

Hope blossomed in Bi Sayin's eyes, which had been filled with despair. If we took on Baek Manggi, this fight was more than winnable.

Seok Gwanchu's expression, on the other hand, was stiff. He must have never dreamed such a variable would appear in a matter where he had even mobilized his master.

Baek Manggi asked coldly.

"Who are you, you insolent brat?"

"The one who will take an old man, omitted from the Hell Mansion's list, to the underworld."

In that instant, Baek Manggi drew his sword with the speed of lightning.

"......"

I narrowly dodged the incoming sword. Baek Manggi's attack was fast and powerful.

At that moment!

PHEW!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon unleashed the Blood Calamity Finger. Baek Manggi twisted his body to avoid it, and my sword stabbed at him.

As we clashed, the Thirteen Evil Wolves and Bi Sayin also rushed at Seok Gwanchu.

I decided to fight without worrying about the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

I had never fought in coordination with him, and I judged that a clumsy joint attack against Baek Manggi would only put us at a disadvantage. I trusted the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

He would handle it himself. He would jump in, dodge, and help on his own. He would fight well on his own.

Therefore, I fought with the mindset that I was fighting Baek Manggi one-on-one.

"......"

We clashed again. His swift sword was too fast for the Thirteen Evil Wolves to handle. It was an attack that even the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would find difficult to dodge consecutively.

Blocking after seeing it with my eyes would be too late. I had to block with experience and instinct.

He attacks the left, so I should attack the right. The moment I had such a thought, my head would be severed.

Baek Manggi's technique, which had focused only on speed, suddenly became dazzling. This change was incredibly threatening.

However, I barely blocked his attack. I struggled not to be overwhelmed by his qi.

In the midst of our exchange, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon unleashed the Blood Calamity Finger. Because our movements were so fast, he launched the Blood Calamity Finger with extreme caution. One wrong move could have hit me instead.

Despite the two-on-one fight, Baek Manggi was not pushed back at all. His skill demonstrated what it meant to have earned the name Sword Emperor eighty years ago.

His swordsmanship was one thing, but Baek Manggi's movement arts were also spectacular. If I hadn't learned the Four Strides of the Wind God, his movement arts would have completely overwhelmed me. He fought entangled with me to avoid the Blood Calamity Finger, and his every step was breathtakingly fluid.

After about a hundred seconds, Baek Manggi suddenly unleashed a palm technique during our sword exchange. It was a truly unpredictable attack, but fortunately, I managed to block it by unleashing a palm technique of my own just in time.

"......"

Our palms met with an explosive roar.

The impact pushed us both back. Our internal energy levels were nearly identical. If I hadn't recently consumed the 10000 Year Black Lingzhi Mushroom, his inner arts would have overpowered me.

Pushed apart from each other, we found a moment to talk.

"I don't want to be surprised, but I can't help it. How on earth can you possess such profound inner arts at your age?"

I spoke to him cheerfully.

"My friend, you don't recognize me?"

"What?"

"I underwent Rejuvenation."

For a moment, he thought I was someone he knew.

"......"

"Who do you think? The young junior with the foul mouth. Why are you asking who, when you don't even have any friends?"

Baek Manggi then realized I was mocking him. His expression twisted. I had to provoke him whenever I had the chance.

As always, in a fight, the one who gets agitated is the one who loses.

Sword qi unleashed from his agitated sword for the first time.

SHWAAAAAAK!

This was the moment I had been waiting for.

"......"

The sword qi I unleashed collided with his, and a deafening sound exploded.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not miss this opportunity, consecutively unleashing the Blood Calamity Finger and the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm. The two-on-one fight was to our advantage.

I continuously poured out the Burning Sky Strike, a sword qi emission technique.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon also relentlessly unleashed the Blood Calamity Finger and the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm.

Baek Manggi swung his sword and unleashed palm techniques like a madman to neutralize them. A series of explosions erupted.

KWANG! KWANG! KWWAAAANG! KWANG!

The ground shook and clouds of dust rose.

At this tremendous exchange, Seok Gwanchu, Bi Sayin, and the Thirteen Evil Wolves stopped fighting to watch the outcome.

When the attacks stopped and the dust settled, we were startled.

He stood there, perfectly fine.

Then, the Sword Emperor's ultimate technique, born from fury, began.

SSSSSSSSS!

In front of him, his sword split into sword-shaped qi.

I could tell. He intended to kill everyone here in a single move. He meant to kill the Thirteen Evil Wolves and Bi Sayin, then face us alongside Seok Gwanchu.

The Black Demon Sword rose before my chest and began to split.

SSSSSSSSSSST!

The Soaring Sky Sword Art Seventh Technique, the Ominous Sky Strike.

Was it because I had achieved Twelfth Star mastery? It split much faster and into a greater number than before.

Baek Manggi's sword qi flew towards everyone present.

SHWISHWISHWISHWISHWISHWISHWI!

SWOOOOOOOOOSH!

Simultaneously, my sword qi also unleashed.

The next moment, a magnificent spectacle unfolded.

Two kinds of lines embroidered the space. Lines meant to kill and lines meant to protect.

The moment those two lines intersected, a continuous series of explosions erupted as sword qi clashed with sword qi.

Bi Sayin saw Baek Manggi's sword qi flying toward his face. It flew at a speed impossible to dodge.

However, my sword qi flew in faster, tore that sword qi to shreds, and nullified it right before his eyes.

"......"

It was the same for the other members of the Thirteen Evil Wolves. The sight of the sword qi flying at them being torn apart by another sword qi was a spectacle they would likely never see again.

KWANG! KWANG! KWANG! KWWANG! KWANG!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nullified the sword qi aimed at him by himself. I believed he would, so I didn't block it for him.

When all the flying sword qi vanished, the dust had also completely settled.

Baek Manggi came into view. His eyes, a mixture of disbelief, surprise, and anger, were now filled only with killing intent. Seok Gwanchu was shocked and bewildered. He had never imagined his master's ultimate technique could be blocked.

Conversely, the eyes of Bi Sayin and the Thirteen Evil Wolves were filled with astonishment as they looked at us. It was beyond surprise, bordering on awe.

This time, I charged at Baek Manggi first.

If you give your best, I will give my all. If you die, only you die, but if I die, so many people will die.

I poured everything I had into my sword.

We exchanged dozens of blows in an instant.

Blood splattered from both our bodies. There was no time to check where or how I was cut. The fact that blood flew even though I wore the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk and the Ghost Armor meant I might have already been sliced in several places without them.

As I endured again and again, I could feel a sense of impatience from Baek Manggi.

When was the last time he had fought such a long and bloody battle? Fifty years ago? Seventy years ago? Perhaps he had never had such a difficult fight. After becoming the Sword Emperor, no one would have dared to challenge him recklessly.

In this fight, the help of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was absolute. He didn't intervene carelessly because our fight was too fast, but he would fire the Blood Calamity Finger when he saw a clear opening.

When I was in danger, the Blood Calamity Finger saved me. A single, timely Blood Calamity Finger changed the tide of the battle and gave me an opportunity.

Eventually, Baek Manggi changed his strategy and tried to kill the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon first.

The moment I sensed his killing intent directed at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, I drove Baek Manggi back like a madman.

If I give him an opening, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon will die.

That was my only thought.

I didn't want to lose the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon in this fight. I did not wish for this old man to kill him.

Even if he is to be killed, I'll be the one to do it! You damn old man!

This desperate desire created a surprising phenomenon.

Everything vanished from my sight, and only Baek Manggi was visible.

It was as if Baek Manggi alone, dressed in white, moved before me against a black background. Nothing else could be seen.

All sounds were blocked out too. I could only hear my own sounds and the sounds Baek Manggi made. It was an amazing experience, the first I'd had since learning martial arts.

Sparks flew as Baek Manggi's sword and my sword clashed.

There was another change.

Now, even Baek Manggi had disappeared, and only his sword moved in my eyes. I could only see my sword. Perhaps, if more time passed, even this sword would become invisible?

Baek Manggi's sword began to appear more and more clearly.

My vision, enhanced by the Divine Eye Technique, finally began to show its effect. He hadn't slowed down, nor had I gotten faster. I was the one who had adapted to this speed first. My eyes had adapted.

I had only seen the sword, but now Baek Manggi's form became visible again.

I can see his face.

Now, I can finally see.

That he is struggling.

That he is regretting.

That he is afraid.

And I saw it.

The single opening shown by the man who had been perfect.

The moment I perceived it, my sword had already translated my mind's intent into action. My sword and my body were one.

PUK!

My sword pierced Baek Manggi's heart.

My vision returned to normal. The surrounding darkness vanished, and I could see my surroundings again.

There were already several holes in Baek Manggi's body, and blood flowed from them. They were spots where the Blood Calamity Finger had hit.

I don't know when Baek Manggi was hit by them. Baek Manggi had fought this well even while taking on the two of us.

Surprise and shock, emptiness and fear. I looked down at his final gaze, which held all sorts of emotions, and slowly pulled out my sword. I was too exhausted and tired to say anything to him.

Blood gushed from his heart as Baek Manggi collapsed, his life extinguished.

If I hadn't achieved Twelfth Star mastery, I would have lost this fight. If the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and I hadn't attacked jointly, we would have died.

Monstrous masters of a bygone era like him exist in the murim. They are in the Murim Alliance, in our Cult, and like this, in the Evil Alliance too.

Old masters lie dormant like fossils, then suddenly pop up to burn their final flame. That is why the murim is a frightening place.

"Oh my, I'm going to die."

I collapsed where I stood. The mental exhaustion was so great that I didn't have the strength to lift a single finger. I truly felt I wouldn't be able to move unless someone came to stab me. A genuine 'oh my' escaped my lips.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon also plopped down next to me. I could see his chin from under my mask. Dried blood was below his chin.

"Are you hurt?"

"It's just a light scratch."

"You're probably ugly, so you can't afford to hurt your face!"

He let out a small laugh, as if he never expected me to say something like that in this situation.

"Even after such a hard fight, you still want to be funny?"

"You shouldn't miss an opportunity when it comes."

"Second Young Lord, you're bleeding a lot."

"It hurts like hell."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon pressed on my blood points to stop the bleeding on my arms, legs, stomach, and shoulder.

When I started this journey, could I ever have imagined a moment would come when he would be stopping my bleeding?

"How is the fight over there going?"

At my question, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon glanced over at the still-raging fight, then said to me.

"It's just about over."

Since he didn't say we needed to help, it seemed Bi Sayin's side was winning.

We stared at the sky in silence for a moment.

Then, I spoke first.

"Thank you."

After a brief pause, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said.

"Thank you."

We only said 'thank you' to each other. We didn't add any other words. There was no need to.

"I'll buy you a new mask."

"Please buy me a better one. That mask gets sweaty if I wear it for too long."

"I will."

It was right at that moment.

"Kuaaack!"

A scream that signaled the end of someone's life rang out.

Lifting my head, I saw the swords of Bi Sayin and three members of the Thirteen Evil Wolves embedded in Seok Gwanchu's body.

Two more members of the Thirteen Evil Wolves must have been sacrificed during the fight, as they lay on the ground. A wicked man never goes to the underworld alone.

I pushed myself into a sitting position.

Bi Sayin walked over to me. He stood a short distance away and stared at Baek Manggi's corpse. It seemed he couldn't believe we had killed him.

He bowed his head to me in greeting. It was the first time he had ever bowed to me.

"Thanks to you, I survived."

I smiled and said to him.

"Thanks to you, I almost died."

He didn't smile. With a determined look in his eyes, he spoke while holding his blood-dripping sword.

"I intend to go kill Seok Gwanchu's grandson immediately."

He was more polite than before and was taking my advice well.

"The testimony of us, the Thirteen Evil Wolves, will be enough evidence."

"Be sure to create an Evil Alliance where that will be accepted."

"Then, I'll see you next time."

Bi Sayin bowed his head in farewell. The Bi Sayin I first met and the Bi Sayin of now were completely different people.

After they collected their comrades' bodies and left, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked.

"For the sake of our Cult, wouldn't it be better to install a bigger idiot than that Bi Sayin as the successor?"

"That would be so."

"But why did you help that man?"

It was something that started because Seok Gwanchu's grandson was a piece of trash, but to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, I answered like this.

"Still, if the opponent is too much of an idiot, it's no fun, is it?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon chuckled. He probably thought the same. He was the type of person who burned brighter the stronger his opponent was.

"Shall we get going too?"

"Aaargh, my legs hurt too much to walk. Please give me a piggyback ride."

"Stop being a baby. You're limping on the wrong leg."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and I walked side by side, leaving that place.

In the place we left behind, the faint moonlight only illuminated the sight of an old and even older desire growing cold.


Chapter 116: Why Are You Whispering?

Lee Ahn diligently hammered with a sledgehammer. She worked in a small smithy that forged farming tools like hoes and sickles.

Her natural dexterity helped her learn quickly. Soon, she deftly crafted hoes of decent quality.

This was a safehouse for the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Safehouses varied. Some were hidden in remote locations, while others, like this one, were disguised as ordinary businesses in busy areas.

Just then, someone entered.

"Eat before you work."

Lee Ahn turned and saw the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had brought a meal.

"Thank you."

Lee Ahn handled the smithy work, while the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman managed the meals. Green Mask, always wearing his mask, moved stealthily and kept his appearance hidden.

Lee Ahn noticed the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's attire and asked, "Are you going somewhere?"

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman usually dressed like a common village woman, complete with a headscarf. Today, however, she wore makeup and pretty clothes.

"No, I just wore them for a change of pace."

The rule of the safehouse was strict. Going out was forbidden.

Lee Ahn could tell today was a special day for her.

"Is it your birthday, by any chance?"

"No. I just had a good dream. Now, please eat before it gets cold."

"Yes, thank you for the meal."

Lee Ahn started to eat.

"Please eat with me."

"I'm full from nibbling while I was cooking. Please, eat a lot."

"You really seem to have a natural talent for cooking. It's much more delicious than anything I could buy."

"Actually, when I first started this line of work, I worked in a kitchen."

"Ah, I see."

"I went through a lot of hardship back then."

Lee Ahn sensed the truth in that. The experience of struggling from the bottom was what had made her successful.

Though the food was delicious, Lee Ahn could not eat much. She had lost her appetite since arriving, consumed with worry for Geom Mugeuk.

"Did you happen to hear what I said to the Second Young Lord?"

"Yes. I heard you told him that I'm someone who will do great things in the future. Why did you say that?"

"Because I'm a good judge of character."

"Thank you for thinking so highly of me, but that's too much praise."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman gazed at Lee Ahn with calm eyes. "This martial artist is a precious person. So always cherish yourself."

Lee Ahn felt grateful for her words.

While hiding in the safehouse, she never showed it, but she was deeply worried about Geom Mugeuk. The worry kept her awake at night. Whenever that happened, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman would comfort her, saying nothing would happen.

Her comfort was strangely empowering, perhaps due to the mysterious, indescribable aura the woman possessed.

Just then, Green Mask, who rarely appeared, entered.

Lee Ahn asked in surprise, "What's wrong?"

"An emergency has been declared at the Evil Alliance Headquarters."

"You don't know the details?"

"No. We've only received news that an emergency was declared."

Lee Ahn tried to calm her anxious heart. "The Young Master will be fine. The Smiling Demon is protecting him."

Then, a welcome voice came from behind them.

"Why don't you consider the opposite? I could be the one protecting the Smiling Demon."

Lee Ahn turned to see Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon walking in side by side. Blood spattered both of their clothes, but Geom Mugeuk's were completely soaked. A startled Lee Ahn ran over and immediately checked Geom Mugeuk's body.

"Are you okay? Are you hurt?"

Geom Mugeuk collapsed to the floor, and Lee Ahn examined his body. He had sword wounds all over but had avoided any fatal injuries.

"I'm badly hurt. My arms and legs were almost cut off!"

"...It doesn't look that serious."

"No, look closely. Check if all my fingers and toes are still attached."

Lee Ahn turned her head and bowed politely to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Thank you for saving my Young Master."

"That's not it! It was the other way around!"

Geom Mugeuk joked while the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon remained calm. It certainly looked as though the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had saved Geom Mugeuk.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon gazed silently at Geom Mugeuk. The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman sensed a change in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The look in his eyes was different, as if the mask he wore had changed.

She linked arms with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and asked, "Orabeoni, you're not hurt, are you?"

"I'm not."

"Then can we go back to the Thousand Flower Palace now?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded, and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman beamed with delight.

Just as she had sensed the change in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, Lee Ahn also sensed something. Perhaps the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had known the two of them would return today.

"Will you all be leaving right away?"

"Let's go first."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded. When the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman turned, she saw Geom Mugeuk was asleep, leaning against Lee Ahn's back.

Lee Ahn gestured for them to go on ahead, indicating she would stay like this for a while.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman whispered to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, "Let's have a drink with the food I've cooked. It's been a while."

"Sounds good."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, and Green Mask left first.

Lee Ahn sat perfectly still, careful not to wake Geom Mugeuk. The extreme tension on her face finally relaxed into comfort.

Welcome back, Young Master.


I had a dream.

In the dream, I fought Baek Manggi again. It was not a new fight, but a reenactment of our previous battle.

Baek Manggi's sword forms, once too fast to see, now unfolded like a slow-motion picture. My own techniques also moved slowly.

I felt like a third party watching the fight objectively, a spectator on the sidelines.

The techniques I thought I had forgotten, which had passed in an instant, returned with perfect clarity. I reviewed the fight just as Go players review their matches. My subconscious had perfectly remembered the fight with Baek Manggi.

I could even control the speed of the battle. The moment I wished for it to pause, the me in the dream and Baek Manggi froze.

This allowed me to examine the position and angle of our swords in detail. The fight moved according to my will. I could slow it down to watch or make it stop completely.

This way, I could compare how the Sword Emperor's martial arts and my martial arts differed. The process gave me an enlightenment as great as fighting him directly.

I had also had a new experience during the actual fight. In that final moment against Baek Manggi, I could see only him as the world went dark.

I could tell these mysterious occurrences were changes brought by the Soaring Sky Sword Art reaching the twelfth level of complete mastery, my inner arts surpassing a certain limit, and the teachings of the Myriad Evil Sect Leader all combined.

The moment my sword pierced his heart, I woke up.

My body and mind felt refreshed.

Fighting even in a dream might seem tiring, but it was not. I had the dream just before waking, and it seemed I had slept my fill.

"Young Master, are you awake? You must be hungry."

"How long did I sleep?"

"You slept for nearly twenty hours."

That meant I had slept for almost a full day. It was the first time I had slept so soundly in a long while. Come to think of it, this was the first time I had slept so deeply since my regression.

My physical condition was also good. Thanks to the Ghost Armor and the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk, my wounds were not very deep.

Thank you, Elder.

If the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had not given me the Ghost Armor, I would have definitely been more injured. I unwrapped the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk and wrapped it around the hilt of the Black Demon Sword again.

"It doesn't feel like I slept that long."

"You must have been very tired."

"What about the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? Did he go to the Thousand Flower Palace?"

"Yes, those two left first."

The thought that I missed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon suddenly crossed my mind. The saying 'people get closer through fighting' might be true.

"Oh, while you were sleeping, some new information came in. They say Bi Sayin killed Seok Gwanchu's grandson."

I nodded silently. That was the moment that changed not only Bi Sayin's fate but also the fate of the Evil Alliance. Originally, Seok Gwanchu's grandson became the successor of the Evil Alliance. It was impossible to know how this change would affect our future.

"This is a good thing, right?"

"Maybe?"

I flopped back down again.

Lee Ahn pulled at the blanket.

"No, you can't. Eat first, then sleep."

"Just a little longer."

"I'll prepare a meal, so come out as soon as I call you."

As Lee Ahn was leaving the room, I called out to her.

"Lee Ahn."

"......"

"It's good to see you again."

Lee Ahn smiled brightly.

"Me too."


Head Strategist Sama Myeong had come down to the operations command room.

The operations command room of the All-Knowing Hall was known to be even safer than the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Hundreds of messenger pigeons arrived here daily and were analyzed.

"Not yet?"

"No."

The last messenger pigeon had made Sama Myeong tense.

He had not been this tense even when news came that Seok Gwanchu was behind everything. He had believed Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would find a way through it on their own.

But when Baek Manggi's name arrived, the All-Knowing Hall went on high alert. If the real Baek Manggi had made a move, then not even the lives of Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon could be guaranteed.

However, the Cult Leader issued no orders. Given the opponent, dispatching a master from nearby for immediate support would be difficult, but he could have sent an urgent message ordering Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to stop everything and return. Geom Woojin did not do so.

Sama Myeong thought it was a decision befitting the Cult Leader, but also one he himself could never make.

Does he trust them that much?

The Head Strategist rarely came down to wait for a messenger pigeon personally, so the strategists working here were also on edge.

The strategists who managed this place were individuals with the authority to handle the top secrets of the All-Knowing Hall. They were also the ones Sama Myeong trusted the most.

Just then, the awaited messenger pigeon arrived. The strategist who checked its contents reported in a pleased tone.

"Both Seok Gwanchu and Baek Manggi are dead."

At his subordinate strategist's report, Sama Myeong was relieved but also greatly surprised inwardly.

"What about our two?"

"Both the Second Young Lord and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon are safe."

Sama Myeong let out a sigh of relief and slumped into his seat. His tension released, he leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes for a moment.

Those two killed Baek Manggi and Seok Gwanchu? That can't be right.

Since the Thirteen Evil Wolves and Bi Sayin were moving together, there must have been other variables. A new master from the Evil Alliance's side might have stepped in. The detailed circumstances would become clear in time.

Meanwhile, the strategist who had made the report organized the message into a report and brought it over. It was a report for the Heavenly Demon.

Accepting the report, Sama Myeong asked him, "What do you make of this incident?"

"I don't know how Baek Manggi died, but one thing is certain. The recent news related to the Second Young Lord always surprises me."

Sama Myeong nodded as if in agreement and rose from his seat.

However, as Sama Myeong left the operations room, he thought that, at least for today, the Cult Leader, who seemed to have predicted this outcome, was even more surprising.


A few days after arriving at the safehouse, I went to the marketplace and bought various items. There were so many things to buy that I bought a cart to load them on.

First, I stopped by a physician's office and bought several new needle cases. Then I went to an apothecary and bought a large quantity of various medicinal herbs, including rare, expensive ones and common ones.

After gathering the herbs, I bought a large wooden tub, big enough for three or four people.

I bought new blankets and clothes, enough food and alcohol to last for a while, and a large bronze mirror that could reflect the entire body.

Lee Ahn was startled to see the things I had bought.

"What is all this?"

"Take a guess."

"They're all completely unrelated things, aren't they?"

Looking at the pile of herbs, she asked with a hopeful expression, "You don't have internal injuries, do you?"

"I didn't say anything because I didn't want to worry you. I think I need to see a horse doctor right away."

Lee Ahn examined the cart again.

"You're not hurt, but why did you buy so many herbs?"

Then she picked something up from the cart.

"What's this? HEOK!"

She put down what she had picked up and lowered her posture beside the cart, whispering.

"This is women's underwear, isn't it?"

"That's right."

I lowered my posture to match hers.

"Why did you buy underwear?"

"Because it's necessary, but why are you suddenly whispering? Did an enemy appear?"

"Because... something more surprising than a treasure map came out of the cart."

"My back hurts. Can we stand up now?"

"There are other clothes too! They're so pretty!"

There was also a beautiful palace gown made of high-quality silk.

"Whose is it? It's for a very slim woman."

"It's a gift for someone."

"If you're giving underwear as a gift, you must be very close to that person."

"We're close."

"There's no way I wouldn't know someone that close to you. It can't be the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. Ah! Was there perhaps a courtesan from the Thousand Flower Palace that you liked?"

"Should I show you who it is?"

"Really?"

"Of course. Let's go."

I pulled the cart with Lee Ahn to a cozy manor located far from the village.

"Is this where she lives?"

"You could say that."

However, the manor they entered was completely empty.

"There's no one here. It looks like nobody lives here."

"Someone will now. I've rented it for a few days."

"......"

I spoke to the bewildered her. The words that would change her life, the words she most wanted to hear, flowed from my lips.

"Because I plan to perform the Poison Self-Purification Art on you here."


Chapter 117: Your Eyes Will Get Swollen, Don't Cry

Lee Ahn was startled.

Lee Ahn had been surprised many times since meeting me, but this was the first time she looked so shocked. Her eyes, hidden by flesh, began to tremble.

"Lee Ahn, the day has finally come."

Lee Ahn could not say a word. She did not show it, but I knew without asking how long she had waited for this moment.

"When is the procedure?"

"......"

"Really, now? The moment I've waited for so long is coming so suddenly?"

"Things that change your destiny always come suddenly. That's why when you look back, it all seems like luck or coincidence."

"I'm nervous."

"It's okay. You can be nervous. As long as I'm not."

I made my hand tremble and pretended to place a needle incorrectly. It was just a joke to ease Lee Ahn's tension, but Lee Ahn was so nervous and excited that she only stared blankly, not even realizing I was teasing her.

If I had my way, I would have opened a magnificent space with the Spacetime Manipulation Technique to perform the procedure, but I could not, because of the inner arts required to maintain the space.

"Lie down on the bed over there."

Lee Ahn did as I told her and lay on the bed. She took several deep breaths. When she woke up this morning, she probably never dreamed she would be lying down for the Poison Self-Purification Art today.

I began placing needles in the designated acupoints, applying each one with all my strength. To a bystander, it might have looked like something any neighborhood physician could do, but unlike its appearance, the procedure involved the highest level of skill.

I had to inject a precise amount of qi into the needles and sometimes recite incantations while placing them. A single mistake would mean the procedure failed, and Lee Ahn would suffer severe internal injuries.

Between placing needles, I periodically injected qi into her body to control her rampaging blood and energy.

A high fever raged through Lee Ahn's body, and sweat poured down like rain. She groaned and moaned from the overwhelming pain.

"It hurts a lot, doesn't it? It's normal to be in pain."

Lee Ahn said something. She said she could endure it, but I could not hear her clearly. The procedure was just that difficult and painful.

I performed the procedure carefully until the very last moment.

After placing all the designated needles, I stepped outside for a moment. I quietly closed my eyes, sat cross-legged, and regulated my inner arts. It was an immense drain on my mental energy.

Placing the needles was not a one-time affair.

I retrieved all the needles, then started over, placing them in a different order. As the procedure progressed, the drain on my mental energy grew, and so did the pain Lee Ahn experienced.

"Ughhh!"

A scream escaped her lips.

Lee Ahn was usually stoic and endured pain well, but this particular agony seemed difficult to bear.

Hang in there, Lee Ahn.

It was pitiful, but Lee Ahn had no choice but to overcome it herself.

After the second round of acupuncture, I filled a tub I had bought with water. Then I crushed medicinal herbs and mixed them in. The measurements and the combination of herbs had to be precise.

After that, I began the acupuncture again.

This was the final hurdle for Lee Ahn as well. I did not know if she could hear me, but I spoke softly to her.

"This is the last one. Endure it well."

Lee Ahn clenched her teeth and bore the pain. I tried to lessen her pain by injecting qi to soothe her blood and energy.

Endure it, Lee Ahn.

Only after finishing the three difficult rounds of acupuncture did I place her in the medicinal bath. I connected a long tube to her throat and secured it so she could breathe.

I had done everything I could. All I could do now was hope the procedure would end successfully.


Lee Ahn had a dream.

It was a dream of her early childhood.

"Can you learn the Self-Petrification Art for the Young Lord?"

What is the Self-Petrification Art? She wanted to ask, but the atmosphere was not right for questions. The Master was always terrifying.

"......"

"There is a side effect to learning the Self-Petrification Art. Your body will swell."

She did not know exactly what 'swelling' meant.

"The swelling will not go down. Ever."

At the time, she did not understand what it meant for the swelling to never go down. She did not know how much the heavy weight of that one word, 'ever', would burden her life. Lee Ahn was only eight years old back then.

"Will you still do it?"

"......"

The atmosphere was so intimidating that she felt she could not say no.

However, her decision was not based solely on the atmosphere.

She wanted to be by Geom Mugeuk's side. She had liked Geom Mugeuk from the moment she first saw him.

Did she truly not regret it?

Time passed in the dream.

Lee Ahn stood before a broken bronze mirror. A strange girl in the broken mirror glared at her. The girl, who had become so fat that Lee Ahn could no longer tell if it was her or someone else, was angry.

Why are you the one who's angry? I'm so sad because of you.

Time flowed again.

She watched a drunk Geom Mugeuk from behind.

"damn it !"

She knew. She knew what Geom Mugeuk wanted to say right now.

What am I lacking compared to my brother!

That must have been the words he could not bring himself to say. The Cult Leader trusted the First Young Lord more, and rumors openly circulated that the First Young Lord would be the successor.

After the Heavenly Demon Hall announced that anyone with ability could become the successor, people began to openly disrespect Geom Mugeuk. Some even thought that disrespecting him was a way to get on the First Young Lord's good side. Everyone thought Geom Mugeuk would lose the succession battle and die.

Only she knew how hard Geom Mugeuk had tried to look good for his father.

"......"

Geom Mugeuk slammed his fist on the table. A wine bottle fell from the broken table and shattered.

She went and cleaned up the bottle.

Stay strong, Young Lord.

At some point, Geom Mugeuk stopped giving her even a single warm glance. His entire mind was consumed with whether or not he would become the successor. Still, she liked Geom Mugeuk.

The dream took her to another day.

It was the fateful day when everything began to change.

Geom Mugeuk, having returned from the Divine-Demonic Martial Competition, stood before the bronze mirror.

The way he looked at himself had changed.

Geom Mugeuk asked. [How do I look?]

It had been so long since she had seen such a warm gaze from him. He must be in a good mood because he won the duel, right?

[You're the most handsome man in all of jianghu.]

[That's no fun.]

[The answer to a question from the person who pays my monthly salary is always predetermined.]

When was the last time they had exchanged such jokes?

In the mirror, Geom Mugeuk stared intently at her. [Why are you looking at me like that?]

At that moment, she awoke from her sleep and opened her eyes.

An unfamiliar ceiling came into view.

After a moment, she realized this was the place where the Poison Self-Purification Art had been performed.

Is the Poison Self-Purification Art finished?

She slowly sat up. Her body felt different.

Then she saw her hands.

They were slender, jade-like hands, white and long.

"!"

Her heart sank, then immediately began to pound like a hammer.

She squeezed her eyes shut.

I might still be dreaming.

Please, don't let this be a dream!

With a desperate heart, she opened her eyes again. Her hands were not the same bear-like paws they used to be. Her dream had been for them to just get a little smaller, but now, they were breathtakingly beautiful, slender hands.

Suppressing the urge to scream, she slowly pushed the blanket away. They were unfamiliar legs. Two long, white legs stretched out, so beautiful.

In the end, she could not help but scream. It was the first time she had experienced that people scream without realizing it when they are overjoyed.

She got off the bed. As her feet touched the floor, fear washed over her that her legs might suddenly become huge and she would wake from the dream.

But that did not happen. It was the moment she took the first step into her new life.

Getting off the bed, she slowly walked to the bronze mirror.

"Ah!"

A strange woman stood in the bronze mirror. She was strange, yet familiar. She had the face of her youth. How long had it been since she had seen her true self?

Her face was beautiful, and her figure was perfect.

How could a single face possess both splendor and purity at the same time? Her gentle eyes looked intelligent, and she exuded an unapproachable elegance.

No other description was needed. In a word, it was an overwhelming beauty.

She felt like tears were about to pour out, but surprisingly, they did not.

She still felt dazed, unsure if this was a dream or reality.

Then she saw underwear and a white palace gown laid out for her beside the bed. The moment she saw them, her heart swelled with emotion. She realized that all of this was not a dream.

[Whose are these? They belong to a very slim woman, don't they?]

[I have someone to gift them to.]

[If you're giving underwear as a gift, she must be someone very close to you.]

[She is.]

The clothes Geom Mugeuk had prepared for someone close to him were for her.

She put on the underwear and the palace gown and stood before the bronze mirror again. She was even more beautiful than before.

She was so happy that Geom Mugeuk had bought these clothes for this very moment. His consideration for her felt so good. At least in this moment, Geom Mugeuk's consideration felt even better than having the side effects cured.

She slowly walked outside.

The person she had wanted to see so much was standing in the yard with his back to her.

Lee Ahn slowly called out to him.

"Young Lord."

At her voice, Geom Mugeuk slowly turned toward her.

Geom Mugeuk saw her come out wearing the palace gown. For a moment, his eyes widened.

He had already seen her beautiful transformation when he laid her on the bed after completing the Poison Self-Purification Art. However, seeing her standing before him with her eyes open was different. She was so beautiful it left him speechless.

"The Poison Self-Purification Art was a success. Congratulations, Lee Ahn."

Tears finally streamed from her eyes.

"Your eyes will get swollen, don't cry on a day like today."

"It's okay if they get swollen. I've lived my whole life swollen."

"You have to live differently now."

"No, my life hasn't changed. Whether it was before you performed the Poison Self-Purification Art or now, I'm still the same Lee Ahn."

"Yes, you're the same Lee Ahn to me too."

Lee Ahn ran and threw her arms around Geom Mugeuk. She cried in his arms for a long time. She did not say thank you. She felt that words would cheapen her gratitude.

"Can I ask again?"

"What?"

"Why are you being so good to me?"

"Don't ask. It's a question you'll have to ask again soon enough."

"......"

With an enigmatic smile, Geom Mugeuk took her hand.

"Let's go. We have to go show you off."

"Show who off?"

"Who else? Starting with the worst bastard in the world who teased you for being an ugly heart."

At Geom Mugeuk's words, Lee Ahn smiled brightly.


I walked with Lee Ahn.

People parted to the left and right as if water were splitting. Everyone stared at her, mesmerized. Not just men, but women too. Children stared, and the elderly stared. Monks stared, and Daoists stared. Even a barking dog stopped to stare at her.

[Everyone is staring at you. How does it feel?]

[It's too much pressure.]

[Enjoy it.]

[How can I enjoy it when they're all staring like that?]

[Enjoy their gazes. Ah, I wish they'd look at me like that.]

[Please, take them!]

[You won't be saying that once you get used to it.]

It was the same when we arrived at the Thousand Flower Palace. All eyes focused on her. Gasps of admiration erupted from all around.

There were renowned beauties among the courtesans, but they were incomparable from the start. Though they were all beautiful, Lee Ahn exuded a noble dignity. She wore no makeup, yet her face seemed to glow.

And so, we entered the room where the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman were.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was lying on the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's lap.

"Thankfully, you're still here."

"I was waiting for you to arrive. What kept you so busy?" the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon glanced at me, then was startled when he saw Lee Ahn beside me. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sat up.

I thought one fact summed up Lee Ahn's beauty.

A beauty that could make even a reclining Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sit up.

"Who is this?"

"She's my new heart."

"What about your old heart?"

"I threw it away."

"Did you perhaps kill that ugly heart?"

I knew he was asking in earnest, so I smiled.

"Yes, I killed it with my own hands."

"Why would you kill her?"

"What's the matter? Surely you don't miss the ugly heart?"

"No, she still hasn't paid me back for the carriage repairs."

At his words, Lee Ahn smiled brightly. When she smiled, it felt as if the whole room lit up.

Just then, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman casually asked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"She's prettier than I was in my youth, isn't she?"

I urgently looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Be careful! It's a trap, Smiling Demon.


Chapter 118: The Arrogant and Pretty Heart

"You were much prettier."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon deftly leaped over the trap. The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman smiled brightly at his words.

"Don't say that. I wasn't that beautiful."

"No. In my eyes, you were much better."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had endured countless hardships, so a sudden ambush did not shake him.

Still, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze remained fixed on Lee Ahn. It was not easy for anyone to look away from such a beautiful woman.

Even so, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not recognize the Lee Ahn who had entered with me.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman recognized Lee Ahn first.

"Congratulations, Martial Artist Lee."

She was calm, as if she had expected this.

"Thank you, Pavilion Master."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon startled when he heard Lee Ahn's voice.

His eyes widened. "Surely not... that ugly heart? Surely not?"

He was so surprised that he repeated himself.

Lee Ahn smiled. "Yes, I'm that heart who was ugly but had an amusing talent."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon shot up and approached Lee Ahn, staring intently at her face from up close. Lee Ahn trembled in fear under the pressure of the white mask.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon tilted his head.

"There's a slight resemblance, but no. It's definitely not her, is it?"

He looked at me.

"Are you trying to tease me?"

"It's true I came to tease you, but it's also true that she's that heart."

"It's true?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon scanned Lee Ahn again.

"That can't be. No, absolutely not!"

He denied it vehemently and looked back at the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. She nodded once, confirming it was true.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked me, "What on earth happened?"

"This is her original appearance. She gained so much weight from the side effects of her self-defense technique."

"She was a bodyguard with this appearance from the start? Isn't that the greatest waste of talent in our Cult?"

This was also the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's highest praise.

Lee Ahn smiled and said to him, "That's because I wanted to protect the Young Master."

Of course, I set the facts straight.

"Do you think she did it because she wanted to? You know very well how our Cult operates."

"It's because our Cult operates so ruthlessly that we get to act as the Demon Supreme and the successor. However..."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze turned to Lee Ahn.

"I suppose I'll have to make an exception for this case."

A new admiration filled the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze. It was not for her beauty, but for her sacrifice.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman went to Lee Ahn and took both her hands.

"You're so beautiful. Congratulations."

"Thank you."

"Now, follow me. I will complete Martial Artist Lee."

"Complete me?"

"You don't know how to apply makeup, do you?"

"...Yes."

Having lived as a bodyguard, she had likely never properly applied makeup in her life.

"As you live, there are times you must fight with things other than a blade. For a woman, makeup is a weapon stronger than a sword."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman led her out of the room by the hand. Lee Ahn, perhaps wanting to learn about makeup herself, let herself be dragged out while pretending she could not resist.

"It's stuffy in here. Let's go out too."

"Alright."

I left the room with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The area around the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's residence was well-decorated and pleasant for a walk.

"Being with you, Second Young Lord, is truly a series of surprising experiences."

"I imagine you were surprised. Even I was surprised when I resolved the side effects of her martial arts."

However, the surprising experience the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon mentioned was not about Lee Ahn, but about their previous battle.

"While fighting that day, I thought we might die at Baek Manggi's hands."

Even I had not known he would be that strong.

But the truly surprising thing was not Baek Manggi's strength. It was that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was revealing his honest feelings right now.

"I thought so too."

"But you killed him, Second Young Lord."

"If you hadn't helped me, Smiling Demon, I would have been the one to die."

That was an undeniable fact.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared intently at me.

"I think I know what you're thinking right now, Smiling Demon."

"What am I thinking?"

"'So it's certain that this guy is the one who killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme!'"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed loudly.

"You're wrong. Didn't I tell you before? I already believed it. I fought Baek Manggi because I believed. If I hadn't, I would have left that place without a second glance."

"You believed in me? Enough to risk your life?"

After a brief pause, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon answered.

"I suppose that was probably the case."

We walked in silence for a while. Overcoming a life-or-death situation together had a profound emotional impact on us. When the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's mask was almost cut, I was truly furious.

That was the first time I realized how strong my feelings for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon were. It seemed he felt the same.

Then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon suddenly picked up a fallen twig and drew a long line on the ground.

"Where have we come to now?"

I took the twig he offered and drew a line on the part we had previously called the survival line.

"I believe we've come this far."

This was the very spot he had said I needed to reach for him to let me live.

In that moment, I saw it.

Through the eyeholes of the white mask, I saw him smile. A genuine smile.

He smiled without a sound, and it was not a smile of anger. It was pure and natural. He simply smiled.

I had never seen that smile, even in my life before regression, but I surprisingly saw it at the end of this journey.

"Of course, the line will move depending on what you and I do from now on, Smiling Demon. It could go further this way, or it could return to the starting point."

"What happens if we reach the very end?"

"We'll become true friends. We'll eat together, drink together. We'll have fun together and fight together. If one of us is in danger, the other will go to the rescue. Then, if one of us dies first, the other will pour alcohol on their grave."

"Those all sound like unnecessary, pretentious, and burdensome things."

"Once you actually do them, they're not such a big deal."

I don't expect that much from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The initial goal was to reach a point where we were neither enemies nor allies. It seems I've sufficiently achieved that goal through this journey, at least.

Just then, Green Mask appeared.

He handed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon what he had brought. It was a white mask.

"Here, as promised."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon gave me the mask Green Mask had brought.

On the day I fought Baek Manggi, he had promised to give me a new mask, and he had not forgotten.

"Thank you."

I tried on the new mask. It was definitely lighter and more comfortable.

"This is nice. It seems like it won't get sweaty either."

"Green Mask made it himself. My mask was also made by Green Mask."

"His craftsmanship is incredible."

Green Mask gave a slight bow at my compliment.

Just then, two people walked in.

It was Lee Ahn and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, who had gone to do her makeup. Not only me, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and Green Mask were also startled.

With makeup on, Lee Ahn was a completely different woman. She was enchanting and sensual, intense and glamorous.

"Martial Artist Lee has such natural grace, so I tried to create a different atmosphere."

It truly felt like I was looking at another peerless beauty. Makeup is a woman's weapon? If so, we were looking at the world's number one sword.

"From now on, I'll call you Pretty Heart, not Ugly Heart."

It seemed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon also secretly liked Lee Ahn's transformation.

Then, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman remarked subtly, "She's prettier than I was in my youth, isn't she?"

At that, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said coldly to Lee Ahn, "Make sure you pay back the cost of the carriage!"

Meanwhile, Green Mask was truly shocked when he realized the beauty before him was Lee Ahn.

"This person is Martial Artist Lee?"

Lee Ahn smiled at the surprised man and replied, "Yes, Green Mask. It's me."

"Is this really the martial artist?"

He was so surprised I could guess the expression under his mask. He was normally so careful with his words and actions around the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, but now he had completely forgotten his presence.

Realizing this belatedly, Green Mask stepped back.

Then, Lee Ahn carefully asked me, "May I wear that mask?"

I could understand Lee Ahn, considering the stares she had endured on the way here. She did not have the personality to enjoy that kind of attention.

"I don't mind, but you should ask for the Smiling Demon's permission. He's the one who gave it to me."

Lee Ahn turned to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. "May I wear that mask?"

"No!"

Then I won't be able to see that pretty face, right? I'm sure that's what he was thinking.

"......"

"It'll smudge the makeup you put so much effort into, and who was it that did your makeup?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon only ever said the correct thing. Pleased, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman lightly pinched his arm. She was probably the only person in the world who could pinch him.

"If you want it, wear it."

"Thank you."

Lee Ahn was overjoyed at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's permission. She took the mask from me and put it on.

She looked at me and asked, "How is it?"

"How is it? It's a deception against beauty and a despair for all the men in the world."

"You told me I should be happy, didn't you? I think I'll be happier with this."

I went and pushed Lee Ahn's mask up to the top of her head.

"When it's just us, wear it comfortably like this. Your mask will be looking at the sky then."

"That's nice."

Perhaps taking the opportunity, Lee Ahn asked Green Mask, "By any chance, does the honey trap work?"

Green Mask did not know what she meant and could not answer for a moment. I guessed what she was trying to say.

"With you, anything would work. You could even make a monk who meditated facing a wall for a hundred years break his vows."

"That's too much of an exaggeration!"

"You'll see later if it's not true."

Lee Ahn spoke to Green Mask again.

"What I said before was a joke. I would like to invite you, Green Mask, to be the first Division Leader of the organization I'm creating."

Green Mask was startled by the unexpected words. As he hesitated, unsure how to respond, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke.

"I went to the trouble of giving you a mask as a gift, and the first thing you do after putting it on is try to poach my person."

"Please don't misunderstand. Green Mask was the first candidate even before I received the mask."

"You're telling him to give up his position as a Demon Supreme and come be a Division Leader. Do you know what you're saying?"

"......"

"Does Green Mask look like that much of a fool?"

"No. I considered him someone with the courage to throw himself into a new life at least once."

"When it comes to courage, you're the best, Arrogant Heart! To say such a thing in front of me."

"I just went for it, trusting in the Young Master. I apologize."

She bowed politely to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

I saw it.

The conflict in Green Mask's eyes. Yes, any man would be conflicted if such a beautiful leader made an offer.

However, I thought this beauty might also be a hindrance. If it were the old Lee Ahn, he might have gone, but some people wouldn't want to look like a snob who only follows her because she's beautiful.

"Please give it some thought."

Green Mask gave a slight nod.

Even seeing this, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said nothing more. He seemed like the type who would just say 'fool' and let Green Mask go, even if he agreed. If he showed that side, the line I had drawn in my heart would move further to the right.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said to me, "Second Young Lord. Let's go back now."

"You go back first. I'll hang out with Pretty Heart for a little while before I go in."

This was not for me, but for Lee Ahn. She had shed her old skin, so she should get to fly freely for a bit before going inside.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman saw right through my intentions.

"Second Young Lord, you are a truly good person."

To that, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon replied, "Don't be fooled. Second Young Lord is the villain of villains. Can't you see that mask? He's a man who was born wearing a mask. There are two people wearing masks standing over there right now."

Then, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman smiled and said, "That's why they suit each other well."

As I was about to leave with Lee Ahn, I turned back to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Thank you so much for showing me a wonderful world. Please show me again next time."

Before we parted, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman said, "Second Young Lord, please take good care of our Orabeoni from now on."

Normally, Lee Ahn should have been the one asking for her to take care of me. Instead, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman playfully yet seriously entrusted the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to my care.

Had she seen something in the relationship between the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and me?

At least one thing was certain. Only one person in this world, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, truly cared for and understood him.

I laughed and said loudly, "Yes, for your sake, Pavilion Master, I will take good care of the Smiling Demon from now on."

Leaving the dumbfounded Extremely Evil Smiling Demon behind, I took Lee Ahn's hand and turned away.

"Let's go, Lee Ahn. Let's go see the Central Plains."

From now on, a world completely different from the one you have known will unfold before you.


Chapter 119: Savor It, Lee Ahn!

"Do you feel those gazes?"

Lee Ahn and I sat in an inn where people gathered around her. The opposite side was completely empty, yet everyone crowded onto our side. They had all subtly shifted their seats to get a slightly better look at her face.

I whispered to Lee Ahn.

"The man on the left has glanced at you six times. That guy on the right has looked seven times while pretending not to. The one next to him is just openly staring. Uh oh, stop looking! Pay attention to the Young Lady next to you! Ouch. That must hurt."

A new customer entered and looked around for a seat. His eyes widened when he saw Lee Ahn. He walked toward her as if mesmerized, then tripped over a table and fell flat on his face.

No one paid him any mind. The man shot back up and sat where he could get a good view of Lee Ahn. The man beside him poured a drink, completely unaware his cup was overflowing.

"How does it feel?"

"It feels good."

"Good? You're not embarrassed?"

"You must've forbidden me from wearing my mask and sat me here hoping to tease me, but your plan has failed. I feel really, really good."

"That's unexpected."

"Didn't I tell you I have many hidden sides? I can pretend to be embarrassed all I want, but I can also enjoy this kind of attention as much as I please."

Lee Ahn smiled slightly at the onlookers, and gasps of admiration erupted around the room.

She whispered, "And the man on the left didn't look six times. He looked eight."

This was what I liked about Lee Ahn. She was adaptable. She knew when to reveal her intelligence and when to hide it.

She was someone who had always lived with her head held high, even while bearing the lifelong side effects of the Self-Petrification Art. She had her scars, but she also had her pride.

"Alright, we've had enough fun. Let's go buy a face veil."

"A face veil?"

"You can't wear a mask all the time, can you? Use that mask only when it's absolutely necessary. Wear a face veil for everyday use."

"I was thinking the same thing. Saved me some money."

"Buy it with your own money!"

"Aww, please buy it for me!"

Her cute plea made several men collapse. Her request made several others clutch their wallets.

When she and I stood up, a wave of disappointment swept through the inn. Glares of envy and jealousy flew menacingly at me. Among them were also reproachful gazes, as if telling me to buy her the veil.

We left the inn and walked together, the white mask dangling from her waist.

"From now on, men will openly covet your beauty. There will be all sorts of them. Some will try to take you by force, others will try to drug you. There will be every kind of scoundrel imaginable."

I admitted it to myself. Whether I intended it or not, this was why I had postponed the Poison Self-Purification Art for her. I hated worrying about her.

That didn't mean I wasn't worried now that I had performed the art. I would just have to cast aside my worries differently.

"You need the strength to protect yourself from them. I intend to raise you to a level where you can face the Demon Supremes."

I had already been thinking that when I decided to perform the Poison Self-Purification Art on her.

Lee Ahn didn't feign modesty. Since she had been taught the Soaring Sky Sword Art, the goal of surpassing a Demon Supreme was a natural expectation.

"I'll work harder so you won't have to worry."

"Don't work any harder. You're already putting in more than enough effort."

She smiled, and the heart of a young, unmarried clerk at a fruit stand fluttered as he stared blankly at her.

We stopped at a fabric store, where I bought her a bamboo hat with an attached veil. It completely covered her face, but she refused it after trying it on.

"This is too uncomfortable. My field of vision is so narrow that I'd be vulnerable to a surprise attack. I'll need to be more of an expert to use this."

"Then let's just buy a veil for now."

I bought her a veil that covered the lower half of her face like a mask. The veil alone couldn't hide her beauty, but it was a little better.

"When I create the Ghost Shadow Squad later, I'm going to make the masks look really cool."

I imagined her wearing a mask with its unique ghost emblem. She would look mysterious and cool. If Green Mask saw her like that, I didn't think he could handle it.

She stopped walking whenever she found a place to see her reflection.

She wasn't expressing it fully, but she must have been feeling so good right now.

Savor it, Lee Ahn!

"Where are we going now?"

"Can you climb mountains?"

"Mountains?"

"Your body is lighter now, so let's climb a mountain. Now, run."

We ran for a long time using movement arts and arrived at the base of a cliff of fantastic rocks.

"Follow my footsteps exactly!"

She followed me up the cliff using her movement arts, unable to utter a single word. This was her first time climbing such a sheer cliff.

She only sighed in relief after we reached the summit.

"Honestly, I was terrified on the way up."

Although she had reached a high level in swordsmanship, her movement arts fell short of that skill.

"I'd die if I fell, right?"

"A true master is one who doesn't die. With your sword skills, you certainly shouldn't die."

"What should I do if I fall?"

"You'd have to stay sharp and do whatever you can to slow your descent."

Of course, I could just release my qi right before impact to land lightly, but that was impossible for Lee Ahn. She would have to consume a lot of her inner arts to slow her speed as much as possible from the very beginning of the fall.

"As you know, you can't survive with just good swordsmanship. You need good movement arts, a lot of nerve, good judgment, and you have to be a good judge of character."

"Ah! It was so warm in the greenhouse."

It was her joke about living comfortably under my and our Cult's protection, but I didn't see it that way.

She had never once been in a greenhouse. With the emotional scars from her martial art's side effects, she couldn't even sleep properly while acting as my bodyguard. What kind of difficult greenhouse was that? After my regression, she couldn't even sleep properly because of her training.

"Is it spring or winter outside the greenhouse?"

"The jianghu has never once seen spring."

"Just like this scary cliff."

She looked down at the bottom of the cliff. I whispered into her ear.

"Remember what I told you earlier? About what to do when you fall."

"Of course. Stay sharp and slow your descent."

"Then that's good enough."

The next moment, I shoved her off the cliff.

"AHHHHHHHHHHH!"

She fell with a desperate scream.

I jumped down after her.

I expected her to tumble chaotically, but Lee Ahn flailed desperately, trying to find her balance and slow her speed. Her lack of experience made her body too tense, and she needlessly wasted her inner arts.

I instantly increased my speed and caught her in mid-air.

Held in my arms, Lee Ahn finally relaxed.

"Hold on to me."

"......"

Then, as if to show her, I demonstrated how to use my feet and arms to reduce speed. Even while holding her, my speed decreased in an instant.

Clinging to me, Lee Ahn watched without missing a single movement.

As we fell, I threw my body toward the cliff. A small cave was hidden in the middle of the cliff face.

Only after we landed there did Lee Ahn shout.

"I really thought I was going to die!"

"Lies. You believed I would save you, didn't you?"

"Well, yes, but I was still really surprised. The falling speed was so much faster than I thought. I couldn't keep my balance."

"If you keep falling, you'll get used to it and gradually be able to find your balance."

"Yes. I've memorized how you did it."

"Then that's good."

"But I didn't know there was a cave in a place like this."

"Memorize its location. If you're ever chased in this area, take refuge here."

"How did you know about this place?"

"Do you think this cave is the only thing I know?"

"Of course not. That's why I'm going to stop asking now, but why did we come here?"

"From now on, I will open your Conception and Governing Vessels."

I said it casually, so she just blinked at first. Then her eyes widened in shock. The magnitude of her surprise was even greater than when I had told her about the Poison Self-Purification Art. At least that was foreshadowed. This was completely unexpected.

Opening the Conception and Governing Vessels.

It was a necessary step to become a true master, but it was the ultimate miraculous encounter that only a tiny fraction of martial artists could experience.

The process was extremely dangerous and difficult. More than a few had died attempting to open the Conception and Governing Vessels recklessly. Moreover, the person performing the opening could also die from their qi and blood flowing in reverse.

I didn't need to look for a distant example. As descendants of the Heavenly Demon, our Conception and Governing Vessels were opened when we were young. I still vividly remembered how much my older brother scared me when it was my turn. He must have hoped I would fall into qi deviation from fear, but I succeeded safely.

In any case, opening the Conception and Governing Vessels was not something to be done or received lightly. That was why the old masters of the orthodox sects would risk the danger to perform it only for the legitimate successors of their sects.

"Are you really going to open my Conception and Governing Vessels for me?"

"......"

"Why on earth are you being so good to me... ah, that's why you told me not to ask. You said it was a question I'd have to ask again soon."

I had told her not to ask questions when I finished the Poison Self-Purification Art.

"It's a gift. A gift to celebrate your new life."

Lee Ahn was at a loss for words.

Tears welled up in her eyes again.

"I'm someone who hates crying, but you keep making me cry, Young Master."

"This isn't something to cry about."

"You're right. I'm happy. I'm so happy I could fly."

"Alright, shall we begin? Just in case something goes wrong, leave your last words."

"Please tell my Young Master. That I'm sorry I couldn't serve him until the end."

"I'll scold your Young Master. For keeping you all to himself."

"It won't be easy to scold him. He's getting stronger by the day."

Her words made me laugh.

"Now, let's start by circulating your qi."

She sat cross-legged and began to operate her cultivation method. When she had completed one full circulation of her true qi, I injected my profound inner arts into her back.

Slowly, my inner arts moved along with hers through her meridians.

"From now on, you don't need to answer me. No matter what happens, you must not scream or stop circulating your qi. You must not lose consciousness either."

While she calmed her mind through qi circulation, the speed of my qi moving through her meridians gradually increased.

The Conception Vessel starts from the lips, descends through the chest and abdomen to the perineum. The Governing Vessel starts from the perineum, ascends along the tailbone and spine, passes the crown of the head, and returns to the lips. The most crucial moment is breaking through the Baihui acupoint at the crown of the head. If anything goes wrong, one could become a cripple or lose their life.

I knew it was best to get it over with in one go rather than dragging it out. My pure and profound inner arts pushed forcefully through her meridians.

There was nothing to worry about. It was I, of all people, who was performing the opening.

Seungjang, Yeomcheon, Seongi, Okdang, Jungwan... I broke through the meridians with unstoppable momentum. Just as a downpour washes away all sorts of trash, the impurities blocking her vessels began to clear.

Lee Ahn struggled with the unfamiliar pain, but she was inured to enduring pain.

I was relentless, pushing through so forcefully one might wonder if it was okay. Hesitation in this process would lead to an accident. If it didn't break through in one go, you'd have to turn back, try again, and collide with it fiercely.

Yangguan, Yeongdo, Sinju, Amun, Noeho, Hujeong. After clearing all the other meridians, we reached the critical juncture.

Trust me, Lee Ahn.

I trust you.

"......"

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWA! KWANG!

Even the most difficult Baihui acupoint was cleared cleanly. As the remaining meridians were all opened, her Conception and Governing Vessels were unblocked.

A smile touched Lee Ahn's lips as she slowly slumped to the side.

Well done, Lee Ahn.


Lee Ahn woke up after sleeping for half a day.

"Young Master? What happened?"

"Here, try circulating your qi."

With a tense expression, Lee Ahn sat down and began to circulate her qi. After completing one full circulation, her face brightened.

"It's different, completely different from before. My inner arts are much purer, and the flow of qi is unobstructed."

"Congratulations, Lee Ahn."

Lee Ahn shot up and was about to bow to me, but I stopped her by releasing my qi.

"I told you before, right? I did this so I can work you harder, so you don't need to thank me."

"Just how hard are you planning to work me? This is a debt of gratitude great enough to make me unify the murim for you."

"Let's unify the murim after we eat. Aren't you hungry?"

"Hungry enough to go raid the Murim Alliance's kitchen."

Standing at the entrance of the cave, she shouted.

"I've opened my Conception and Governing Vessels... AHHHHHHHHHH!"

I pushed Lee Ahn from behind again. She fell with slightly less flailing than before. I watched her for a moment, then leaped from the cliff myself.

Two hours later, Lee Ahn and I were eating at an inn in the marketplace again.

We ordered all sorts of delicious food and ate together. We paid no mind to the gazes of the other customers.

"This is really delicious."

"Let's travel all over the Central Plains and eat all the famous dishes."

"What if I get fat again?"

"You won't be able to, even if you wanted to. When we return to our Cult, you'll have to fall into a hell of training until you achieve complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art."

"Ah, let's never go back!"

She didn't mean it, but she was thoroughly enjoying this very moment.

Just then, a young man pushed through the crowd and walked toward us.

He was quite tall and handsome, dressed in expensive and flashy clothes. Four martial artists who appeared to be bodyguards followed him.

Lee Ahn whispered like she was chanting a spell.

"Don't come over, don't come over. Just let me eat in peace."

I smiled as I watched her.

This is something you'll experience countless times from now on. How will you handle it?

The man came to stand before Lee Ahn and spoke politely with a confident face.

"Young Lady, may I treat you to a drink?"

Alright, Lee Ahn. It begins now.


Chapter 120: Not Cheonsamun, but the Heavenly Soil Sect

Lee Ahn sent me a telepathic message.

[What should I do?]

[He offered to buy you a drink, so you handle it.]

I replied, intending to watch how Lee Ahn handled the situation.

[This is the first time something like this has ever happened to me.]

[It's the first time for me watching from the side, too.]

[Should I really do whatever I want?]

[Go ahead.]

[I'm really doing it.]

The Soaring Sky Sword Art and opening the Conception and Governing Vessels were good, but experience was the most important weapon to protect Lee Ahn.

The man introduced himself. "I'm Gok Sa, the Young Lord of the Heavenly Soil Sect."

He wore expensive silk clothes. Pricey jewels adorned his wrists and fingers, and even his fan glittered with brilliant gems.

Gok Sa asked, "Have you perhaps heard of my sect?"

"No," Lee Ahn replied. "My knowledge is limited, so I haven't had the chance. I'm sorry."

"Not at all, it's understandable."

In truth, the Heavenly Soil Sect was a fairly well-known sect in the area.

Gok Sa was clearly the type to flaunt his family's name. By not recognizing it, Lee Ahn had disarmed him of his greatest weapon.

"Young Lady, may I ask which school you belong to?"

"It's a nameless sect from the distant countryside, so you wouldn't know it."

"Then please, at least tell me your name, Young Lady."

"It's Baekmyeon."

Lee Ahn had thought of her white mask and given that name. Gok Sa seemed slightly taken aback by the strange name but quickly smiled.

"Well then, Young Lady Baekmyeon. Shall we move to another spot to talk?"

"That's a bit difficult. We're in the middle of a conversation right now."

Only then did Gok Sa finally look at me. He truly had not given me a single glance since sitting down.

"Who is this master?" he asked.

Lee Ahn hesitated, unsure how to introduce me, so I answered first. "I'm Young Lady Baekmyeon's bodyguard."

Gok Sa's expression soured for a moment. His look clearly asked, why is a bodyguard sharing a table? That single reaction revealed his entire character.

I sent Lee Ahn a telepathic message.

[For today, I'll be your bodyguard. You've lived your whole life as my bodyguard, so one day should be fine, right? Enjoy it. An opportunity like this doesn't come often.]

[I'm really enjoying it.]

Gok Sa spoke to Lee Ahn. "You seem to be close with your bodyguard."

Lee Ahn looked at me with mischievous eyes. "No matter how many times I tell him to live his own life, he just won't leave my side."

Gok Sa glared at me. His gaze said it all. Your master is beautiful, so you're just sticking to her trying to make a move, aren't you?

"I'm curious what you could have to talk about with a bodyguard," Gok Sa said.

"We talk about all sorts of things."

"If I may offer a piece of advice, it's best to keep your distance from bodyguards."

Lee Ahn replied to Gok Sa's words. "Building affection with a bodyguard is like scoring points to ask them to die in my place, right?"

I laughed inwardly. Lee Ahn was now throwing my own words back at me.

Gok Sa gave her a look that screamed, what kind of nonsense is that?

"That's not why," he said.

"Then why?"

"Subordinates are bound to get ideas if you give them an opening. It's not good for them either."

He wore a serious expression, but what life experience could a man draped in jewels possibly have? I could tell he was just bluffing to look cool in front of a woman.

"How cute," Lee Ahn said.

"Pardon? Ah, yes. There are times when subordinates who harbor other intentions can seem cute."

"No, I'm saying you're cute, Master Gok."

Gok Sa was flustered for a moment. He clearly had not expected Lee Ahn to call him cute so openly.

"Alright, buy me a drink," she declared, standing up. "Take me to the most expensive tavern in this town and buy me the most expensive liquor."

"Why? Did you change your mind because I asked for expensive liquor?"

"How could that be? Let's go."

We left the tavern. Lee Ahn was acting differently than I expected. I never thought she would agree to a drinking session so readily.

A short while later, we sat in a private room at the town's most expensive tavern.

"Master Gok," Lee Ahn said. "Since we're having fun, call all your friends. Men, women, call them all and let's hang out together. Why? Don't you have any friends?"

Gok Sa's face reddened slightly. "In the murim, the only one you can trust is yourself."

It seemed he had been taught to trust no one since he was young.

"Looks like you don't have any friends," Lee Ahn observed. "Then I guess I'll have to be a friend to our lonely Master Gok."

Lee Ahn led the potentially gloomy gathering with her unique cheerfulness. The atmosphere brightened immensely as she genuinely tried to enjoy the occasion. It felt something like this.

You want to drink? Great, what's stopping us? Since we're at it, let's have some real fun!

Meanwhile, a magnificent feast was served. His attire made it clear that 'having nothing but money' was Gok Sa's unique martial art.

"This liquor costs over fifty taels a bottle," Gok Sa boasted.

Lee Ahn made a fuss. "This is my first time having such expensive liquor! Well, I'll drink it gratefully. Ah, I'll give a glass to my bodyguard, too."

She did not wait for a reply and poured the liquor. "Here, bodyguard, have a glass. It's very expensive liquor, so drink it all."

"Before that, I'll perform a quick inspection." I took out a silver needle and checked the liquor and dishes one by one.

Gok Sa scowled through the whole process, but Lee Ahn just smiled at him. "Master Gok, you wouldn't play tricks with the food, would you? You'll get in trouble if you do! Really, you will."

"What do you take me for! I don't need to do such things to have women lining up for me."

Lee Ahn gave a bashful smile. It was a captivating expression that could soothe an enemy's heart.

"I knew it. Come on, let's drink."

The three of us toasted. After emptying her cup, Lee Ahn expressed her regret. "It's a shame to drink such fine liquor just by ourselves. The bodyguards outside!"

She called for Gok Sa's bodyguards. Four men entered the room.

"Master Gok, let's drink with them too, shall we?" Lee Ahn suggested.

Gok Sa immediately looked displeased.

One of the four bodyguards stepped forward. "We're fine. We must protect the Young Master."

Lee Ahn asked him, "Is the Young Master really being protected out there?"

The bodyguard could not reply to her meaningful words. After all, they had only been guarding the drinking parties of a scoundrel who used money to pick up women.

Soon, Lee Ahn gently persuaded Gok Sa. "Master Gok, don't attach any great meaning to this. It's just having a drink together. Come on, sit down."

The bodyguards glanced at Gok Sa, gauging his mood.

When Lee Ahn showed a slightly disappointed expression, Gok Sa could not hold out any longer. He nodded, and the four men sat down.

"Come on, please accept a drink from me." She poured them liquor.

Perhaps Lee Ahn felt a fondness for them, since she had been a bodyguard herself.

"Alright, let's all have a drink!" Lee Ahn raised her cup high, and we toasted.

"KYAH, this liquor tastes great. Master Gok, please order more! Ah, is it too expensive?"

"Nonsense! Order as much as you like."

Beauty overwhelmed everything. When combined with Lee Ahn's unique cheerfulness and vitality, nothing could stop her.

I truly never imagined such an atmosphere could be created with these people.

Lee Ahn was uninhibited. She held no prejudice against others, so no one felt emotionally uncomfortable.

I could tell it was not just because I was by her side. It was her confidence in her skills. Opening the Conception and Governing Vessels must have given that confidence an even greater boost.

We drank and talked about all sorts of things. The initially reserved bodyguards began to answer questions, revealing things even Gok Sa did not know.

"You had a son ten days ago? Oh, congratulations!" Lee Ahn exclaimed.

She did not press Gok Sa, who naturally would not have known. Instead, she created an atmosphere for everyone.

"Alright, a present from our Young Lord is coming up! A present! A present!"

I was amazed by her. She made him give a congratulatory gift without offending Gok Sa's mood.

Honestly, in that moment, I thought she's better than me.

Gok Sa had never given a gift to his bodyguards before, so he did not know what to do.

Lee Ahn calmly said to him, "There are people I know who like to draw lines."

She picked up her chopsticks, dipped them in liquor, and drew a long line on the table.

"This is the point of employment, and this is the end," she explained. "If you come all the way to this end, you can even die for your employer. Going all the way? It's a really difficult thing to do, but bodyguards hope for it."

"They hope for the relationship between themselves and the person they protect to reach this end. Even though reaching this point means their own death. That's who these bodyguards here are."

The four bodyguards grew slightly emotional at her calm words. Her words were also meant for me, to show that she was like that.

"You seem to know a lot about bodyguards," one of the bodyguards commented.

"I experienced it when I was young," Lee Ahn replied.

Just then, Gok Sa glared at the bodyguard. His look clearly said, who do you think you are, speaking up? The man flinched and lowered his head.

Lee Ahn spoke gently to Gok Sa. "If you look at people with those eyes, the line goes in the opposite direction."

"I don't believe it," Gok Sa said. "That someone can purely sacrifice their life for another. Do you believe it, Young Lady?"

Lee Ahn nodded and held out her cup. "You should try believing it too, Master Gok."

"Trust someone, and you'll get stabbed in the back."

"Do you think you won't get stabbed if you don't trust them?"

"!"

"We often associate betrayal with trust, but that's entirely from the perspective of the one being betrayed. 'I trusted you this much, and you betrayed me!' But the one doing the betraying isn't doing it because the other person didn't trust them, right?"

"It's usually for other reasons, isn't it? Money, power, or their own personal affairs. I've never once seen a case where someone said, 'I betrayed my master because he didn't trust me.' That's just an excuse they make later."

"So what I'm saying is, it's okay to trust! Betrayal is a separate matter anyway!"

"That's sophistry!"

"Let's have a drink for today's sophistry!"

Gok Sa could not refuse the cup Lee Ahn offered.

He was drunk, but Lee Ahn was only pretending.

I saw her secretly expel the alcohol qi from her fingertips. She seemed to be playing around without a care, but she was being cautious.

Perfect, Lee Ahn!

[When did you learn that? How to expel alcohol qi?]

[I learned it when I was young. I just couldn't do it until now because my skills weren't good enough. Ah, what a waste. This expensive liquor!]

As if just remembering, Lee Ahn shouted, "Ah, right. The baby's present! Present! Give him a present!"

Caught up in the excitement, she kept shouting as Gok Sa took a wallet from his robes.

"A lot! A lot! A lot!"

In the end, a rather large sum of money came out of the wallet.

"It's alright," the bodyguard said.

"Take it," Gok Sa insisted. "At least buy some clothes for the baby."

"Thank you."

Lee Ahn looked at Gok Sa and gave him a thumbs-up. "Master Gok! You're so cool!"

"It's nothing." Gok Sa's face turned red for no reason.

Thanks to that, the atmosphere improved even more, and we drank all night. Though we had just met, we shared all kinds of stories. It was the first time Gok Sa and his bodyguards had ever had a drinking session together.

As Lee Ahn drove the mood, everyone became absorbed in the fun of the gathering, like being soaked by a gentle drizzle. We stayed up all night drinking, sharing all sorts of trivial stories. We talked about martial arts, about making money, and about our families. Because Lee Ahn, who led the gathering, treated everyone with sincerity, they all revealed their true feelings without realizing it. We drank so joyfully that we were genuinely sad to part ways.

"Master Gok, next time I come to this town, I'll visit Cheonsamun first."

"Not Cheonsamun, it's the Heavenly Soil Sect."

"Aah, our Master Gok of the Heavenly Soil Sect. You have to remember me. Master Gok, from today on, we're drinking buddies."

Gok Sa could not hide his joy at the words 'drinking buddies'. He might have first approached Lee Ahn with the intention of sleeping with her, but now he was moved by her friendship.

"And until we meet again, you can't go around seducing just any woman! Train your martial arts, too. Let's meet again when you're looking cool. Got it?"

"I understand."

Surprisingly, Gok Sa nodded. I could not be sure, but it felt like he would change starting today. He even gave me some spending money.

"Take good care of the Young Lady," he said.

"Yes, thank you."

Ah, Gok Sa would never know how amazed I was in that moment. I was not amazed by Gok Sa, but by Lee Ahn. In a single night, she had made five men fall completely for her charms. To be honest, it was six, because I was truly amazed by her too.

And so, we left. Far in the distance, Gok Sa and his bodyguards watched us go, sad to see us leave.

"Actually, I was worried about you at first," I admitted.

"About me? Why?"

"I was worried you'd be deceived and swayed by men. Worried you'd get excited and cause trouble. Worried you'd be disappointed and hurt by men."

When they first appeared, I thought it would end with Gok Sa getting beaten up or even killed. I thought that was how it would go.

However, it ended in a way I had never expected. Would Gok Sa have changed if I had dragged him to the Sanzu River Hall to intimidate and beat him? It felt like the sun had removed the overcoat that the wind could not.

"And now?" Lee Ahn asked.

"Now I have the opposite worry."

"What kind of worry?"

"Worrying about the men. If I let you out, all the men in the murim will be ruined. They'll squander their fortunes, go crazy with training to look strong, and get lovesick."

Lee Ahn burst out laughing. "You know how many tails I have, don't you?"

Seeing her today made me certain that I had to help her master the Soaring Sky Sword Art. The stronger Lee Ahn becomes, the more charming she will be.

"Where are we going now?" she asked.

"If we meet another guy like Gok Sa, we'll hang out again, eat delicious food, and see beautiful scenery, and we'll go see a wedding."

"Whose wedding?"

"There is one. A wedding I'm debating whether to stop or not."

"Why would you stop someone else's wedding?"

"Right?"

"That sounds fun! I've never properly seen a wedding before!"

Excited, Lee Ahn ran ahead.

Watching her run toward the distant rising sun, I thought she looked like a painting. I slowly blended into that painting myself.


Chapter 121: How Easily One Forgets

Lee Ahn and I continued our journey toward the Ghost Sect, the Ghostly Sage's family home. We still had time before the wedding, so we traveled at a leisurely pace, enjoying our time together.

We met many different people along the way. A lecher targeted Lee Ahn, a naive Young Lord swore he would die for her, and a rich old man proposed with a pile of gold. The lecher died, the Young Lord cried, and the old man left humiliated.

Meeting so many people was a new and interesting experience, but Lee Ahn unexpectedly enjoyed the breathtaking scenery and delicious local food even more. People could be tiresome, but since this was her first time seeing the Central Plains, everything must have seemed new to her.

She tried to commit every moment to memory, as if she would never return. She even kept a journal of our journey.

"This dish is really delicious. You should try some too, Young Master," Lee Ahn said.

"I prefer this one," I replied.

"But that one's so spicy! You'll ruin your stomach if you like spicy food too much."

"You wouldn't be able to live in Sichuan."

"Still, I'd like to try authentic Sichuan cuisine someday."

She no longer paid any mind to the stares around us. People still glanced at her beauty, but we ignored them, so it was as if they were not there.

"But, Young Master," Lee Ahn asked, "is it really okay for us to be relaxing like this?"

"Is there a reason it wouldn't be?"

"The First Young Lord is probably trying to win over the Demon Supremes right now."

"I suppose so."

"What if the Blood Heaven Blade Demon has joined hands with the First Young Lord again?"

"Let him. I hope he does. It'd be fun to bring him back again, wouldn't it?"

"You're so carefree it's making me anxious."

"Don't be anxious. If I'm destined to be the successor, I can take my time. If I'm not, meeting the Demon Supremes every day won't matter. Besides, we're doing something far more important right now, aren't we?"

"What's that?" she asked.

"Feeding the fish I've already caught."

Lee Ahn pointed a finger at herself, and I nodded.

How easily one makes mistakes. How easily one forgets that without the fish already caught, there is no chance to catch new ones. How easily one takes another's kindness for granted. Nothing could compare to the gratitude owed to the one who let herself be caught first and continues to stay.

She smiled. "The fish has been eating well lately."

"So don't complain later! Not about a lack of affection or a lack of trust!"

"In that case, order one more of that for me!"

"I'll order that and the one next to it!"

Of course, we never neglected our martial arts training. We ran, jumped, and dueled. Aside from eating and enjoying the scenery, we devoted all our time to training.

Lately, I had been contemplating the essence of the Myriad Evil Sect Leader's martial studies in my spare moments. That enlightenment, combined with my complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art's Twelfth Star, was tickling at something within me. I knew this kind of itch always led to growth, so I didn't neglect my training for even a moment.

Lee Ahn was also engrossed in her training. Since her Conception and Governing Vessels were opened, she had reached the final stages of the Soaring Sky Sword Art's eighth star. With a little more effort, she would reach the ninth.

She also never neglected her movement arts training.

"AAAAAAK!"

Lee Ahn screamed as she fell from the cliff, but her movements were different. Her once-flailing limbs now moved with calm purpose.

At the last moment, she twisted her body several times and landed on the ground. She staggered and fell forward but had successfully descended the cliff on her own.

"I did it!"

She jumped up and down with joy.

I followed her down and landed beside her. She startled when I walked through the air at the last moment, as if descending an invisible staircase.

"I've gotten a bit better too, after jumping down after you so many times," I said.

"Are you trying to deflate my ego? I went through all that trouble to get down, and you do this!"

"I'm human too. Don't I get to show off and brag a little?"

"You're amazing enough without having to show off."

"Ah, I want to keep showing off just to hear you say that again."

"Go ahead. I'll say it as many times as you want without getting tired."

She was this devoted to me, yet she also loved to have fun. She was cheerful, bright, sharp-witted, and valued her own life and happiness. That was why I was all the more grateful for her and fond of her.

Lee Ahn drew her sword. "Now, you owe me a compliment fee. I request a match."

We then had a fierce bout.

I deliberately used movement arts, fighting her as we flew up the cliff face. Sword qi flew through the air. We kicked off the cliff to ascend, dodging each other's attacks.

Lee Ahn felt like she was on the verge of death several times. She would fall, only to climb back up as sword qi flew at her. She narrowly dodged my attacks, unleashed her own, and continued to scale the cliff.

It was a battle of true masters. I set the stage and guided her, but she responded splendidly. I could feel her skills improving, and I learned things while teaching her.

We ended the fight once we stood atop the cliff again.

"After opening the Conception and Governing Vessels, the movement of my true qi and the power of my techniques have changed," she said.

"You know this is a crucial time, right?"

"I know."

Her eyes filled with determination. The scenery was nice and the food was delicious, but she was a natural-born martial artist. Nothing could compare to the joy of her martial arts growing stronger.

"You're doing well," I said.

"With you as my Master, how could I not?"

Her eyes were full of gratitude and respect as she looked at me.

"You said you wanted to see the wedding, right? The place we're headed is just over that mountain."

"But why are you debating whether to stop the wedding or not?" Lee Ahn asked.

"I was asked a favor. To stop the wedding."

"By whom?"

"Someone. A person who helped me greatly."

I could explain everything else, but this part was difficult.

In truth, I had coldly told him to get married and live that hellish life again, but I felt for him. If it weren't for the Ghostly Sage, I wouldn't have been able to regress. I understand why he betrayed me to try and go back himself. The chance to return to the past, how could any human resist such a temptation? Perhaps the reason he wanted to go back, even if it meant betraying me, was to avoid this very marriage. I'll make my final decision after meeting him, but I'm leaning toward stopping the wedding. He was that desperate.

"Is it someone who likes the woman getting married?"

"I doubt it."

There could be no greater enemy. The Ghostly Sage had described his married life as hell.

"And even if it weren't for the wedding, there's someone I want to see."

Seo Jin.

She was my only friend from my mercenary days. If his younger sister had not told me about the Great Regression Technique, I would have never known about it.

"Well, let's go."

I threw myself off the cliff.

Lee Ahn shouted from behind me. "I'm someone who's naturally afraid of heights! You can't just take off like that!"

But contrary to her words, Lee Ahn did not hesitate to throw herself off after me.


Night fell deep over the Ghost Sect. After becoming the successor, Ghostly Sage Seo Gong was so busy he barely had time to sleep.

During the day, he had to master the secret art of the Money Ghost, which was passed down only to the successor. At night, he had to research the Great Regression Technique. It was his family's long-cherished wish, and the materials passed down through generations numbered in the thousands of volumes.

Tonight, he was again reading late into the night.

A familiar voice came from behind him. "If you put this much effort into learning the sword, you would have become the world's number one swordsman."

The Ghostly Sage replied without looking up from his book. "If you spent the time you use to meddle on learning the sword, you would be number one."

His younger sister, Seo Jin, had entered the room.

"You'll get sick if you keep pushing yourself like this. If you collapse, all this work will fall to me."

"Don't worry. I made a promise with a ghost. It agreed not to take me until this research is finished."

"The ghost I met didn't say anything like that."

Only then did the Ghostly Sage look up from his book and turn to Seo Jin.

"Your already-ugly face has gotten even uglier from exhaustion," Seo Jin teased.

"Aren't I still pretty decent-looking?"

"Only a mirror would accept such a delusion."

The Ghostly Sage laughed out loud. In his repetitive daily life, his younger sister was the one person who gave him room to breathe.

Seo Jin placed the booklet she had brought onto the desk. "Here. I've organized everything you asked me to."

"You worked hard."

"Of course I worked hard. I'm not a genius like you. I have to read something five times for every one time you read it. Why is it all so needlessly difficult? It's really tough."

"I know, I know."

The Ghostly Sage felt sorry for his sister. She was spending the prime of her youth cooped up with research. She was good-looking and had a refreshing, straightforward personality. She was popular whenever she went out, but these days she was stuck in the research room.

Seo Jin brought up a topic she had never mentioned before. "Do you really believe the Great Regression Technique is possible?"

"I do," the Ghostly Sage answered without hesitation.

"Even though it goes against the heavens?"

"I still believe."

The Ghostly Sage knew exactly why his sister was asking this.

"It's hard, isn't it?" he asked gently.

"It's just frustrating. If we keep researching like this and pass it on to our children... will our children also be trapped in this research room for their entire lives?"

"I will definitely succeed in my generation."

"If you're going to do it, please do it before I get any older. Otherwise..."

The Ghostly Sage sensed it. His sister was reaching her limit. She had an active personality and was only reluctantly obeying their father's orders. There was no telling how much longer she could endure.

Seo Jin turned to leave but stopped at the door. "Fine, let's say the Great Regression Technique is possible, just like you say. So what? What if you go to the past? What will you do when you go back? Are you going to lock yourself up and research again? Since you've achieved regression, will you start researching reincarnation?"

"!"

"If you thought of something else instead... doesn't that mean we're living the wrong life? Shouldn't we be doing that thing right now? The life you want to live if you go back, shouldn't you be living it now?"

The Ghostly Sage could not say a word.

He had much to say, but Seo Jin did not press him any further. "Get some sleep. Your face really looks worn out."

As she left the research room, the Ghostly Sage sighed and leaned back in his chair.

His sister was right. If he lived his current life to the fullest, there would be no reason to go back. However, achieving the Great Regression Technique was his family's long-cherished wish. As the successor, it was a destiny he could not escape.

Just then, a servant delivered some welcome news. The person he had been so eagerly awaiting would arrive tomorrow.


Lee Ahn and I arrived at an inn in the village where the Ghost Sect was located. Lee Ahn had tied her mask at her waist and wore a veil that revealed only her eyes.

We got a room with two beds and ordered a meal. We always stayed together in one room when we traveled. Even when I asked if she was uncomfortable and offered to get a separate room, Lee Ahn preferred it. She said it was fun to talk before falling asleep.

Lee Ahn and I were eating on the first floor of the inn. The surrounding customers were all talking about the Ghostly Sage's wedding. It was clearly the talk of the town.

"I never thought the Ghost Sect would become in-laws with the Lin Family Sword Sect."

"I was surprised too. Hasn't the Lin Family Sword Sect always married into other sword families?"

"I heard Young Lady Lim persuaded her father."

"The union of the Ghost Sect and a sword family is quite an interesting development."

"Ah, isn't that the successor of the Ghost Sect over there?"

Lee Ahn and I followed their gazes outside.

A man appeared on the street. My heart stirred when I saw him. It was the Ghostly Sage in his youth. I had known him since he was middle-aged, and his younger features were all still there.

It's good to see you, Ghostly Sage.

In my life before regression, I had only met him a few times, but those encounters spanned decades at the most crucial moments. The past hardships of gathering materials for the grand technique automatically came to mind.

The Ghostly Sage looked toward the other side of the street, as if waiting for someone. A moment later, five or six people arrived on horseback. When the woman at the front dismounted, the others followed. They appeared to be martial artists escorting her.

The Ghostly Sage ran toward her. "Young Lady Lim!"

She was Lim Hyang, the Ghostly Sage's fiancée.

"Young Lord? Why are you here?"

"I heard you were coming, Young Lady, so I came out to meet you."

Honey seemed to drip from the Ghostly Sage's eyes as he looked at her.

"Thank you for accepting my proposal."

"It was a decision I made because I trust you, Young Lord."

"What about your father?"

"He gave his permission... but I think he still needs a little more time."

"I will definitely change your father's mind."

The Ghostly Sage declared loudly, ignoring the stares of the people around them. "I will devote my entire being to making you happy. No one will be able to stop my feelings for you."

I watched the scene, completely astonished.

What the hell? You liked your wife this much?


Chapter 122: Don't You Know Why I'm Upset?

I always thought the woman Ghostly Sage married was a villainess. She looked nothing like one now.

"I heard you've been working hard researching the Ghost Sect's secret arts. Please don't overdo it," Lim Hyang said.

"Thank you for saying so."

Ghostly Sage grinned from ear to ear at Lim Hyang's concern.

"Aren't you hungry?"

"I am. I'm hungry."

"Let's eat before we go."

Ghostly Sage and Lim Hyang entered our inn, followed by her martial artists. They took a nearby table, so we could hear their conversation perfectly.

"I'll be honest with you. My parents were actually against this marriage. They said the Ghost Sect's successors are always engrossed in research and would make a woman lonely."

"Ah, that's a misunderstanding. That'll never happen. I promise. I promise I'll never make Young Lady lonely."

I didn't know the details of why Ghostly Sage's marriage failed. When we last met, Ghostly Sage had called his married life a greater hell. That meant they were still together then.

What if he made her lonely while researching the Great Regression Technique? What if that was the reason?

Ghostly Sage, you can't keep this promise now.

Of course, that might not be the reason. The way Ghostly Sage looked at Lim Hyang told me everything. I would bet my entire fortune he would abandon his family business if she asked him to run away with her. How could a marriage that started with such affection become a living hell?

Lee Ahn sent me a telepathy.

[Those two are the ones whose wedding you're trying to stop, right?]

[That's right.]

[How can you stop them when they're so in love? If you try to stop them now, I think you'll become their enemy.]

Not just an enemy. We would become mortal enemies.

We focused on their conversation again.

"Father might treat Young Lord coldly. Even if he does, please try to understand, Young Lord."

"Of course. I know very well how much Sect Leader cherishes Young Lady Lim."

Could their parents be the reason they split up? Figuring that out was our first priority.

They ordered their meal.

"I don't really like stir-fried dishes," Lim Hyang said with clear preference.

Ghostly Sage quickly replied, "That's great. I dislike them too."

"Really?"

"It seems we're a match made in heaven!"

But I saw it. I saw Ghostly Sage's fleeting hesitation. The regret of, But I like them.

Poor Ghostly Sage. He was done with stir-fried dishes from now on. Then again, he would probably agree if she suggested they live on nutrient balls for the rest of their lives.

When they started eating, it was our turn to talk. We spoke loudly to draw their attention.

"Do you want to get married?"

Marriage was the most natural topic for people about to wed. I could feel Ghostly Sage and Lim Hyang listening intently.

"I'm not going to," Lee Ahn said.

"......"

"Marriage comes with great responsibility, doesn't it? I don't have the confidence to take responsibility for someone. I can barely handle myself."

I couldn't tell if this was her real opinion or just an act to stop the couple's marriage.

This time, Lee Ahn asked me, "Do you want to get married?"

"No."

"Why not?"

"I just want to live freely."

"What about children? Don't you want to have children?"

"A child..."

I had heard this exact question once before from Seo Jin, Ghostly Sage's younger sister. My answer then was obvious. I was consumed by the guilt and anger of being the sole survivor, so what would I do with a child?

"I'm not confident I could raise one well."

"I suppose so. Not all parents raise their children well, after all."

Lee Ahn's expression darkened slightly. I set aside Ghostly Sage's matter and asked a question I had wanted to ask her.

"Do you resent your parents?"

"I resented them when I was young."

Her parents abandoned her when she was very young. She had drifted to our Cult without even knowing who they were.

"And now?"

"I don't think much about it now. Hating them only hurts me."

I asked about her parents on purpose, so she wouldn't bury the wounds in her heart.

My intention was for her to dig up what was buried and talk about it. Then she could regret it while kicking her blankets, thinking she shouldn't have said anything. Then she would think, well, I already said it, so I might as well say it again. I wanted to turn it into something trivial.

A wound in the heart only fades after going through this process many times. Just burying it and forgetting? Not a chance. No matter how deeply you bury it, it won't rot. It won't disappear.

Lee Ahn looked at me, grinned, and said, "My parents are probably eating and living well somewhere, I guess."

Just then, someone interjected.

"I don't think that's true."

It was Lim Hyang who couldn't hold back.

"I don't know the circumstances, but the female warrior's parents must be heartbroken."

She had clear preferences in food and a personality that made her state her opinions clearly.

Lee Ahn spoke to her gently. "Not all parents love their children. There are parents who think of their children as money-makers just because they gave birth to them, and there are parents who hit, abuse, and even sell their children, right?"

The last part stuck in my mind. Perhaps Lee Ahn believed her parents had sold her.

"That must be the story of a very small minority of parents. I'm sure your parents, Young Lady, had other circumstances."

Lim Hyang's gaze filled with sympathy and compassion as she looked at Lee Ahn with pity. I could tell that, despite her simple appearance, she was the type to reveal her emotions even to a stranger.

It could have been unpleasant, but Lee Ahn responded gently.

"Thank you for your comfort."

"No, I made an unnecessary remark. I'm sorry," Lim Hyang apologized.

Lee Ahn also spoke politely. "Not at all. You spoke out of goodwill, but I reacted sensitively."

The two of them apologized to each other.

Lim Hyang belatedly introduced herself. "I am Lim Hyang, a daughter of the Lim Sword Family."

Lim Hyang introduced Ghostly Sage, and Lee Ahn introduced me.

"This is my Senior Brother."

This was how she usually introduced me to new people. Since we learned the same martial arts, it wasn't technically wrong.

"As a token of my apology, I'll treat you to some drinks," Lee Ahn offered. "It seems you two reunited after a long time today, so let's meet whenever you have time, be it tomorrow or the day after."

Lim Hyang shook her head. "No, if anyone's buying drinks, it should be me."

As the two of them argued over who would buy drinks, Ghostly Sage stepped in.

"As it happens, I was planning to invite some close friends for a small celebratory banquet tomorrow. I would like to invite you both as well."

"We can't possibly go to such a precious event," Lee Ahn refused.

Lim Hyang stepped forward. "No, you must come. I think that's the only way I'll feel at ease."

With Lim Hyang also insisting, Lee Ahn pretended to give in and accepted.

"Alright, we'll visit you tomorrow."

A short while later, Ghostly Sage and Lim Hyang finished their meal, bid us farewell, and left the inn.

After they were gone, Lee Ahn puffed out her chest.

"I did well, right?"

"Excellent. So well that I feel I could leave this to you and go."

"Ah! No, you can't do that. I still don't understand why we have to stop their wedding!"

Lee Ahn watched them walk away outside. Even as they went down the road, Ghostly Sage couldn't take his eyes off Lim Hyang.

I recalled Ghostly Sage's final moments.

[Is it still hell?]

[It's an even hotter hell. I'm ashamed, but I'm still asking you. If I don't listen until the end, tear off my manhood.]

[To that extent?]

[Even more than that.]

I could stop him if I really tried, but I worried that forcing the issue might make him more miserable. They say the most difficult thing in the world is the matter between a man and a woman.

"I'm still not sure what to do yet."


The next afternoon, Lee Ahn and I visited the Ghost Sect.

As we followed a martial artist into the inner court, I felt ghostly qi from all around.

[Lee Ahn, do you feel that energy to the left?]

[Yes, it's an energy I've never felt before in my life.]

[It's the ghostly qi of the Ghost Sect.]

It was a different kind of ghostly qi from the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme's.

[You must deal with those who use this kind of ghostly qi very carefully. You never know what might pop out, so the most important thing is not to panic. If you panic, you die.]

[Yes, I'll keep that in mind.]

When we entered the inner court, I saw three people talking in front of a flower garden.

Ghostly Sage, Lim Hyang, and the one person I had wanted so badly to see, Seo Jin.

"Don't trust my Orabeoni. When he gets absorbed in his work, he's the type who wouldn't even notice a duel happening right next to him. That's my Orabeoni."

Lim Hyang laughed, thinking Seo Jin's words were a joke.

"It's not a joke."

"Then I'll have to have a spectacular duel. A duel so spectacular it makes him turn his head to me."

They noticed our arrival and looked our way.

My eyes met Seo Jin's.

I had originally met her much later than this, so seeing Seo Jin now felt incredibly unfamiliar.

So you had a fresh and vibrant time like this too.

She had suited the rough life of a mercenary so well. She was smart, thoughtful, and loyal.

Her current appearance didn't bring that image to mind. Right now, she was a bright, cheerful girl who had grown up loved in a prestigious family.

Lee Ahn's telepathy came through.

[You didn't even look at those beautiful courtesans of the Thousand Flower Palace like this. The way you're looking at that woman is special.]

As expected, Lee Ahn knew me best.

[I refuse your jealousy.]

[Your Highness! It's not jealousy, it's curiosity!]

Right, how could my gaze be ordinary when I saw Seo Jin?

My friend.

In this life, I won't let you grow cold in a nameless field. You said you were satisfied with your life as you were dying, but I won't let you meet such an end. That is my promise as a friend.

We walked up to them. Ghostly Sage introduced us to Seo Jin.

After the introductions, Seo Jin showed interest in Lee Ahn.

"Your eyes are so beautiful. Why do you wear a veil?"

I looked at Lee Ahn, signaling for her to show her face. It's a honey trap, Lee Ahn!

Sensing my intention, she removed her veil.

Gasps of admiration escaped from the two women, but the target, Ghostly Sage, showed no particular reaction.

I asked Ghostly Sage, "Young Lord Seo, isn't my junior sister pretty?"

I had intended to show him that women this beautiful existed in the world.

"She is beautiful. She is beautiful, but our Young Lady Lim is more beautiful."

I could tell Ghostly Sage was speaking from the heart.

They say love is blind, but this was beyond rose-colored glasses. It was as if he was under a soul-bewitching spell.

I sent a telepathy to Lee Ahn.

[Ugly! Put your veil back on.]

[I already did. What's with that guy!]

[I tried to stop the wedding with a honey trap, but it's not going to work.]

[Why are you trying to stop them? They look good together.]

It was then that Lim Hyang stared at Ghostly Sage with a stiff expression.

"What is it, Young Lady Lim?"

"Don't you know why I'm upset?"

"I do not."

Ghostly Sage looked completely clueless.

"Why can't you be honest? That Young Lady is more beautiful, isn't she? Did you think I would like it if you said that?"

She thought he was lying because even she could see that Lee Ahn was more beautiful.

"In my eyes, you are more beautiful."

"That's a lie, isn't it?"

"No. You truly are more beautiful. I can swear it to the heavens."

"Really?"

Only after confirming it did Lim Hyang's expression soften.

In that moment, I was certain.

From her interjection yesterday to her behavior now, she had a strong personality. She had to confirm things that could have just been let go.

What if she suffocated Ghostly Sage with that personality? Someday, the rose-colored glasses on Ghostly Sage's eyelids would disappear.

Tired of her, he would have escaped reality by diving into his research on the great technique, and their relationship would have only worsened.

This wasn't her fault alone. She was showing what kind of person she was without hiding it, but Ghostly Sage himself was the one who couldn't see it.

Even now, Ghostly Sage was smiling at Lim Hyang, looking incredibly pleased about something.

Sigh, Ghostly Sage. What am I going to do about this? Do I really have to grab and tear off your manhood?


Chapter 123: Change of Plans

They aren't villains.

If Ghostly Sage or Lim Hyang were villains, their marriage wouldn't have been such hell. One would have left, or one would have killed the other. They're just ordinary people. They must have been a couple who grew attached while bickering, living together out of necessity. They truly hated each other but never wanted to repeat that life.

"Please, come inside. We've prepared food, so eat something first."

Lee Ahn and I entered. Seo Jin followed us inside.

"I'll guide you."

I intend to connect my past life's bond with Seo Jin to Lee Ahn in this one.

As we walked, I sent Lee Ahn a telepathic message.

[Lee Ahn, this is Seo Jin. She's a candidate for the Second Division Leader of the Ghost Shadow Squad.]

[Ah!]

Her eyes widened, as if she had never considered the possibility.

[Imagine having a Division Leader who can use ghost arts in the Ghost Shadow Squad you lead.]

[That would be amazing. Our squad's name even has 'ghost' in it!]

[Whether you take this woman as your subordinate is ultimately up to you.]

Lee Ahn had absolute faith in me and didn't ask why I chose her. Instead, she spoke to Seo Jin.

"Congratulations on your marriage, Orabeoni."

"Thank you. I thought I'd never get married, but here I am."

Seo Jin answered cheerfully, even though it was their first meeting.

"Why? You're handsome and seem to have a good personality."

"Even so, I'm just a bookworm who has only ever studied."

Seo Jin was already taking a liking to Lee Ahn. I knew why. In the past, Seo Jin always liked pretty women. She said looking at pretty things made her feel good. She liked beautiful women, flowers, and pretty clothes. Her tastes, so unbefitting a mercenary, likely came from a smooth childhood in a prestigious family.

"I've only heard about ghost arts," Lee Ahn said. "I've never experienced them before."

"It's nothing special."

Seo Jin stopped walking and raised her hand. Black smoke rose from her palm and instantly formed into a snake. The small, smoky snake looked strangely realistic, as if it could become a pitch-black serpent at any moment.

"......"

The snake suddenly lunged toward Lee Ahn. It dissipated into smoke with a PIK before it could reach her.

"That's so cool!" Lee Ahn exclaimed.

"You're not surprised?" Seo Jin asked.

"Because there was no killing intent."

A peculiar light flickered in Seo Jin's eyes as she looked at Lee Ahn. Anyone would flinch if a snake suddenly lunged at them, even without killing intent, yet Lee Ahn was completely unfazed.

"Please show me again next time," Lee Ahn said.

"Next time, I'll bring out something bigger and scarier."

"Sounds great!"

I think their personalities would match well, too. Both women were easygoing and straightforward, and they knew how to be considerate.

What if both Green Mask and Seo Jin join the Ghost Shadow Squad?

Green Mask could hold down the fort as the First Division Leader, and Seo Jin could brighten the mood as the Second Division Leader. The picture is already looking good.

But it wouldn't be easy. One was a candidate for Demon Supreme, and the other was a blood relative of the Ghost Sect's leader.


A few guests were already in the main hall, and more arrived one after another. There were guests for Ghostly Sage and guests for Lim Hyang. Once everyone had arrived, Ghostly Sage and Lim Hyang entered the hall. We all toasted together, celebrating their upcoming wedding.

Most of the guests were well-mannered heirs of prestigious families. There was one exception. Ju Myeong of the West Sword Sect, a childhood friend of Lim Hyang, had a dark expression from the moment he entered. He was very dissatisfied with this marriage.

Perhaps it was the alcohol he had been downing, or perhaps he secretly had feelings for Lim Hyang. He spoke openly to Lim Hyang right in front of Ghostly Sage.

"Honestly, as your longtime friend, I can't congratulate you on this wedding."

"What's wrong?" Lim Hyang asked.

"Martial families should form ties with other martial families to avoid future trouble."

Ghostly Sage was naturally offended. For Ju Myeong to say such a thing with Ghostly Sage standing right there was a blatant sign of disrespect. Since Ju Myeong was Lim Hyang's guest, Ghostly Sage spoke to him pleasantly.

"Our sect is also a respectable murim sect."

"No one here would consider the Ghost Sect a murim sect," Ju Myeong retorted.

"How can you say that? Think of how much our sect has contributed to the murim."

"Master Seo, do you consider the Ghost Sect's sorcery to be legitimate martial arts?"

Ghostly Sage couldn't answer for a moment. No one had ever asked him that way before, so he didn't know what to say.

"Martial arts and cheap tricks are strictly different things," Ju Myeong declared.

As Ju Myeong crossed the line, a sharp voice cut through the hall.

"Then shall we see how well your so-called great martial arts deal with cheap tricks?"

Seo Jin stepped forward. Seeing her glare at her opponent with one eyebrow slightly raised reminded me of the old days. Her eyebrow would always rise like that when she was angry during her mercenary days.

She extended her hand, and a black haze shimmered up around Ju Myeong.

"......"

Startled, Ju Myeong looked around and drew his sword.

"What? What is this?"

He began swinging his sword at the empty air, clearly seeing an illusion. I could see what he saw. A pitch-black shadow with only eyes and a mouth rushed toward him. Its appearance was so terrifying and realistic that my heart chilled, even knowing it was fake.

I could also see how to break the illusion, a combined result of the Bloodeye Holy Water and the Divine Eye Technique. Ju Myeong swung his sword back and forth, creating a dangerous situation for those around him.

Seo Jin withdrew her sorcery. Ju Myeong, who had been attacking the air, soon realized he had fallen for a ghost art. He had swung his sword without thinking, even though he knew it was an illusion. That was the nature of the Ghost Sect's arts. You fall for them even when you know.

He glared at Seo Jin. "To humiliate me with such evil arts, I'll never forgive..."

JJAK!

His head snapped to the side. Lim Hyang had strode over and slapped his cheek.

"Do you want to die? Are you still drunk? Who do you dare say you won't forgive?"

"......"

"Are you really my friend? A friend wouldn't do this. You're the only friend I have, and you're making me this miserable?"

Ju Myeong couldn't say anything. The words 'You're the only friend I have' seemed to strike him like a throwing knife.

He let out a short sigh. "I'm sorry."

The anger that had flared up like a flame vanished.

"I'm sorry for hitting you, too," Lim Hyang said.

"It's fine. Didn't you hit me many times when we were young?"

Ju Myeong also apologized to Ghostly Sage and Seo Jin.

"I apologize. It was rude of me to disparage your family. I apologize."

But he still held a lingering grudge.

"Still, I hate this marriage! I oppose it!"

With that, Ju Myeong left.

My gaze turned to Ghostly Sage.

Ghostly Sage, you should have been the one to shout like that.

I hate this marriage! Don't congratulate me! Am I, the groom, really the only one who opposes this marriage?

Ghostly Sage was about to scold Seo Jin for stepping forward rashly, but Lim Hyang stopped him. She then apologized to Ghostly Sage.

"I'm sorry. He's been my friend since we were young, so he must have been very upset that I'm getting married."

"Isn't it because he cares for Young Lady Lim that much?"

"If he cared, he wouldn't act like that. He just got drunk and threw a fit. Forget about it."

I watched the look in Ghostly Sage's eyes deepen as he gazed at her and sighed inwardly.

He's falling for her even more.

Seeing her today, Lim Hyang was a decent woman. I thought that if Ghostly Sage could truly understand her personality, the two of them could be a good match.


During the banquet, Ghostly Sage stepped outside for some fresh air. He didn't show it in front of Lim Hyang, but his mood kept sinking. It was because of Ju Myeong. He regretted not stepping forward himself.

Did Lim Hyang see me as a coward?

If I had stepped up, I would have won. Should I have shown off my skills? No. Father always warned against the Ghost Sect getting embroiled in the murim's disputes. What dispute? It was just an emotional squabble. I should have stepped up!

Ghostly Sage's mind wavered, unable to settle. He hated himself more for regretting his inaction than for the inaction itself. Lost in thought, he walked until he reached his study. He stood by the window and looked inside, feeling most at ease here. He always came here when his father scolded him or when a problem arose. This place was his only sanctuary.

Ghostly Sage knew he wasn't the kind of person who would be happy overpowering Ju Myeong and laughing triumphantly. He was happiest when he was quietly reading and researching.

Anyway, I should show this place to Young Lady Lim.

He wanted to boast to Lim Hyang about how many books he had read. That feeling was especially strong today.

Just then, someone spoke. "You have a lot of books."

Ghostly Sage turned in surprise. I stood behind him, having followed him out.

"I came out for some air because I felt stifled and ended up here."

"I see."

"I don't think I've ever seen a martial artist with this many books."

"I've enjoyed reading since I was young," he said.

"I see. I know someone who also loves books."

"Oh, is that so? Please introduce me if you get the chance."

"Of course."

I imagined Ghostly Sage's horrified expression when he learned that person was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. The thought of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's displeased face as he looked at Ghostly Sage made me laugh.

I naturally started walking back toward the main hall with him.

"Young Lord Seo and Young Lady Lim, the more I see you two, the more you seem like a perfect match."

"If you're saying that to comfort me because of what happened earlier, it's fine. I've already forgotten about it."

"To me, it looked like jealousy, but I can understand that Master. If a friend I'd liked for a long time was getting married, I would've wanted to flip the banquet table too."

I was trying to lift Ghostly Sage's spirits. Whether I stopped his marriage or not, I first needed to get closer to him. The fastest way to do that is to tell someone what they want to hear.

"Someday, that Master will jolt awake in his sleep, drink a glass of cold water, and think, 'Why did I do something so foolish back then?'"

Ghostly Sage laughed at my words. Since the incident had soured his mood, it was best to resolve it with the same incident.

"You did well to endure it. If you hadn't, you would have been the one jolting awake in your sleep, Young Lord Seo."

Ghostly Sage stopped walking, looked at me, and suddenly asked, "Have we, by any chance, met before?"

Ghostly Sage, are you sensing some kind of fate? Someone like you might be able to feel something.

"This is the first time we've met."

"And yet, looking at you, Master, you don't feel unfamiliar."

"Aren't there people who feel comfortable, like you've known them for a long time, even if you've just met? Like a friend. Someone you just trust. Someone you just want to take care of."

"It's not quite to that extent."

"It's probably because I felt a liking for you from the start, Young Lord Seo. After seeing your books, I respect you even more."

I continued to say pleasant things to disarm his wariness. Even the seasoned Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon couldn't withstand my flattery arts. Getting close to this young Ghostly Sage was no trouble at all. The most important point of these arts is knowing when to stop and retreat. I had to give him time to ruminate on my words.

"Well then, I'll head in first."

I left him and entered the main hall.


On the way back after the banquet, I asked Lee Ahn a question.

"What did you think of Seo Jin?"

Lee Ahn had been talking with Seo Jin throughout the banquet.

"I liked her. She's excellent material for a Division Leader."

"My recommendations never fail."

"There's just one problem."

"Whether she would join our Cult, you mean?"

"......"

"The Ghost Sect stands between the orthodox and unorthodox. In the past, some of its ancestors were even part of our Cult. If we persuade her well, there shouldn't be a problem."

"You know a lot about the Ghost Sect, don't you?"

"I did some studying before coming."

In truth, I had heard it all from Seo Jin in the past. During her mercenary days, Seo Jin never wanted to be tied to any faction. She didn't want to belong anywhere, which meant she could go anywhere.

"We'll have to return to our Cult soon, so we can't take her with us. We just need to make it so she can find us later."

When she one day runs away from home out of frustration, I just need to make her seek out Lee Ahn instead of a mercenary's life.

"You know, right? To contact us, she just needs to leave her name at the West Lake Inn, which can be found all over the Central Plains."

"I'll be sure to tell her when we part ways later."

Separately from Lee Ahn, I plan to pay attention to Seo Jin's path myself. I will ensure that the great thread of fate leads to Lee Ahn.

"Oh, what about the Young Master? What happened with stopping the marriage?"

"Change of plans."

It was a decision I made after seeing Ghostly Sage and Lim Hyang at the banquet. Chief Gwak of our Cult's smithy always says that a small difference makes a masterpiece. I believe that applies to human relationships as well. A small difference can change the outcome. Even if you can't change a person, you can change a relationship.

We are moved by a single word and pledge a lifetime of loyalty. We are hurt by a single word and part ways. We hate for a lifetime over a single word. That's just who we are.

So, this was my new plan.

"I won't stop Ghostly Sage's marriage. I will help the two of them live happily."

It can't be helped, Ghostly Sage. You'll have to get married. Instead of the gates of hell, I'll open a different door for you.


Chapter 124: Beyond the Door You Opened for Me

Ghostly Sage organized his study.

He dusted each book, moving them between shelves. He focused his energy on an arrangement only he would notice.

He then placed fragrant flowers around the room and boiled water for tea. Just then, Lim Hyang arrived.

"Young Lord Seo."

"Young Lady Lim. Please, come in. It's a mess, I haven't had time to clean."

The room was sparkling clean, but Lim Hyang smiled and pretended not to notice.

"You have so many books."

"I used to have more, but I've cleared out a lot."

"Still, this is a huge number of books. I never knew you were such an avid reader."

Ghostly Sage beamed.

"This book was written by the author himself. I received it right here in this room, and this one, I went all the way to Tibet to get it. If you'd like to know about ghosts, you should read this book. Shall I lend it to you?"

"Ah, yes."

Ghostly Sage pulled out the book and handed it to her.

"It's very interesting. Ah, if you find that one interesting, you should read this one too."

"That's alright."

"This book here is..."

Ghostly Sage excitedly explained his books. Lim Hyang couldn't bring herself to stop him, so she just listened. As his explanation dragged on, she finally spoke up.

"Shall we have some tea?"

"Ah, I'll make it for you."

A heat like boiling water filled Ghostly Sage.

He had never forgotten the day he first saw her.

Ghostly Sage attended a banquet for prodigies, where he once again found himself on the fringes.

While no one was intentionally ostracizing him, he felt they were subtly looking down on him. There was the prejudice against the Ghost Sect, but more decisively, Ghostly Sage just didn't have a personality that meshed well with others. What did they all have so much to talk about? What were they so eager to boast about?

Feeling suffocated, he stepped outside. Lim Hyang was there. He thought she was a beautiful woman with a wonderful presence. Then, she spoke to him first.

"This is pretty bad, isn't it?"

Ghostly Sage grew flustered. She was the first woman to speak to him at the banquet.

"The banquet, I mean. The musicians, the taste of the alcohol, and the people who've gathered."

Ghostly Sage could never have imagined speaking so freely to a complete stranger.

"I'm Lim Hyang of the Im Sword Clan."

"I am Seo Gong of the Ghost Sect."

"Ah!"

Ghostly Sage felt a pang of regret.

I shouldn't have revealed my sect. Or I should have waited until we talked more.

But her reaction was unexpected. She showed genuine interest.

"I've heard a lot about the Ghost Sect."

"What have you heard?"

"That it's a very mysterious sect."

He wanted to talk more, but someone from inside called for Lim Hyang.

"They're calling for me. I'll see you later, then."

Lim Hyang went inside.

A short while later, Ghostly Sage also went back inside.

He saw Lim Hyang in the distance, surrounded by several martial artists and deep in conversation. She was popular.

Lim Hyang recognized him and waved. The others looked his way, but she ignored them and smiled at him.

Even after returning home, Ghostly Sage couldn't stop thinking about her. For a while, he diligently attended banquets, hoping to see her again.

Ghostly Sage brought the carefully prepared tea and smiled.

"If there are any books you want to read, feel free to borrow them all."


Lee Ahn gazed at the night sky from the window and spoke to me.

"Young Master? Do you know the most common wish when a shooting star falls?"

"What is it?"

"'Ah! Oh! Damn it!' Things like that."

I laughed at her words.

"My eyes and mouth are fast, so I'll never miss it."

"Are you sure about that?"

"Just watch."

We both looked up at the night sky, ready to make our wishes. Then, Lee Ahn suddenly spoke.

"That was the first time I ever brought up my parents."

She had mentioned her parents while talking with Lim Hyang at the inn.

"I've wanted to tell you about them at least once, Young Master, so I thought it was a good opportunity."

"I thought so."

"Alright, then. Please comfort me."

"Comfort you? To be honest, I don't know much about the affection between parents and children either. You know, right? My mother passed away when I was young, and Father is the most blunt person in the world. So I'm not sure what I should say to you."

"Actually, it's the same for me. Back when you were struggling because of the Cult Leader, Young Master, I wanted to comfort you, but what do I know about comforting someone? If anything, I learned everything I should have learned from a parent from you."

"We grew up together with runny noses. What could you have learned from me?"

"But you were the one who wiped my nose. I learned a lot from you and relied on you, Young Master."

I started to say something comforting but stopped. We just stood together, looking up at the night sky.

"By the way, how's the plan going?"

"I'm thinking about it."

"It needs some kind of stimulus!"

"What kind of stimulus?"

"How about we kidnap Young Lady Lim and have Young Lord Seo rescue her?"

"A clumsy attempt like that will only lead to an accident."

"There needs to be something thrilling between a man and a woman!"

"Lee Ahn, think back to the most thrilling moment of your life. Did it involve kidnapping, rescues, or anything like that?"

"...No, it didn't."

"It's probably the same for other people."

The thrills in my life came from everyday moments, usually because of something someone said to me.

Words from Father, Lee Ahn, Seo Daeryong, Jang Ho, the Demon Supremes, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, Go Wol, and even words I myself had said...

The accumulation of those countless words was changing my life. I didn't change easily as a person, but my life was changing.

"That's why I'm trying to keep telling him. That person."

Just then, a shooting star streaked across the night sky.

Ah! Please... Argh! Damn it!


A few days later, I rented a manor with a pleasant atmosphere and invited Ghostly Sage and Seo Jin. It was to return the favor for their last banquet invitation.

Ghostly Sage's favorability toward me had already increased, and Seo Jin felt a goodwill toward Lee Ahn. They both readily accepted the invitation.

It was a modest banquet for just the four of us, with delicious food from a skilled chef. Ghostly Sage preferred this kind of atmosphere.

While Lee Ahn and Seo Jin talked, I spoke with Ghostly Sage.

"Thank you for inviting me."

"Don't mention it."

After some small talk, I subtly brought up his marriage.

"Are the wedding preparations going well?"

"Thanks to your concern, they are."

"Sometimes, I find myself envious of married couples."

"What are you envious of?"

"The way they know each other so well, don't they? With just a look, they know, 'Ah, that person must be thinking this.' Or, 'Ah, in this situation, that person would act this way.' I think it'd be wonderful to have at least one person like that in your life."

I had to pull Ghostly Sage down to earth. He was floating in the sky, and I needed him to plant his feet on the ground and calmly look at the woman before him.

"When you look at Young Lady Lim, do you get a sense of what she's thinking?"

Ghostly Sage pondered for a moment before shaking his head.

"To be honest, I'm still not sure."

I said nothing, letting him think.

I was not in a hurry.

I left the topic of marriage there and gained his favor by discussing ghost arts. My knowledge of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique gave me a deep understanding of such secret arts, so our conversation flowed smoothly. When I added my flattery skills, Ghostly Sage became completely engrossed.

Even after that day, I found ways to meet with him.

Ghostly Sage was busy, but our meetings were short. A moment for a cup of tea was enough.

One day, I even waited in his guest room while circulating the qi of the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

Whenever I met Ghostly Sage, we would chat, and I would bring up topics related to marriage or women.

As I kept seeking him out, Ghostly Sage was initially suspicious. This guy, why is he acting like this after just one meal? What's he after? But as time passed, he began to enjoy our conversations. After all, he had never had a single friend in his life.

Though I started with an intention, I also began to enjoy talking with him. My flattery became less necessary.

"My junior sister says you shouldn't be too nice to a woman."

"Why is that?"

"Because it's human nature to feel disappointed if you're treated well ten times and then poorly once, I suppose."

"Can't you just treat her well all ten times?"

"Won't a person's heart change over the years?"

"I won't change."

"Young Lord Seo, you're human too. You will change."

"I'm different! I will never change!"

When he was this stubborn, I wanted to rush at him and shout.

You did change! You really do change! Ugh, forget it. Let's just scrap this.

"Don't be too nice. If you go to the marketplace, bad boys are popular."

"Ah! I've noticed that too. At banquets, I often wondered why they liked guys like that."

"So don't be too nice. If you're a little mean and then nice once in a while, wouldn't that be more touching? A person can't be perfect all the time."

"That makes sense."

The old Ghostly Sage had desperately wanted to talk with me. Back then, I only had one drink with him before leaving to search for materials.

Let's have all the conversations we couldn't have back then.

Time passed, and I visited him as frequently as a mouse visits a pantry.

"You're saying the day you need to get an important material for your ghost arts training is the same as Young Lady Lim's birthday?"

"That's right. Which would you choose?"

"Of course, you have to celebrate Young Lady Lim's birthday."

"Even if it's an important material? If you miss it this time, you have to wait three years?"

"Still, there's no comparison."

When a similar event happens someday, Ghostly Sage, you better remember what you said today! There's a clear difference between words never spoken and words uttered even once.

I tried. I spoke as if I didn't know, I persuaded him, and I encouraged him. I gave him courage, hints, affection, and a treasured blade. This was the Ghostly Sage who had betrayed me, the one who gathered materials for the great technique his whole life, just to go back to the past himself. Still, I was grateful that I was here because of him, and I put in my best effort until the very end.

Finally, the day before the wedding, I met him one last time.

"To think I'd be seeing you up until today."

Ghostly Sage began, revealing his honest feelings.

"Frankly, I still don't understand why you're being so good to me."

It was a question he had held back for a long time, and proof that we had grown closer.

"Didn't you say you liked Young Lady Lim from the moment you first saw her? It was the same for me. When I saw you, Young Lord Seo, I felt like you were an older brother or a friend. I had good feelings. I have no other intentions. I've seen you so often because I plan to leave after the wedding tomorrow, and I don't know when I'll see you again."

Ghostly Sage still looked suspicious.

I raised my hand to the sky.

"I swear to the heavens. If my words are false, may the Heavenly Demon drag me away!"

Ghostly Sage waved his hands dismissively.

"Stop! There's no need for such a terrible oath! I'll believe you. With an oath like that, I have to."

He extended his hand.

"Thank you."

"Congratulations on your marriage."

We shook hands. It was the first time I had ever held his hand, both before and after my regression.

The wedding was held the next day.

Lee Ahn was excited, as it was her first time seeing a wedding. Befitting a prestigious family, the wedding was splendid with much to see. Lee Ahn watched every detail meticulously. If she didn't know something, she would ask the people conducting the ceremony.

To ensure she wasn't the main character, she wore a veiled bamboo hat and clothes that hid her figure.

As the wedding ended, I spoke to Lee Ahn.

"Let's return to the Cult now."

"Yes, Young Master."

"Did you enjoy this trip?"

"I'll never forget it for the rest of my life."

She even kept a record of it in a book, so I knew how much she had enjoyed it.

Lee Ahn and Seo Jin said their reluctant goodbyes. The two had become quite close. While I met with Ghostly Sage, Lee Ahn had spent a lot of time with Seo Jin. I had completely entrusted Seo Jin's fate to Lee Ahn.

In the distance, my eyes met Ghostly Sage's as he greeted guests. I waved. He smiled and waved back.

I didn't know if my connection with him ended here or if we would meet again. I didn't know what kind of life he would live.

I could only hope that our conversations would change his life, and that those changes would accumulate to alter the outcome.

I don't know what lies beyond the door you opened today. Whether it holds only the regret everyone speaks of, or a companion with whom you can understand each other with just a look. I will ask only one thing of you. No matter what hardships you face, do not give up. Just as you waited a lifetime for me, do not give up on your life until the very end. Because beyond the door you opened for me, I too am moving forward without giving up, so I hope you will do the same. Ghostly Sage, I wish you happiness.

I left the Ghost Sect with Lee Ahn.

"Alright, let's go back now, Lee Ahn!"


Chapter 125: Wow, You're a Man After All

Seo Daeryong watered the flowers in a pot inside the Sanzu Hall Director's office.

"Second-in-command, when on earth is the Director coming back?"

He called the potted flowers, left behind by the Flower Sword Supreme, his 'second-in-command'. The nickname came from his joke that he was the third most important person in the office.

"He should've taken me with him. I wonder how much fun they're having without me, for there to be no news at all?"

Without Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn, the fun in his life certainly felt cut in half.

He had also stopped his regular drinking sessions with Jang Ho last month, postponing them until Lee Ahn returned. Honestly, it was only fun when the three of them were together. It felt complete only when the three of them were together.

"Hmph! From now on, you be the first-in-command. Starting today, I'm the second-in-command. Let's, the abandoned ones, take it all for ourselves!"

In truth, he was already taking over everything. Seo Daeryong handled most of the Sanzu River Hall's major affairs. Although there were Seniors, they knew Geom Mugeuk supported Seo Daeryong the most. He naturally became the acting Director, and Seo Daeryong handled the job better than anyone.

Geom Mugeuk's absence was a time of growth for him, a time when he began to be truly recognized.

Additionally, he never missed a single day of learning blade arts from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon never spoke about Geom Mugeuk. It seemed he thought that mentioning Geom Mugeuk would reveal how much he missed him.

Even when Seo Daeryong talked about Geom Mugeuk, he would pretend not to hear and say nothing.

Master, that's actually even stranger.

As he stood by the window suppressing his longing for Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn, an enforcement martial artist opened the door and entered.

"We're ready."

"Let's go."

My slacker Director, who knows where you are or what you're doing, I'm off to work again.

Outside the building, ten enforcement martial artists waited. Usually, one investigator moved with two enforcement martial artists. The number ten alone indicated that today's operation was both very important and dangerous.

"Have you all equipped your White Tiger Armor?"

"Yes, we have."

The White Tiger Armor was a standard-issue treasured armor provided to the enforcement martial artists. It couldn't compare to a real treasured armor, but it was still effective at blocking ordinary swords and blades.

"Let's go. A conflict may arise, so you must all stay on your toes."

Leading the enforcement martial artists, he arrived at the Great Drunken Forest, where the Great Drunken Demon resided.

The Great Drunken Demon was one of the Eight Demon Supremes. He was always drunk, which was why people called him the Drunken Demon. There were various rumors about him.

Some said he was always drunk because he had suffered a great wound to his heart. Other rumors claimed his unique martial arts utilized intoxication. In any case, one certain fact was that the drunker he got, the stronger he became.

The martial artists who followed him were called 'drunks'. They too were heavy drinkers who loved and could hold their liquor.

The gate of the Great Drunken Forest was firmly shut.

An enforcement martial artist knocked on the gate. A drunk guarding the entrance opened it and appeared.

"Who are you?"

"We're from the Sanzu River Hall. Open the gate."

"What business brings you here?"

Seo Daeryong held up a document and showed it to him.

"We're here to arrest the drunk, Do Ho."

That bastard Do Ho had driven a carriage while drunk and charged into a marketplace, killing two people and injuring more than ten. Afterward, he abandoned the carriage and fled, saving only himself.

The drunk answered without hesitation.

"Do Ho isn't here. Go back."

"How would you know? Whether Do Ho is in this vast Great Drunken Forest or not."

"If I say he's not here, then he's not here. Go back."

The drunk immediately closed the gate and went back inside.

He had already expected this reaction. It seemed the subordinates of the Demon Supremes felt that being obedient made them seem weaker than the other Demon Supremes' followers. Since one didn't listen, none of them did.

Especially with Geom Mugeuk's absence dragging on recently, the authority of the Sanzu River Hall martial artists was beginning to lose its effect.

"Give a warning, then break down the gate."

An enforcement martial artist stepped forward and shouted a warning, imbuing his voice with inner arts.

"If you don't open up before I count to ten, we will break down the gate and enter. One, two, three, four... nine, ten."

Just as they were about to break down the gate, it opened and someone appeared. It was a different drunk from before. He was Ho Yang, the person in charge of the drunks guarding the entrance.

Ho Yang glared at Seo Daeryong.

"Do you think you can trespass in our forest and get away unscathed?"

"A drunk named Do Ho has committed a crime. This isn't a matter to be blindly covered up. We'll leave if you just hand over Do Ho."

"Do Ho is not here."

"Don't disregard our hall's intelligence network. We have reliable information that Do Ho returned here. If it's revealed that he is here, you too will be guilty of harboring a criminal. Are you fine with that?"

In that moment, Ho Yang unleashed a cold demonic qi.

Befitting the leader of the drunks on duty, his aura was sharp. He was confident he could make an investigator from the Sanzu River Hall back down, but Seo Daeryong did not retreat.

Instead, Seo Daeryong's aura overwhelmed Ho Yang's. This was the result of learning blade arts from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon without missing a single day and training diligently.

Just as Ho Yang unconsciously took a step back, a fierce-looking middle-aged man walked out from the Great Drunken Forest.

SLAP!

The man mercilessly struck Ho Yang across the cheek.

"You fucking idiot! Getting pushed back by a mere investigator like him."

Ho Yang, who had been knocked away, scrambled to his feet and bowed his head.

"I'm sorry!"

The man who had come out was Gu Mayeong, one of the Three Drunkards of the Great Drunken Forest, infamous for his foul temper. His notoriety was widely known. He was said to be hot-blooded and would act with his fists without thinking of the consequences.

Recognizing his opponent, Seo Daeryong's expression hardened.

Of all people.

Gu Mayeong walked right up to Seo Daeryong, reeking of alcohol.

"Why are you making a fuss and ruining the taste of my drink?"

"A man named Do Ho from this place caused an accident while driving a carriage drunk."

"It's natural for a drunk to be drunk, and accidents can happen when driving a carriage. So why are you all swarming here and making a scene?"

"Even if he is a drunk, it's the established law that one can't drive a carriage while intoxicated."

"Bullshit. Do you follow every single law?"

"At least I don't drink, drive a carriage, and kill people."

Gu Mayeong shoved his face close to Seo Daeryong's. Seo Daeryong frowned at the foul stench of alcohol.

"Look me in the eye."

Seo Daeryong did not avoid his gaze.

"Go back, find some random guy, and pin the blame on him for driving the carriage. Look at my eyes. Got it?"

"I can't do that."

"What? Say that again."

"I said, I can't do that. If you don't move aside, I'll arrest you as well."

Gu Mayeong's expression twisted. He took out the liquor bottle hanging from his waist.

He raised it high, intending to pour it over Seo Daeryong's head.

The hands of the enforcement martial artists standing behind him all went to the hilts of their swords at once.

Their posture showed they were ready to charge forward and fight to the death if the order was given.

Gu Mayeong's gaze turned to the enforcement martial artists.

"Bullshit. If you want to die, try drawing that sword."

The drunks behind Gu Mayeong also readied themselves to draw their weapons.

In the volatile situation, Seo Daeryong raised a hand to stop the enforcement martial artists. A sword fight could not break out here.

Just as Gu Mayeong sneered, as if to say 'That's more like it', and was about to pour the alcohol on Seo Daeryong's head, a low warning came from somewhere.

"If you pour that alcohol, I will cut off that wrist, fill that bottle with your blood, and pour it on your head."

Seo Daeryong's expression brightened considerably when he identified the voice.

"Director!"

When Seo Daeryong turned around, Geom Mugeuk was walking toward them.

"My boys, you've worked hard."

At his appearance, Seo Daeryong and the enforcement martial artists were overjoyed and welcomed him.

"Welcome, Director!"

"Director!"

"It's good to have you back."

Everyone welcomed Geom Mugeuk so enthusiastically that it seemed no other leader could be so warmly received.

After greeting them, Geom Mugeuk walked over to Gu Mayeong.

"Did your Demon Supreme teach you to pour alcohol on people's heads?"

At the mention of the Great Drunken Demon, killing intent flared in Gu Mayeong's eyes.

However, Geom Mugeuk's presence overwhelmed him. Even without releasing any demonic qi, his aura alone ensnared Gu Mayeong. The fine hairs all over Gu Mayeong's body stood on end with fear.

Was the Second Young Lord's presence this powerful?

Gu Mayeong felt as if he had sobered up in an instant. He had only heard rumors about the Second Young Lord, but facing him in person exerted a completely different kind of pressure.

"And to think of pouring alcohol on the head of a Sanzu River Hall investigator. Did you just come out of seclusion training or something? Haven't you heard the rumors about me? Or did you think that just because I was away for a bit, I would never come back?"

Gu Mayeong could only glare fiercely at Geom Mugeuk, not daring to make any excuses. When he had heard the rumor that he had cut down the Demonic Army General, he had thought it was absurd. He had assumed the rumor was exaggerated because he was the heir, but now he realized he must have really done it.

"Go inside and..."

Geom Mugeuk turned to Seo Daeryong and asked.

"Who was it again?"

"It's Do Ho."

Geom Mugeuk spoke to Gu Mayeong again.

"You heard him. Bring out that bastard Do Ho. Right now!"

Gu Mayeong stood frozen, his expression contorted.

Geom Mugeuk unhesitatingly drew the Black Demon Sword. The sharp energy emanating from the sword made the hearts of the drunks present shrink coldly.

"You may be a drunkard, but I'm a madman."

When Geom Mugeuk took a step forward, Gu Mayeong could no longer hold out.

"I'll bring him out!"

Gu Mayeong went inside.

I deliberately treated Gu Mayeong harshly. It was for the morale of Seo Daeryong and the enforcement martial artists. Word of today's events will spread throughout the cult, and in the future, they won't dare pull something like this just because I'm not around.

Seo Daeryong and the enforcement martial artists gathered around me.

"When did you arrive?"

"Just now. I was about to change my clothes and go see Father, but I heard you all were here, so I stopped by on my way to the Heavenly Demon Hall."

Seo Daeryong was so moved that tears even welled up in his eyes.

"Are you that happy?"

"I didn't realize I'd be this happy to have you back, Director."

"Isn't it because you avoided being humiliated by a drunkard?"

"From the smell earlier, that guy's alcohol was expensive. On my meager salary, when would I ever get to drink something like that? I should at least get to taste it as it runs down my face."

Geom Mugeuk smiled at Seo Daeryong. In the time they hadn't seen each other, Seo Daeryong had grown even more. Not just his martial arts skill and presence, but he even had a sense of composure. One needed to be calm like this when dealing with bastards like Gu Mayeong.

Maybe I should leave the cult more often?

"Please don't! I was bored to death while you were gone, Director."

The enforcement martial artists laughed at Seo Daeryong's words. Geom Mugeuk felt good seeing them again. He hadn't realized it when he was here, but seeing them again after being apart made him very happy.

Meanwhile, the gate opened again, and Gu Mayeong came out, dragging Do Ho. His face was battered and bleeding. It seemed Gu Mayeong had taken his anger out on the man.

"Arrest him!"

The enforcement martial artists arrested Do Ho.

Gu Mayeong glared fiercely at Geom Mugeuk, as if trying to display his last shred of pride.

Geom Mugeuk, on the other hand, spoke in a gentle tone, unlike before.

"You're drunks, so I won't stop you from drinking, but you should drink without causing harm to others. Thanks for your cooperation."

You can't just corner a beast-like man like him. If you do, he'll end up causing great harm to someone and self-destruct. If you've crushed his pride in front of his subordinates, giving it a little boost like this is a knack for managing relationships.

"Let's have a drink next time. It'll be on me."

At Geom Mugeuk's words, Gu Mayeong just snorted and went inside.

The enforcement martial artists took Do Ho and returned to the Sanzu River Hall, while Geom Mugeuk and Seo Daeryong slowly walked toward the Heavenly Demon Hall.

"Did you get hurt anywhere while you were away this time?"

"Nope."

"That's a relief. I was very worried when I heard that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had returned alone."

"Worried she might have killed me and come back alone?"

"At that time, I really wanted to go to the Valley of Evil and ask."

"Then some other investigator would have been in your place today."

"That's why I didn't go. Now that you're back, Director, I'm going to take a few days off."

"I'll tell Elder Blade Demon. That his beloved disciple has taken a vacation and is all ready for hellish training."

"...A vacation? What vacation? I have to work."

"Right? I'm finally back, so you can't just go somewhere, can you?"

I looked at Seo Daeryong and smiled. Joking with him made it really feel like I was back in our Cult.

Suddenly, Seo Daeryong stopped in his tracks and whispered.

"To the northwest. Look without looking like you're looking."

A woman who instantly captured one's gaze was standing there.

"Was there such a beauty in our Cult? No, how can a person have a figure like that? Ah! She must have descended from the heavens."

"Do you like her?"

"Who wouldn't?"

"Want to meet her?"

"Phew, I don't think I could even make eye contact. What? What did you just say? Meet her? How?"

"She came with me this time."

"What? Whaat?"

Seo Daeryong looked at Geom Mugeuk in shock. Then he quickly shook his head.

"Ayy, don't lie to me."

"It's true. We're close."

"You know a beauty like that, Director? You're close? Why are you bluffing like that between us? Wow, now I see you're a man too, Director."

Geom Mugeuk beckoned to the woman.

The woman then began to walk gracefully toward where the two of them were standing.


Chapter 126: I Will Fight While Taking Credit

Seo Daeryong grew flustered as the woman approached them. "Huh? Is she coming our way?"

"See? I was right," Geom Mugeuk said.

"She's only coming because you beckoned her," Seo Daeryong retorted. "She'll come over and ask, 'Why did you call for me?' Right? Then you'll have to say, 'I called you over to tease this friend of mine.'"

As the woman drew closer, Seo Daeryong's eyes glazed over and his mouth fell open. The face veil she wore gave her a mysterious aura. To Seo Daeryong, she looked like a celestial maiden descended from the heavens.

The woman was, of course, Lee Ahn. She walked up to the two men and stopped.

Geom Mugeuk said to Lee Ahn, "I told you I came with her, but you didn't believe me."

Lee Ahn's eyes smiled as she turned to Seo Daeryong. "You're Detective Seo, aren't you? I've heard a lot about you." She spoke in a disguised voice, hiding her original tone.

Startled that the woman recognized him, Seo Daeryong immediately sent a telepathic message to Geom Mugeuk.

[How does she know me?]

[Because I told her.]

[How? Why? You never once mentioned knowing a beauty like this! Knowing your personality, Director, there's no way you wouldn't have bragged! 'My heart is good, and my right arm is good, but I have the prettiest face!']

While Seo Daeryong was busy sending telepathic messages, Lee Ahn smiled and spoke. "You're the Director's right-hand man?"

An irrepressible joy surged across Seo Daeryong's face. The position of right-hand man was a precious and remarkable one that many coveted.

"Aish, why would he mention something like that?" Though he acted shy, Seo Daeryong's shoulders puffed up with pride.

"He told me this as well," Lee Ahn continued.

"What's that?" Seo Daeryong asked.

"That you're a power-oriented and cold-hearted man, but a true man who loves only one woman. That you're a nonconformist with a rebellious spirit who raises his hand alone when everyone else is silent, yet also a pacifist, and that you're the man who made a life-changing decision over a drink at an inn?"

Seo Daeryong was stunned. The beauty before him had just recited the very words he used to say as a joke. He shot Geom Mugeuk an incredulous look. "You certainly gave her a detailed introduction."

"Not only that," Lee Ahn added, "I heard you have regular drinking gatherings."

"He even told you that?" Seo Daeryong was flustered. This beautiful woman knew far too much about him.

Why did the Director tell her so much about me?

Still, he was not displeased. How could he be upset that a beauty one might see once in a lifetime knew so much about him?

He had always been confident he would never fall for a honey trap. He lived his life believing that the heart mattered more than appearances. This was especially true in the murim, where people faked their age with the Age Freezing Art and drained the life force of others.

Looking at the woman before him, however, he thought it would be difficult to resist if someone like her truly tried to seduce him. Even with no connection to her, he found himself wanting to make a good impression.

"Are you not having your drinking gatherings these days?" Lee Ahn asked.

"One person is missing, so we've postponed it for a while," Seo Daeryong replied. He then belatedly realized and asked Geom Mugeuk, "Ah! What about Martial Artist Lee?"

"Took you long enough to ask." Geom Mugeuk's expression immediately turned somber. "You won't be able to see him anymore."

Seo Daeryong flinched in shock.

"......"

"......"

"Don't tell me. Nothing happened, right?"

"What if something did?"

"Why are you being like this? It's not funny. You can joke about other things, but don't joke about this. It won't work on me."

"It's not a joke," Geom Mugeuk insisted. "You won't be able to see that Lee Ahn anymore."

Seo Daeryong stared intently at Geom Mugeuk, then laughed. "Shall I tell you the decisive reason why a joke like this won't work?"

"What is it?"

"It's because of you, Director."

"Me? Why me?"

"Something happened to Martial Artist Lee while he was out with you, Director? That's impossible."

Then, a thought suddenly struck Seo Daeryong. "Ah, now that I think about it, Director. You've gone too far."

"What now?"

His next words came via telepathy.

[Just because you met a beauty like her, you've already cast our Martial Artist Lee aside. As a fellow man, I understand, but you still can't do that to Martial Artist Lee. You know how much Martial Artist Lee thinks of you, Director. Where is he? Don't tell me you sent him to the training grounds as soon as you arrived? Ah, if you did that, I'll be very disappointed in you, Director.]

[Hey, let me get a word in.]

[Forget it. Bring out Martial Artist Lee! No, I'll go find him myself.]

Seo Daeryong smiled and asked Lee Ahn, "By any chance, have you seen a female warrior of a somewhat large build?"

"Ah, I have," she replied.

With an 'I knew it' expression, Seo Daeryong turned to Geom Mugeuk.

[Jokes like this don't work on me. I was the top entrant of the Sanzu River Hall, you know. From now on, I'm going to call you Director Lewd.]

[What did I do?]

[You abandoned Martial Artist Lee and brought this beauty back! Ah, you're really terrible. Suddenly, even this innocent beauty is starting to look hateful.]

Seo Daeryong bid farewell to Lee Ahn. "Well then, I'll see you next time."

He started walking towards Lee Ahn's quarters and sighed inwardly.

Ah, I didn't even get to ask for her name. Well, it's not like I'll ever see her again anyway.

Just then, Lee Ahn spoke from behind him. "He's not at the training grounds right now."

"Pardon?" Seo Daeryong stopped. How did this woman know he was about to look for him at the training grounds?

As Seo Daeryong looked surprised, Geom Mugeuk said something even more shocking. "I relayed everything you've been sending me via telepathy to her, word for word."

Seo Daeryong was stunned.

[Why?]

[Say it out loud, not with telepathy.]

Seo Daeryong spoke with utter confusion. "No, why? Why would you send telepathic messages to her? I know she's a beauty, but you were never this kind of person, Director. You've gotten really strange."

Then, Lee Ahn said, "I've gotten strange too, haven't I?"

What a strange thing to say. As Seo Daeryong blinked, Lee Ahn took a throwing knife from her robes.

It was the same throwing knife made from melting down Go Wol's Ten-Thousand-Year Cold Iron shackles.

The moment he saw the throwing knife, Seo Daeryong was shocked and confronted Geom Mugeuk. "Why does she have that throwing knife?"

Seo Daeryong looked at Geom Mugeuk with suspicion, then flinched. "Don't tell me you took Martial Artist Lee's throwing knife and gave it to this Young Lady? That's not it, right? That one is yours, Director, isn't it?"

"Mine is right here," Geom Mugeuk said, taking out his own throwing knife. "That one is Lee Ahn's."

Seo Daeryong roared. "You can't do this! You've gone too far!"

For the first time, Seo Daeryong erupted in fiery anger at Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk merely smiled, which only made Seo Daeryong angrier.

"What in the world happened while you were away? Have you gone mad with lust? This throwing knife is something we who were there that day shared, isn't it? Of course, you gave it to us, but it still holds great meaning for all of us, doesn't it? And you took Martial Artist Lee's throwing knife to give it to that woman? Whose will you give to the next beauty? Here, I'll give you mine in advance. Take it. No, you can't have this. I'm going to give my throwing knife to Martial Artist Lee."

"I didn't know you cared for Lee Ahn this much," Geom Mugeuk remarked.

"He's a friend I can tell anything to. He's my drinking buddy."

Just then, Lee Ahn said, "Let's go for a drink."

Seo Daeryong flinched. The word 'no' did not come out immediately. He gritted his teeth and managed a refusal. "It's a little difficult right now."

He sighed inwardly.

To think I'm refusing a drink from a beauty I'll likely never see again in my life! Why did we have to meet in a situation like this? Ah, could my life be any more unfortunate?

But still, Lee Ahn came first. "Right now, I have to take care of my abandoned drinking buddy. So, if you'll excuse me."

"Thank you for thinking of me so much," Lee Ahn said.

Seo Daeryong looked at Lee Ahn, his expression asking what she meant.

Lee Ahn removed her veil. In that instant, light seemed to radiate from her face.

Seo Daeryong's eyes widened at the beautiful face, but he quickly hardened his expression. This was not the time to admire her beauty. "I'm still not going! I can't!"

"Didn't we promise to drink all night when I got back?"

"Pardon?"

"It's me. Lee Ahn."

Plunged into a crucible of chaos, Seo Daeryong could only blink.

"Didn't the three of us, with General Jang, promise to see the autumn leaves at the Great Sky Peak and drink, and to drink in the winter while watching the snow fall?"

Seo Daeryong jumped when Lee Ahn spoke in her original voice. "The voice is right. Are you really Martial Artist Lee?"

"Yes, it's me."

"...... You're not, are you?"

"I'll tell you everything about what happened over drinks, when General Jang is with us."

Because it was Lee Ahn speaking, Seo Daeryong finally realized it was her. "It really is you, Martial Artist Lee!"

For a final confirmation, Seo Daeryong looked at Geom Mugeuk, who gave a single, confirming nod.

"What's this about Director Lewd? Mad with lust?" Lee Ahn teased.

"Ahhh! I'm sorry!"

Geom Mugeuk smiled at the still-bewildered man. "No, you did well. You've scored a lot of points with Lee Ahn today."

At that, Lee Ahn announced loudly, "The drinks are on me tonight, all night long."

"Uwaaah! Excellent," Seo Daeryong cheered.

Lee Ahn looked at Geom Mugeuk. "Can we go for a drink? We'll bring General Jang, too."

Her face clearly showed she was dying to talk about the difficult Poison Self-Purification Art and her wonderful journey. The sight made Geom Mugeuk smile.

"Drink to your heart's content today!"

Watching the excited figures of Lee Ahn and Seo Daeryong, Geom Mugeuk slowly made his way toward the Heavenly Demon Hall.


The Heavenly Demon Hall was unchanged.

Beyond the path of blood, Father was seated. I slowly walked along the red carpet toward him.

I was so happy to see Father again. I never thought his blunt expression and gaze could be so welcome.

"Father, have you been well during my absence? I thought I might die without seeing you again." I offered Father a deep bow.

"You look as if you've returned from a war."

"I fought a great war."

"That's because you needlessly involved yourself in the affairs of the Evil Alliance."

"It was not a needless affair. I judged that Bi Sayin would be easier for us to control than Seok Gwanchu's grandson."

Normally, saying he was the better person would have been more accurate, but I said he would be easier to control. Father despised and was wary of making rash judgments about people.

"It would have been more advantageous for us if Seok Gwanchu's grandson had become the successor," Father said.

"Why is that?"

"Because that whelp is far more greedy."

"But wouldn't the murim become more chaotic?"

"What does that have to do with us?"

I knew he meant those words. Our Cult has always wielded greater power the more chaotic the murim becomes.

Father. Even so, we can't continue to grow by feeding on blood forever, can we?

"Why did you not return immediately? Were you not concerned about your brother taking control of the Demon Supremes?"

"I am concerned."

"Then why?"

"I had no intention of making all the Demon Supremes my people."

"......"

"Because then my brother would be cornered."

"!"

"If that happened, my brother would eventually make the worst, most irreversible choice. A choice that I could not simply overlook. Did I not tell you that I would stop the bloodshed in the succession struggle with my generation?"

Father could not hide his surprise. "You would give him breathing room for such a reason? Did you really think that far ahead?"

"I must. When I consider how great and significant what I gain from fighting is, I must think even deeper and further. I will fight like this, using my head while also taking credit before you, Father."

Father stared at me without a word. I quietly looked back at him.

"May I ask one thing as well?"

"What is it?"

"When Seok Gwanchu or his master, Baek Manggi, made their move, were you worried about me in the slightest?"

"I was not."

"Why not? Did you trust me that much?"

"I did not trust you. I trusted extreme evil."

"You trusted the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?"

"Yes. Because if he was by your side, I was certain it would be a fight worth having. I trusted the judgment of extreme evil."

"From now on, please try to trust your son a little."

"If I had based my judgment on you at that time, our Cult would have had to march out to save you."

"Ah! When will I ever become a son who is trusted?"

At my exaggerated words, Father still wore an expression that said 'not a chance'.

I thought that even if I became an immortal and achieved Celestial Ascension, Father would still look at me with that same expression. He would probably watch me ascend to the heavens and say, 'Don't trust the immortals!'

"Go and rest."

"Then I will take my leave."

As I turned to leave, Father spoke from behind me. "Welcome back."

The moment I heard those words, my heart swelled with emotion. It was a short phrase, but it was what I had wanted to hear from Father more than anything.

I turned back toward Father and bowed my head without a word.

Thank you so much for steadfastly protecting your position, Father.

After leaving the Heavenly Demon Hall, I made my way toward the person I wanted to see most after Father.


Chapter 127: That Person's Smell of Alcohol is Always

The next person I visited was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. My feet naturally carried me to him after I saw Father.

I expected to find the Blood Heaven Blade Demon reading by his window, but he was in the yard. He practiced his dao techniques, swinging the Heaven Destroying Dao. He sheathed his dao as soon as he noticed me.

"You're here?"

He greeted me casually, as if we had just seen each other yesterday. It was a reunion so devoid of passion that it felt passionate, a greeting befitting the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"You look cool reading a book, but you look even cooler swinging a dao."

"What's with the flattery?"

"It's because I survived thanks to you, Elder."

I spread the front of my clothes and showed him the Ghost Armor. There were several gashes on it, torn by a sword. They were the marks left by the Sword Emperor Baek Manggi.

"I survived thanks to you. Thank you, Elder."

Of course, the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk also played a part. The two layered artifacts had saved me.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon came closer and looked at the sword marks. A sense of relief clearly flashed in his eyes.

"You were worried about me, weren't you?"

"Worried? What nonsense! I was just checking if you ruined the precious treasured armor. It's fine, you can keep using it."

I knew it without having to see. He would have never mentioned me to Seo Daeryong, even though he had been this worried.

"The rumor was true," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said.

"What rumor are you talking about?"

"The rumor that the Sword Emperor Baek Manggi is dead."

His death was information not yet officially revealed to the outside world.

"Did you know about his swordsmanship?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head.

"Then why do you see these marks as Baek Manggi's?"

"If it wasn't Baek Manggi, there's no way such sword wounds could have been left when you and the extreme evil attacked together."

"How did you know that I joined forces with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?"

"Follow me."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon then led me inside his house. He took something out of a closet and tossed it to me.

To my surprise, it was the white mask used by the Faceless Warriors. It was not just any mask, but the same top-quality one that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon used. It was light, well-ventilated, and one's eyes could not be seen from the outside.

"Did you fight the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and kill him?"

"Is he the type to die so easily just because I want to kill him?"

"Then why is this coming out of your closet, Elder?"

"Didn't the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon say anything?"

"I haven't met the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon since I returned. I stopped by the Heavenly Demon Hall and came straight to you, Elder."

"You didn't go to the Valley of Evil first?"

"Of course, I had to come to you first, Elder. Why did you think I went to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon first?"

An unexpected answer followed.

"The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon paid a visit."

"To you, Elder? What did he say when he came?"

"He left that with me. Told me to give it to you when you came."

"He entrusted this to you, Elder? Why?"

"That's what I'd like to ask. Why did he entrust this damn thing to me?" The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at me with suspicious eyes.

Since Lee Ahn had taken the one he gave me, it seemed he had made a new one. He must have made it after returning to the Cult, and since he was giving it to me anyway, he made it a top-quality one.

"What in the world are you plotting?"

"You should have asked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon that question back then."

"I did."

"And what did he say?"

"He just left, only saying to give that to you. What the hell is he trying to do?"

"I guess he was worried it might get lost if he entrusted it to just anyone."

"Who in our Cult would lose something entrusted by him? They'd move a family heirloom to put this mask in its place."

I laughed out loud, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon did not. He had noticed that something had happened between me and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Well, you did go out with him, so something must have happened. What on earth happened?"

"He promised to give me a mask."

"......"

"It's a long story. I can tell you everything if you wish."

"Forget it. What's the point of hearing such a story?"

"The reason he entrusted the mask to you is to show off his closeness to me and drive a wedge between you and me, Elder."

"So why?"

How could the quick-witted Blood Heaven Blade Demon not know his intention? The Blood Heaven Blade Demon wanted to know the reason for that attempt to create discord.

"I don't know either. How would I know what's in his heart?"

After a brief pause, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said, "If you trust the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, you'll regret it later."

It was not a remark born from feelings like jealousy. It was a warning that accompanying the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon on our path was dangerous.

"I don't trust him."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at the mask in my hand with his small, slender eyes.

"Indeed......"

He said no more, but I could guess what he was about to say.

Indeed, will that go as you wish? When the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is reacting this proactively?

He probably did not say it out loud because it would make him seem concerned about the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Elder, why do you hate the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?"

"Go ask him. Ask him if he likes me. It's mutual. Why on earth are there so many detestable people in our Cult?"

I laughed again. The words, Isn't it because of your personality, Elder? came to my throat, but I held them back. It was not like he did not know his own temperament when he said that.

"Now I need to talk about my own detestable person. Did my brother come to see you again in the meantime, Elder?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head.

"After he came before, I gave him no answer. First Young Lord must have taken that as a clear rejection."

"As expected, you're reliable."

"Don't let your guard down. I'm someone who could go to First Young Lord at any time."

"Then I suppose I'll be going with you."

"What do you mean?"

"If the wings attached to my body fly away, won't I go with them?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon wore a look of disbelief.

"As long as you wear that unlucky mask, your wings will fall off soon enough."

He might talk like that, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was not a man who would leave so easily. Even when the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon tried to drive a wedge between us, he accepted it with a broad mind. That was why the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was the first person I came to see.

"Even if you go to my brother, Elder, I will still come to see you. I will throw open the door while you're in the middle of a strategy meeting to eliminate me and come find you, Elder."

"......"

"Because I'll want to see you. Because I'll still want to see you then."

"More blatant flattery."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon snorted, but he could not hide that he was pleased. The door to his heart was now quite open, and I could see him smiling inside. Yes, that's good to see. Please smile like that.

"I'll come see you again then. Let's have a drink at the Alluring Inn soon."

As I stood up to leave, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked, "Are you going to see the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?"

"Yes, I received a gift, so I should at least say thank you."

"You would have gone even if it wasn't for the gift, right?"

"I probably would have."

I did not bother lying to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Always be honest. No matter how awkward or reluctant the subject, always be honest. I believe this is the greatest strength in not losing the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

That must be why the Blood Heaven Blade Demon also gave me such sincere advice.

"I don't know what happened while you were out, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is, in the end, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. You must never forget that."

"I'll keep that in mind."


After leaving the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence, I went straight to meet the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

I entered the Valley of Evil wearing the mask the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had given me. The gazes of the Faceless Warriors focused on me. They might all look like the same white masks, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's mask stood out. They were all surprised to see me wearing the mask their Demon Supreme used.

Receiving such surprised looks, I was guided to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's room. His room was the same as when I had visited before.

There was still nothing in the room, where not only the four walls but also the floor were painted completely white. No table, no display cabinet. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stood alone in the empty space. There was only one difference. When I first came, he was facing the wall, but today, he was looking out the window.

"I'm here, Lord Smiling Demon."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon turned around. When he saw me wearing the mask, his eyes showed delight through the eyeholes.

"How is the mask?"

"It's great. It's incomparably better than the previous one."

"Then that's good."

"Why did you entrust this to Elder Blade Demon?"

"I heard you two are the closest."

"......"

"I don't like seeing Second Young Lord being close to anyone but me. I'm sure that petty old man is quite bothered by it."

I pushed the mask up onto my head and asked, "Are you only satisfied when you're the closest friend?"

"That's right. That's my personality. From now on, you must be closest with me. If that's not possible, I'll go over to First Young Lord."

"Lord Smiling Demon's selfishness, noted."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed loudly. The line between what was a joke and what was serious was ambiguous.

At least one thing was certain. Making one of the Eight Demon Supremes my ally and making two of them my allies did not take twice the effort. It took three or four times the effort. They were like oil and water that would never mix.

"How was your trip with the prettier heart?"

"It was really great."

"See? Traveling is best with a beautiful woman, isn't it?"

"That beautiful woman enjoyed it so much. I felt sorry that the trip was so late."

"Don't fall for a woman. She will betray Second Young Lord in the end."

"The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman would be sad to hear that."

"She knows too. That I don't trust her. You can't betray someone who doesn't trust you."

"Then I suppose you don't trust me either, Lord Smiling Demon."

"I don't trust humans. Being close is one thing, trust is a separate issue."

I was grateful that he was telling me this is how he is. The problem in relationships was always the disappointment upon discovering the other person wore a different mask.

"Did my brother visit you?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon added other information to his answer. "He visited twice. It seems he's been diligently meeting not only me but also the Poison King and the Fist Demon."

"We're still at an advantage then, aren't we?"

"Why do you calculate it that way?"

"Even if the Poison King and the Fist Demon have taken my brother's side, that's three including the Demonic Buddha. On the other hand, we have you, Lord Smiling Demon, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the Flower Sword Supreme, and the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. That's four of us, isn't it? Four versus three, we have the advantage."

"It's not four versus three."

"Why not?"

"For starters, I myself am on neither First Young Lord's side nor Second Young Lord's side."

I had achieved my goal of making him side with neither me nor my brother. Of course, my emotional connection with him was more intimate than that.

"Then we're at a disadvantage. Our Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme is still too weak to pull her own weight."

"Is it just Seobhon? Are you certain that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme are on Second Young Lord's side? Did you sign a pact in blood? You shouldn't ignore what First Young Lord is offering. Money and power, very concise and clear. He's even presenting specific amounts and positions. He knows he's at a disadvantage and is betting the maximum he can."

It was also a breathing room I had allowed. Right, brother. You do your best too. There are things that can only be understood between people who are doing their best.

"When faced with complex and troublesome problems, humans eventually choose the simplest option. At least First Young Lord feels simpler than Second Young Lord."

Perhaps the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was trying to show me how easily humans are swayed and how easily human relationships crumble. That must be why he entrusted the mask to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, to show that a crack can form in a relationship for such a simple reason. Of course, it did not work because the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's heart was broader than he thought.

He was advising me. That if I approached this emotionally, I would fail.

"I'm going to bet big too. Unconditionally double whatever my brother offers! How about it? Are you tempted?"

"Do you have that much money?"

"I'll have to start earning it now. If you have any money, please lend me some."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon then leaped lightly and flew to the back wall.

"That's harsh."

"Don't forget. It's always the one borrowing money who is being harsh."

We looked at each other and laughed at the same time.

"But you said my brother is approaching the Poison King and the Fist Demon. Why did he leave out the Great Drunken Demon?"

When I mentioned the Great Drunken Demon, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's smile vanished. He asked abruptly, "Do you like to drink?"

"I drink in moderation."

"The Drunken Demon is a man who has taken alcohol to its absolute limit. It's not easy for a sober person to deal with a drunkard."

"Do you know about the Drunken Demon?"

I knew a fair amount about the Demon Supremes, but that information was more focused on the future than the present. I knew about the major events of their lives, about them when they came looking for materials for the Great Law, and about their final moments. However, I did not know much about what kind of person the Drunken Demon was at this point in time. The same was true for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who was living in the same era.

"I don't know him well, but I don't feel good when I see him."

"If the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon feels bad seeing him, doesn't that make him a good person?"

"Perhaps. Or...... he could be an even worse person."

"That's a bit scary. Worse than the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"That person's smell of alcohol has always made me feel bad."

With those words, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon mentioned the Drunken Demon no more. His two eyes, looking at me, held a peculiar glint. It was as if he found it interesting to see how I would deal with him.

He definitely knew something more about the Drunken Demon. His wicked nature is acting up again, and he's trying to enjoy the situation without telling me.

"Smiling Demon, what do you know about the Drunken Demon?"


Chapter 128: If You Could Only Ask One Question

Seo Daeryong led Jang Ho to the Alluring Inn.

"Didn't we agree to drink after Martial Artist Lee returned?" Jang Ho asked.

"We did."

"Then why are we drinking now?"

Seo Daeryong insisted they go before the day's work was even over, practically dragging Jang Ho along. This was unusual, so Jang Ho followed without protest.

Their drinking sessions had stopped during Lee Ahn's absence, but the two men had shared many conversations before then. Their initially awkward meetings had grown into a fairly close relationship.

"I want to introduce you to someone today, General Jang," Seo Daeryong said.

"Who is it?"

"You'll know when we get there. This person is important to me, so I really wanted to introduce you."

"I understand."

Jang Ho noticed a hint of childish mischief in Seo Daeryong's expression.

Still, Seo Daeryong had never pranked him before, so Jang Ho couldn't guess what this meeting was about.

The two men entered the Alluring Inn.

The owner, Jo Cheonbae, greeted them warmly. "Ah, it's been a while. If I'd known you two were coming, I would've kept your spot open."

A woman wearing a veil sat with her back to them at their usual second-floor table.

"It's alright."

Seo Daeryong led Jang Ho to the second-floor table. The woman had already ordered alcohol and simple side dishes, but her veiled face was unclear.

Seo Daeryong sat down opposite her. Jang Ho finally realized this woman was the person he was meant to meet.

Is this the woman the Second Young Lord mentioned?

He recalled Seo Daeryong teasing him about a junior he was fond of, but would an investigator from the Sanzu River Hall wear a veil to a formal introduction?

Just as Jang Ho wondered, the veiled woman spoke. "I've heard a lot about you, General Jang."

Of course, it was Lee Ahn. She used a disguised voice again.

Then, it happened.

Jang Ho recognized Lee Ahn.

"Martial Artist Lee?"

His question startled not only Lee Ahn but also Seo Daeryong.

"How did you know it was me?" Lee Ahn asked.

Jang Ho hesitated for a moment, then spoke softly. "I'm very sensitive to sound. I'm good at remembering the characteristics of a person's voice and intonation. I can identify a voice I've heard often, no matter how it's disguised."

"Ah!" Lee Ahn and Seo Daeryong exclaimed at the same time.

"My sensitivity to sound helped my martial arts training and my combat skills. It's why I became the Demonic Army General. This is the first time I'm telling anyone this."

He had also revealed his childhood dream of being a painter to Seo Daeryong for the first time.

When Jang Ho started these drinking sessions, he never imagined he would share his personal history. He had only wanted to get closer to Geom Mugeuk's people, but now he told these two all sorts of stories.

Lee Ahn removed her veil.

"It's been a while, General Jang."

"Welcome back, Martial Artist Lee."

Jang Ho greeted Lee Ahn warmly. Seo Daeryong watched, inwardly impressed. Jang Ho showed no sign of being flustered by Lee Ahn's beauty. In contrast, Seo Daeryong remembered making a huge fuss himself.

How can he be like that?

He even worried Lee Ahn might feel awkward.

Of course, Lee Ahn didn't mind at all. She seemed more comfortable with Jang Ho treating her as he always had.

"Alright, it's all on me today. Please, order whatever you want!"

The three of them talked about many things.

Lee Ahn was undoubtedly the star of the day. She told them how hard it was to receive the Poison Self-Purification Art, what happened on her journey, and how interesting the first wedding she ever saw was. She talked about everything.

Seo Daeryong and Jang Ho listened to her stories and chimed in.

When she briefly left the table, Seo Daeryong asked Jang Ho a question. "General Jang, isn't Martial Artist Lee's transformation surprising?"

"It is. She's become very beautiful."

"Is that all?"

"Pardon? Is something else needed?"

"That's not it, but you don't seem very surprised. I even suspected you two had already met and were teasing me."

"Of course not. That's not true."

Seo Daeryong lowered his voice and spoke suggestively. "Then there's no need to hold back. It's just us."

She's pretty, isn't she? Please say she's pretty, please! That sentiment was written all over Seo Daeryong's face, and Jang Ho finally laughed. Their relationship had grown to where the word 'us' felt natural.

"This might be rude to Martial Artist Lee, but I don't place any meaning on a person's appearance. It might be because of the scar on my face. I suppose with this face, who am I to judge anyone else?"

After Jang Ho's sincere words, Seo Daeryong shared something he had always thought. "General Jang, that scar... it's cool."

"Cool? It's hideous."

"No, it's cool. Really. Sell it to me!"

At that, Jang Ho's hand moved instantly to his throwing knife. "I can make you an identical one."

A startled Seo Daeryong stopped him. "Hey, what are you doing!"

"So be honest. Say it's hideous."

"It's cool because there's a story behind it. I'm saying I'll buy the story too."

"There's no great story. I just got it while fighting enemies."

"To a martial artist, that is a great story. I don't want to get scarred by a friend's throwing knife while drinking."

Seo Daeryong didn't realize he had used the word 'friend'.

"Let's have a drink." Jang Ho raised his cup.

He didn't know what Seo Daeryong thought, but he felt comfortable here. After maintaining a flawless composure in the Demonic Army, coming here finally let him relax and feel like he was resting.

Just then, Lee Ahn returned.

"Where was I?"

Jang Ho told her, "Martial Artist Lee, the night is long. You can start over from the beginning."


At that time, I was meeting with the Flower Sword Supreme.

I heard something unexpected from her.

"I know the Drunken Demon well."

Unexpectedly, the Flower Sword Supreme had a friendly relationship with him.

"We drink together sometimes. We even drank a few days ago."

"You drank a few days ago?"

"He comes to see me for a drink sometimes."

The scene was hard to imagine at first, but on second thought, it was natural for the powerful Eight Demon Supremes to have their own interactions.

"What kind of person is the Drunken Demon?"

"A pleasant person to drink with."

The Flower Sword Supreme's assessment was generous and the complete opposite of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's.

"Since when have you been close?"

"I don't know either. Since when? It feels like it's been quite a long time. We just got close while drinking."

"What is the Drunken Demon's personality like?"

"He's easygoing."

If he were truly easygoing, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would never have described him that way. This meant the Drunken Demon showed completely different sides to different people.

"How could a Demon Supreme be easygoing? He must be hiding his claws."

"That might be true, but why did you ask about the Drunken Demon?"

"One of the Drunken Demon's people caused trouble this time. The Sanzu River Hall has locked him up, but I thought the Drunken Demon might make a move."

"And you're not planning to use that as an excuse to make a move, Second Young Lord?"

"You're as sharp as ever. The Drunken Demon is the only one who hasn't decided his position between my brother and me."

The Flower Sword Supreme stared at me intently, then smiled. "I haven't decided my position either. I still haven't decided to side with you, Second Young Lord."

How could I not know that? That was why I spoke with exaggeration.

"Ah! But I firmly believed you were on my side."

"Of course, I like you, our Second Young Lord. Honestly, even comparing you to the First Young Lord is ridiculous, but being close is a personal matter, and the succession issue is a public one, isn't it?"

"I understand."

"But that doesn't mean I'm going to choose the First Young Lord, so don't be disappointed."

"I am never disappointed with you, Sword Supreme. No, I can't be."

"Why is that?"

"Do you remember what I said when we met before, Sword Supreme? I unreasonably insisted that you prove you would be more helpful to me than Elder Blade Demon."

The Flower Sword Supreme gave a faint smile. Her expression showed she remembered everything.

"Now it's your turn, Senior. It's your turn to say, 'Prove that you will be more helpful to me than the First Young Lord!'"

The fact that she didn't say that proved she regarded me with favor.

"I told you back then. Dreams, ideals, loyalty... I despise people who try to win over subordinates and juniors for free with such things. I have no intention of winning your heart with those things either, Senior. I must grant what you desire while also showing you that I have the qualities of the Heavenly Demon."

A look of admiration flashed across the Flower Sword Supreme's face at my words.

"As expected! I chose my duel friend well."

Bringing up a duel now meant that a duel was one of the things she wanted. She still desired to become stronger.

"I look forward to the day we duel again."


After meeting the Flower Sword Supreme, I returned to my residence.

Go Wol, who had been staying with me, was gone. He had left the cult to carry out my order to create an intelligence organization like the All-Knowing Hall.

Several messenger pigeons he sent had arrived. The reports said he was traveling the Central Plains, using my money to build an organizational network.

I wasn't worried about him. As if to prove it, he had left with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. I couldn't help but smile, imagining the two of them bickering as they worked together.

That night, Lee Ahn stopped by for a moment.

I expected her to be tipsy, but she wasn't as drunk as I thought.

"I chattered so much that I completely sobered up."

"Was it good?"

"They say a journey isn't about leaving but about returning. After talking my heart out to those two, I feel like my journey is finally complete."

She gave off a distinctly different feeling than before she left the cult. It might have been because she opened her Conception and Governing Vessels, or because of something she realized on her trip.

"I made a resolution during my trip. It might sound like I'm showing off, but I'll tell you since I brought it up. I was pleased by the excessive attention I received, but it was also very burdensome. I concluded that the only way to escape this burden is for me to become truly strong."

Lee Ahn was steeling herself to train fiercely again. Seeing her strive like this, I believe she will achieve whatever she sets her mind to.

"But that doesn't mean I'll just lock myself in the training grounds. Like the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, I'll read many books and meet people. I'm not just going to strengthen my martial arts. I'm going to become a stronger person. That's the only way I'll be able to make Green Mask and Seo Jin my Division Leaders, right? They won't come to me just because my martial arts are strong."

I believe she will become a true master. The direction of her efforts is aimed toward that goal.

In martial arts, talent and effort are important. The kind of martial arts you practice is important, and your Master is important. Real combat experience is also important.

However, the moment her martial arts race toward the extreme and surpass a certain level, she will realize it, just as I did.

The end of martial arts is ultimately a battle of what kind of person you are.

I consider the process of meeting and persuading the Demon Supremes part of my own process of becoming stronger. I even consider the effort I put into stopping the Ghostly Sage's marriage as part of that process.

To perfectly understand someone is nearly impossible, but I have finally realized that the more one's understanding of people and the world broadens, the closer one gets to the essence of martial arts.

"Well, I'll be going then. I'm all sober, but my head is throbbing."

As she turned to leave, I asked her.

"Lee Ahn."

"......"

"Let's say you end up drinking with the Drunken Demon."

"Suddenly, with the Drunken Demon?"

"You're quite something in the world of drunkards, aren't you?"

"Well, that's true."

"You want to know what kind of person the Drunken Demon is, but you can only ask one question. What would you ask?"

Lee Ahn seemed to think deeply for a moment, then came up with an answer.

"That man must have drunk a lot of alcohol in his life. In that case, I would ask this."

As if the Drunken Demon were right in front of her, Lee Ahn asked, "When and with whom did you have the most delicious drink of your life?"


Chapter 129: What Dreams Do You Dream When Drunk?

The next day, I arrived at the Sanzu River Hall.

The investigators and execution martial artists welcomed me back enthusiastically after my long absence. Morale at the Sanzu River Hall soared once again, especially since I had captured a subordinate of the Great Drunken Demon.

My office was as neat and tidy as when I had left. A flourishing flower in a pot by the window showed Seo Daeryong had managed the office well.

"Bring me all the backlogged work."

"I figured you'd say that, so I've brought it. These are the matters you have to handle personally, Director."

I expected a lot of work, but the documents Seo Daeryong handed me were fewer than I thought. Looking through them, I saw he had meticulously finished everything except for the tasks that required my direct attention. I remembered again that he was better than me at the Sanzu River Hall's work. His martial arts were also fine, since he was learning from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

He's growing up well, our future Sanzu Hall Director.

Of course, Seo Daeryong had no idea I was thinking this.

Just then, another investigator came in carrying a box. "This is for you, Director."

"Who sent it?"

"It's from the Drunken Demon."

He sent something right after I captured his subordinate? I had just asked the other Demon Supremes about the Drunken Demon, but he acted first.

The investigator set the box down and left.

As I was about to open the box, Seo Daeryong suddenly shouted.

"Be careful!"

"You scared me! Why?"

"What if poison smoke bursts out? That's what I was going to say, but I guess not. He wouldn't kill you, Director, over a subordinate who just killed someone while drunk driving a carriage."

"Of course not. In fact, you nearly made me die of shock."

I opened the box and found a single liquor bottle inside.

"He sent liquor."

I lifted the bottle and flinched.

"He didn't send liquor, he sent a liquor bottle."

The bottle was empty.

"Perhaps it's a valuable piece of pottery?"

"Isn't this just a common liquor bottle from the market?"

"Why would he send a cheap liquor bottle to you, Director? Isn't this a challenge to a fight?"

His reaction was understandable. Why send an empty bottle?

"This is a warning from the Drunken Demon. He's telling you to release his man."

"If that were the case, he would've sent a broken bottle. Or a knife."

"Then why did he send it?"

"Is there any need to think about it?"

I shot up from my seat.

"What are you going to do?"

"What else is there to do with the Drunken Demon?"

I left the office, holding the liquor bottle.

"I'm going for a drink."


With the liquor bottle in one hand, I entered the Great Drunken Forest, the Drunken Demon's home. I had sent word ahead, so a martial artist waited to guide me.

I followed the martial artist deeper into the Great Drunken Forest.

Houses ranging from huts to large manors were built here and there. The variety of homes gave the place a beautiful yet free-spirited feeling.

Large and small breweries dotted the forest. Drunkards sat on wooden benches drinking or lay completely intoxicated on the ground. It looked free, but also like a complete mess.

But I knew the truth. They were fewer than the other Demon Supremes' subordinates, but they were all skilled individuals. The gazes of the apparent drunkards were anything but ordinary.

A lake lay in the center of the Great Drunken Forest. A small island sat in the middle of the lake, and on it stood the Drunken Demon's pavilion.

I headed there on a small ferryboat.

The martial artist dropped me off on the island and returned.

I walked slowly toward the pavilion. At the entrance, a woman holding the door open welcomed me.

"Welcome, Young Lord. My name is Yeo Bin."

She had an elegant air. Like Gu Mayeong, whom I had met before, she was one of the Three Drunkards.

"The Demon Supreme is waiting. This way, please."

I slowly went inside.

She led me to a pavilion named the Drunken Dream Palace.

I ascended to the pavilion and found the Drunken Demon.

He was asleep, leaning back in a floor chair covered with soft fur.

The place reeked of alcohol and was a mess. Dozens of liquor bottles lay scattered everywhere, some toppled over and others standing upright.

But I could feel it. The bottles were not scattered randomly. I sensed that in a fight, they would all become his weapons. They could even activate as formations. It was a chaotic mess, yet it was not.

The Flower Sword Supreme called him easygoing, while the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon called him unpleasant. Now, he showed me a new side of himself, drunk and asleep.

Drunken Demon, what dreams do you dream when you are drunk?

I gazed at the sun-drenched lake beyond the Drunken Demon for a moment, then sat about ten paces away. I placed the liquor bottle I brought on the floor in front of me.

Then, sensing my presence, the Drunken Demon slowly opened his eyes.

The Great Drunken Demon, Song Saheok.

He was young and handsome, one of the most handsome men in our Cult. His youthful face made him look much younger than his age. He had a few days of stubble, but it made him look manly instead of messy, simply because he was handsome.

He opened his eyes, took a drink from the liquor before him, and asked me a question.

"Care for a drink?"

His face overlapped with an image from before my regression. It was the memory of his final moments, weakened and reduced to skin and bones.

The Drunken Demon had been alive when I returned to our Cult for the Great Regression Technique's ingredients, but he was only breathing, not truly living.

He was bedridden from a long illness. The demonic physician had diagnosed it as an illness caused by drinking too much alcohol.

The Drunken Demon, dying from a liquor bottle. The news shocked everyone and became a joke to those who disliked him.

"Care for a drink?"

Those were the first words he said to me on his sickbed. His first words then were the same as his first words now.

The words echoed in my mind. The image of the vibrant Drunken Demon before me overlapped with his sickly face from the past.

"It's a liquor you'd like."

"I'm fine."

He drank the liquor himself, as if to say he wouldn't force me.

"Why did you only come to see me now? Am I that unpopular among the Eight Demon Supremes?"

"The main character always appears last."

"Am I the main character of your story?"

"I'm the main character of my story. You, Drunken Demon, will be an ally or an adversary. What about in your story? What role do I play? Is my brother the ally? Or is it me?"

The Drunken Demon stared at me intently, then asked a question instead of answering.

"Do you like liquor?"

"There was a time when I did."

"And now?"

"I drink just enough to fit in at a drinking party."

"You're still so young, yet you speak as if you have a long story to tell."

I retorted confidently. "Is a young man's story not a story?"

The Drunken Demon laughed. His handsome smile made me think he must have made many women cry.

"What kind of liquor do you like?"

"I haven't drunk enough to develop a preference yet. I prefer liquor that's easy to drink over strong spirits."

He was probing me with questions about liquor.

His gaze turned to the liquor bottle in front of me.

"What kind of liquor did you fill it with?"

"Why do you assume it's liquor? It could be water, or it could be poison."

He smiled faintly at my answer and poured liquor into his cup. He did not ask me to pour, and I did not offer.

"Why do you think I sent you an empty bottle?"

"I don't know. Maybe you sent it to make me come and ask."

"How did you feel when you received it? Tell me honestly."

"Honestly? You might get offended."

"It's fine."

"No, really. You'll definitely get angry."

"I promise I won't. If I do, I can just drink. We have liquor, don't we? Now, go on."

"I thought, 'What the hell is this bastard trying to pull?'"

For a moment, the Drunken Demon flinched, then quickly drank the liquor in front of him.

"Ah, that's good!"

His expression had brightened when he set the bottle down.

"This is why I like liquor. When you drink, you forget everything and feel better."

He spoke as if he had drunk a whole bottle, not just a single cup.

"If you were so annoyed, why did you come?"

"Because it's a chance to find out what kind of person you are, Drunken Demon. Whether you're someone I can accept, someone I can achieve a great cause with, or just a mere drunkard."

A subtle demonic qi flowed from the Drunken Demon, unlike any I had felt before. It seemed mixed with the energy of alcohol. The moment his demonic qi enveloped my body, my head spun as if I were drunk.

I activated the Heavenly Demon Defense Art. The dizzying sensation vanished, and I regained my composure.

A flicker of surprise crossed the Drunken Demon's face when he saw my unwavering eyes.

"Drunken Demon, do you like liquor?"

The Drunken Demon withdrew his demonic qi as I endured his aura and asked a question.

"Do I like liquor? Is that a question to ask the Drunken Demon?"

"Isn't it a question that must be asked precisely because you are the Drunken Demon?"

"What do you mean?"

"You'd ask a martial artist if he likes martial arts, a musician if she likes music, or a painter if he likes painting. You'd ask the owner of the Alluring Inn how he feels about selling liquor. Isn't that a question you should ask those people at least once? So, I'll ask again. Do you like liquor?"

"!"

The Drunken Demon's expression openly showed his thoughts. Well, look at this one.

"You're truly different from the rumors. I'll admit it. Of all the people I've met, you are the one most different from your reputation."

"I hear that far too often. I don't know who's spreading these rumors about me, but I think I need to catch them and give them a good scolding. Tell them if they're going to spread rumors, they should at least get them right."

"To deal with you, I need to drink. It's too difficult sober."

"Isn't that something you should be thinking to yourself?"

"What's the big deal about drinking?"

He drank several cups in a row.

"What kind of liquor is that? It must be hard to find outside, right?"

"That's one of the preconceptions about me. I can drink any kind of liquor just fine."

He sent a cup flying toward me as if to prove his point. The cup flew slowly through the air and hovered before my face.

I smelled the liquor.

"Ah, this liquor is...?"

"That's right. It's the liquor from the Alluring Inn you frequent."

This meant he had been watching me.

"I'll discard my preconceptions."

He also retrieved the cup. It tilted in mid-air as it returned, and he opened his mouth to drink the liquor from it. The empty cup landed silently on the table.

His use of telekinesis alone revealed his skill. The move was so clean it was hard to believe a drunk person performed it.

"You're impressive too. To know it was liquor from the Alluring Inn just by the smell."

"It's because I've only been drinking from that place lately. Aren't you, Drunken Demon, the one who knows the taste of every liquor in the world by its scent?"

"How could I possibly know all the many liquors in the world?"

Contrary to his humble words, the Drunken Demon was famous for identifying liquor by its scent.

The Drunken Demon drank again, his face growing redder with each sip. I thought someone of his level could drink heavily without his complexion changing, but his face was noticeably flushed.

"Drinking makes you feel good. Isn't it the same for you?"

"It depends on who I'm drinking with."

"Liquor tastes best when you drink it alone."

"I don't know that world very well yet."

"Tsk! To not know this paradise-like pleasure!"

That was a lie. I drank a lot by myself during my life as a mercenary. Back then, liquor was my friend, my refuge, and my sanctuary. It was also the demon that tempted me toward ruin.

"You should have learned about liquor from me! From this Drunken Demon."

"You're right. Father taught me wrong about liquor. I'll be sure to tell him when I see him tomorrow."

Knowing it was a joke, the Drunken Demon laughed and drank.

The Drunken Demon's body tilted more as he drank. He acted like an ordinary drunk, even spilling some liquor. It was hard to tell how much was real and how much was an act.

He looked completely careless, but I knew he hadn't let his guard down. This was probably the most dangerous time to fight him. I would have to sober him up first.

"Come to think of it, you're right. The idea that the Drunken Demon would drink an infinite amount of liquor was also a preconception."

"It's because I'm the Drunken Demon that I drink in moderation. Only those who don't know liquor drink themselves into a stupor."

"You're right."

"Second Young Lord, have you ever fought while drunk?"

"No."

"You should try it. It's truly amazing. It eases your tension and makes you less scared. It even hurts less when you get hit. It'll probably increase your power by thirty percent. I bet all the great masters in the history of murim fought while drunk."

He looked at the liquor bottle in front of me.

"So drink. The liquor will give you strength. The liquor will soothe you."

I finally picked up the liquor bottle I had brought. Then, I slowly opened the stopper.

"I don't think so."

The scent of the liquor spread the moment I opened it. The Drunken Demon, who had been nearly lying down, shot upright. He knew this liquor.

I placed the bottle back down without drinking and spoke nonchalantly.

"Because I also know very well... what the heart of a person lost to alcohol is like."


Chapter 130: You Are The Epitome Of Prejudice

Silence fell, long and heavy between the two of them.

I brought the same liquor the Drunken Demon had sought just before his death. A brewery near the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult sold it, but no one knew why he specifically wanted this drink. The Drunken Demon died after drinking this very liquor.

"Why did you bring that liquor?"

His voice trembled as much as his eyes.

His reaction confirmed it. There's some story connected to this liquor.

I feigned ignorance and offered an excuse.

"Because I was in a bad mood. You must've been expecting some fine vintage, but I just stopped by a random place and bought it. If you sent an empty bottle to test me, you should've been prepared for some common local liquor. Didn't I tell you how I felt when I received that empty bottle?"

The Drunken Demon stared at me for a moment, his eyes glaring at my meaningless explanation.

"Why are you acting like this? Was I not supposed to bring this liquor?"

Asking back was the best way to reduce suspicion. I pressed forward without avoiding the topic. I had to ask openly.

"Does this liquor have some special meaning?"

When I met his gaze with my own suspicious one, the Drunken Demon deftly changed the subject.

"You've got a temper."

"Who doesn't? Everyone just endures it and lives on."

The Drunken Demon relaxed from his tense posture and leaned back against the backrest.

"You said you know the heart of a man lost to drink? How?"

"Because I was once lost in it myself."

He scoffed openly at that.

"So, a young drunkard can't be recognized as a real drunkard again?"

I continued my earlier retort, questioning if a young man's story didn't count as a real story.

"I understand. It's an age where everything is intense."

"Don't mock me."

"I'm not mocking you. I'm just saying age is something you can't help. I don't want to act like some detestable Senior who acts all high and mighty and tries to lecture people either."

"But that's exactly what you're doing right now."

"That's why I said you can't help your age, right? If you're angry, drink that liquor."

Then, as if he were the angry one, he gulped down his drink.

"Damn it!"

He slammed the cup down, shattering it. He raised his hand, and the broken pieces floated into the air before flying to a corner. A large pile of broken cups already sat there.

The Drunken Demon poured liquor into a new cup and spoke.

"I told you to have a drink too."

"I'm angry, but I won't drink."

"......"

"Because I came here today intending not to drink. If I drink while dealing with the Drunken Demon, what do you think the outcome will be?"

"A plausible thought, but have you not considered the opposite? How can you possibly deal with the Drunken Demon without drinking?"

"Then please promise me one thing. That today, we will only drink."

"Isn't that my line? Please don't get drunk and ask me for help."

"Fine."

I drank the liquor I brought straight from the bottle. My throat burned even from the small amount.

"It's strong. Would you like to try this liquor?"

The Drunken Demon shook his head.

I took the bottle and walked over to the Drunken Demon, then sat across from him at the liquor table.

"I need to eat side dishes while I drink."

"A drinker with no style."

"Health over style. Besides, I'm not a heavy drinker."

I took out a silver needle to check the dishes for poison. The Drunken Demon snapped at the sight.

"Do I look like the kind of person who serves poisoned food to a guest?"

"Isn't that why I'm checking? To see if you're that kind of person or not."

The Drunken Demon snatched the dish I was about to check and ate it with his hand.

"What do you take me for? There's nothing like that in there! Just eat!"

"I refuse. How can I trust you?"

When I stuck the silver needle into another dish, he snatched that one and ate it first too.

"Trust me. I despise those who put poison or drugs in liquor or side dishes! I'm the kind of person who would chew them alive."

I spoke calmly to the infuriated man.

"You're eating the side dishes well. Please keep eating like that from now on. Think of the sincerity of the person who made them. Are the side dishes flowers? Meant only to be looked at?"

Honestly, I deliberately came over to eat the side dishes just to say this to him. Among the people around him, no one would likely dare tell the Drunken Demon to eat his food.

This man, if he keeps going like this, he'll die from a liquor-related illness. You love liquor this much and have such high pride when it comes to it, you can't die because of that very thing, can you?

This was a separate issue from whether he would side with me or my brother. Even if he were to commit evil deeds and die by my hand, I would rather he die by the sword.

If a person loves and enjoys one thing their entire life, wouldn't it be too tragic for them to die because of it?

If he were to see his future self, I can guarantee it. He would take his own life.

"Now, let's have a drink."

"I won't drink if you don't eat the side dishes."

"Is this good enough? I asked, is this good enough!"

"Excellent."

We drank together. He gave off the feeling that it would be difficult if he drank more, yet he kept drinking. He was gradually getting drunk.

In the midst of it all, I unfailingly put my divine art of flattery to use.

"You are the most handsome of the Eight Demon Supremes."

"That's something anyone would admit."

The art of flattery requires a push-and-pull technique. After saying something good, you must also say something bad to make the good words shine even brighter, just like this.

"Honestly, you're so much like a sculpture that it can actually create a sense of distance."

"Tell the women of the world. Please keep their distance from me."

"Ah! I can't stand this. I need a drink."

Who in the world dislikes being called handsome? The Drunken Demon also drank cheerfully.

"Once upon a time... women really lined up for me. Can you imagine a female warrior from the orthodox sects and a female master from the unorthodox sects fighting over me? Ah, it really brings back memories."

As if suddenly overcome with excitement, he shot to his feet and took off his shirt. Then, before I had a chance to stop him, he threw his body into the lake.

He swam around like a madman for a good while before climbing back up to the pavilion. His body, dripping with water, was firm and muscular, but it was covered in scars. Come to think of it, I had never seen the bodies of the Demon Supremes. Perhaps the other Demon Supremes' bodies also bore such scars. The scars demanded by one's position, just as my own body became a wreck while seeking the ingredients for the great technique.

"Ah, I'm finally sobering up a bit. Now, let's start drinking again."

He returned too lucid for it to be called a drunken antic. He threw on his clothes haphazardly and started drinking again.

I drank slowly. He drank without rest but never forced me to drink. That one thing was truly good.

"Shall I be honest about why I called you?"

"Please tell me."

Then, the Drunken Demon gave a truly unexpected reason.

"Because no one comes to see me. Why don't you or the First Young Lord visit me? You go around meeting the other Demon Supremes just fine. Are you ignoring me? Is that it?"

"If that were the case, I wouldn't have visited you today."

"Then why? And spare me that nonsense about the main character appearing later."

"If I had to give a reason, it would be because the Drunken Demon somehow feels like someone who is far removed from the succession struggle."

"Me?"

"Am I wrong?"

"Not at all. What relationship is there between me liking liquor and me striving not to be pushed out of the cult's power struggles? Aren't they completely separate matters? What? If you like liquor, you have to like people, have no desire for power, and have no greed. Do I have to be like that? Who decided that?"

"I suppose this was also a prejudice of mine. Truly, the Drunken Demon, you are the epitome of prejudice."

"Ugh, what a dreadful world."

The Drunken Demon drank again. Whether he was happy, angry, or feeling any other emotion, the moment he felt it, he drank. Drinking like this, it was only natural that he would die from a liquor-related illness.

After a few more drinks, I asked the question I had been waiting to ask.

"Did you send a bottle to my brother as well?"

"I did."

"Did my brother come to see you?"

At that, the Drunken Demon shook his head.

"He sent this instead."

He extended his hand, and a box from the corner flew to him.

When I opened the box, I saw a bottle identical to the one he had sent me, and the bottle was shattered.

"Do you know what I thought when I saw this?"

"I do."

"You do? What was I thinking?"

"What the hell is this bastard trying to pull?"

When I repeated the words I had said upon seeing the empty bottle he sent, the Drunken Demon drank, laughing as if he would die.

"Second Young Lord, you're amusing. How about we become sworn brothers? Having an entertaining younger brother like the Second Young Lord would be absolutely fantastic."

"I really wish my brother felt the same way."

The Drunken Demon laughed even louder and drank.

I felt a sense of bewilderment.

Since three Demon Supremes are interacting with me, my brother is in a position where he desperately needed even one, and yet he rejected the Drunken Demon's offer so blatantly?

If this is true, I have to find out why my brother made such a choice. There has to be a reason.

"That's an uncharacteristic reaction from my brother."

"It could be that you're seeing the First Young Lord incorrectly."

"There's no one who knows my brother better than I do."

"Look here, Second Young Lord."

"......"

"Do you know this? The people closest to you are the ones who see you the least clearly."

He said it as if it were some cool line, but in the middle of it, the Drunken Demon spilled his liquor. Perhaps feeling embarrassed, he tried to go for another swim.

"I need to sober up. Those insolent fish bastards! They probably have a lot of prejudices about me too. I'll go teach them a lesson."

I stopped him as he staggered to his feet.

"You should stop drinking. I have to go now."

Honestly, I wanted to drink more. Was it because I was drinking with the Drunken Demon? Or was it because the drinking bug sleeping inside me had awakened? This drinking session was enjoyable.

However, this was a session with the man one should be most cautious of in this murim, at least when it comes to drinking, so I intended to end it after finishing only the bottle I had brought.

"I'll be taking my leave for today."

Unable to support his own body, the Drunken Demon leaned against the backrest and asked me.

"Will you drink with me again?"

"Anytime, if you call for me."

"We should become sworn brothers, right?"

Instead of answering, I asked him a question. It was the very same question Lee Ahn had mentioned.

"Drunken Demon, which liquor that you've drunk was the most delicious and enjoyable?"

I believe this is an excellent question that allows one to glimpse a facet of what kind of person he is.

Then came an unexpected answer.

"Right now."

"Are you talking about this drinking session with me? This is quite an honor."

"Our Second Young Lord sure has big dreams."

The Drunken Demon stared at the lake with unfocused eyes.

"For me, the liquor I'm drinking right now is always the most delicious. Whether I'm drinking alone, or with a stranger passing by. The liquor I'm drinking at this very moment is the best. Even if an assassin comes to kill me after you leave, the liquor I drink with that bastard will be the most delicious."

Saying that, the Drunken Demon emptied his last cup. The drunkenness seemed to be overwhelming him now, as he leaned against the backrest almost as if lying down and closed his eyes. He gestured for me to hurry and go, his words slurring.

"In the liquor of the past that has already left as piss... what memories could there be? Go on now."

With those words, he fell asleep.

I turned and left quietly.

Yeo Bin, one of the Three Great Drunkards who had greeted me earlier, rowed the ferry.

When I was about halfway across the lake, I looked back.

Unable to support himself, the Drunken Demon was draped over the pavilion's railing like laundry, staring at me.

It was a distance too far to see his facial expression, but thanks to the Divine Eye Technique, I could see his face clearly. On his face, red as if it would burst, his two eyes were... indifferent.

His gaze was so empty it made me wonder what the liquor, the jokes, and the time we had spent together had all been for.

He wasn't easygoing like the Flower Sword Supreme had felt, nor was he unpleasant like the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had felt. He was like a drunkard, yet not a drunkard. He seemed like an easy target, yet he was not.

I still don't know what kind of person the Drunken Demon is.


After leaving the Great Drunken Forest, I went straight to see the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was in the middle of his dao art training again today.

"Why are you so absorbed in your training these days?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon plunged the Heaven Destroying Dao he had been wielding into the ground and leaned his body against it. His body was drenched in sweat.

"You may believe you can end the succession struggle without bloodshed, but I do not."

It meant that a bloody battle could break out.

"Are you going to fight for me?"

"I'm fighting for myself."

"That's one and the same."

"You've been drinking."

"I drank with the Drunken Demon."

"With the Drunken Demon?"

"Yes. He approached me first."

I wondered what the Drunken Demon looked like in the eyes of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"The Drunken Demon is an insidious man. Do not get close to him."

An insidious man. It was a moment when another side of the Drunken Demon was revealed.

"Why do you only associate with such bad people?"

"There has to be someone who isn't bad for that to be an option."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon could only smack his lips.

"If you had to choose only one between the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Drunken Demon?"

He could not easily pick one.

"Are you saying he's that insidious?"

"I hate bastards who are lost to drink. They're different when they're drunk and when they're sober. The drunken antics, the scenes they make, the shameless forgetting. The one who stands at the very extreme of that madness is the Drunken Demon."

However, that wasn't the only reason the Blood Heaven Blade Demon disliked the Drunken Demon.

"Have you ever seen him when he's sober?"

"No, I haven't."

"Neither have I. Probably no one has. That's why. That's the reason he's an insidious bastard."

The decisive reason why the Blood Heaven Blade Demon disliked him was revealed.

"He has never once shown himself when he is not drunk."

Is his drunken appearance his true self? Or is his sober self the real one?

"Be careful. The insidious bastard has started to make his move."

I don't know what was on his mind when he sent me that bottle, but perhaps, Drunken Demon, the time has finally come for you to sober up for once in your life.


Chapter 131: The Drunkards I Have Known

Seo Daeryong was waiting for me when I entered the Sanzu River Hall office the next day.

He sighed in relief when he saw me.

"You're safe."

"Why? Did you think I'd drown in the Drunken Demon's liquor vat?"

"You can't handle your alcohol well, can you?"

"I can drink just fine. I was just careful when I drank with you all."

"......"

"In case I acted out while drunk."

"Director, you have drunken habits?"

"I do."

"What kind of habits?"

It was a habit I could not tell Seo Daeryong about. My mood would plummet endlessly, and I would become extremely depressed.

If I had not met Seo Jin during my mercenary days, I would have either become a wreck from alcohol or gotten drunk and gone to kill Hwa Mugi. I probably would have died by his supporters' hands without ever meeting him.

I described the opposite of my real drunken habits.

"Drinking, singing, and dancing. It gets wild."

"I can't imagine it!"

"I also nag my right-hand man a lot."

"That, I don't want to imagine."

"Do you get it now? Why I hold back from drinking?"

"No, please drink. Go ahead and act out in front of us. You need to relieve your pent-up anger, Director. This right-hand man will take your nagging for up to an hour!"

I suddenly recalled the first time I met Seo Daeryong. I remembered him entering my room with a gloomy aura. He was so depressed and twisted back then, but now he was comforting me.

"We're planning to get together again tonight, Director. You should come too. General Jang will want to see you."

"Alright. I'll see you tonight."

"Yes. I'll just water the plant and be on my way."

Seo Daeryong watered the potted plant by the window.

"Now that the number one has returned, you are the number two from now on."

"What do you mean?"

"There are trials and tribulations that the number one doesn't know."

Just then, Seo Daeryong gasped while looking out the window.

I looked and saw someone entering the Sanzu River Hall. Another Demon Supreme walked across the training ground, just as the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon once had.

Everyone could tell who it was. The liquor bottle dangling from his waist announced its owner.

The Drunken Demon had surprisingly entered the Sanzu River Hall. A woman followed him. She was Yeo Bin, one of the Three Great Drunkards of the Great Drunken Forest, who had ferried me before.

Passing investigators and execution martial artists held their breath at the Drunken Demon's appearance.

Since becoming the Sanzu Hall Director, I was seeing Demon Supremes far too often. I had never seen one here before.

Seo Daeryong looked at me and asked, "How is it that every time you meet a Demon Supreme, they end up coming here? What on earth did you do yesterday?"

"I guess the alcohol we drank yesterday wasn't enough."

"But he's staggering on his way here?"

He was obviously drunk, even from a distance. The Drunken Demon was truly intoxicated all day.

"Go and greet our guest."

A moment later, the Drunken Demon and Yeo Bin entered, guided by Seo Daeryong.

"Welcome, the Drunken Demon."

"We meet again, our Second Young Lord."

He greeted me warmly, even calling me 'our' Second Young Lord.

"After drinking together yesterday, shouldn't we wait a few days before meeting again?"

"I've come on official business today."

"Are you perhaps here to see Do Ho?"

"That's right. He may have caused trouble, but isn't he still my man? I have to see him once before sending him to prison."

He had come for a truly unexpected reason.

"It's not me who will see him, but this person here."

"Of course."

I spoke to Seo Daeryong.

"Guide her to Do Ho."

"......"

Seo Daeryong took Yeo Bin and went outside.

Once we were alone, I said to the Drunken Demon, "You seemed quite drunk yesterday. Is your stomach alright?"

"It's not. So let's have a drink to cure our hangovers."

The Drunken Demon held up his liquor bottle and shook it.

"I can't, I'm still working."

"Didn't I tell you? Everything goes better if you do it after a drink. Drink up and throw them all in prison!"

"Isn't that how Do Ho got carried away and caused that incident? It would be one thing if he were the only one to die, but the problem is that he's perfectly fine while innocent people are dead."

"What will happen to Do Ho?"

"He'll have to spend a very long time locked up in prison. I intend to apply the maximum sentence."

"It'll be hard for him to live without alcohol."

"Then he shouldn't have caused trouble, but are you really here just because of Do Ho?"

"That's just an excuse. Have you forgotten? We agreed to call each other brothers, didn't we?"

He had used the phrase 'calling each other brothers' three times since yesterday. His gaze was quite serious, so serious one might believe he was sincere. However, I did not trust the Drunken Demon's words or his gaze.

The drunkards I knew were always worldly, serious, and truthful when drunk. They talked so much I'd wonder why.

But after the drinking ended, I always realized their stories didn't matter. They were full of lies and exaggerations. I often felt their inner selves were empty, just decorated with tales.

Drunken Demon, what about you? Are you the same as them? Are you truly a man standing precariously at the edge of that empty void? Are you really nothing more than the ultimate leader of those drunkards? If not... why are you so drunk?

"Why do you want to get close to me?"

"It's less that I like you and more that I dislike the First Young Lord. He has to pay the price for breaking my liquor bottle and sending it back."

"Why would he send back a broken bottle? He must have known you'd be this displeased, Drunken Demon."

"How would I know what's on his mind? Unless we had a drink together."

"Can you know someone by drinking with them?"

"I can."

"What kind of person am I?"

He looked at me, but his eyes were intoxicated, making it difficult to read his mind.

"That evaluation would be meaningless. The you of yesterday and the you of today are different people."

"How can a person change in a single day? The me of then and the me of now are the same person."

"Are you really sure about that? Does the Second Young Lord of then and the Second Young Lord of now view me with the same heart?"

I could not answer that question. Since the Blood Heaven Blade Demon told me the Drunken Demon was a sinister bastard, I was, strictly speaking, not looking at him with the same heart.

"That's why I'm suggesting we drink again today. A different us, drinking on a different day. Let's make a different history."

Fate seemed to be pushing me into a drinking session with him. Fine. We would drink again.

"I'll be drinking at the Alluring Inn tonight. Come there. Since there will be several of us, please bring the female martial artist who came with you."

I intended to learn about the Drunken Demon through Yeo Bin. I also wanted to stop the Drunken Demon from dominating the atmosphere alone.

"Good, I'll bring her."

The Drunken Demon looked genuinely pleased once the appointment was set. Does he just like alcohol? Or does he like drinking with me? He was an enigma.

Just then, the door opened, and Seo Daeryong and Yeo Bin returned.

The Drunken Demon rose from his seat.

"Well then, see you later."

"I'm telling you in advance, there's nowhere to swim at the Alluring Inn."

I was telling him not to act out. The Drunken Demon left the office making a swimming gesture, saying he would swim even in a liquor cup.

As the two left, Seo Daeryong asked urgently, "What was that about?"

"I told him to come to the Alluring Inn, and to bring Yeo Bin with him."

"But why?"

"Because he said he wanted to drink."

"Director, aren't you worried about us?"

"Who should I be worried about? The Demonic Army General? The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's disciple? My bodyguard, Lee Ahn? Who is there to worry about?"

"Now that you put it that way... I guess there's no one to worry about."

"Are you scared? If you're scared, you don't have to come."

Seo Daeryong sighed.

"As you know, I used to be completely immune to such provocations. The old me would have backed away to that door and waved goodbye, wishing you a good time. My liver is the size of a bean, after all."

"And now?"

"That bean has swollen and is now outside my belly. It's only the size of a walnut, but I feel like I could even drink face-to-face with the Drunken Demon."

"This is the perfect time to die, isn't it? When you gain confidence in your martial arts and develop this kind of clumsy arrogance?"

"You already know everything, so there's nothing left to teach. You may now descend the mountain."

"The old me would have taken your words about descending the mountain as bidding farewell to this world. I would have grabbed your pants and begged you not to let me go, but do you know what I'm thinking now?"

"What's so great about the jianghu? What's so great about the Drunken Demon! I should just face him like a man. What's the worst that could happen, other than dying?"

"These crazy thoughts are the first to pop into my head. Please, stop me. Am I perhaps suffering from qi deviation?"

He seemed glib, but Seo Daeryong was wary of his own arrogance. This is why smart people survive longer.

"What did Yeo Bin and Do Ho talk about in the interrogation room?"

"They didn't say much. The female martial artist asked if she could give Do Ho a drink, so I checked it for poison and then gave it to him."

Is this a custom of the Great Drunken Forest? Or does this drink have some other meaning?

It was at that very moment.

An urgent report came from outside.

"Director, Do Ho has committed suicide."

Startled, I rushed to the interrogation room with Seo Daeryong. Do Ho lay on the floor, his head smashed.

"He bashed his head against the wall and killed himself."

Hearing the report from the subordinate guarding the place, Seo Daeryong blamed himself.

"Should I have stopped her from giving him the drink?"

I shook my head.

"It wasn't because of the alcohol. Yeo Bin must have sent him a telepathic message to die."

"Why on earth would she order him to die? He was going to suffer in prison for a long time anyway."

Suddenly, I remembered what the Drunken Demon had said.

It'll be hard for him to live without alcohol.

Did you really kill him for that reason? To lessen your subordinate's suffering?

"Are you still coming tonight after this?"

Seo Daeryong looked angry. He probably felt like he had guided a grim reaper to Do Ho.

"I'm going. What's so great about the jianghu? What's so great about the Drunken Demon? What's the worst that could happen, other than dying? Don't try to stop me."

This is also why smart people sometimes die sooner.

"I think you're having a qi deviation."


Before going to the Alluring Inn, I went to see my brother.

When I entered his office, he was in the middle of working.

Being of the Heavenly Demon's bloodline didn't mean he could just play around. Just as I had taken the job of Sanzu Hall Director, my brother was also handling work from the Heavenly Demon Hall.

The massive Heavenly Demon Divine Cult required countless people to do their jobs. My brother was better than anyone at managing and running the organization.

Geom Muyang did not lift his head from the large pile of documents, even though he knew I had entered.

"Doing well? I bet those documents don't say you should greet people when they arrive, do they?"

Geom Muyang pretended not to hear and focused only on his work.

"Alright, I know you're good at multitasking, so listen while you work. Why did you reject the Drunken Demon? And even send him a broken liquor bottle?"

Geom Muyang's hand stopped for a moment, then started moving again.

"I took the bottle he sent, filled it to the brim with liquor, and went to see him. He liked me a lot, you know? And he was very angry with you."

As I spoke, I carefully watched my brother's reaction. I observed his face and body's responses with the Divine Eye Technique. He probably thought he showed no particular reaction, but there was a very subtle one.

"Do you know what the Drunken Demon said about you?"

At that, Geom Muyang lifted his head and looked at me.

"Looks like you're curious about that."

"What did he say?"

"Go ask him yourself. Oh, wait, he won't meet with you, will he?"

I saw Geom Muyang's lips twitch slightly. I realized he had something to say but was holding it back.

There's no reason for my brother to reject the Drunken Demon. Even if there was a reason, he would have accepted him regardless. There's definitely an inside story to this.

Geom Muyang's reaction made me even more certain.

"Thanks to you, I got the Drunken Demon for free. He came to see me again today, saying he wants to get close. We even agreed to drink together tonight."

Geom Muyang's gaze returned to the documents.

"If you're done talking, you can leave."

My brother would normally say something cold if I teased him like this. He held back until the very end, as if one word would make a liquor bottle fall and shatter.

Just seeing that reaction was enough to achieve my purpose for visiting.


A short while after Geom Mugeuk left, the Demonic Buddha entered the room.

"I heard the Second Young Lord was here."

"He came to sound me out. He wanted to know why we rejected the Drunken Demon."

"Did he know? About the liquor bottle?"

"No, it seemed he didn't know."

Then the Demonic Buddha said something surprising.

"Then the Second Young Lord must continue not to know. That it wasn't us who rejected him, but the Drunken Demon who rejected us."

The one who sent the broken liquor bottle was not Geom Muyang, but the Drunken Demon. The empty bottle the Drunken Demon sent to Geom Muyang was already broken.

Geom Muyang had taken it as a sign of rejection, that the Drunken Demon would not join hands with him.

"Why did the Drunken Demon choose Mugeuk? He could have weighed his options between me and Mugeuk."

"I do not know about that either."

"We must uncover the reason and make the Drunken Demon our man."

"There is no need to rush."

The Demonic Buddha, on the contrary, saw this as an opportunity.

"The Drunken Demon is an unpredictable man. If he starts stirring things up, even the Second Young Lord won't be able to handle him easily. Furthermore, while the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon dislike each other, they dislike the Drunken Demon even more."

"In the end, the Demon Supremes the Second Young Lord has so carefully gathered will be divided. If he gains the Drunken Demon, he will lose one of the other Demon Supremes. He might even lose all three."

The Demonic Buddha's eyes shone with the same conviction as his golden body.

"Rather, this is an opportunity to turn an unfavorable situation around."

Geom Muyang held back what he wanted to say.

What will you do if the Drunken Demon smoothly joins Mugeuk's side as well?

However, the moment he received the broken bottle, he had no choice in the matter anyway.

He could only hope that the Drunken Demon would cause a bigger drunken scene than they anticipated.


Chapter 132: Today's Drinks Are On Me

Jo Cheonbae, the proprietor of the Alluring Inn, greeted me. He was so happy it was like seeing a dead ancestor return to life. I almost felt sorry for him.

"It's so good to have you back. You have no idea how much I've missed you."

"Innkeeper, have you made a lot of money while I was gone?"

"I've made a lot. Thanks to you, Director, I'm doing very well."

The Sanzu River Hall's small branch, which I thought would disappear quickly, had cleaned up the Demon Village considerably. Martial artists who got drunk, caused trouble, or left without paying had almost vanished. Business was much easier for Jo Cheonbae.

"Prepare a lot of drinks for today," I told him.

"Because it's a reunion after a long time?"

"No. A new drinker is coming today."

"A drinker?"

"You'll know when you see him."

I went up to the second floor.

Only Seo Daeryong and Jang Ho were there. Jang Ho shot to his feet to greet me.

"It's been a long time."

"Have you been well?" I asked, firmly gripping his thick hand.

"The Demonic Army is well-established now, so work is easier. If there's anything you need, please tell me anytime."

The look in Jang Ho's eyes was unchanged. It wouldn't change if I came back after a year or even ten. He was the kind of man who repays one with ten, then feels he still hasn't repaid enough. That was Jang Ho.

That's why I'll protect this noble loyalty. I want to raise him into a great tree and rest in its lush shade. I have no intention of sitting on a lone stump reminiscing about old times.

After I greeted Jang Ho, Seo Daeryong spoke. "I told General Jang and Martial Artist Lee who would be coming. Martial Artist Lee said she had urgent business and left a little while ago."

I knew why she left. There wouldn't be any problems with me here, but she must have worried about even the slightest possibility. Her consideration for me was greater than her desire to enjoy herself. She was probably sweating in the training grounds right now.

"I also told General Jang what happened earlier today."

I could still feel the unabated heat from Seo Daeryong. It was hotter than before, because unresolved emotions always grow in one's heart.

"Didn't I tell you to get drunk and act out? You should unleash all your emotions today."

"What if I die?"

"Then General Jang here will be second-in-command."

Jang Ho smiled faintly and filled Seo Daeryong's cup to the brim. I knew this silent support gave Seo Daeryong great strength. This was likely why Seo Daeryong saw Jang Ho as a role model.

We all drained our cups. Then, I offered Seo Daeryong some advice.

"It's natural to be scared. If you're scared, then be scared. You have to fear what's frightening for your instincts to work. You need to know exactly what you're afraid of, how you react, when you react, and what your limits are."

As we talked, two people entered the inn. It was the Drunken Demon and Yeo Bin.

Jo Cheonbae recognized the guests and was truly surprised. He was happier than he would have been for any other Demon Supreme. His joy went beyond simply welcoming the Drunken Demon as a customer.

"It's an honor to have you here, Great Drunken Demon Elder!" Jo Cheonbae shouted, bowing deeply.

The surrounding customers held their breath when they realized the Drunken Demon had entered.

The Drunken Demon glanced around. "You all are the people I like most in the world," he said. "Drink your fill! Today's drinks are on me."

The drinkers cheered loudly at his words.

Watching from the second floor, I shouted, "He's handsome! The most handsome of all the Demon Supremes!"

The Drunken Demon looked up at me and laughed. "Give that table double the drinks and food!"

Cries of 'handsome' poured out from all directions.

"There too! And that table! Give it to all of them!"

Applause erupted as the drinkers cheered. In an instant, the Drunken Demon had closed the massive gap between a Demon Supreme and the common patrons of the Alluring Inn.

On his way to the second floor, the Drunken Demon even stopped at a table to pour a drink. The patron received the cup with trembling hands, gaining a story to boast about for life. Gasps of envy and cheers erupted from the crowd.

He blended in with the drinkers in an instant.

The Drunken Demon is truly the Drunken Demon, I thought.

After sweeping through the first floor, the Drunken Demon came upstairs.

"Second Young Lord, I'm here."

"Welcome."

He had brought Yeo Bin as promised.

"This is Yeo Bin, my subordinate and one of the Three Great Drunkards of the Great Drunken Forest."

Seo Daeryong and Jang Ho greeted the Drunken Demon and Yeo Bin. We all sat down together after exchanging greetings.

"I heard the Second Young Lord's bodyguard has become more beautiful, but I don't see her. What a shame. I wanted to show her this handsome face!"

The Drunken Demon knew a lot about me. He might even know about Seo Daeryong and Jang Ho.

"You truly are the embodiment of prejudice, Drunken Demon."

"What do you mean?"

"Don't people usually think drunks aren't well-informed?"

"I have to be well-informed because I spend so much time drunk!"

"That's true, but most drinkers don't live that way."

If I peel away his prejudices one by one, I thought, I might finally see the real man known as the Drunken Demon.

I turned to Yeo Bin. "Martial Artist Yeo, do you drink well?"

"Yes, I like it," she answered curtly. She was stiffer than when we met at the Great Drunken Forest. She seemed cautious in front of the Drunken Demon.

I glanced at Seo Daeryong. He was tense, warily watching the Drunken Demon and Yeo Bin.

I sent Seo Daeryong a telepathic message.

[When are you going to step up?]

[Is there any reason to spoil the mood right at the start?]

[If you're going to do it, do it now. You could really die if you do it while drunk.]

[Please don't pour alcohol on my grave. Just plant the flowers I'm growing instead.]

I couldn't tell if Seo Daeryong would endure it or bring it up in a drunken stupor. Either way, I believed the experience would help him.

Just then, Jo Cheonbae came up with a bottle of alcohol I had never seen before.

"This is a special liquor I've been saving," he said. "I wanted to offer it to the Drunken Demon if he ever visited."

The Drunken Demon sniffed the air, his eyes widening. "Ancient Phoenix Wine?"

"Oh! You recognize it by scent alone! That's amazing."

"How could I not know this legendary liquor, brewed with over two hundred medicinal herbs? How did you get such a precious drink?"

"I once worked at a brewery in Guizhou. My master gave it to me as a parting gift."

"Are you sure you can give this to me?"

"I run a liquor business in the front yard of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Who else would I give it to? I've been waiting for this day."

"Thank you."

I looked at Jo Cheonbae and shouted with mock sulkiness, "Innkeeper! I've come here so often, and you never gave me any!"

Jo Cheonbae laughed. "Because this is a drink for someone who truly knows alcohol."

It seemed he had saved this drink for the day he was fated to meet the Drunken Demon. He then turned to me. "Thanks to you, Director, I've fulfilled a lifelong dream. Thank you."

The Drunken Demon opened the Ancient Phoenix Wine and poured everyone a glass. He even poured one for Jo Cheonbae, who was adamantly refusing.

"Take the rest downstairs and share a little with everyone."

I was inwardly moved by his words. I didn't know what kind of person the Drunken Demon was, but his willingness to share such a precious drink with the other patrons was truly remarkable.

"Thank you. Everyone will love it," Jo Cheonbae said.

A moment later, cheers erupted from downstairs.

"Well then, let's have a drink too!" The Drunken Demon raised his cup, and the entire inn toasted with him.

The drink tasted fantastic, whether from the fine liquor or the atmosphere.

"Thanks to you, I got to drink some fine liquor," I said.

"Thanks to me? It's thanks to the Second Young Lord."

"What do you mean?"

"If it weren't for you, I'd have no reason to come here. So in the end, it's thanks to you."

He was a man who knew how to make people feel good. I rarely used my flattery skills on him because he always made me feel good first.

After the Drunken Demon downed three straight glasses of alcohol, I said, "Please have some side dishes."

As I spoke, the chopsticks in front of him floated up. I had lifted them with telekinesis.

The chopsticks then went back down. The Drunken Demon had lowered them with his own telekinesis.

The chopsticks rose and fell. Our inner arts battle had begun.

Seo Daeryong, Jang Ho, and Yeo Bin watched with tense faces.

The Drunken Demon's inner arts were stronger than I expected. I could have beaten him, but I conceded at a certain point and backed down.

The chopsticks landed on the table.

"Second Young Lord, your inner arts are incredible."

"Didn't you say you get thirty percent stronger when you drink?"

I drank the alcohol in front of me and lifted the chopsticks again.

This time, the Drunken Demon didn't block me. He picked up the chopsticks as if admitting defeat and ate a side dish.

"Are you satisfied now?" he asked.

"I am."

"It was the same last time. Why is a manly Commander so obsessed with side dishes?"

"It's not about being a man or a Commander. I'm just doing it for your health."

"If I eat side dishes, I end up drinking less."

"That's why I'm telling you to eat them. You must have one side dish for every three glasses."

In that moment, I saw Yeo Bin slightly bow her head toward me. It was a gesture of thanks. I could feel that she genuinely cared for the Drunken Demon.

The Drunken Demon asked me, "Why are you so concerned about my health?"

I paused briefly before answering. "Because I don't know what our relationship will be yet, Drunken Demon. What if we become good friends, and then you die from a drinking-related illness?"

"What? Me? Die from a drinking-related illness?" He laughed harder than I had ever seen him laugh, but I remained serious.

"You're a very strange person."

"How so?"

"In my entire life, you're the only one who has ever worried I might get sick from drinking. No one in the future will ever worry about that either."

"There must be others. They're probably just too intimidated to say anything, Drunken Demon."

"Fine, let's say that's true. What if we become enemies? Wouldn't it be better for you if I got sick and died early?"

"I don't want you making excuses. If you die, you must die by my sword. We'd be enemies, after all."

The atmosphere froze at my aggressive words, but the Drunken Demon wasn't offended. He just laughed and drank. Then, as if to prove a point, he ate a side dish.

Satisfied? Yes!

The mood of the drinking session improved even more. After a few more drinks, Seo Daeryong sent me a telepathic message.

[From now on, I'll admit it if you tease me for being a coward. Go ahead and add 'coward' to my introduction.]

He had decided to endure it. It wouldn't have been easy to disrupt the lively atmosphere the Drunken Demon had created.]

[I just keep thinking of reasons not to be brave. A guy who deserved to die died anyway. Is this really worth stepping up for? The female martial artist was just following orders. If I confront anyone, it should be the Drunken Demon, but I feel like I'd die.]

[Hey, coward.]

Seo Daeryong looked up from his cup and met my eyes.

I held out my own cup. No words were needed. You grow from experiences like this.

Seo Daeryong smiled faintly and clinked his cup against mine.

The Drunken Demon watched us and then spoke to Seo Daeryong. "You're a disciple of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, aren't you?"

"Yes, that's right."

The Drunken Demon was not on good terms with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

How will he react? I wondered. He could have made a sarcastic remark or mocked Seo Daeryong.

His next words shattered those expectations.

"I have a good feeling about you."

"Pardon?"

"You give off a good vibe as a martial artist. Keep up the good work."

"Ah, yes. Thank you."

Seo Daeryong had been extremely tense, but now he was flustered. He hadn't expected praise from the Drunken Demon. The compliment clearly pleased him, and his expression brightened.

He grinned widely as he drank. When his eyes met mine, an embarrassed telepathic message arrived.

[That's right, this is the kind of guy I am! From now on, after the Master, the best Demon Supreme is the Drunken Demon. This is who I am! What can I do if I like him?]

[I didn't say anything.]

We drank again. As expected, drinking with the Drunken Demon was relaxing. Seo Daeryong and Jang Ho drank cheerfully, chatting with Yeo Bin.

I must not forget, I reminded myself. The Drunken Demon can change the atmosphere with a single joke or gesture, and we are in his element. He is a man who has built his history with alcohol.

Just then, while we were laughing, the Drunken Demon asked me a question.

"So, what do you say? Shall we become sworn brothers now?"

His words made the other three turn their gazes toward us. A Demon Supreme proposing to become sworn brothers with a blood relative of the Heavenly Demon was not an everyday event.

Drunken Demon, what are your intentions? Is this the empty sincerity of a drunkard that will vanish when you're sober? Or is it a calculated plan?

At that moment, the boisterous inn fell silent.

I looked down and saw someone entering. It was someone I never expected to see here.

The man exuded a cold aura and wore a giant dao at his side. It was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon slowly walked up to the second floor. He sat down between me and the Drunken Demon.

"Give me a drink, too," he said.


Chapter 133: People Don't Think Like I Do

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's arrival instantly changed the atmosphere.

Seo Daeryong, Jang Ho, and Yeo Bin rose from their seats. They respectfully performed a clasped hands greeting.

"We greet the Demon Supreme."

I poured the Blood Heaven Blade Demon a drink.

"How'd you know to come here?"

"I was just passing by."

How could that be possible? He must have been watching my movements. He came here after hearing I was drinking with the Drunken Demon.

He came for me. He was worried I would be swayed by the Drunken Demon. His recent diligent martial arts training was likely an extension of that same concern.

After drinking the alcohol I gave him, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke to Seo Daeryong, Jang Ho, and Yeo Bin.

"You three, leave for a moment."

Who would dare refuse his command? The three of them bowed politely and went outside.

Now, only I, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and the Drunken Demon remained.

The Drunken Demon offered a greeting first.

"It's been a while, Senior."

He greeted him with a friendly smile, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared back with a displeased look.

"I'll get straight to the point. Back off."

"What do you mean?"

"I'm telling you to stay away from the Second Young Lord."

"I was only drinking with the Second Young Lord."

"Don't do that."

"You're telling the Drunken Demon not to drink?"

"Drink with someone else."

The Drunken Demon drank his alcohol with a smile. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon continued to glare at him with a cold gaze.

He was not close to any of the other Demon Supremes, so it was unlikely he would look favorably upon the Drunken Demon, whom he considered insidious.

"Now, calm down and have a drink from me."

The Drunken Demon filled the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's cup. He was not the least bit intimidated, even in front of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"I respect you, Senior, but don't you think this is a bit much?"

"I didn't think someone who's always drunk like you knew anything about principles (道)."

"I have the Way of Alcohol (酒道). Senior, please don't hate me so much."

He smiled with a good-natured face, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had come here with a clear purpose.

"Stay away from the Second Young Lord. Then I'll have no reason to meddle in your life."

At that, the Drunken Demon picked up his cup, stood, and sat in the seat farthest from me.

"Is this far enough?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's expression hardened instantly.

"Do I look like I'm joking?"

"No. You were speaking so seriously that I decided to joke a little. I apologize."

As he spoke, the Drunken Demon looked at me. His gaze seemed to ask if I had anything to say, but I remained silent.

The Drunken Demon's gaze returned to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Senior, you weren't like this before, were you? Were you always someone who got this invested in another person?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon snorted with ridicule.

"Aren't you the one who doesn't care about others?"

"Me?"

"Weren't you someone who only cared about his own drunken feelings?"

"That's right. I am that kind of selfish bastard."

The Drunken Demon drank his alcohol and set his cup down. The sound it made was louder than before.

The air around them grew cold. Their naturally released auras reflected their moods.

"Stop drinking and answer with that mouth of yours. Say you won't meet the Second Young Lord anymore."

However, the Drunken Demon drank again. His expression, seen over the rim of his cup, was stiff. His serious face felt unfamiliar after I had only seen him laughing and joking.

"I refuse."

At the Drunken Demon's refusal, demonic qi erupted from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's body. Simultaneously, demonic qi erupted from the Drunken Demon as well. As their demonic qi mixed, an energy I had never felt before enveloped us.

"Are you acting like this because you believe in the unwritten rule that Demon Supremes must never fight each other?"

"Are you saying you'll break that unwritten rule?"

"Is there any reason I can't?"

"Fine by me. I've always been one who enjoys breaking things. Surely you don't think I'm afraid of the unwritten rule being broken?"

"I wonder if you'll be so relaxed when your liquor bottle is broken."

The demonic qi from the two men grew thicker. Although it gradually intensified, I did not stop them. I simply protected my body with the Heavenly Demon Defense Art and watched quietly.

"Alright. Then let me ask the reason. Why are you trying to stop me?"

"Because you will be an obstacle on the path the Second Young Lord walks."

"And not because I'll be an obstacle to you, Senior?"

The corners of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's mouth curled up coldly. His presence was no less than the relatively younger Drunken Demon's, but the problem was that the Drunken Demon knew his weakness well.

"A few days ago, I had a drink with the Sword Supreme Senior."

At the mention of the Flower Sword Supreme, irritation flared on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's face.

"She's doing well. Still beautiful, still graceful. We talked about the last Eight Demon Assembly and various other things. Ah, she didn't say a single word about you, Senior."

Flames erupted in the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eyes. The situation was precarious, as if he might swing the Heaven Destroying Dao at any moment.

The Drunken Demon's unique weapon was the gourd-shaped liquor bottle at his waist. That bottle, known to be uncuttable even by a treasured sword, was named Hyeollu (血淚), or Blood Tears. I did not know the reason for its name, but one thing was certain. When its cork was opened, blood tears would flow from someone's eyes.

Even before my regression, I had never seen the Heaven Destroying Dao and Hyeollu used.

What would happen if those two were to clash?

Even in this touch-and-go situation, the Drunken Demon continued to provoke the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Did you tell me to back off? Aren't you the one who should back off, Senior? As long as you are with the Second Young Lord, the Sword Supreme will not help him. However, if it were me, the Sword Supreme would gladly help the Second Young Lord. What do you think? Do you think you are better than the two of us combined?"

When he brought the Sword Supreme into it, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon could not refute him. The Flower Sword Supreme was his weakness.

Besides, the Demon Supremes were all of similar capabilities, so it was not easy to boast that he could fulfill the roles of two people.

At that moment, I answered.

"He is."

The Drunken Demon and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at me.

"Elder Blood Heaven Blade Demon is better than the two of you combined."

My eyes met the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's. Gratitude and deep emotion flickered in his small, sharp eyes.

The Drunken Demon smiled and drank the alcohol before him.

"Could you say that with the Sword Supreme in front of you?"

"I could."

"Could you say that with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon here too?"

The Drunken Demon knew I had a deep emotional connection with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. As expected, his information was fast, and he understood the situation better than anyone.

"I could."

"You're just bluffing because they aren't here."

The Drunken Demon snorted, stood up, and went to the window. He shouted to Yeo Bin, who was waiting across the street.

"Go and bring the Flower Sword Supreme and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"......"

Yeo Bin leaped into the air and vanished in an instant.

The Drunken Demon returned to his seat.

"Do I really have to go this far? I even offered to become sworn brothers with you. Isn't this too much?"

"I'm grateful that you think highly of me, but I don't become sworn brothers with someone I've only had drinks with twice. If you want to, get in line. It's not the Drunken Demon's turn yet."

Perhaps I might become much closer to the Drunken Demon than I am now. He might even be of great help in the grand cause ahead.

Still, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon is my priority.

I knocked diligently on the door to his heart, and he willingly opened it for me.

The Drunken Demon's dazzling words couldn't compare to my gratitude. I was grateful that he had laboriously opened the massive, rusted door to his heart, which had been closed for so long.

Just then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon sent me a telepathic message.

[When the Sword Supreme arrives, tell her that she is more important.]

[I refuse.]

[Even if you say that, I will still take your side.]

That stubborn old man who used to poke me in the ribs and talk of misfortune had come this far. A man who would be a corpse without his pride was trying to cast it aside for my sake.

[I know you will.]

[But why do you refuse?]

[I don't want the Elder to be disrespected in front of others.]

[I understand. I know how you feel now, so do as I say. The greater cause is more important than personal feelings. You know that, right?]

How could I prioritize someone else in a situation like this?

[That's why I can't.]

[Why?]

[Because the Flower Sword Supreme will notice that I'm lying. You know, don't you? She's very perceptive. For the sake of the greater cause, it's better to be honest.]

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon could not say anything to that.

This had become a very uncomfortable situation for him, with the Drunken Demon mentioning the Flower Sword Supreme.

He must have wanted to storm out several times, but he remained seated for my sake. He must have thought he needed to resolve this issue one way or another.

The Flower Sword Supreme was the first to arrive.

She must have already asked Yeo Bin who was here, as she showed no emotion upon seeing the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Welcome, Senior."

"Second Young Lord, why are you drinking with such useless people?"

At her joke, the Drunken Demon laughed.

"Friend, what a hurtful thing to say."

By calling her 'friend', the Drunken Demon was showing off his closeness with her. The Flower Sword Supreme had described him as merely easygoing, but the Drunken Demon was calling her his friend.

It was a moment that made me realize anew that the Demon Supremes did not tell me everything when they described each other.

"Stop drinking so much."

"Me drinking is the same as you practicing your swordsmanship."

"Then you should drink alone too. Since you train alone."

"It's just too much fun drinking with the Second Young Lord."

"I'll admit that, but why did you call for me, who can't even drink well and isn't any fun?"

At that, the Drunken Demon looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Because the Blade Demon Senior was trying to discipline his junior, and you're the one who has the Blade Demon Senior wrapped around your finger, aren't you?"

Normally, he would have pushed me to make a choice in front of the Sword Supreme, but the Drunken Demon did not.

He was smart and knew me well. He knew that doing so would only hurt my feelings and bring him no benefit.

He also knew that just this much was enough to make the Blood Heaven Blade Demon step forward, especially since he reacted even more rigidly when it came to the Flower Sword Supreme.

"I told the Drunken Demon to stay away from the Second Young Lord."

The Flower Sword Supreme responded coldly to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's words.

"By what authority?"

"I have no such authority. It's just my intuition that he won't be of any help to the Second Young Lord."

"I've already confirmed how terrible your intuition is."

"You don't know a thing about me."

"I don't want to know."

Their sharp antagonism had lessened a bit when they were seeing each other often, but perhaps because the Drunken Demon was here, they were reacting irritably to each other again.

The Drunken Demon poked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's weakness again.

"Alright. Let's assume the Second Young Lord chooses you, Senior, and the Sword Supreme and I back off. Are you close with the remaining Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon could not answer. He was not close to anyone.

I did not step in. I knew well that clumsily taking his side at a time like this would only fuel the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's anger.

The Drunken Demon was striking the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's weakness perfectly. I could not entirely blame him. After all, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was the one who had barged in today.

The Drunken Demon spoke to me with eyes full of intoxication.

"You must hate me now, for cornering the Blade Demon Senior you like so much. Please understand. I was only showing you reality."

"I won't hate you."

"Really? Why?"

"Because I have no intention of letting the Drunken Demon or the Sword Supreme Senior go. I will make them all my people."

For a moment, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon glared at me. However, with his complicated feelings, he could not stop me. He was in a position where he had to do the work of three people by himself.

"You can look at me like that, but it can't be helped. I'm taking all of them with me."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head.

"You harbor the illusion that if people just try, they can all get along and live in harmony. Perhaps you can. You certainly have an inclusiveness that doesn't match your age. However, you will eventually find out. People don't think like you do."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked from the Drunken Demon and the Sword Supreme, then turned his head to the window. Floating in the open window, having arrived at some unknown point, was the white-masked Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, his arms crossed as he watched the events unfold inside.

"For your sake, they might pretend to be in harmony on the surface, but behind your back, they'll fight, hate each other, and cause a ruckus. In the midst of that chaos, someone will get hurt and nurture their hatred, and they will betray you at a critical moment. They'll use the wounds they received then as their reason."

The other Demon Supremes also looked at me with eyes that seemed to agree with his words.

"That might be true."

"But why?"

"If you're asking why we must go together, I'll give you an answer."

I looked at the four Demon Supremes and released my qi. I had never properly shown them its true nature before.

But now, I revealed it completely. My qi pushed theirs aside and dominated the room.

I was not showing off strength. I imbued my qi with the greatest dignity I could muster.

I looked at them and said in a low voice.

"Because from now on, your Heavenly Demon will be me."

Everyone flinched in surprise at my words. They probably never imagined I would say something like this.

"This is the decision of the person who will be your future Heavenly Demon. Accept whomever I bring. As long as you don't kill each other, you can fight, hate, or betray as you please. However, there is just one condition!"

I looked at the four Demon Supremes and declared.

"Do it within my boundaries."

A moment of silence passed.

They were looking at me. The drunken eyes looked at me, the gentle eyes looked at me. The small, sharp eyes looked at me, and the eyes behind the mask looked at me.

I hope they will follow my will. I expect someone to step forward first with a positive response.

Just then, the Demon Supremes spoke simultaneously.

"I don't want to."

"I refuse."

"I refuse."

"No."

In that moment, they were of one mind.

I could not hold it in and let out a chuckle. Ugh, these cute yet exasperating Demon Supremes of mine!

I stuck my head out the window and shouted loudly to Jo Cheonbae on the first floor.

"Bring us a new table of drinks up here!"



Chapter 134: A True Villainous Duo

"Why are you against it?"

The Demon Supremes, who had fought so fiercely just moments ago, were now united.

The Drunken Demon answered first.

"I hate being trapped in a fence. The thought of a fence makes me feel suffocated."

The Flower Sword Supreme spoke next.

"Accept just anyone? That's difficult. Even for a simple walk, people need to be compatible."

The Flower Sword Supreme clearly had someone in mind.

Then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said, "Didn't you hear what I said? People's hearts are different from my own!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon gave the final reason.

"Why can't I kill them?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was joking. The joke was a response to my rule about fighting and hating within my fence, but not killing.

Their reasons were a mix of jest and sincerity. Surprisingly, all four of them had completely different reasons.

The Drunken Demon teased me, mimicking my earlier words.

"Did you see the Second Young Lord's bravado earlier? 'This is the decision of the man who will be your future Heavenly Demon.' The Cult Leader should have seen this."

I waved my hands in an exaggerated dismissal.

"Don't say such dreadful things. Now, since we're all gathered, let's have a drink today."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who had been outside, came inside the window. This was the first time the Demon Supremes I had connected with had gathered in one place.

It was a truly historic day, not just for me, but for the tavern owner as well.

Jo Cheonbae brought the alcohol and side dishes, looking deeply moved.

"Are you that happy?"

"How could I not be happy? I must be the first tavern owner in history to have such an experience. I can die without any regrets."

"This might just be the beginning. Who knows who will gather here to drink in the future."

"My heart feels like it's going to burst even now..."

Jo Cheonbae bowed deeply to the Demon Supremes.

"It is an honor to have you here. I will do my utmost to serve you."

After greeting them, Jo Cheonbae withdrew. On the stairs leading down, he glanced back for a moment, as if trying to etch the glorious moment into his memory.

"Here, I'll pour everyone a drink."

The Drunken Demon poured a drink for everyone.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon didn't drink because of his mask, so he only accepted the cup.

When the Blood Heaven Blade Demon received his cup, he set it aside. He then poured himself a new drink in a fresh cup.

The Flower Sword Supreme drank the alcohol the Drunken Demon poured, as if to show the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

These were people who could create palpable tension just by pouring a single cup of alcohol.

After a round of drinks, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked me, "By the way, why did you call for me?"

He naturally assumed I had called for him.

"I wasn't the one who called for you, Smiling Demon."

"Then who did?"

"The Drunken Demon called for you."

The Drunken Demon looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and spoke politely.

"I called you because there was something I needed to tell you."

Regardless of their internal thoughts, they were impeccably polite to one another.

"I called you to come and hear for yourself that the Second Young Lord considers the Blade Demon Senior over there more important than us," the Drunken Demon said as he poured alcohol into his cup.

"We're just side dishes. The Second Young Lord's focus is the Blood Heaven Blade Demon Senior over there."

"You may be a side dish, Drunken Demon, but I am not."

"Is that really so?"

The Drunken Demon asked me, as if to let her confirm it herself.

"Second Young Lord, if you had to choose only one between the Smiling Demon and the Blade Demon Senior, who would you choose?"

"The Smiling Demon."

The Drunken Demon blinked and asked again.

"That's different from what you said earlier, isn't it? Didn't you say you could declare the Blade Demon Senior was better even with the person in question right in front of you?"

"Me? When did I say that?"

I feigned ignorance with wide eyes.

"What do you take the relationship between the Smiling Demon and me for, to say such a thing? Smiling Demon, don't be fooled. The rolling stone is currently scheming to drive out the embedded stone."

At my words, the Drunken Demon laughed heartily as if he found it amusing and drank his alcohol. He set down his cup and said, "Don't underestimate the rolling stone. I don't think the length of time is important in a relationship. There are people you can't forget for a lifetime even after seeing them just once."

I stared at him for a moment before asking abruptly, "Did you really have someone like that, Drunken Demon?"

The Drunken Demon's hand, which was raising his cup, stopped mid-air.

"What do you mean by that?"

"I was just wondering if such a person really exists. I can't imagine someone you meet once and never forget. Do any of you have someone like that?"

I made eye contact with each of the four Demon Supremes before continuing.

"Even if you were the closest of friends, you eventually become strangers if you don't see each other for a long time. Even if you think you've become quite close, a gap feels awkward, like you have to start all over again. At least, that's how it is for me. Ah! I'll admit to not being able to forget someone as beautiful as our Sword Supreme."

The Drunken Demon emptied another cup of alcohol.

"It's strange to hear such words from someone as green as you."

"You're looking down on me again. You dismissed my youthful story, and you dismissed the young drunkard."

The Drunken Demon gave me a peculiar look. He probably felt a mix of displeasure and fondness because I remembered everything he had said.

"I understand, I keep forgetting. Our Second Young Lord's youth is vastly different from an ordinary youth."

"Of course. Please don't forget that I'm an old soul in a young body."

When I raised my cup, the Drunken Demon toasted.

The atmosphere had grown more rigid with all the Demon Supremes gathered, but drinking with him was still enjoyable. He had the skill to guide the conversation so it never faltered and to liven up the drinking party.

"Now, as I was saying, I choose the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

I raised my cup to him as if in a toast and drank alone.

His two eyes within the eyeholes smiled pleasantly. Seeing that smile after a long time made me feel good too.

It's good to see you again.

Perhaps because of the bloody battle with Baek Manggi, an indescribable camaraderie had formed between me and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. It was a feeling separate from issues like who was a Demon Supreme or who was the successor.

Just then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon sent me a telepathic message. [Yes, you're doing well. Take care of the others first.]

[Doesn't it hurt your pride?]

[How could my pride be hurt by something like this? Just don't forget one thing. You must never trust extreme evil or the Drunken Demon.]

The more I get to know them, the more I can understand Father's hardships. If managing four is this difficult, leading eight on top of the countless duties of the Cult Leader... Father, it must have been truly hard for you.

The atmosphere of the drinking party was good.

Since they all held goodwill toward me, they didn't deliberately reveal their prickly or irritable natures here. Thankfully, they were all holding back well. To think I'd have such a casual and pleasant get-together with the Demon Supremes!

As expected, the Drunken Demon was drinking the most.

The Drunken Demon, as if to show me, ate a side dish after every three cups of alcohol.

Our eyes met once, and I nodded and smiled at him.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon watched this with a peculiar gaze.

I knew. While it wasn't the entirety of the emotion in that gaze, a part of it was jealousy.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had initially pestered me to be friends. Now, the Drunken Demon was in that position, pestering me to become sworn brothers.

Two people who were similar yet completely different.

Will a day ever come when I can be with an unmasked extreme evil and a sober Drunken Demon?

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had said that the smell of the Drunken Demon's alcohol put him in a bad mood.

However, he showed no sign of it here. If he hadn't told me beforehand, I would never have known he felt that way. Only the politeness between one Demon Supreme and another passed between the two of them.

"I heard you left the Cult with the Second Young Lord and then returned."

"That's right."

"You must have learned a lot about the Second Young Lord then."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon glanced at me and said, "The Second Young Lord is a person far removed from the likes of you and me."

"Very far?"

"Very far."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who had told me I was a villain just like him, was now giving different information to the Drunken Demon.

"If anyone, it is the Blade Demon who is closest to the Second Young Lord."

At the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's words, the Drunken Demon showed a surprised reaction.

"The Blade Demon Senior? Not our Sword Supreme?"

Then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at the Flower Sword Supreme and brought up something completely unexpected.

"Isn't the Sword Supreme the same as us? As her friend, you should have known."

A moment of silence fell.

The Flower Sword Supreme's expression hardened slightly.

What did the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon see in the Flower Sword Supreme to say such a thing? Among the Eight Demon Supremes, the Flower Sword Supreme was known as the one least like a Demon Supreme.

Just then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon angrily stepped forward.

"What nonsense is this! The Sword Supreme is completely different from the likes of you."

In the end, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was the one to step forward for her in a situation like this.

"Who are you to judge anyone, you who walk around wearing a mask? She is a much better person than you."

He, who had restrained himself multiple times, had finally exploded.

Despite his fierce reaction, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon just smiled without getting angry. This angered the Blood Heaven Blade Demon even more, and he looked ready to brandish the Heaven Destroying Dao at any moment.

Just then, the Flower Sword Supreme said in a low, cold tone, "Do you think I like it when you step up for me like that?"

Did the Blood Heaven Blade Demon not know she would react this way? He just drank the alcohol in front of him, one cup after another.

Then, the Flower Sword Supreme said something unexpected.

"But... what he said might be right."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked down at his empty cup and said, "Yes, that could be true."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon hadn't stepped forward just to defend her blindly.

"We could be more hypocritical and worse than the one behind that mask. That's right."

At the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's sincere words, the Flower Sword Supreme's eyes trembled slightly.

"Who are we to judge who is this or that kind of person? But at least don't get caught in front of them. Don't be played by the likes of the mask-wearer and the drunkard!"

At that, the Drunken Demon casually remarked, "Why are you picking on me when I'm just sitting here?"

"You're the same! You insidious bastard! You pretentious bastard! You might fool everyone else, but you can't fool my eyes. You two! Get the hell away from the Second Young Lord!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon could no longer hold back his true feelings. Though he was stubborn, he was a man of deep schemes, but his emotions had flared up because it concerned me and the Sword Supreme.

On the other hand, seeing them smiling cheerfully while being cursed at, and sipping their alcohol, I thought they truly looked like a villainous duo.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stood up from his seat and apologized to me.

"Second Young Lord, I'm sorry for ruining the mood. I didn't intend to be the first to leave today."

"No, Elder, you're not the one leaving first."

"What do you mean?"

"Today's drinking party will end here."

I looked at the other three Demon Supremes and said, "Let's call it a day, shall we?"

The Drunken Demon emptied his last cup.

"Are you hammering the embedded stone in tight so it won't come loose?"

"Of course. What's the point of drinking when an Elder is leaving in anger? Elder Blade Demon is my wing. If my wing flies away, I go too."

I made it clear that the embedded stone could not be easily removed. It was a sign of my gratitude to him for coming to this drinking party for my sake.

[Thank you, Elder.]

As if choked with emotion by my telepathy, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon turned his head and looked out the window.

The Drunken Demon said with a laugh, "I'll give up on being a wing, so just be brothers with me."

Then the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said, "And be friends with me."

Finally, the Flower Sword Supreme didn't miss her chance. Though her mood had soured, she couldn't be left out.

"I'm already a special friend."

Everyone looked at her with puzzled expressions, but she just seemed pleased with herself and didn't boast about us being duel friends.

"Now, I have one last thing to say."

I once again unleashed the qi I had shown before. Emitting a qi full of dignity and grace, I spoke to them.

"I speak to you as the future Heavenly Demon who will lead you all. As I've said before, you are free to fight as much as you want within my fence. Hate, be jealous, fight... Ah! You're really too much!"

The Demon Supremes had flung themselves away and left. They didn't just leave. They each used the ultimate techniques of their movement arts and vanished in an instant.

"Listen to everything before you go! Blade Demon! Even you, Elder!"

However, they were already gone.

I smiled and sat back down. The seats were empty, but their heat still seemed to linger.

Looking down at the first floor, I saw Jo Cheonbae clutching the bill the Drunken Demon had tossed him. He gazed with wistful eyes at the spot where the Demon Supremes had vanished.

"Owner, let's have a drink."

"Of course, Director."

Jo Cheonbae came up and poured alcohol into my cup. I also poured a drink into his.

We emptied our cups together. Dealing with the Demon Supremes had been mentally draining, but drinking with Jo Cheonbae like this put my mind at ease.

Jo Cheonbae watched my expression and asked cautiously, "Is it difficult for you?"

"Do I look like I'm having a hard time?"

"I was just thinking how difficult it must be to deal with those Demon Supremes."

"Yes, it is difficult."

When I answered honestly, Jo Cheonbae grinned. The wrinkles on his face, etched from dealing with all sorts of customers and experiencing life's hardships, looked particularly handsome today.

"Do you know what my wife whispers in my ear when she hugs me when I'm having a hard time?"

"What does she say?"

"You're so weak."

I laughed out loud. I knew very well how much the happily married couple loved each other. I also knew that sometimes, a joke like that can be more encouraging than heartfelt consolation.

Jo Cheonbae said playfully, "Shall I say it to you?"

"No, I don't think that will be necessary. The person who will say it has arrived."

"Huh? Who?"

In that moment, Jo Cheonbae felt an immense presence behind him. The fine hairs all over his body stood on end. The feeling was on a completely different level from when he was with the Demon Supremes. Jo Cheonbae cautiously turned around.

"......"

Jo Cheonbae was startled and prostrated himself flat on the floor.

Father stood behind me. He had come up at some point without me noticing.

Father sat down in front of me and said, "You're so weak."

I smiled and said to Jo Cheonbae, "Owner, close up the shop. We'll need you to set a new table for us here!"


Chapter 135: You're Never Going to Fight in an Inn?

"How did you get here?"

Father answered my question with his usual words.

"I was just passing by."

How could that be? Father knew the Demon Supremes' movements precisely. He must have come after hearing that I was gathering with all four of them in one place.

What was on his mind when he came? Where had he been watching and listening?

Even though I had grown closer to Father, we weren't close enough for me to ask such sensitive questions without hesitating.

"This was my first time meeting with all four Demon Supremes."

"How was it?"

"If you hadn't come, Father, I would've gone to see you as soon as I left the inn. I needed to ask how I should handle the Demon Supremes from now on. Ah, I shouldn't make a habit of seeking answers from you whenever I'm frustrated."

My complaint was half-sincere and half-flattery. Normally, Father would have just snorted and let it go, but for some reason, he offered a word today that resonated with me.

"You can worry about that in about ten years."

"Are you saying you'll put up with me for the next ten years?"

Father snorted.

"Did you not know it would be this difficult?"

"I did not."

"You were making such a fuss about establishing discipline. I thought you knew everything."

"If I had known, I wouldn't have said such things. They look different from the outside, they act differently toward me, and they're different again when they get involved with others."

I whined even more, knowing Father was the type to be more pleased the more I struggled.

"That's right. I'm pathetically weak."

"At least you're much better than before."

Things were different now compared to when I went hunting with Father after my regression.

As we talked, a modest table of drinks and snacks was prepared. Father had them bring a simple stir-fried vegetable dish and the strongest liquor in the Alluring Inn. Jo Cheonbae must have used every bit of his skill to stir-fry those vegetables.

"Let's have a drink."

I drank with Father.

"Kuh, it's strong."

"You drink with the Drunken Demon without fear, yet you're afraid of a strong liquor like this?"

"He seemed like a good person?"

"It's a miracle you're still alive with such poor judgment of character."

How did Father perceive the Drunken Demon?

"What kind of person is the Drunken Demon?"

"He's someone who toys with his opponents while laughing and enjoying himself. So it's best not to carelessly open his liquor bottle."

"They say you should listen to your elders. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon also warned me to be careful of the Drunken Demon, calling him an insidious man."

"And he doesn't even realize how insidious he is himself."

I burst out laughing at Father's words. I thought I should tease the Blood Heaven Blade Demon with this later.

I poured Father a drink.

"Have you ever had a drink with the Drunken Demon, just the two of you?"

"I have."

"How does the Drunken Demon act toward you, Father?"

"He doesn't say much to me."

"The Drunken Demon, who talks so much?"

That was unexpected. I would have thought he'd be even more talkative and playful in front of Father.

"Is it because he thinks he can't toy with you anyway?"

"Who knows. How can one know what's inside that man's head?"

"That just makes me more curious."

"Things that contain poison are always the most brilliant."

He was telling me not to be needlessly captivated by the Drunken Demon.

"Don't try to dig into people's minds. Just judge them by what is revealed. You'll make fewer mistakes that way."

"Yes. I'll keep that in mind."

I emptied my cup with Father. I refilled his cup and asked another question.

"What do you talk about when you drink with my brother?"

"Why do you ask?"

"I'm just curious. Don't you tell him all my weaknesses?"

"Is there any need to point out a weakness that's obvious to anyone?"

"What is my weakness?"

"That cheap sentimentality of yours is perfect for getting you killed."

I smiled, pleased.

"I live my life thinking of that as my strength. Let's make the journey enjoyable and fun if we can. The road ahead is long and rough anyway. Instead of threatening, entrapping, and killing, let's have some fun."

"Do you think 'fun' is suitable for our line of work? You'll die looking for fun."

Father, I think I'm allowed to look for some. Not a single moment has passed when Hwa Mugi has left my mind. I lie down, but sleep doesn't come. The image of Hwa Mugi killing me again flashes in my mind, and I jolt awake and run to the training grounds.

"You should also try to live a more joyful and pleasant life now, Father."

"If the authority and fear of the Heavenly Demon disappear, they will come to strike us down under the banner of some pathetic justice."

It suddenly occurred to me that Father might also be unable to sleep at night. Perhaps I shouldn't be fooled by his floral pajamas.

"I will strive to become stronger."

"You should have already become strong. Only then would today's meeting with the Demon Supremes have any meaning."

"In that spirit, please teach me a lesson."

Since my last duel with Father, I had reached a new level of martial arts. A duel with him now would be a great stimulus for my studies.

Father stood and moved to the space next to the table.

"Here?"

"Are you never going to fight in an inn your whole life?"

"It's not that. It's just that if we fight in this narrow space, everything will be destroyed."

Then, Father said something unexpected.

"Who fights by smashing everything like a low-level fighter? The person who breaks anything loses."

He meant we were to fight without breaking any of the objects here.

I looked around the area. It was smaller than the first floor, with a lower ceiling, and it was filled with tables and chairs.

A duel with Father here? Without breaking anything? This would be more difficult than any duel I had ever fought.

I glanced down at the first floor. After Father arrived, everyone had been sent out and the doors were closed. Only Jo Cheonbae remained in the inn.

"Innkeeper, please go into the kitchen for a moment."

"......"

"No matter what happens, don't be alarmed!"

"I've been so surprised today that I don't have any heart left to be surprised with."

Jo Cheonbae scurried into the kitchen.

I stood facing Father, about three or four steps apart.

"Did you say it was difficult?"

"......"

"That's because you're weak."

Father released his qi, and I felt my breath catch. His qi was as heavy as a great mountain, as suffocating as a swamp, and as sharp as a blade. Even the Heavenly Demon Defense Art struggled to handle it.

Father slowly drew the Heavenly Demon Sword.

"The Heavenly Demon must be someone who can kill when he wants to kill. The only reason an opponent is alive before me is because I have allowed him to live."

"......"

The Heavenly Demon Sword and the Black Demon Sword clashed in mid-air. Their speed was the same, but the power in the swords was restrained.

"......"

The swords clashed again. I could tell Father was speaking through the power in his sword.

This power is the standard.

He was tuning an instrument, telling me to fight using only this exact amount of power. This was not a fight one loses by being weaker. It was a fight one loses by failing to control one's power.

"......"

The tuning happened only three times.

CLANGCLANGCLANGCLANGCLANGCLANGCLANG!

The Heavenly Demon Sword and the Black Demon Sword clashed brilliantly.

I swung my sword using only the promised amount of power. Each technique originally had its own power level, so ignoring that and fighting with only this current level required immense concentration.

In this moment, I placed no restrictions on my skills. In every fight since my regression, I had held back.

I should only show this much of my skill.

I fought now without such thoughts. I was confident that it was okay to show my true abilities.

You told me not to trust people, but at least I trust you, Father.

I fought to my heart's content, freely. It was a fight only possible because it was with Father. As we fought, my body rapidly adapted.

Then, Father raised the level of the fight. It was no longer about not breaking things, but about not touching any objects at all.

I have to evade Father's attacks by moving between tables and chairs without touching them? I exerted the highest level of concentration I could possibly muster.

The clash that unfolded amidst all this was beautiful. The lines our swords drew between the tables and chairs were like an artist painting his life's memories. The sound of our blades clashing between liquor bottles was the sorrowful lament of an old musician. Sometimes paper tore, and sometimes an instrument's string snapped.

The fight grew more intense, and the restrictions became greater. In the final stage, we even fought while protecting the lanterns hanging on the wall. We prevented the wind from our swords from extinguishing the flames.

And at a certain moment.

SHIIING!

Father's sword qi flew toward me. It was a sword qi released with restrained power. If his inner arts had been properly imbued, that single move would have blown the inn away.

Sword qi also flew from my Black Demon Sword. My sword qi, imbued with restrained inner arts just like Father's, dissipated his in mid-air.

FWOOSH!

The wind blew. Just as the lantern flame was about to go out, I threw my body to block it. It flickered precariously but did not go out.

Sword qi flew in succession. If I missed even one, it would fly past me and destroy the wall behind. Would the person who fired the sword qi lose then? No. In this case, the one who missed the sword qi would be the loser.

I fought Father, almost in a state of self-annihilation.

There were many sounds. The sound of footsteps, the sound of wind, the sound of swords cutting the wind, the sound of sword against sword, the sound of sword qi being released and dissipating, the sound of rustling clothes, the sound of flickering lanterns. Each one was imbued with the essence of martial arts.

I would definitely be able to recall this duel. There was no need to intentionally memorize it. Every technique was perfect, and the situation was desperate. This fight would become a source of learning for me for a long, long time.

When the duel ended, we sheathed our swords at the same time. The Heavenly Demon Sword and the Black Demon Sword entered their scabbards simultaneously with a pleasant CLICK.

I looked around. Not a single chair had been knocked over. There wasn't a single scratch on the walls.

"It's a draw!"

"No, you lost."

Father came over and held up the chopstick holder on the table in front of me. The tips of the chopsticks inside had been sliced off.

"Ah, a mark from where my sword qi grazed it. When did you even see this?"

I checked the chopstick holder on Father's table and sighed.

"I lost!"

I lost, but it wasn't a true defeat. Father was genuinely surprised and impressed by my skills.

"When I heard that you and extreme evil killed Baek Manggi, I had an inkling that you had achieved a great accomplishment."

He probably hadn't known it would be to this extent. Father was surely greatly stimulated by me.

"What should I do now?"

I asked for the way forward for my martial arts. I asked the only person who could give me that answer.

"From now on, focus solely on training in the Four Strides of the Wind God."

That was the conclusion Father had reached, and there was a reason for it.

"I have stopped training in the Four Strides of the Wind God."

"Why did you stop?"

To my surprise, Father answered honestly.

"I hit a wall."

"If you've hit a limit, Father, then I'll never be able to surpass it."

Father looked at me for a moment, then shook his head.

"Even if I can't, you can achieve complete mastery."

"What do you mean?"

"It is a wall created by the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. Having learned the Nine Calamities Demonic Art first, I could not achieve complete mastery of the Four Strides of the Wind God."

"Ah!"

I understood what he meant. Compatibility existed in martial arts. Some arts were inherently incompatible, while in other cases, the order in which one learned them could prevent complete mastery.

"If you do not achieve complete mastery before learning the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, you will never be able to achieve it after you learn it."

"I will be sure to achieve complete mastery before then."

Once the Four Strides of the Wind God reached complete mastery, it would combine with the twelve-star Soaring Sky Sword Art to show another level of achievement. Later, when combined with the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, it would show an even greater effect.

Father stared at me for a moment.

"Is it still difficult?"

"Thanks to your teachings, I've gained some confidence."

"Are you still thinking of becoming a cheerful Heavenly Demon?"

"I want to live while smiling."

After staring at me for a moment, Father turned around without a word. Just as he was about to descend to the first floor, he spoke nonchalantly.

"Come over to play Go when you have time."

Jo Cheonbae, who had been hiding under the counter, bowed so low his back folded, then looked up at me.

"Nothing was broken, so don't worry."

The demonic path I pursue is the one all innkeepers in the world would love most, isn't it?

Jo Cheonbae sighed in relief.

"Thus ends such a long day."


Jo Cheonbae's day may have ended, but mine had not.

I went to see the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He sat by the window, reading a book. I thought he would be swinging his blade in anger, but he was calmer than I expected.

"You're not doing your martial arts training today."

"Why are you here?"

"I came because I wanted to see you, Elder."

Before bringing up the inn, I handed him what I had brought. I hadn't come to talk about that incident.

"What is this?"

"It's a restorative tonic."

"A restorative tonic?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was startled.

"You've gotten thinner than when I first met you. This is a medicine that will stimulate your appetite and nourish your body. I pestered the Insect Physician for it, so you can trust its efficacy."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was flustered, even more so than when I gave him the Antitoxin Bead as a birthday present.

"Take it to the Cult Leader."

"He's the type to suspect I've poisoned it and make me drink it all in front of him."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon burst out laughing at my not-so-joking joke.

I lowered my voice as if whispering.

"Actually, this is something Father drinks, but I pestered the Insect Physician to get it. You know, right? How much Father takes care of his body. So please don't worry and drink it."

As I turned to leave, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked from behind me.

"Why are you being so good to me?"

I turned back to him.

"Because you're good to me, so I'm good to you. I'm being good to you because I think if I treat you this well, you'll be more helpful than the other three Demon Supremes. I'm also very selfish and calculating. Well then, good night. Make sure you take your medicine. I'll be checking through Detective Seo!"

I bowed to him as he gazed at me with a deepened look in his eyes, then I turned away.

You have to do it when you can. If you don't do it when you think of it, there might not be a next time.

At last, my long day was over. The effects of the alcohol began to creep up on me.


Chapter 136: Because I'm a More Cold-Hearted Person Than I Appear

The next day, I started a ten-day seclusion training.

I entrusted the Sanzu River Hall's affairs to Seo Daeryong and put the Demon Supremes out of my mind.

This was an urgent training session.

Everything has a catalyst and a proper time. In a duel, you must press for victory when the moment is right. Training also has its opportune moments.

My catalyst was the duel with Father, which was still vivid in my mind. I had to absorb its lessons and make them my own before the memory faded.

I resolved not to think about the Demon Supremes.

The Drunken Demon might have looked for me the next day. The Demon Supremes might have started fighting among themselves. Since I couldn't control them anyway, I focused only on what I had to do.

I replayed the duel from the Alluring Inn exactly as it happened, recalling how I fought in a state of selflessness.

I recreated the duel with Father down to the smallest detail. When I moved one way, Father moved another. When I attacked, Father blocked. I compared and analyzed Father's movements against my own.

This duel was significant in many ways. Fighting without setting limits on myself was important. The major constraint of not touching any objects during that urgent fight was also important.

Because of that, I felt a great deal and had much to learn.

This training didn't exhaust my body. It was one of deep contemplation and introspection. I thought only of martial arts and became more engrossed than ever before.

Ten days later, I emerged from the training grounds with a scruffy beard.

A sudden, strong smell of alcohol hit me.

No way.

Just then, a voice spoke from behind.

"Who're you trying to kill, training so hard? Is it me? It's not, right?"

Surprisingly, the Drunken Demon was waiting for me.

"Why are you here?"

"Why do you think? I was waiting for you to come out. I went to see you the day after we drank at the Alluring Inn, and they told me you'd started a ten-day seclusion training. I rushed right over when I heard."

"You don't mean you've been waiting here this whole time?"

"Of course! I've been waiting since the first day."

I stared at the Drunken Demon for a moment, then smiled.

"You're lying. You must've told a female martial artist to let you know when my ten-day training was over. Then you went off to drink and have fun, didn't you? When did you get here today? Just a little while ago, right?"

"Hmm. Has Yeo Bin switched to your side?"

I laughed at his honest confession.

The Drunken Demon asked with a suspicious look, "But you didn't go into seclusion training just to avoid me, did you?"

"To be honest, I enjoy drinking and having fun with you, Drunken Demon. The problem is that it's too much fun."

"When I heard you'd started seclusion training, I thought the sky was falling. If you'd gone in for a hundred days, I would've turned into a fossil waiting for you."

"Don't you have other drinking buddies?"

"......"

"You could drink with the Sword Supreme."

"After that bastard, the Smiling Demon, humiliated her so badly, who'd want to meet up and drink? You have to give her time to cool her anger."

Is that really the reason? This man came all the way to the training grounds to wait for me. Right now, his interest is piqued by me more than the Sword Supreme, so she probably isn't even on his mind.

"Isn't this when a friend is needed most?"

"It's because I'm her friend that I'm staying away."

That was also true, so I couldn't argue.

"Come on, let's go for a drink."

"Do you enjoy drinking with me that much?"

"Didn't you say we wouldn't be on brotherly terms after just two drinks?"

I had told him that at the Alluring Inn. It seemed to have stuck with him.

"Won't you do it after we've had about two hundred drinks?"

"If we've shared two hundred drinks, wouldn't the title be meaningless by then anyway?"

"No, it's important. If we've drunk together two hundred times and still can't be on brotherly terms, wouldn't that be a strange relationship?"

"I suppose so, but."

"If I asked you to have tea, we probably wouldn't even make it to five times, but if it's drinking, I can definitely make it to two hundred."

"Why are you going to such lengths to be on brotherly terms with me?"

Then, the Drunken Demon gave an unexpected reason.

"It's simple. Right now, your chances of becoming the Heavenly Demon are about fifty-fifty, right? Isn't this a chance to have the Heavenly Demon as my younger brother with a fifty percent probability?"

"You're making one big mistake."

"What mistake?"

"If I become the Heavenly Demon, I won't treat you like an older brother. Those two hundred drinking sessions will vanish in that instant."

"Outwardly, perhaps, but?"

"I won't in my heart, either. Nor behind your back. In fact, to avoid any misunderstandings, I might even treat you, the Drunken Demon, more strictly."

The Drunken Demon looked at me with a peculiar expression.

"I thought even if you became the Heavenly Demon, you'd be open and frank. I thought you'd break formalities and treat the Demon Supremes like brothers."

"That must be a preconception you have about me. I'm a colder and more heartless person than I appear. Maybe I pretend to be affectionate to hide that. If I become the Heavenly Demon, I'll draw a sharp line between public and private matters. If you were expecting to casually become my brother, then spending the remaining one hundred and ninety-eight drinking sessions with my brother would be a better investment."

The Drunken Demon then said in a meaningful tone, "Your brother must not become the Cult Leader."

"......"

"I'll tell you over a drink."

The Drunken Demon quickened his pace and walked away.

I walked in the opposite direction.

The Drunken Demon, who had already gone some distance, chased after me.

"Hey, this is too much. Second Young Lord, aren't you curious?"

"Not at all."

"It's the reason why your brother must not become the Cult Leader."

"......"

"Why on earth not?"

This time, I spoke in a meaningful tone.

"You're curious why I'm not curious, aren't you?"

"I am."

"I'm pretending not to be curious to make you curious, Drunken Demon. It's the same for you, isn't it? You're trying to bait me into drinking with you by making me curious, even though there's no real reason, right?"

"When a person is too smart, they lose their human touch!"

"I already told you I'm a cold-hearted person."

As I strode away, the Drunken Demon persistently followed.

"I waited ten days. Second Young Lord, are you really going to be like this?"

Alright, I suppose I should acknowledge this much effort.

"I lose. I'll wash up and rest for a bit, then I'll visit you at the Great Drunken Forest in the evening."

Only then did the Drunken Demon's expression brighten.

"I'll be waiting. You have to come."

"But you have to tell me the reason why my brother must not become the Cult Leader."

"You said you weren't curious."

"How could I not be? Well then, I'll see you later."

I returned to my quarters, shaved my beard, washed myself, and changed into new clothes.

Then I stood before a bronze mirror.

The me of ten days ago and the me of now were different yet again.

Through the recent seclusion training, I had elevated the Four Strides of the Wind God to a new level.

The eighth star of the Four Strides of the Wind God.

I had anticipated this outcome when I began the seclusion training.

I had achieved complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art at the Twelfth Star and gained enlightenment from the words left by the Myriad Evil Sect Leader. I had fought a duel with Baek Manggi, and afterward, I had the unusual experience of reviewing that fight through the eyes of a third party in a dream.

On top of that, the duel with Father was the deciding factor. As if he had anticipated this result, Father used the Four Strides of the Wind God as his movement art to face me throughout the duel.

Ah, there was one more thing. I was desperate to achieve complete mastery of the Four Strides of the Wind God before I somehow received the transmission of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

As a result, I achieved the splendid, and in some ways expected, feat of reaching the eighth star of the Four Strides of the Wind God.

When the Four Strides of the Wind God reached the eighth star, the biggest change was an overwhelming desire to run somewhere using the Swift Step. My body itched to run, and I had to suppress the urge to dash to the training grounds right away. I needed to properly satisfy this desire. A small run wouldn't be enough.

First, I lay on my bed and slept. Perhaps because I was in a good mood, I slept soundly without any worries for the first time in a while, catching up on lost sleep.


That evening, I bought a bottle of liquor and went to the Great Drunken Forest. The Drunken Demon was lying in a small boat, drifting on the lake.

I boarded a small boat provided by Yeo Bin and slowly approached the Drunken Demon's boat.

His boat contained nothing but liquor bottles.

"Just as I thought! You don't eat side dishes when I'm not looking."

"If you drank with me every day, I'd eat side dishes every day. Here, have a drink."

"I'll drink the liquor I brought."

One of the good things about the Drunken Demon was that he never forced alcohol on anyone. It didn't matter what kind of liquor you drank, or if you just touched your lips to it and put it down. He didn't care. He also didn't force you to get drunk with him. I think the Drunken Demon is someone who truly loves liquor.

"I felt this when I came before, but this lake is really nice."

"There are even more wonderful places than this in the Great Drunken Forest. I'll take you there next time."

"Do you really think there'll be a next time for us?"

"Why do you think there won't be?"

Instead of answering, I drank my liquor.

"Right, I know what you mean. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon despises me."

The Drunken Demon also drank.

"Then again, am I the only one he hates? Are you really planning to gain the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and lose the three of us? Isn't that a bad deal? That man is someone who'd go to the First Young Lord anytime if the conditions were right."

The Drunken Demon slowly began to sow discord, trying to push the Blood Heaven Blade Demon away.

"Didn't I tell you that day? That I would gain all three of you. That's why I came here today."

"If you can't distinguish between ideals and reality like this, the First Young Lord will end up becoming the successor. The successor who'll become the Heavenly Demon isn't decided simply by who has superior martial arts or who is smarter."

"Then what is it decided by?"

"Think about it. Choosing a successor isn't about picking the world's number one demonic sword. It's about choosing someone who can lead our Cult well. A Cult Leader who can compromise when needed and harmonize well with the Eight Demon Supremes. If not, our Cult will be divided and eventually devoured by the Murim Alliance. Why are you looking at me like that?"

"I didn't know you were someone who thought so rationally about the future of our Cult, Drunken Demon."

"I'm a classic victim of misunderstanding and prejudice."

"If you don't like it, why don't you just quit drinking?"

"The Drunken Demon who quit drinking? The entire murim would laugh at me."

Saying that, the Drunken Demon took a drink.

"May I ask you something? I've wanted to ask for a while."

"What is it?"

After a brief pause, I asked the Drunken Demon.

"Drunken Demon, do you drink to forget? Or do you drink so you won't forget?"

"......"

The Drunken Demon flinched for a moment, then stared at me before answering that it was neither.

"To enjoy it. I drink simply because I like liquor. Because I like liquor itself. The assumption that I must have some story behind my drinking is also a preconception."

With that, the Drunken Demon drank again. I couldn't tell if he was sincere or just making an excuse. As long as he was drinking, it wasn't easy to see the truth in him.

I also drank the liquor I had brought. When I was with the Drunken Demon, I found myself drinking more and more. When I used to drink heavily, there was definitely a reason.

Back then, did I drink to forget? Or did I drink so I wouldn't forget?

"In that case, why don't you just support my brother as the successor? He wouldn't say something absurd like I did, about having to reconcile with Elder Blade Demon."

Then, the Drunken Demon said something unexpected.

"The First Young Lord must not become the successor."

He brought up the same thing he mentioned in front of the training grounds. The fact that he was bringing it up first showed that it wasn't just a line to lure me into a drinking session.

Could this be the reason he approached me? While asking to be on brotherly terms.

"The First Young Lord... is too fond of the Cult Leader."

"......"

Words I never expected came from the Drunken Demon.

"I'm fond of Father too, but."

"He's fond of him on a level that can't be compared to you."

I couldn't deny it. Whether he genuinely liked him, was crushed by our father's authority, or was just trying to become the successor, my brother was the type to do anything our father said.

"I admit that you're more outstanding than the First Young Lord, but I'm still not convinced that you'll become the successor."

I had to admit that as well. Father was the kind of person who could have a duel with me today and then bluntly declare tomorrow, 'The successor is your brother'.

"Alright. Let's say that's true. Why is my brother being fond of our father a reason he shouldn't be the successor?"

"Because the First Young Lord won't be able to defy the Cult Leader's will."

"What will?"

Once again, astonishing words flowed from the Drunken Demon.

"The will to unify the murim."

The Drunken Demon knew. He knew that Father held the ambition to unify the murim.

I recalled a past conversation with Father regarding the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"The time is not yet right. Just know that."

At that time, I had thought Father might be dreaming of unifying the murim.

The Drunken Demon had noticed our father's ambition. Perhaps it wasn't just the Drunken Demon. Some of the other Demon Supremes might have known as well. After all, the Demon Supremes refrained from mentioning anything related to our father.

"The First Young Lord will become the successor and faithfully follow our father's orders. He'll undoubtedly become the vanguard and set out to conquer the murim, but what about you? You would try to stop the Cult Leader. From what I've seen of you so far, you're not someone who approves of war."

"That's right. I do not want war."

"Then you must become the successor and stop the Cult Leader."

I never would have dreamed that the Drunken Demon had chosen me for such a reason.

He chose me to prevent a future war? This Drunken Demon, who is always drunk? This man, who seems the most thoughtless among the Eight Demon Supremes?

I brought my face close to the Drunken Demon's.

"What are you doing?"

"I'm trying to see how much of it is truth and how much is lies."

"Everything I've said is the truth."

"You, the Drunken Demon who does nothing but drink all day, chose me for the sake of peace in the murim? You expect me to believe that?"

"Let's just call it my last preconception."

The Drunken Demon looked at me with his drunken eyes and revealed the truth as if confessing.

"That is the very reason I sent the broken liquor bottle to the First Young Lord."


Chapter 137: This Is Why I Wanted to Come

In the flowing silence, the Drunken Demon noticed one thing.

"Did you already know?"

"I predicted it might be the case. The Hyung I know wouldn't send a broken liquor bottle to the Drunken Demon."

"I thought you two didn't get along?"

"Don't you usually learn more about people you hate than people you're close to?"

The Drunken Demon stared at me, then shot to his feet.

"Ah, I'm getting drunk."

He immediately threw himself into the lake.

"You should fix that habit of swimming after drinking!"

Despite my worries, the Drunken Demon was a good swimmer. It was more than just skill. He knew how to swim joyfully. He dove, floated on his back to look at the sky, and sped into the distance before returning. He even leaped like a dolphin before landing with a SPLASH.

After a round of exhilarating swimming, the Drunken Demon climbed back onto the ferry.

"Now I'm finally sobering up a bit."

Then he started drinking again.

"You sobered up just to start drinking again?"

"Isn't that why I sobered up, to drink more?"

I shouted to Yeo Bin, who stood on the distant lakeshore.

"Please bring some side dishes over here!"

Yeo Bin steered a ferry over as if she had been waiting. She brought the side dishes she had prepared for us earlier. It seemed the Drunken Demon had only brought the liquor. As she turned to leave, Yeo Bin bowed her head slightly to me in thanks.

"You should get into the habit of eating side dishes."

"I've never eaten them my whole life. You think that's easy?"

"How can you live your life doing only what you want? You have to do things even if you don't like them."

"Why are you so concerned about my health?"

I picked up a side dish with my chopsticks. It was warm. She must have kept it heated, ready to bring it over at any moment.

"Do you think I'm the only one looking out for you, Drunken Demon? Here, eat up."

The Drunken Demon reluctantly ate a side dish.

We drank together and looked up at the night sky.

"Ah, this is nice!"

Just as the Drunken Demon exclaimed, it really was nice. Floating on a boat in the lake, drinking while watching the stars, I truly did not envy the immortals.

The Drunken Demon lay back at an angle, gazed at the stars, and spoke.

"My dream is to just drink and live idly. If the MaJang Hu war breaks out, this very lake could turn crimson with blood. How would I sober up then?"

The unique weapon hanging from the Drunken Demon's waist was named Hyeollu. He said this while wearing a weapon named 'Blood Tears'.

"Are you serious?"

"I'm serious. I want to live my whole life like this and then die."

"Is that really why you want to become my man?"

"That's right."

"Then prove it."

"......"

"Reconcile with Elder Blood Heaven Blade Demon."

The Drunken Demon flinched, surprised by the unexpected proposal.

"I'm serious too. From now on, you'll have to make an effort to become my man. If you reconcile with Elder Blood Heaven Blade Demon and maintain an amicable relationship with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon..."

I coolly finished the remaining liquor and spoke to him.

"I will become sworn brothers with you, Drunken Demon."

Silence fell again.

The Drunken Demon stared at me for a moment before finally opening his mouth.

"You truly are an unpredictable person."

"You're the unpredictable one, Drunken Demon. You're surrounded by all sorts of preconceptions. I, on the other hand, am being rational. It's an exchange of what I want for what you want."

I took a refreshing drink of liquor, then set the bottle down and asked.

"Was your offer to become sworn brothers with me a joke?"

"It wasn't a joke."

"This is about forming a brotherhood. You have to show at least this much sincerity. 'Ah, he's doing something he really hates for my sake. He's doing it even though he's so reluctant.' Eating side dishes, reconciling. What can't be said with just words? With words alone, I could even win over the Murim Alliance Chairman."

"If it were you, you might actually win him over."

I let out a dry laugh, and the Drunken Demon drank his liquor.

"It's not that I don't want to reconcile."

"Then what is it?"

"It's because reconciling with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon is impossible from the start. Have you ever seen water and oil mix?"

"They don't need to mix. They just need to float alongside each other."

"What if someone sets it on fire?"

"Then it burns. If you really don't want to, you can be the water. We'll make Elder Blade Demon the oil. He has a fiery personality, so let's make him the oil."

He was the type to laugh at most jokes, but he did not laugh this time. He seemed extremely reluctant.

Seeing how he acts with me, it seems like he could at least put on a silly smile and humor the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

I could understand why the Blood Heaven Blade Demon disliked the Drunken Demon. He hated people who got drunk and caused a scene.

But why was the Drunken Demon so burdened by this reconciliation?

"You have another reason for approaching me, don't you? Cut the nonsense about murim peace and tell me the real reason."

The Drunken Demon could have gotten angry at my harsh words, but he just drank his liquor with drunken eyes.

"As for this kind of older brother, younger brother relationship, my one Hyung is enough for me."

I leaped toward the ferry I had arrived on.

He could have stopped me from leaving, but in the end, he said nothing. As I docked the boat on the shore, I looked back at him. The Drunken Demon was drinking alone under the moonlight.


At dawn the next day, I quietly left the Cult.

I left a letter for Seo Daeryong, telling him I would be away for a few days.

Ever since the Four Strides of the Wind God reached the eighth level, my body had been itching, and I could not stay still. I tossed and turned all night, wanting to fight a strong opponent, but an even more intense desire was the urge to run.

I know that I must handle this desire well. Especially a supreme martial art like the Four Strides of the Wind God must be handled with even more care.

People often mishandle this desire and fall into qi deviation or die fighting a reckless battle. It happens when a person whose vessel is not ready learns a martial art beyond their capacity.

After leaving the Cult, I started running using the Swift Step. I ran with terrifying speed. There was no need to wear a mask.

My running speed was so fast that no one could tell who I was. They could not even tell if what passed was a person, a bird, or just their imagination. It was that kind of speed. I was fast at the seventh level, but this was different.

Normally, this speed was only possible in wide-open places like a plain.

However, the path I ran on now had obstacles. There were running carriages and passing people. There were trees and rocks.

But thanks to the Divine Eye Technique, I could run at this speed on any path.

Moreover, upon reaching the eighth level, the amount of inner arts consumed actually decreased. I had become able to use my martial arts more efficiently.

I ran until my inner arts were depleted, then circulated my qi before running again. It was the first time in my life I had ever run so exhilaratingly. Perhaps it was because my destination was where the people I wanted to see were.


The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and Go Wol were seated in a bustling tavern. Several people came to their table at different times, reported something, and left. There were men and women, young and old.

Each time they came and went, Go Wol wrote something down on a piece of paper.

"What are you writing so meticulously? They'll know you're working even without contact."

Go Wol ignored the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's words and wrote a message for a messenger pigeon. It was a pigeon to be sent to Geom Mugeuk.

Go Wol was engrossed in creating an intelligence network in the Central Plains under Geom Mugeuk's orders. Because the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had come with him, the work proceeded smoothly.

While working, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was once again impressed by Go Wol's abilities. He was building an organization that operated differently from the existing All-Knowing Hall, structuring it so that it could later be merged with the All-Knowing Hall. He was even keeping in mind the time when Geom Mugeuk would become the Cult Leader.

It was more difficult because of that, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader made the process smoother.

With the two of them joining forces, the work progressed at a breakneck pace. Of course, Go Wol had to endure the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's complaints.

"Go ahead and send them for a hundred days. See if you get a single reply from the Second Young Lord."

"This is a report. Who replies to a report?"

"Why not? You do it if you care. Didn't I tell you? That we'd end up becoming that Cult Leader and that shackle from back then. Just look, that's our situation right now. Out here in a foreign land, suffering through all sorts of hardships."

"Eating all the delicacies of each region. Sightseeing spectacular views when we have time. Such hardship."

"Leaving home is a hardship!"

"Where is your home, Cult Leader?"

For a moment, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader flinched. Go Wol's gaze shifted from his writing to the Cult Leader.

"The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult isn't your home, is it? Your home is here in the Central Plains. You were always singing the song of advancing into the Central Plains, weren't you? Look carefully as you travel around. We need to build your house somewhere here. Keep your eyes wide open!"

Having nothing else to say, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's arrows turned back toward Geom Mugeuk.

"Hmph! We'll have to build a house. The Second Young Lord has probably forgotten us. He'll probably feel a pang of guilt when he sees us at the Cult later. 'Ah! That's right. Among my many subordinates, there was that half-wit Cult Leader from the Outer Regions and that shackle guy. Ah, but what was that shackle's name again?' No matter how you slice it, people's hearts are all the same."

"Cult Leader."

"What?"

"Everyone is that Cult Leader, that shackle to someone. Only people like the Second Young Lord are special to everyone. Most people live like this, being moderately ignored. Becoming a special person is a tiring thing. Living like this suits you better, Cult Leader."

"You're ignoring me again, aren't you? Ignoring me again!"

Go Wol pretended not to hear and focused on writing again.

"You used to move so sluggishly, staring blankly at the Echoing Thunder Bell all day, but now you've become so diligent. What is it about the Second Young Lord that you like so much to cause all this fuss?"

"Then what do you like so much about me to follow me all the way here and suffer, Cult Leader?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could not answer.

"It's the same for me. Is there any reason to explain it? I just like him, and after the Second Young Lord, it's you, Cult Leader. So don't be too disappointed."

"Hmph! There are only two people around you, so if I'm second, doesn't that make me last?"

"You noticed?"

"You crazy bastard!"

Go Wol laughed, and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader laughed along with him.

This kind of conversation was their joy. They repeated the same stories over and over, badmouthing Geom Mugeuk, talking about the old days, and talking about what would happen in the future. They repeated the same stories every day.

"This is proof that people are truly close. Being able to say the same thing over and over and listen comfortably. You can't talk like this with the Second Young Lord, can you? It's uncomfortable, right? That's proof you're not close with the Second Young Lord. No, wait, the Second Young Lord is too busy showing off everywhere to have time to listen to you, right?"

It was at that moment someone spoke abruptly from behind the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"You kept calling me Second Young Lord until the very end."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader turned in surprise. I was standing there with a smile.

"So you meant to badmouth me until the very end."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and Go Wol shot to their feet in shock.

"Second Young Lord!"

"Second Young Lord!"

Still smiling, I spoke to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"This is why I wanted to come."

"Hmph! Did I say anything that wasn't true? So what!"

Seeing his unchanging demeanor made me feel glad.

The place I had run to like a madman was where the two of them were working. I found them because they always sent messenger pigeons detailing their location and work progress.

I caught up on things with the two of them.

Surprisingly, Go Wol already knew about the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Drunken Demon. He even knew that my Hyung was in contact with the Fist Demon and the Poison King.

I could see he had already secured a proper intelligence network within the Cult. The external intelligence network was also rapidly expanding throughout the Central Plains.

"What's the financial situation?"

"We've almost run out."

Hiring capable people and establishing an organizational network cost an enormous amount of money. Go Wol had left with one million two hundred thousand taels, but it was already about to run out. The initial costs of building the organization were just that high.

"I'll send additional funds soon."

"......"

For now, I had enough funds from the Golden Market, but I would have to earn more money later to operate the Ghost Shadow Squad as well.

Just then, my eyes met the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's. He flinched in surprise.

"Why are you looking at me while talking about running out of money?"

"It's been a while, so I was just happy to see you. Why? Am I not allowed to look?"

"It feels like silent pressure to lend me money, doesn't it? That's right, it's that look. Exactly that look! That sinister look you had when you were after my divine object before. Not a chance. Nope, you're absolutely not getting my money!"

I burst out laughing.

"Thanks to that divine object, my life was saved."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was startled by my words.

"Really?"

"Yes. I survived thanks to the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk."

"Ah!"

A look of joy flashed across the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's face. He was still grumbling, but the favor in his eyes toward me was incomparable to before.

Cult Leader. Forget the money. Let's just keep going like this. I know very well what you sacrificed to come this far. I'm grateful enough just for you being by Go Wol's side.

"Now that I've seen your faces, I should be heading back. I have to return by the morning after tomorrow."

"The morning after tomorrow? What are you talking about? Do you know how far it is from here?"

"It took me two days to get here. I'm thinking of shortening the time on the way back."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who had been making a dumbfounded expression, saw an opportunity and said to Go Wol.

"See? This is your Second Young Lord's true nature. Didn't I tell you before that the Second Young Lord was a braggart? Now you see how well I can read people, right? Are you still going to ignore me after this?"

Then, Go Wol said slyly.

"Is it really a bluff?"

What was on Go Wol's face as he looked at me was firm belief.

At that, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader raised his voice.

"Of course it's a bluff! It would take ten days to run from here to our Cult without resting. Even if I ran myself."

"You're slow because you're fat, aren't you, Cult Leader?"

"What? You haven't seen me run, have you? I'm the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader provoked me.

"Two days? If you can get to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters within two days, I'll give you a million taels. How about it? Let's make a million-nyang bet. You wouldn't be able to do that, would you?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader showed his triumphant confidence. He believed it was absolutely impossible.

"Let's do it, the bet."

"Really?"

"......"

"Don't tell me you're trying to give me money as a reward for saving my life with the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk? You don't have to do that. I have plenty of money."

"I am grateful, but I don't have the luxury of giving you money. As you know, I have a lot of expenses right now."

"Alright, then let's do it! I'm telling you in advance, I won't give back a single penny. It's no use whining about it later!"

"That's what I should be saying to you. You can't say things like it was for medicine or it was your retirement fund."

"I told you I have a lot of money! I'm the former Heavenly Wind Cult Leader!"

"Alright. When I arrive, I'll send an official messenger pigeon from our Cult here. Since it's an official messenger pigeon, it will be stamped with the date, and when you come to our Cult later, you can confirm when I arrived."

"Don't worry. I have someone who can confirm the date you arrive. Don't forget. It's a million taels, Second Young Lord."

I smiled and rose from my seat.

"I know very well how much the two of you are suffering for my sake. I am always grateful. I'll see you later then."

As I was about to turn, Go Wol said suggestively.

"Congratulations in advance on the million taels."

"Thanks."

From behind, I heard the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's grumbling.

"What are you talking about? You should be cheering for me! If you're going to be like this, even if I get the million taels from the Second Young Lord, I'm not giving you a single penny!"

After bidding them farewell, I started running toward the Cult again.

The more I ran, the more accustomed I became to running, and I increased my speed even more. The more I ran, the faster I became, and the more I ran, the greater the freedom I felt. I also felt a strong desire to achieve complete mastery.

And two days later, I was writing a message for a messenger pigeon at our Cult.

[To the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, I will make good use of the million taels. Thank you as always. Ah, and if you're feeling disappointed, we can do it again, this time for a day and a half...]


Chapter 138: If I Just Let Him Go, Would I Be the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?

"Where have you been?" Seo Daeryong asked.

I told him my destination.

Seo Daeryong blinked, no longer even surprised. "You went there in just four days?"

"......"

"You're not joking, are you?"

I nodded, and Seo Daeryong shook his head.

"I won't ask any more questions. I won't even try to understand. If I think about it too much, I'll just be the strange one. You're the kind of person who could suddenly say, 'I'm joining the Murim Alliance tomorrow,' and it wouldn't be strange at all."

"Good that you know. By the way, what about the Drunken Demon?"

"He hasn't come once since you left, Director."

I remembered how the Drunken Demon looked when we last parted, sitting alone on a ferry and drinking. I had told him to cut the nonsense about peace and tell me his real reason for approaching me. It occurred to me that my words might have angered him.

As long as you're not honest, we can never be sworn brothers.

He might genuinely wish for peace, but I could clearly feel that wasn't his only reason.

"But Detective Seo, why are you limping?"

"The Master put me through hell training yesterday."

"Suddenly?"

"Yes. He seemed to be in a bad mood."

Just then, another investigator guided the Blood Heaven Blade Demon into the office. Seo Daeryong startled, since we had just been talking about him.

"Master!"

To Seo Daeryong, he was always a respected and welcome Master. It would have been nice if the Blood Heaven Blade Demon treated him more warmly, but he just gave a slight nod.

"You may leave for a moment," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said.

"......"

Seo Daeryong went outside. He had been limping badly in front of me, but now he gritted his teeth and walked out steadfastly.

Hang in there, Detective Seo. It's not easy to open your stubborn Master's heart.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's small, sharp eyes looked even fiercer today. His bad mood from yesterday seemed to be continuing.

"Welcome, Elder."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon got straight to the point. "The Drunken Demon came to see me yesterday."

I knew then. Seo Daeryong's hell training was because of the Drunken Demon.

"He brought a bottle of liquor. A very expensive one."

Although he spoke calmly, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's expression showed his displeasure.

"Why did he say he came?"

"He said he just bought it because he wanted to give it to me, then left after handing it over."

He had begun his effort to reconcile with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. It took him five days to decide to go and give him a bottle of liquor.

"It was similar to when the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon came and asked me to deliver a mask to you."

"That's different. He had business with me then, but this time, he has business with you, Elder."

"I still thought it was business with you."

He's so incredibly sharp.

"No, this is the first I'm hearing of it. So, did you drink the liquor?"

"How could I drink it without knowing what's in it? I just poured it out and threw it away."

"How could you throw away someone's sincerity like that?"

"Why do you care about someone else's sincerity?"

"Because you said it was expensive liquor. You should have just given it to me."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon glared at me suspiciously. "It was you, wasn't it? You pulled some strings. Otherwise, there's no way that drunkard would do something he's never done in his life."

I considered telling the truth but decided to deny it. For this reconciliation to work, the two of them had to sort it out themselves.

"No, I don't know anything about it. Perhaps he was impressed by you, Elder, while drinking at the Alluring Inn that day."

"Impressed by what? I did nothing but curse at him."

"Who else in the world would curse at him like that? Maybe he had a change of heart."

"Don't defend the Drunken Demon. I told you clearly, didn't I? The Drunken Demon is a sinister man. Second Young Lord, don't give your heart to the wrong person. If you go too far, the road back will be arduous."

After saying what he had to say, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon left the office.

Their reconciliation now depended on the Drunken Demon's actions. In that process, the Drunken Demon would shed another layer of prejudice, and I would have an opportunity to learn more about him.


That night, I sat on a branch of a distant, giant tree and watched Lee Ahn train. I was far enough away that she wouldn't notice me, but I could still see the expression on her face.

Sweat dripped from Lee Ahn as she practiced the Soaring Sky Sword Art with the utmost seriousness. She performed the same technique again and again, refusing to rest until the repetition finally yielded a response.

Just then, someone entered her training ground.

Surprisingly, the visitor was Green Mask, a subordinate of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Martial Artist Lee."

"Ah, Green Mask."

"I'm sorry to come at such a late hour."

"Not at all. What brings you here?"

"That offer you made for me to join as a Division Leader, is it still valid?"

"Until you give a definitive refusal, Green Mask, the position of First Division Leader will always be empty."

Lee Ahn's voice trembled. Green Mask's sudden visit had flustered her. Green Mask, however, continued with his prepared questions.

"What kind of work will the Ghost Shadow Squad do in the future?"

"The Ghost Shadow Squad will operate as an organization solely for the Second Young Lord."

"What if the Cult Leader's orders and the Second Young Lord's orders conflict?"

Lee Ahn simply gave a faint smile, as if she had already answered.

"Do you know what answer you're giving right now?"

"I didn't say anything, did I?"

Their gazes locked. I could sense the conflict in Green Mask's eyes behind his mask.

When this strange woman, who had transformed from incredibly fat to incredibly beautiful, suddenly asked him to be a Division Leader, he had honestly thought, Is she a crazy bitch?

She had saved his life, even destroying a carriage to do so, yet she was asking him to give up the future position of Demon Supreme to become a Division Leader?

At that moment, he truly thought, Heaven doesn't give a person everything. To be so beautiful, yet a crazy bitch!

As time passed, however, he found himself thinking more and more about that 'crazy bitch'. The thought of stirring up the murim with her seemed more appealing than waiting twenty or thirty years to become the Demon Supreme. The more he tried to shake the thought, the more he thought of Lee Ahn.

Would he have hesitated like this if she had made the offer before her transformation? He berated himself for being a fool mesmerized by beauty, but he couldn't help the thoughts that came to him. The idea that he would have been dead if not for her added strength to the temptation.

Lee Ahn chose honesty over pleasant words meant to entice Green Mask.

"I believe in the Second Young Lord. If he looks at the sky and says it's the ground, from that day on, I'll live thinking of the sky as the ground. If he tells me, 'Die in my place,' I'll die for him. I even practice in front of a mirror, thinking about what last words I'll say then."

"I've prepared several. There are words to make him remember me for a long, long time, words to let him send me off without a burden, and even words to hurt him. I guess I won't know which I'll say until that moment comes. This is the kind of person who leads the Ghost Shadow Squad. If you're going to join, you should know that."

The more she spoke, the more her trembling subsided.

"You don't have to decide right now. Please make a careful decision, for my sake as well."

"For your sake, Martial Artist Lee? What do you mean by that?"

"Because the position I offered you, Green Mask, is truly important and precious to me. It's the First Division Leader position in the first organization I've ever led. I don't want to see you regretting it in that position. I don't want to turn that precious position into a place of someone's regret. So please, take your time and make a decision you won't regret."

"I intend to keep the First Division Leader position vacant until you decide. Even if all the other Division Leader positions are filled, the First Division Leader's will remain empty."

Their gazes locked again.

"If I join the Ghost Shadow Squad, can I continue to wear this mask?"

"Yes, but in return, you'll have to talk to me a lot. So that if someone appears before me wearing that green mask and pretending to be you, Green Mask, I'll be able to recognize them immediately."

Green Mask stared at Lee Ahn silently for a moment, then bowed his head respectfully and left.

Only after he disappeared did Lee Ahn clutch her chest in relief.

"Ugh! I thought I was going to die from nervousness. What did I even say? Ahh! I'm doomed. I rambled on and on and said way too much!"

Watching her from afar, I burst out laughing.

Just then, someone leaped through the air and landed on the branch next to me.

To my surprise, it was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He had apparently followed Green Mask here.

"He was losing sleep over it for a while, and now he's finally come here."

It seemed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had already noticed Green Mask's dilemma.

"Foolish bastard! What is he doing, bewitched by a pretty face?"

"It's a face worth being bewitched by, isn't it?"

"First you take my mask, Second Young Lord, and now you're taking my subordinate."

"Now, let's get this straight. You gave me the mask as a gift, and it's not me who's taking Green Mask, it's Lee Ahn over there."

"Then I suppose I'll have to take revenge on that pretty heart."

"Let's just say I'm the one taking him."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed softly. He sounded displeased, like a growling beast.

"What do you intend to do if Green Mask says he's leaving?"

"If I just let him go, would I be the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? I'll have to cut off at least an arm before sending him off."

I couldn't tell if he was serious or joking. When Lee Ahn first made the offer, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had watched without saying much. I thought he might let Green Mask go peacefully, but now it seemed that might not be the case. I had no way of knowing how he truly felt about Green Mask.

"Wouldn't it be all right to let him go in peace?"

"Are you saying that being a Division Leader in that nonexistent organization is better than being the future Demon Supreme?"

"In this respect, yes. Becoming the Demon Supreme is a matter of the distant future, while wanting to be a Division Leader is a desire of the present."

Actually, there was another reason. Green Mask would not be able to take the seat of Demon Supreme even when he grew old.

The current Extremely Evil Smiling Demon wouldn't know that he himself would hold the position of Demon Supreme for so long. He wouldn't know that Green Mask would spend all those long years just supporting him from behind.

"Both you, Smiling Demon, and I are bound by our given fates and cannot live as we please, can we? Why not let Green Mask, at least, live as he chooses?"

"He'll regret it later. What about that?"

"What can be done? It was his choice, so he'll have to regret it. He might regret it then and come back to you, Smiling Demon. Asking you to take him back."

"Not a chance."

"Please take him back. There's a good enough reason to."

"What reason is that?"

"Because the Green Mask of now and the Green Mask who has lived his own life will surely be different. The Green Mask who returns after wandering will be stronger. The sword of a man who has known regret will be faster."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared at me intently.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

"You were always curious about what's under my mask, weren't you? I'm always curious too. About what's inside you, Second Young Lord."

I was inwardly startled but answered calmly.

"Sometimes I wonder myself. What's inside me that makes me talk like I've lived a full life already. Being this talkative and preachy probably won't make me popular with the ladies these days, right?"

"So you do know."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed, and I laughed along with him.

"While we're on the subject, let me ask one favor. If Green Mask chooses to become a Division Leader, and you, Smiling Demon, get angry enough to want to cut off his arm, please meet with me first."

"Why? Are you going to cut off my arm so I can't cut off his?"

"I like you more than Green Mask, Smiling Demon, so why would I do that?"

"Then why do you want to see me?"

"For Lee Ahn's sake, if for no other reason, I have to try and stop you and persuade you somehow, Smiling Demon. I'm being sincere."

"I'll think about it."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon leaped away and left.

My gaze returned to Lee Ahn. She had calmed her excitement and resumed her tedious martial arts training.

You're doing well, Lee Ahn. In the end, Green Mask will come not because of your persuasion, but because he's captivated by your skill. I think the Smiling Demon's forgiveness also depends on that.


The next day, Seo Daeryong burst into the office with an excited face.

"Director, have you heard the rumor?" he asked immediately.

"What rumor?"

Seo Daeryong had brought a truly surprising rumor. "They say the Master is going to have a showdown with the Drunken Demon."

I was stunned. "Is that true?"

"I'm not sure if it's a false rumor or the real thing. It started from the Southern Blade Sect, though, but isn't it an unwritten rule that Demon Supremes don't fight each other?"

Seo Daeryong seemed worried that the rumor might be true.

"Are you worried?"

"Honestly, yes."

"What's there to worry about? Your Master has been training his martial arts like crazy lately."

"Still, he's getting on in years."

Does the Blood Heaven Blade Demon know? That his disciple is this worried about him. Then again, if he knew, would he have put Seo Daeryong through hell training just because he was in a bad mood?

As I stood up from my seat, Seo Daeryong asked, "Where are you going?"

"To buy liquor. A very strong one today."

"Ah! Are you going to stop the Drunken Demon?"

I spoke as I left the office.

"There won't be a duel. Because he'll die by my hand first."

I told them to reconcile, and instead they're having a duel? This is unbelievable, truly unbelievable.


Chapter 139: Punishment for the Cowardly Drunkard!

The Drunken Demon was sleeping, dead drunk. He had drunk so much that he didn't even notice my arrival.

"The Drunken Demon, the Drunken Demon!"

I called his name repeatedly, but he didn't wake up. In these moments, he was just a hopeless drunk.

I lifted the Drunken Demon and hurled him into the lake.

SPLASH!

I waited for a while, but the Drunken Demon did not surface from the water.

"I really can't deal with this!"

I jumped into the lake after him.

The Drunken Demon had sunk to the bottom of the lake like a corpse. I pulled him back to the surface.

"Snap out of it!"

The Drunken Demon opened his eyes and finally recognized me.

"Second Young Lord?"

I climbed onto the boat first. The Drunken Demon stayed in the water, floating on his back and staring at the sky.

"Aren't you coming up?"

"I'm staying here."

"Are you some rebellious youth? I can't stand to watch. I only put up with it because you're handsome."

"Stop staring at my handsome face and give me some liquor."

"Are you going to show me the divine skill of drinking while lying in the water? Which of the Drunken Demon's martial arts is this?"

When I didn't give him the liquor, the Drunken Demon held out his hand. A bottle from the ferry flew to him with telekinesis. He drank it while lying down.

"The rumors are true, aren't they?"

The Drunken Demon didn't answer.

"What on earth happened?"

The Drunken Demon swam away from the boat on his back, as if he didn't want to answer.

I rowed after him.

"I told you to reconcile, and now you're having a duel? You're basically picking a fight with me, aren't you? Get out here. Let's have a go."

"It's not my fault. It's that old man's. He threw away the liquor I gave him as a gift. He did it right in the front yard for everyone to see."

The Drunken Demon must have noticed the discarded liquor with his sensitive nose. The whole thing was wrong from the start.

"And do you know what that old man said to me after that?"

The Drunken Demon sat up. He laid an empty liquor bottle on its side in the water and sat on it. Neither the bottle nor the Drunken Demon sank.

"He asked if I enjoyed escaping reality by getting drunk and called me the most pathetic of all the Demon Supremes. So I asked him if there weren't Seniors who escape reality without even being drunk. I asked him who was more pathetic."

"You're not children, but you both act the same. So mature."

"He started it!"

"So?"

"I was going to end it there, but then he just had to make a comparison."

"With the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, I presume."

The Drunken Demon nodded and perfectly imitated the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's voice.

"You're worse than the mask-wearer. The mask-wearer only hides his face, not his heart."

The impression was so good that if you closed your eyes, you would think the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was speaking right there.

"How dare he compare me! And to someone like the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon! I almost blew my top."

"And so?"

"What do you mean, 'and so'? I was pissed, so I retorted. I said I was better than some timid man who suffers his whole life over one woman."

I shook my head, thinking he was hopeless.

"You didn't just touch a taboo. You ripped it wide open."

"So that old man's a dragon's scale, and I'm what, a fish scale? He touched mine first!"

SPLASH! The Drunken Demon plunged back into the water. He must have gone to the bottom, because he came up after a long while.

I asked him as he poked just his head above the surface.

"Just go and apologize. If he curses at you, just take it. He won't insist on fighting if you go that far."

"I don't want to. If anyone should apologize, it's him."

"Then you'll have to fight."

"I don't want to do that either!"

"Then what do you want to do?"

"I don't know either."

The Drunken Demon started swimming away again. I didn't chase him. Instead, I rowed in the opposite direction. Then, the Drunken Demon turned and swam after me.

"The reason I don't want to fight the Blade Demon is because of you."

"Because of me?"

Unexpected words flowed from his mouth.

"Because if he fights me, the Blade Demon you like so much will die."

I left him with his serious expression and rowed faster.

"I don't believe a drunk man's words."

The Drunken Demon's voice called from behind me.

"He'll die, I tell you!"

"I get it, so sober up and wait. I'm going to see Elder Blade Demon. If you're still drunk when I get back, you'll die by my hand!"

After leaving the Great Drunken Forest, I went straight to find the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was training again today. His techniques were rougher and more aggressive than usual. The atmosphere alone felt like the eve of a decisive battle.

"Why are you training so hard just to catch one drunkard?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sheathed his blade and sat on a rock in the yard. His entire body was drenched in sweat.

"What happens if you break the unwritten rule that Demon Supremes don't fight each other?"

"Nothing happens."

"You mean there are no sanctions?"

"That's right."

"Then why hasn't the unwritten rule been broken?"

"Because they know one person will surely die. The probability of dying is high, and even if your opponent doesn't kill you, the loser's life as a Demon Supreme is over. Who would follow a leader who lost to another Demon Supreme?"

"And you're going to duel, knowing that?"

"Why? Are you worried I'll be kicked out of my position as a Demon Supreme?"

"You've lived your whole life as a Demon Supreme. It won't be easy to live as an ordinary cult member."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon then said something unexpected.

"Do I look like a fool who would risk his position as a Demon Supreme over that insidious bastard?"

"Then why are you trying to fight?"

"It's for you."

Coincidentally, both men claimed they were acting for my sake. One refused to fight for me, while the other insisted on fighting for me.

"The reason he was suddenly acting friendly toward me was obviously because of you. You must have told him to reconcile, right? I knew that and provoked him on purpose."

"I heard the Drunken Demon mentioned the Sword Supreme Senior."

"What's the big deal? Everyone thinks the Sword Supreme is my great weakness, but that's not the case. In fact, at my age, one can even use their weaknesses."

"So you're saying you challenged him intentionally, not out of anger."

"That's right. I thought you could use this confrontation. When a problem like this arises, you naturally intervene. Wouldn't it be easier for you to use him then?"

"You thought that far ahead?"

"Did I misjudge?"

"No. You did well."

"On this matter, I'll follow your will. If you tell me to fight, I'll fight. If you tell me not to, I won't. This fight isn't my fight. It's yours."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had seen the essence of this matter. I was the one who tried to make them reconcile, and I was the one trying to mediate now. The Blade Demon had understood from the beginning that this was an issue between me and the Drunken Demon. He had probably even predicted that I would come to him like this.

"Don't expect me to reconcile with him. However, I understand that you need him. If it were anyone else, I would have stopped them, but you might be able to handle that insidious bastard. I've decided to trust you, not the Drunken Demon. So use this opportunity to get a firm grip on him."

A thought suddenly struck me.

I must not lose any fight from now on. How can I possibly lose when I have someone like this by my side, fighting for me?

So many things I wanted to say to him came to mind, but I swallowed them all.

"Thank you so much."

I bowed politely. As I turned to leave, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke softly from behind me.

"You have to earn the cost of the restorative medicine I made for you."

You're earning the cost of miracle herbs, not just restorative medicine.


"It seems you didn't want to die."

The Drunken Demon had sobered up and changed into new clothes. He was waiting in the Drunken Dream Palace.

"What did that old man say? I'm sure you took his side."

"What Elder Blade Demon said isn't important."

"What? Why? Did he curse me out again? He did, didn't he?"

"Because this is a matter between you and me, the Drunken Demon. This all happened because I asked you to reconcile with Elder Blade Demon, right?"

"I tried."

"This incident made me realize something. Reconciling the two of you is impossible. This problem is strictly between you and me, the Drunken Demon. We have to resolve it ourselves."

"How do you propose we resolve it?"

I placed the bottle of liquor I had brought on the table in front of him.

The Drunken Demon asked in surprise.

"You want to resolve it with liquor?"

"Let's drink until we drop. Who needs side dishes?"

The Drunken Demon stared at me blankly, then burst into laughter. It was the heartiest laugh I had heard from him since we met.

"Good, this is it! This is why I like you, Second Young Lord!"

The Drunken Demon called for Yeo Bin.

"Bring liquor! Bring all the liquor I've been saving!"

I began drinking with the Drunken Demon. This drinking session was like my first duel with Father, where I fought without restrictions. I had always drunk carefully, trying not to make mistakes, but today, I just drank. I returned to my mercenary days, when I lived lost in alcohol.

"You drink so well. How have you held back all this time?"

"There can't be two Drunken Demons in our Cult, can there?"

The Drunken Demon laughed heartily at my words. He was ecstatic that I drank with such determination.

Drinking in this pavilion had a different charm than drinking on the ferry. The Drunken Demon told all sorts of stories, from tales of meeting women in his youth to badmouthing the other Demon Supremes.

I also spoke freely, telling stories about my older brother bullying me as a child and about Father. We gradually got drunker.

I drank spiritedly, but my tolerance couldn't match the Drunken Demon's. He drank twice as much as I did.

"Ah, now I get it. I see why you jump in there, the Drunken Demon."

I jumped into the lake too. I felt more alive after swimming a lap and getting out.

"That lake is my side dish."

"I'll be drinking slowly from now on."

"Stop drinking. You've already had a lot."

"You know what? The coolest thing about you, the Drunken Demon, is that you don't force people to drink."

"What am I supposed to do if that's the coolest thing about me?"

"What do you mean? That's incredibly cool. It's the Drunken Demon not forcing drinks, which makes it truly cool. Ah, I'm getting drunk."

I flopped onto my back. The Drunken Demon didn't scold my rudeness. He kept drinking, and I lay there listening to his stories. Some might not have endured it. The Drunken Demon boasted an incredible amount, but I didn't find it bothersome. To be honest, it was fun.

As we were drinking, I made a proposal.

"Shall we have an arm wrestle?"

"Arm wrestle? Using inner arts?"

"Of course not. A man-to-man contest. How about it?"

"Fine, but it's no fun without stakes, so let's make a bet. The winner gets a wish granted."

"A wish for a mere arm wrestle?"

"This is a real match. Imagine our Cult Leader, the Murim Alliance Chairman, and the Evil Alliance Chairman gathered for a contest. An arm wrestling match with the fate of the murim on the line! Martial artists would find that more interesting, don't you think?"

"Alright. Then go take a dip in the water. Don't make excuses later that you lost because you were drunk."

"It's fine. Against you, it's nothing!"

We cleared the liquor table and arm-wrestled. How could he overcome my youthful strength? Just as I was about to push his arm over, I felt the Drunken Demon secretly using his qi.

"I knew it! You drunkard!"

I started using my inner arts too.

The Drunken Demon then began to use his inner arts in earnest. It was as if all the liquor he had drunk had become inner arts. His power was unexpectedly strong, showing that his claim of being able to kill the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was no mere bluff.

However, he couldn't overcome my qi. Today, I hid neither my drinking capacity nor my inner arts.

"......"

The liquor table shattered. The match was decided.

"Punishment for the cowardly drunkard! I won!"

I shot up from my seat and jumped up and down like a child.

"This is invalid! You put in strength first! And I drank more liquor, didn't I? I'll go take a dip in the water, so let's have a proper match!"

His unreasonable insistence was not going to work, especially since he used inner arts first.

I ignored his words and leaned against the railing. The setting sun began to dye the world red. I gazed at the scene for a moment, then spoke to the Drunken Demon. I couldn't look at him, so I spoke while watching the crimson-dyed lake.

"Everyone says you're insidious and suspicious, the Drunken Demon, but I enjoyed our drinking session."

"!"

"You know how some people are? Everyone else dislikes them, but you find them good. You're that kind of person to me, the Drunken Demon. I liked your showing off, your bluffing, and even the empty look I sometimes saw in your eyes. That's why I was also anxious. What could your intention be in approaching me? To be honest, I thought it wouldn't matter even if your intentions were impure. Who doesn't have secrets or selfish plans? I thought it was all fine. I just hoped for one thing. Please let it be something I can understand. Please don't let it be something that prevents us from being drinking buddies."

The Drunken Demon's eyes wavered, sensing I was speaking from the heart.

"Our Second Young Lord has a serious drinking habit. When you get drunk, you say everything on your mind."

I finally looked at him and said.

"Hyung."

The Drunken Demon's eyes widened at my word. He looked genuinely startled.

"Let's be sworn brothers starting today. This is my wish."

"But you won, so why?"

"Because it was what I wanted too."

Surprise and passion born from unexpected emotion filled the Drunken Demon's expression.

"You... you're definitely a madman."

"I hear that from you too, the Drunken Demon... no, Hyung. Since I've heard it from all the Demon Supremes, I guess I really must be a madman."

"Your madness is subtle, which makes it even scarier."

The Drunken Demon straightened his posture, brought over a cup, and poured me a drink.

"Little brother, have a drink."

"Yes, Hyung."

I drank the liquor he gave me. Then I poured him a drink, and he drank it too.

"Don't be too moved. It's true that I'm drawn to you, but I'm also doing this because I absolutely need you, Hyung, to become the successor. So only half of my heart is pure. As for the other half, let's fill it with liquor. I'll be going now."

I felt needlessly awkward and was about to stand up first when the Drunken Demon spoke abruptly.

"It's because of me."

Unexpected words flowed from his mouth.

"The reason the relationship between the Blade Demon and the Sword Supreme soured is because of me."

The Drunken Demon looked at my startled face and confessed an even more shocking fact.

"I drove a wedge between the two of them."


Chapter 140: In the Age of a Foolish Beast

The Drunken Demon's face was flushed red. I couldn't tell if the color came from alcohol, the sunset, or a shame he had buried for many years.

"I think I need another drink."

I was about to stand, but I sat back down.

I knew why the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme had a falling out. I knew they were once lovers who had a bad breakup. However, I never imagined the Drunken Demon was involved in their separation.

The Drunken Demon began to speak. "A long time ago, the Sword Supreme and I would occasionally drink and talk together. One day, the Sword Supreme asked me a question. Did I know what kind of person the Blade Demon was? I asked why she was asking. She said the Blade Demon had drawn her a picture. I asked to see what kind of picture it was. It was a painting of a beautiful woman, a portrait of the Sword Supreme. The moment I saw the painting, which depicted her as even more beautiful than she was in person, I knew. Ah, the Blade Demon likes the Sword Supreme. I just had a feeling."

This was them in their youth. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon drawing a picture for a woman was a truly unimaginable sight.

"Sure enough, after that, the Blade Demon started to express his interest in the Sword Supreme more and more. He'd ask her to have tea, go for walks. The Sword Supreme told me everything about her meetings with the Blade Demon. Do you know how I felt back then?"

"Was it bad?"

"Very."

"Were you also in love with the Sword Supreme, Drunken Demon?"

"It wasn't like that from the beginning. It was only when the Blade Demon started liking the Sword Supreme that I suddenly felt rushed. Until then, I thought the Sword Supreme liked the Cult Leader. So I thought she wouldn't accept anyone, but that wasn't the case. She had purely admired the Cult Leader."

I poured a drink into the Drunken Demon's cup. He stared blankly at the cup, recalling the past.

"One day, while we were drinking, I subtly hinted at my feelings for the Sword Supreme, but..."

The Drunken Demon couldn't continue. I sighed and finished his sentence.

"You were rejected."

The Drunken Demon slowly nodded.

"She said her heart was with the Blade Demon."

Suddenly, the Drunken Demon roared.

"Does that make any sense? Does it? That scrawny, ugly Blade Demon, who was even much older than us! I was so furious I couldn't sleep a wink. I was angry at myself for not confessing more carefully, and even angrier that she saw my flustered expression the moment I was rejected."

The Drunken Demon held nothing back and honestly recounted everything from that time.

"Thoughts like this tormented me. Did I not actually like the Sword Supreme that much, and only confessed because the Blade Demon liked her, driven by a selfish desire not to let someone else have her? What a fool, making excuses like this just because I was rejected! I couldn't sleep for days."

Considering the insidious Drunken Demon of today, it was an unimaginably pure side of him.

"Isn't that age a time when we are foolish beasts, led by instinct?"

"But you weren't, were you?"

I was the same.

"Damn it! Just thinking about it makes me so embarrassed and annoyed I could die!"

The Drunken Demon shot to his feet and paced back and forth across the pavilion. He then leaned against the railing and gazed at the now-darkened lake.

"From that day on, my heart became twisted. I didn't show it on the outside, but I wanted to tear the two of them apart somehow, but as time went on, the Sword Supreme's feelings for the Blade Demon only grew stronger. Then, one day."

The Drunken Demon lit a lantern attached to a pillar of the pavilion. He got angry, then talked, then paced, then lit a lamp. His complicated feelings were conveyed through his actions. The lantern lit up and brightened the surroundings.

"I was walking down a hallway in a brothel when I heard the Blade Demon's voice. He was drinking with some martial artists from the Southern Blade Sect. They must have been talking about the Sword Supreme, because the Southern Blade Sect martial artists were asking about her. How much do you like her, have you kissed? Have you slept with her? It was the kind of stuff friends say when they get together, but I was furious. Those bastards!"

The Drunken Demon emptied his cup. I drank with him. Perhaps because of the atmosphere, I didn't feel drunk. I felt as if I stood with the young Drunken Demon in that brothel hallway.

"I should have just kicked the door in and flipped the place upside down right then. You sons of bitches! Shut up!"

"Why didn't you?"

"I felt like the moment I broke down that door, my life would be over too."

We know now that nothing much would have happened even if he had. Looking back, it would just be remembered as a day of fighting and causing a scene.

"The next day, when I met the Sword Supreme, I told her what happened yesterday. I told her I'd met the Blade Demon at the brothel. That fact alone would have upset her, but I added words that were never said. I told her what the men with him were chattering about, as if the Blade Demon himself had said it. I said the Blade Demon was talking about kissing you. I still vividly remember how my heart pounded like crazy as I said those words. Am I really doing something this cheap? Am I really this kind of person? My heart was racing and my mind was berating itself, but my mouth was saying, 'Men always tend to show off in front of courtesans.' I didn't even know if there were any courtesans in that room that day."

"......"

A piece of the pavilion's railing broke off in the Drunken Demon's hand. I could feel the anger and regret in his drunken eyes. I could now clearly see the origin of his always-empty look.

"Some time after that, the Sword Supreme told me. She said she had a huge fight with the Blade Demon and they broke up. From that day on, the two of them fought every time they met."

"Did you continue to drive a wedge between them after that?"

The Drunken Demon shook his head.

"There was no need. Once the relationship was twisted, it unraveled uncontrollably. In fact, these days I sow discord freely. Sometimes I drink with the Sword Supreme just for the fun of badmouthing the Blade Demon together."

"Have you ever thought about apologizing to them?"

"I have."

"Then why didn't you?"

"If it had been for some grand reason, I might have apologized to the Sword Supreme, but I couldn't bring myself to say I did it out of jealousy. Or maybe I still hope the two of them don't get back together."

The Drunken Demon looked at me and added, "This is how petty and cheap of a person I am."

"I know."

"What?"

"Did you think I considered you an upright and honest person, Drunken Demon? You're insidious, wicked..."

"Enough!"

Hearing his own faults from someone else seemed to make him boil with anger.

"What did I do that was so wrong! If they were going to break up over a few words like that, they were bound to break up anyway, right? I'm right, aren't I? It's true he went to a brothel, and it's true he brought up the Sword Supreme in the first place, right? Who told him to go there? Who told him to meet me there? Damn it!"

I realized something. The Blade Demon and the Sword Supreme were not the only ones who had been fighting for all these years. Perhaps the Drunken Demon had been fighting the most fiercely of all.

"You're right. If they truly loved each other, they shouldn't have been shaken by something like that. Even if you had left them alone, they would have broken up for some other reason."

"Right? I'm right, aren't I?"

When I took his side, the Drunken Demon came over and grinned foolishly at me. Then he suddenly sighed.

"When she said they broke up, I wasn't happy at all."

It was time to ask the reason.

"Why did you tell me this story?"

"You kept asking, didn't you? Why I approached you. At a drinking party a while ago, the Sword Supreme told me. She said you wanted to make her and the Blade Demon your left and right wings."

"Did you come to cut off my wings? Or did you come to help attach them so we can fly together now?"

The Drunken Demon shook his head.

"I don't know either. Seeing the Blade Demon and the Sword Supreme getting along with you at the center, I just thought I should jump in too. I didn't know I'd end up saying all this."

"Do you feel relieved now that you've said everything?"

"I'm already regretting it. Why did I have to reveal such a pathetic act with my own mouth? I must have been possessed by a ghost. Completely taken in by all that talk about half-purity."

He flopped onto his back on the floor. He stared blankly at the pavilion ceiling and spoke.

"Every time you see me, you'll remember this."

"I probably will. Aigoo, my poor, foolish hyung."

The Drunken Demon laughed at my words. The small laugh grew louder and louder. After a good, hearty laugh, he asked, "Are you going to tell them the truth?"

I shook my head.

"That's not for me to decide."

"I plan on never telling them."

"Then don't."

"I really mean it."

"Go ahead."

The Drunken Demon shot up and stared at me.

"Don't you want the two of them to reconcile?"

"Do you really think they'll be happier if they learn the truth?"

"!"

"Setting aside their hatred for you, Drunken Demon, the two of them will feel even more regret that their love didn't work out for such a reason. Since they can't turn back time, that regret will be even greater, and what then, will the two of them start a new love now? Is that even possible? In the end, all three of you will be more miserable than you are now."

I believe this is a truth that should be buried forever. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon might try to kill the Drunken Demon in a fit of rage. Even if he succeeded, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would have to pay the price, and how would the Sword Supreme feel in the middle of all that? After all, this all happened because the Drunken Demon liked her too.

"Consider the one chance you had to reveal the truth as having been used on me right now."

Whether he had told me or not would make a huge difference. This past that clung to him like a ghost was not something he could face alone.

"If you can free yourself from the obsession of having to reveal the truth, you might actually be better at helping them reconcile. From now on, try to get closer to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and when you drink with the Sword Supreme, praise him instead of badmouthing him. If you do that, an unexpected opportunity to bring them together might arise someday. It's not too late to give them wings."

"You should be the hyung."

"I refuse. It's more fun to tease my poor, foolish hyung if he's the hyung."

The Drunken Demon's expression became much more relaxed. Having said everything, he looked as if a weight had been lifted from his shoulders.

"But you must keep one promise."

"What is it?"

"Drink less, and eat side dishes with your alcohol. Since it's come to this, I have to make sure my poor, foolish hyung lives a long life."

I don't know if the Drunken Demon's fate will change from this day forward. Will he still die from alcoholism despite this, or will he live a different life?

Perhaps, as his fate changes, he might even die sooner, but that's fine. Any death would be better than the Drunken Demon's end, dying from alcohol poisoning.

"Hyung, let's have one last drink. I can't drink anymore, and... thank you for telling me honestly."

The look he gave me was one I had never seen before. I wondered if we could maintain this expression towards each other until the very end.

"Little brother... thank you."

The Drunken Demon clinked his cup against mine.


The next day, Father summoned me.

When I entered the Heavenly Demon Hall, I could feel the atmosphere was different from usual. The great strategist Sama Myeong was there, and my brother Geom Muyang had also come.

After I greeted Father and Sama Myeong, Geom Muyang spoke to me.

"You reek of alcohol. How can you smell of alcohol when you're meeting with Father?"

"I drank a bit too much yesterday. With the person who loves alcohol the most in our Cult."

I deliberately mentioned the Drunken Demon. Geom Muyang tried hard to act composed.

"Yes, I heard you've been spending a lot of time with the Drunken Demon lately. Don't drink too much."

Geom Muyang must have been in a bad mood. He probably hoped the Drunken Demon would cause problems for me, but it must look like we were just getting along well.

Nevertheless, Geom Muyang tried his best not to show his emotions. My brother definitely becomes a different person in front of our father.

"Shouldn't you be more careful, Hyung?"

"What do you mean?"

"I heard you're hanging out with the Poison King these days. Mine is alcohol, but his is poison, isn't it? Be careful, Hyung."

Even in front of our father, a tense war of nerves unfolded. I didn't try to hide it on purpose, not from Father and not from my brother.

As seen in the Drunken Demon's case, feelings that are hidden and suppressed will eventually cause problems. Fighting and bickering openly like this was the right way to fight a battle to save my brother. People curse you when you show your anger on the outside, but they send assassins when you hide it on the inside.

Father watched our exchange with an unreadable expression before he nodded to Sama Myeong, giving him a signal.

Sama Myeong then stepped forward and spoke.

"Today, two different missions will be given to each of the two Young Lord."

In Sama Myeong's hands were two red envelopes.

The time had finally come. The real test to decide the successor had begun.

"To ensure fairness, please choose the one you prefer."

The moment I saw those envelopes, my heart stirred.

Before my regression, I remember this day. The two missions given to us.

My brother succeeded, and I failed.

By messing up this mission, I was completely removed from the line of succession.

Just like in the past, my brother gave me the first choice this time as well.

"You choose first. Don't regret picking the wrong one later."

"I doubt that will happen."

I slowly extended my hand and chose one of the two envelopes.


Chapter 141: Making the Right Choice This Time

I chose the path I knew. I had picked the mission on the right before my regression, so I chose the right envelope again today.

I can handle any mission now!

This was not the time for such confidence. It was a chance to humbly make up for a past failure.

Inside the envelope was a single sheet of paper with four characters written on it.

Punishing the False Demon.

It was the same command I had received in the past.

Sama Myeong sent a telepathic message to explain. This method ensured neither of us knew the other's mission.

[A strange group called the Heavenly Enlightenment Society has recently started operating in murim's shadows. They claim to create a new murim under heaven's command, but they only seek personal gain. Lately, they've impersonated our Cult's Demon Supreme and caused incidents we can no longer ignore. Second Young Lord, you must find their Chairman, assassinate him, and eliminate the Heavenly Enlightenment Society.]

Truthfully, when I heard this message before my regression, I had looked down on them. They were impersonating our Cult's Demon Supremes instead of asserting their own strength.

I perceived it differently now. Daring to impersonate a Demon Supreme meant they were either confident they could handle the consequences or had another scheme hidden away. These were no ordinary foes.

"I accept your command."

As I accepted the mission, Geom Muyang picked the remaining envelope. Of course, I knew exactly what mission was written inside.

After giving Geom Muyang the basic information telepathically, Sama Myeong addressed us both.

"You must resolve the missions alone. However, you may use the entire information network of our Cult's All-Knowing Hall. You may also, just once, use any one of our Cult's Demonic Army, the Four Strongest Demons, or the Eight Demon Supremes."

This meant we had to solve it alone but could receive the Cult's help to subjugate the enemy.

When Sama Myeong finished, Father spoke.

"A frog in a well or a flower in a greenhouse can't lead our Cult. Solve this definitively and return!"

Father entrusted me with this dangerous mission without a single word of caution. I smiled, easing the tense atmosphere.

"Father, which of us would you like to see return successful?"

My question made the corners of Father's mouth lift slightly. I could feel him forcibly holding back a comment.

In truth, his gaze was impartial as he looked down on us. He showed no personal favoritism toward me or my brother.

Before my regression, I had not looked at Father at this moment. I only thought that I had to complete the mission, no matter what.

This time, however, I looked at Father.

Father, don't worry. I'll resolve this safely and return.

I conveyed that trust with my eyes. This, too, was an effort to become the successor. The more Father trusted me, the closer I would get to the position of heir.

My gaze shifted from Father to Geom Muyang.

Hyung, do well and come back, just like before. I'll do well and come back too. Ah, don't look at me so coldly without even knowing my heart.


The next morning, Lee Ahn came to find me as I prepared to depart.

"You called for me?"

"I'm going to be leaving the Cult for a while."

"Where are you going?"

"I can't say."

I raised a finger and pointed upward. Lee Ahn realized I was leaving to carry out an order from the Heavenly Demon Hall.

"Buy me something tasty on your way back!"

"I'm not going out to play. I'm going to handle something incredibly dangerous."

"I'm busy with my martial arts training, so I'll get going."

"Terrifying enemies are going to come pouring out."

"Have a safe trip!"

Lee Ahn, who had run to the door, sighed and turned back.

"Wouldn't it be nice if I could just leave like that? How dangerous is it? I'll go with you and help."

She had switched from the playful Lee Ahn to the one who worried about me day and night.

"It's something I have to do alone, and I was just joking. You don't have to worry."

"Really?"

"Don't worry needlessly. Just focus on your own work."

"Speaking of which, Green Mask came to see me a little while ago."

I had watched the two of them meet but pretended not to know.

"Did he say he'll be the Division Leader?"

"No, he's still thinking about it. He just asked a few things and left."

"What's your feeling about it?"

"It's fifty-fifty. Honestly, right now I'm hoping he'll come, but I also think I'll be more worried if he actually does. It's because he'd be starting a new life because of me."

"Worrying about what comes after disregards Green Mask's own deliberation. You might think you have to take responsibility for him, but that's not the case at all."

"It's not?"

"That's right. Green Mask is also coming after careful consideration. He's coming because he's done the calculations and concluded that coming to you is more beneficial. If he comes and decides it's not for him, he'll leave. So don't feel burdened."

My words made Lee Ahn grin.

"Get stronger, Lee Ahn. Then, nine out of the ten problems you worry about will solve themselves."

After bidding farewell to Lee Ahn, I left my residence.

I intended to see each of the Demon Supremes before leaving. I did not necessarily need to check on them, but this time, I wanted to see them before I left.

The first place I visited was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's Valley of Evil.

He was always in that white room staring at the wall, but today, Green Mask informed me of his absence.

"The Demon Supreme left the Cult a few days ago."

"Can you tell me where he went?"

"He left without telling me either."

"When he returns, please tell him I stopped by."

"Yes, I will."

As I turned to leave, Green Mask asked me a question.

"I would like to ask one thing."

"Go ahead."

"You may find this question strange, but to the Second Young Lord, what kind of organization is the Ghost Shadow Squad?"

I knew very well why he was asking this, so I answered him honestly.

"It's the organization that will become my main force in the future. It's also the organization led by the person I cherish most. It will probably become the busiest organization in murim. So busy that you'll find yourself saying the days under the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon were good."

I could see the eyes behind Green Mask's mask form a smile.

"Thank you for telling me."

Green Mask bowed his head. I could have said more to him for Lee Ahn's sake, but I did not. Only when one makes a decision based on their own judgment can even regret become valuable.

Next, I visited the Flower Sword Supreme.

After hearing about the past from the Drunken Demon, I found myself thinking about her life.

If things had worked out with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, would she be happier now than she is?

"You seem to be getting younger these days."

"Don't say such nonsense. I've been worried about all the new wrinkles lately."

Despite her words, the Flower Sword Supreme's face brightened at the rare compliment.

"I heard you had a drink with the Drunken Demon?"

"How did you know?"

"The Drunken Demon stopped by. He said he got some good liquor and left it for me. He did something he doesn't usually do, which was strange."

"What did he say when he gave you the liquor?"

"He was bragging and so happy about how you two had decided to become sworn brothers."

"I don't know if that's a good thing. If I become sworn brothers with him, the whole hierarchy gets tangled."

"Then be friends with me too."

"Please don't say such things, even as a joke. I was only joking."

The Drunken Demon probably did not come just to brag. He must have confessed everything to me and felt sorry toward her.

I would have to wait and see how the Drunken Demon would act from now on.

"As you know, the Drunken Demon and the Blade Demon don't get along. Will that be alright?"

"You'll have to help, Senior."

"......"

"Even if you don't feel like it, please say some good things about Elder Blade Demon. I know you're displeased with him. Still, I'm asking you to do it for my sake."

The Flower Sword Supreme gave no answer. It seemed even my request was not enough to erase her animosity toward the Blade Demon.

Still, I expected things to improve. If the Drunken Demon stopped badmouthing the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and started saying positive things, her feelings might also slowly change.

Next, I visited the Drunken Demon.

However, Yeo Bin delivered some unexpected news.

"The Drunken Demon has entered seclusion training."

The news was so sudden it startled me.

"Seclusion training, all of a sudden?"

"He said he's been drinking too much lately and needs to expel some of the alcohol qi."

"That's a good thing, right?"

"Yes, it's what I've truly been hoping for. Thank you, Second Young Lord."

"Don't mention it. He promised me he'd cut back on drinking and eat more side dishes when he does drink, so please take good care of him, Martial Artist Yeo."

"Yes, I will."

I had felt for a while that this Yeo Bin was fond of the Drunken Demon. Did the Drunken Demon know how she felt? Like a sly old fox, I suspected he knew but pretended not to.

The last Demon Supreme I visited was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon at his residence.

"The Elder's blade is becoming even fiercer."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was, as always, immersed in his training.

"The more you grow, the fiercer your enemies will become."

"Are you really training to face my enemies? Are you planning to have a go at the Demon Supremes who support my brother?"

"It's not just because of the succession fight."

"Then what is it?"

"Do you remember what I said before? The saying that when a dragon ascends to the heavens, it brings a storm with it."

"Of course. The Elder said that my people were being swept away by that storm."

"That's right. You said it was a loach stirring up trouble in muddy waters, but I believe that trouble will awaken the sleeping dragons of murim."

"Aren't you overestimating me?"

"Seeing what you've shown so far, this is an underestimation. Be careful when you're out there. It may seem like our Cult, the Murim Alliance, and the Evil Alliance have murim divided and under control, but we are a small fraction of all martial artists. We don't know where someone stronger might pop out from. Don't forget. Jianghu is a place where masters and strange individuals are as numerous as grains of sand."

"I will always judge carefully and act with caution."

"And, one moment."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon went into his room and came out with a small box. I opened it and found a single pill inside.

"It's an Explosive Qi Pill. Use it if you're in a pinch."

An Explosive Qi Pill, when taken with depleted inner arts, restored them two to three times faster than usual.

Because it had no side effects, one had to pay a fortune to obtain it, and even then, it was incredibly rare and difficult to find.

"You should save it and use it, Elder."

"Are you planning to work this old man to the bone by making me take an Explosive Qi Pill? You take it and use it."

He forcefully pressed the pill into my hand. I felt his worry and hidden affection, and my heart swelled with emotion.

Elder, don't worry. I'll be careful and return safely.

Since I was receiving it anyway, I accepted it cheerfully.

"Don't you have anything else to give me? Why don't you go back inside and look for more?"

"There's nothing! Nothing else!"

"Seeing as you're denying it so strongly, you must have something. I'll look forward to it next time."

I smiled, offered my farewells, and was about to turn away when the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked.

"What happened with that sly fellow?"

"We've decided to address each other as sworn brothers from now on."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked dumbfounded, then his expression changed to one of admiration.

"If you were a mere loach, you never would have been able to become sworn brothers with that sly fellow."

He might not like the Drunken Demon, but he acknowledged that becoming sworn brothers with him was a remarkable feat.

"I'm just doing as I please because I trust in you, Elder."

"And isn't that why this old body is swinging this heavy blade?"

After leaving the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence, I left the Cult.

Once I reached a deserted area, I began to run in earnest. I had come to prefer moving alone lately, especially because of the Swift Step.

However, even when running, I made sure to rest properly. My every move would be reported to the Heavenly Demon Hall, so there was no need to reveal that I could run at an unbelievable speed.

I would run to my limit using the Swift Step, and when I reached a designated point, I would spend the rest of the time there practicing the remaining Four Strides of the Wind God.

My Shadow Step grew stealthier, my Vanishing Step faster, and my Hell Step more ferocious. I trained relentlessly, pouring all my effort and concentration into it. For now, my martial arts goal was the complete mastery of the Four Strides of the Wind God.

According to data from the All-Knowing Hall, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society had caused several incidents in the Hunan area.

The most recent incidents had occurred in Yongxing County and Dongkou County.

In the past, I had gone to Yongxing County to investigate and track the Heavenly Enlightenment Society. However, the incident there was not their doing. It was the work of copycats.

Because of that, I wasted a lot of time and belatedly went to Dongkou County to chase their trail. That made me impatient, causing me to miss clues I should have found, and in the end, I failed the mission.

Of course, this time, I made the right choice.

Upon arriving in Dongkou County, I immediately went to the Moon Wind Sect, where the incident had occurred.


Chapter 142: The Answer Lies with You

The Moon Wind Sect Leader, Chu Saeng, struggled to suppress his boiling anger.

Seok-hyung, a man Chu Saeng trusted, spoke. "Please don't worry too much. Several sects in Hunan have promised to cooperate with us."

The words only infuriated Chu Saeng more.

"Cooperation? How? Be specific. Did they say how many people they'd send, and when and where?"

Seok-hyung could not answer. The sects had only promised to help, offering nothing specific. Though they had maintained secrecy, rumors already spread that the Demonic Cult was involved.

"Put yourself in their shoes. Would they send their own people to face those bastards from the Demonic Cult? They'll pretend to be worried, but they'll be too busy locking their own doors."

Chu Saeng shot to his feet. Seok-hyung sensed an aura that suggested Chu Saeng was about to smash something and quickly tried to stop him.

"Compose yourself."

"How can I calm down when I'm this angry? These Demonic Cult bastards! I'll chew them up alive!"

"......"

Chu Saeng punched a hole in the wall with a palm strike. More than twenty holes had appeared since the incident. They would patch one, and another would be punched through.

Indignation and resentment filled Chu Saeng. He could not contain his surging anger, and fear lay at the root of it all.

Afraid that bastard would return.

Chu Saeng could not sleep at night. His nerves were stretched to their breaking point.

"You should ask the Murim Alliance for help, even now."

The Moon Wind Sect was a sect that straddled the line between orthodox and unorthodox. It belonged to neither the Murim Alliance nor the Evil Alliance.

"If we do that, we'll be at the mercy of those Murim Alliance bastards. If they solve this problem, they'll use it to demand our unconditional submission. Even if they fail, they'll use some excuse to subordinate us."

Sects in the Murim Alliance had to pay a fixed amount of money every year. The same was true for the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Evil Alliance. In return, they could receive help when problems arose.

It was not just about the money. Chu Saeng did not want to belong to the orthodox sects.

At that moment, someone spoke Chu Saeng's innermost thoughts aloud. "You wouldn't want to be under bastards who do nothing for you but regularly extort your money. Isn't that right?"

Chu Saeng and Seok-hyung spun around in surprise. A young man stood in the main hall. He had entered without them noticing.

Seok-hyung drew his sword and stepped between the Sect Leader and the man. "Who are you?"

The two men tensed. They had not noticed someone entering.

The young man stated, "I'm from the Divine Cult."

The person who startled the two men was me.

I could have announced myself at the entrance, but I chose not to. The Moon Wind Sect was in a chaotic state, bustling with martial artists from the entrance to the inner halls.

"Please understand. I dislike crowds, so I came in quietly."

Chu Saeng waved Seok-hyung back. He knew that if I had intended a surprise attack, they would already be dead.

"I am Chu Saeng, the Sect Leader of the Moon Wind Sect."

He had lost his father early and, in his late twenties, was one of the youngest sect leaders in Hunan province.

I did not reveal my identity.

"I've come to handle the incident that occurred in your esteemed sect. I can't reveal my identity due to circumstances, but you should recognize this, shouldn't you?"

I showed them a token engraved with the demonic ghoul that symbolized our Cult.

Chu Saeng was naturally suspicious. "A token can be forged, so I can't trust you based on that alone."

"How did someone as suspicious as you get fooled by those bastards?"

"You've gone too far!"

Seok-hyung stepped forward, and I extended my hand.

SWAAAAA.

Demonic qi erupted from me and constricted Seok-hyung's body.

He cried out, "Keuk," unable to move. His face turned crimson as he struggled to breathe.

"Sometimes, skill can serve as proof of identity, can't it?"

As demonic qi dominated the surroundings, Chu Saeng said urgently, "Stop! I've lost many subordinates this time. I can't lose another. Let him go."

I withdrew the demonic qi. Seok-hyung gasped for breath and could move again. He glared at me with fearful eyes but still stood protectively before Chu Saeng.

"I too have loyal subordinates like you. If I were to lose them, I'd feel like my heart was being torn out. I'm sure it's the same for Sect Leader Chu, so the two of you shouldn't act rashly."

Though I spoke to Seok-hyung, my words were meant for Chu Saeng. The quick-witted Chu Saeng sent Seok-hyung away.

"You may leave."

"......"

Seok-hyung left so obediently that it seemed Chu Saeng had sent a telepathic message. It was likely an order to gather all the masters of the Moon Wind Sect, since the two of them alone could not handle me.

Chu Saeng remained composed, even though we were now alone.

"You cause all this trouble, and now you show up saying you'll clean it up? What exactly are your intentions?"

"Not to clean up, but to investigate. The recent incident wasn't our doing."

Chu Saeng scoffed. The Heavenly Enlightenment Society had deceived him by impersonating one of our Cult's Demon Supremes, and he firmly believed we were responsible.

Several similar incidents had occurred recently, but not all the sects in the Central Plains were aware of this fact yet.

In other words, this was a time before the Heavenly Enlightenment Society had fully emerged.

"Tell me what happened. If I'd come to harm you, would I be standing here arguing with you like this?"

My words seemed to reach him, and Chu Saeng finally began to speak about the incident.

"A while ago, a man came claiming to be from the Divine Cult."

"Who did he say he was?"

"He was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

I knew those bastards were impersonating a Demon Supreme, but I did not know it was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

A dry laugh escaped me.

What were they thinking, impersonating the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon of all people? What would they do if they ran into the real one?

"What did he look like?"

"He wore a white mask."

Right. Since he wears a mask, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would be the easiest Demon Supreme to impersonate.

"You believed him just because he wore a mask?"

Chu Saeng stated with conviction, "He was the real Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"Why do you believe that?"

At that moment, rage consumed Chu Saeng.

"He killed my sect's masters in an instant. His finger qi bullet pierced their faces, and his palm technique blew their torsos to pieces. One of the top three masters in our sect was among the dead. If he wasn't the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, then who in the world could he be?"

It seemed they had even mimicked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's unique demonic arts, the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm and the Blood Calamity Finger. Under such circumstances, Chu Saeng had no choice but to believe.

"After turning the place into a sea of blood by killing those who tried to protect me, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon forced us to submit and pledge loyalty to the Demonic Cult."

The bastard committed unnecessary slaughter just to intimidate his opponent. That act alone makes him an evil that deserves to die.

"And do you know what else he did? It would've been less absurd if the bastard had just massacred us. We would've just thought we were unlucky to be caught and killed."

"What did he do?"

"He stole our money as he left. He demanded we hand over all the money we had on hand and cleaned out the sect's funds. You people are nothing but thieves! How dare you!"

I could understand any curse that followed.

"How much money did he take?"

"About sixty-two thousand taels."

Now I understood Chu Saeng's anger. I also saw why so many holes were punched in the wall.

"If we'd fought and lost for any other reason, I wouldn't feel this wronged. Submit to the Demonic Cult? Don't make me laugh! That was just an excuse. He killed my men just to steal our money. Do you understand what I'm saying? My men died for mere money! He should've just asked for the money from the start!"

Unable to hold back, he roared.

"UAAAAAARGH! I'm so angry I can't stand it. I'm not going to die a natural death."

From the way Chu Saeng spoke, I gathered he was usually a cheerful and pleasant person. If things continued like this, he would never return to how he was. The families of the dead, their friends, the survivors. The number of victims was not yet final.

"Right now, Sect Leader Chu, you're too angry to utilize your strengths."

"And what strengths are those!"

I took a piece of paper from my robes and read it. "The Moon Wind Sect Leader, Chu Saeng. Bright and has good judgment. Has strong pride and a hot-blooded side."

"Which bastard made that assessment?"

"The chief of our Cult's All-Knowing Hall, the Hunan Branch. Would you like to meet him?"

Chu Saeng looked at me, his expression torn between belief and disbelief. He then reproached himself in a drained tone. "What good is being bright and having good judgment? I was just helplessly defeated like this."

"Still, you must have your revenge, mustn't you?"

At the word 'revenge', strength returned to Chu Saeng's eyes.

"I will. I absolutely will."

There was a time when I felt the same. Revenge when I slept, revenge when I ate, revenge when I saw people. A time when I could not live a normal life, my mind consumed with the single thought of how to get revenge.

Chu Saeng was the same. He could not face his enemy through normal means.

However, just as I was fortunate enough to meet Seo Jin, he was fortunate enough to meet me.

"That revenge, I will help you with it."

Chu Saeng went to the table and gulped cold tea straight from the pot.

"Was it really not your doing?"

"Doesn't it seem strange to you too? If the real Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was after your money, would he have left after taking only sixty-two thousand taels? He would've taken everything down to the foundation pillars."

"What if it was just some kind of game to him?"

"If he enjoyed such a game, he'd be killed by the hands of our Cult Leader, the Heavenly Demon. Let's say it was a game. If that were the case, who here would've been left alive?"

"To be honest, I thought it was strange too. That's why I thought the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had gone mad."

Though he might go mad one day if he keeps staring at that white wall.

"He's still sane. I met him not long ago."

Chu Saeng flinched in surprise when I said I had met the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Because of the skill I had shown, however, he did not seem to think I was bluffing.

"Is the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon really in your Cult?"

For a moment, I hesitated to answer. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was not in the Valley of Evil when I departed.

"He was."

I did not answer this way because I did not want to argue with Chu Saeng. I was certain it was not the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's doing. Father says you can never truly know what is inside a person, but some things you can know. No matter how evil the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is, he is not the kind of person to do this.

"If that man was a fake, then the one in your cult must be a fake too."

I wondered what a powerful impression the imposter had left to make him say such a thing.

I walked slowly around the main hall. I tried to picture the situation from that day, the killing of the Moon Wind Sect's martial artists, the theft of the money.

Why on earth did they do this? For money? Or to draw us in? I have to find a clue about them in this incomprehensible incident.

"Fine. Let's say he was a fake, as you claim. Then why on earth did that fake bastard do this? Was he trying to drive a wedge between us and the Murim Alliance? To start a war?"

"If that were the case, he would've targeted one of the orthodox sects belonging to the Murim Alliance."

"Then what is it?"

"That's why I'm here. To find out what's going on."

After staring at me for a moment, Chu Saeng opened the door and went outside. Seok-hyung and dozens of the Moon Wind Sect's martial artists had formed a perimeter there.

Chu Saeng went out alone and spoke to Seok-hyung. "Have the men stand down and prepare a guest room. We'll be treating him as an honored guest for the time being."

"Yes, I understand."

Seok-hyung looked relieved. It seemed he had gathered the martial artists but judged they could not handle me.

Chu Saeng came back inside.

"The thought that you might be in league with that bastard won't leave my mind. Still, I'm going to trust you. Do you know why? Because right now, I have to grasp at any straw I can find."

Then he suddenly looked up at the ceiling and shouted, "Father! Grandfather! Please help me! Please don't let me be toyed with any longer! Please watch over our sect! Please save my subordinates!"

Seeing as it was his fate to meet me, his ancestors were already helping him enough.

After his outburst, he revealed his true feelings. He lowered his voice so his subordinates outside could not hear. "Your arrival has ruined me. If he's a fake Extremely Evil Smiling Demon like you say, then I can't give up on revenge. If it were the real Demonic Cult, I could at least give up, telling myself it can't be helped. Because of you, I've stepped onto a bridge I can never turn back from. I have to cross this endless bridge of revenge for the rest of my life!"

"I will help you cross that bridge."

In the past, I had arrived too late and left this place in my haste without a proper investigation. In those days, I did not see Father, and I did not see Lee Ahn. It was a time when I only saw myself, not others, so naturally, I did not see Chu Saeng either.

"There are countless sects in the murim, so there must be a reason they chose your sect. Why you? Young, bright, hot-blooded, and proud. Besides what's written on this paper, what else is there to you?"

I approached him, stared intently into his face, and demanded, "There must be a reason those bastards chose you. Now, give me the answer!"



Chapter 143: The Reason You Appeared Before Me

"If I knew the answer, do you think I would have ended up like this!" Chu Saeng roared.

His hot-blooded nature was certainly clear. Not many people could shout like that at a demonic practitioner, especially one they knew was far stronger.

"My apologies. My patience is filled to the brim these days. Just one small pebble will make it overflow."

"I understand."

"What do you understand!" he roared again, then quickly apologized. "My apologies. This isn't something I should be angry at you for."

"It's fine. Wouldn't it be stranger to remain calm in a situation like this?"

Chu Saeng spoke to me in a slightly softer tone. "What should I do now?"

"Act as you normally would. Proceed with what you were planning to do, as if I'm not here."

"How can I pretend you're not here when you are?"

"Just focus on yourself. In a life-or-death situation like this, is there anything you can't do?"

I took out the paper with information about him and handed it over.

"Keep this with you always. Open it when you feel confused or your confidence wavers. Especially, don't forget the part that says you're brilliant. You are a brilliant man. So, use that smart head of yours to judge well."

Chu Saeng clenched the paper he was reading. It seemed even that paper was enough to make his patience overflow. He couldn't bring himself to tear it, so he stuffed the crumpled paper into his robes.

"How do you plan to move now? If I hadn't come, would you have contacted the Murim Alliance?" I asked.

Chu Saeng pondered for a moment before shaking his head. "I would have sooner joined hands with the Evil Alliance than call the Murim Alliance."

"Then will you join hands with the Evil Alliance?"

"Not them either," he answered honestly. Even before my regression, he hadn't joined hands with either the Murim Alliance or the Evil Alliance.

"Then how did you plan to resolve this?"

"I don't know either."

In that moment, I saw his pupils tremble minutely. To deceive me, one would have to be capable of deceiving oneself, and he was still too young.

He's hiding something from me.

However, I didn't press him. It was only natural for him not to trust me, someone he had just met. Pushing someone who tries to hide something only results in lies or excuses. It's best to handle such times calmly.

"Let's rest for today."


Seok Hyeong guided me to a guest room.

Good food and wine were brought out. I checked each dish for poison with a silver needle before I finished my meal.

Then, in my room, I trained in the Four Strides of the Wind God. The space, whether narrow or wide, didn't matter. Training in the room was an extension of the duel I'd had with Father at the inn, so it was highly effective.

My training would not stop now that I had the goal of achieving complete mastery before being taught the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.


When the moon shone brightly, I went to see Chu Saeng. He couldn't sleep despite the late hour and was lost in thought in his room.

"Did you rest well?"

"I rested well, but it seems you haven't slept a wink, Sect Leader Chu."

"I haven't been able to sleep properly these days." Indeed, Chu Saeng's eyes were red and bloodshot.

"One cannot make proper judgments without sleep."

"What can I do when sleep won't come, even if I want it to?"

"Try to get a proper night's sleep, just for one day. Shall I help you?"

"How? Are you going to press my acupoints?"

"I have a secret method for falling asleep when sleep won't come, taught to me by our Cult's demonic physician."

Chu Saeng seemed intrigued at the mention of a demonic physician.

"Come now, you have nothing to lose. Lie down on the bed here."

"This is... embarrassing, Commander."

Contrary to his words, the pain of sleeplessness must have been too much for Chu Saeng. He obediently lay down on the bed like a new bride.

"Do as I say. First, relax the muscles in your face. Next, release the tension in your shoulders and arms. More relaxed. Now, release the tension in your thighs and your entire legs, and imagine you're lying on a sandy beach under the warm sun. Now, raise a stream of qi from your qi center and slowly move it as I instruct. Move it slowly from the Subun acupoint to the Jungwan acupoint, from Jungjeong to the Okdang acupoint, and again..."


When Chu Saeng opened his eyes, it was morning. He woke up in bed, bewildered. He hadn't slept properly in days, but his throbbing headache was gone, and his body felt as light as a feather. He had slept surprisingly deeply.

"Ah! That secret method!"

It seemed he had fallen asleep without realizing it while following the secret method taught by that man from the Demonic Cult whose name he didn't even know.

Chu Saeng got out of bed and hurriedly left the room.

Geom Mugeuk was in the main hall where they had first met yesterday, staring at a mark on the wall.

"You're here?"

"Thanks to you, I slept well. I don't know how long it's been since I slept so soundly."

"Sect Leader Chu, you seem like someone who belongs in the orthodox sects."

"What are you suddenly talking about?"

"It's because I think the reason you couldn't sleep, Sect Leader Chu, was due to guilt over not being able to protect your subordinates."

"What are you talking about? I was just angry at that person. I couldn't sleep because I couldn't overcome my own temper out of sheer rage."

Chu Saeng hated being treated as someone from the orthodox sects. This was largely his father's influence. From a young age, his father had taught him that being good only gets you taken advantage of.

"Do you think I could have survived in this jianghu until now with such a soft heart? Don't be ridiculous. Don't provoke me with such nonsense."

"I understand."

When he agreed so readily, Chu Saeng found himself getting angry at that too. He had come to thank him for the good night's sleep, only to end up raising his voice for no reason.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk turned, pointed at the wall, and asked, "This hole here."

"Ah, I punched a few holes in a fit of anger. I'm on the verge of making another one right now."

"Not those, I mean this one."

Where Geom Mugeuk pointed, there was a small hole.

"Is that the hole made by the finger qi bullet he fired?" Chu Saeng's expression hardened.

"That's right. It pierced through my subordinate and then through that wall. I specifically told them not to patch it up, so I can look at it and remember what happened that day."

Geom Mugeuk's expression was grave as he looked at the hole.

"What's wrong?"

"Because it looks exactly like the real Blood Calamity Finger."

"Are you perhaps talking about the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's martial arts?"

"Yes. I have seen his martial arts before."

At that, Chu Saeng became agitated. "See, wasn't I right? It's the real Extremely Evil Smiling Demon!"

"It's not the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"What are you talking about now? Didn't you just say it was the real Blood Calamity Finger?"

"I meant that the technique is that exquisite. It is not the work of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"You seem to trust the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon too much."

"I trust him."

"This is why I can't trust you. How can I trust someone who trusts the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon so much?"

"Whether you trust me or not is your choice, but this time, please trust me."

Chu Saeng stared at Geom Mugeuk without a word. He was a truly strange person. He said he was from the Demonic Cult, but he didn't feel like a demonic practitioner. He lacked the characteristic roughness, cruelty, and sinister aura of a demonic practitioner. On the contrary, despite having met only a few days ago, he had a strange power that somehow made one want to trust him.

If this man is a villain, he'll be a truly great one.

Chu Saeng hid such thoughts and asked Geom Mugeuk, "But why did you tell me, knowing I would be this suspicious?"

"I had to tell you. There is nothing more foolish than hiding your true intentions while pretending to work together. If that's the case, we shouldn't have joined hands in the first place."

The words struck a nerve with Chu Saeng, who was hiding something.

"If you can't sleep today either, use the method I taught you. Your face looks much better."


The next morning, Chu Saeng came to see me again.

"I slept well again yesterday. Perhaps you were right. The better I sleep, the more I feel sorry for the dead."

"Think of the other sect members you must protect, Sect Leader Chu. What can be done? The living must live on and move forward."

It was a cliché consolation, but it seemed to offer some comfort, as he stood up with a slightly more relaxed expression.

"If there's anything you need, please let me know."

"I will."

Chu Saeng looked around the room as if he had something to say. "How long are you going to be here? It doesn't seem like anything will change by just staying here."

"I'll be here until you tell me the truth."

"!"

Flinching for a moment, Chu Saeng turned toward me.

"Sleeping well has cleared my head, and my thoughts about you have changed as well. I realized there must be a reason for this person to be by my side. An extraordinary person like him wouldn't be here for no reason."

I said to him calmly, "That's right. I noticed you were hiding something from me."

If this had been when we first met, he would have flatly denied my words, but the Chu Saeng of now did not.

"Then why don't you force it out of me? With your martial arts, you could surely find out, even if you had to resort to torture."

"This may sound strange to you, but I will say it. My demonic path is one that eliminates the absolute evil of the world. My demonic path does not break tables, and my demonic path does not torture those who are not evil."

"Those are truly strange words."

However, his expression said otherwise. He was beginning to understand what kind of person I was.

"I believe the reason they chose you is because of that something you're hiding right now. If my guess is correct, you will eventually be killed by them because of it. It may be hard to believe, but I want to save you."

"It is hard to believe... but I am believing your words. I have no reason to trust you, yet I keep wanting to, which makes me hesitate even more. I wonder if I'm being deceived by you. Father told me never to trust anyone's words. That was his last will."

Chu Saeng looked up at the sky. What answer would his father be giving him now? He had done well so far, but this trial, which had befallen him before he even turned thirty, was too difficult for him to overcome on his own.

Tell your son to open his heart a little. I will definitely save your son.

Did my feelings perhaps reach him?

After agonizing for a long time, Chu Saeng confessed his inner thoughts.

"After this incident, I kept thinking of one method. I kept debating whether I should tell you about it or not. My head told me I must never reveal the secret, but my gut told me to reveal it. It told me to trust you."

"I'll contact the All-Knowing Hall's Hunan Branch and have them change your record. 'Good intuition, but not brilliant.' Like that."

Chu Saeng laughed. It was the laugh of someone who had finally made up his mind. "I was planning to ask one person for a favor."

"Who is that?"

"I don't know who it is either."

Chu Saeng took out something he had kept on a necklace chain and showed it to me. It was a coin, cut in half.

"It's a gratitude coin."

A gratitude coin was a type of token where a coin was cut in half and given to a benefactor. Later, if even a descendant brought the coin, the debt of gratitude would be repaid.

"Father said he saved the owner of this gratitude coin when he was injured and on the verge of death. When he passed this down to me, Father repeatedly warned me to only use it when the life and death of myself and my family were at stake."

"Do you know who the owner of this coin is?"

Chu Saeng shook his head. "He didn't tell me. I don't even know if that person is still alive."

"How do you use this gratitude coin?"

"He said if I go to any Yellow River Inn in the Central Plains and show the coin to the owner, someone will come looking for me."

Contacting someone through an inn was a method used by our Cult and the Murim Alliance. I thought the owner of the coin must have been part of a large organization at one time.

"Can just anyone use it?"

"No. He said only our direct family members can use it. I'm not saying this because I'm worried you'll take it from me. He really told me that."

"I believe you. If that weren't the case, they would have already killed you and taken the gratitude coin."

"Do you really think that bastard did this because of this coin?"

"I can't be certain, but I have a feeling that's the case."

If they were after this, as I suspected, then they must be looking for the owner of this coin. Who could it be?

"When the incident happened, why didn't you use it right away?"

Chu Saeng let out a long sigh. "I agonized over it. I truly agonized until my head felt like it would burst. I was afraid. I was afraid that if I used this, I would get entangled with that person again. I was afraid that if I failed at revenge, that bastard would come find us and annihilate my family. I wished it would all just pass."

Chu Saeng lifted his head and looked at me.

"I believe Father sent you to appear before me to rebuke me for my cowardice. I will bet my fate, and the fate of my sect, on you."


Four days later, we sat in a Yellow River Inn in Hunan. When we showed the coin to the owner, he simply told us to wait here.

We waited without a plan.

Chu Saeng sat in the inn all day, perhaps afraid that someone would come and leave.

I stayed cooped up in my room training in the Four Strides of the Wind God. When it was time for meals, I ate with Chu Saeng, drank tea, and talked with him.

I told him about the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. I also told him stories about famous martial artists, sects, and mercenaries from various regions. I described the scenic beauty and delicious cuisine of the Central Plains. I also told him about hunting and camping.

He was amazed by my extensive knowledge. No matter what he asked, I was the one with the answers.

It got to the point where Chu Saeng said this. "How can someone so young know so much? Are you perhaps... someone who has undergone Rejuvenation?"

"Even if I had the chance, I wouldn't do it. I'm going to grow old and die with my people."

"I'm curious about what kind of people they are. I want to see who surrounds a person like you."

"You'll regret it if you see them."

"Why is that?"

I answered with a smile. He wouldn't say such things if he'd ever been poked in the side by the Blood Heaven Blade Demon until he was bruised.

On the tenth day of waiting there, someone finally came to find us.

The moment he saw him, Chu Saeng shot up from his seat in shock.

It wasn't just Chu Saeng. I was surprised too.

A man wearing a white mask strode toward us.


Chapter 144: You're More Handsome Even With a Mask On

"That's him! That's the one!" Chu Saeng shouted. He panicked when he saw the white mask.

"Run! No, we have to run!" Chu Saeng screamed, thinking I was frozen in fear.

"Even you can't handle that man! Let's hurry and run."

When I still didn't move, Chu Saeng scowled and drew his sword.

"Damn it! Let's attack together!"

"You're truly a man suited for the orthodox sects."

"Are you crazy? What nonsense are you spouting in a situation like this!"

I understood why his father's will told him not to trust people. Even now, he refused to run away and tried to protect me.

The man in the white mask approached our table before I knew it.

The man in the white mask stared at us silently.

Chu Saeng trembled. He had vowed revenge, but his body wouldn't move now that he faced his opponent.

I broke the heavy silence that filled the room.

"Why didn't you show me this dangerous world before?"

To my surprise, he was the real the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

When I first saw him, I assumed he was the fake the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon who had visited the Moon Wind Sect.

But as he walked toward us, I realized he was the real the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He had an aura that only the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon could exude.

"Why on earth are you here?"

"Why is the Second Young Lord here?"

Chu Saeng's eyes widened in surprise at our conversation.

He must be confused. Is this the real one, or am I in league with the fake?

I asked Chu Saeng, "Look closely. Is this the same man who came that time?"

Chu Saeng trembled while looking at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. A moment later, he shouted, "Ah! He's different. Definitely different. He's more handsome than that other guy!"

"But he's wearing a mask?"

"That's right. He's definitely more handsome."

I smiled at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. "It seems this man can see right through the Smiling Demon's mask."

"Or perhaps my mask is more handsome."

I understood what Chu Saeng meant. Not just anyone could wear a mask and project the same feeling as the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The aura, the feeling, the atmosphere. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon possessed a unique quality. That was what Chu Saeng meant by calling him handsome.

"So this person is the real the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"Didn't I tell you? That other one was a fake. Now, greet him. This is the Demon Supreme of our Cult, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

Chu Saeng froze as if lightning had struck him. He didn't know what to say and stared at me and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon in shock and fear.

But the real surprise for Chu Saeng was just beginning.

"I went to see you at the Valley of Evil before leaving the cult, but you'd already left."

"I heard someone was going around imitating me."

Knowing the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's personality, I knew he would never let such a person be.

"But how did you know I'd be here?"

"I didn't know the Second Young Lord was coming," the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon answered surprisingly.

"Today, I came here to receive a gratitude coin."

I was startled. In fact, I was more surprised than Chu Saeng.

"The owner of the gratitude coin is the Smiling Demon?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon opened his hand. A coin cut in half lay on his palm.

At that sight, Chu Saeng took the necklace from around his neck. "Huh? Uhh?"

The coin on the necklace and Chu Saeng were lifted into the air and dragged forward. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had pulled him with telekinesis.

The coin from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's palm also floated up. It met the coin from the necklace in mid-air, and the two halves fit together perfectly.

Dragged before the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, Chu Saeng stared between the joined coin and the man, consumed by shock. He likely never imagined his father had saved the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Neither had I.

TUK. With an indifferent hand, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon snapped the necklace string and retrieved the other half of the gratitude coin.

I spoke for the dazed Chu Saeng. "I truly never imagined the owner of the gratitude coin was the Smiling Demon."

"It was a very long time ago."

It felt new to me that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon once cared so much about debts and favors. It was even more surprising that he came here today to keep a promise.

"It's a pleasure to see you, Smiling Demon, but this place seems like a trap today."

Indeed, all the customers had left even before the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon appeared. The owner had also disappeared. No one even passed by in front of the inn.

"And it seems that man disguising himself as the Smiling Demon was no coincidence either."

He didn't just impersonate the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon because he was a masked figure. I felt it was a deliberate attempt to target the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon from the start.

If so, does that mean the Heavenly Enlightenment Society is targeting the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?

"Do you have anyone in mind?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon pondered for a moment, then said with a troubled expression, "How could there be just one? I just thought of about fifty people."

I laughed in disbelief, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed with me. Chu Saeng just listened silently, still struggling to adjust to the surprising situation.

"Besides you, Smiling Demon, does anyone else use the Blood Calamity Finger?"

"!"

I felt the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon flinch for a moment.

"Why do you ask that?"

"The mark the fake left on the Moon Wind Sect's wall was similar to your Blood Calamity Finger, Smiling Demon. The technique was so exquisite that I could almost believe you had left it."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon paused briefly before answering. "There is another."

I didn't ask further. I knew he answered that way specifically because it was me.

"Perhaps the enemy we're about to face is no ordinary one."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded. He clearly had an idea of who was behind this.

When our conversation paused, Chu Saeng asked me, "But he called you Second Young Lord. Surely that's not true, is it?"

I gave a meaningful smile. "If not, who else in the world could talk with the Demon Supreme like this at such a young age?"

"Are you really the blood of the Heavenly Demon?"

"I am."

"Ah! To think I'd see the blood of the Demonic Cult Leader and the Demon Supreme in the same place!"

He had just seen people a normal martial artist might never meet in their entire lifetime.

"I suspected you weren't ordinary. In fact, you're the kind of person who could say, 'I am the Heavenly Demon,' and it wouldn't seem strange at all. I'd have believed you were the Heavenly Demon who had undergone Rejuvenation. You are truly... no, I suppose I should call you Second Young Lord now."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon chuckled softly, as if he knew exactly how Chu Saeng felt.

"Don't feel awkward around me. Just treat me as you have been."

"Is that really alright?"

"It's fine. If I wanted special treatment, I would've revealed my identity from the start."

"I understand. No, I got it."

When our conversation ended, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke to Chu Saeng. "Regardless of the situation, a past debt must be repaid. Now, what kind of help do you need? Speak carefully. The gratitude coin can only be used once. I'm granting this request for your father's sake, so choose wisely."

Chu Saeng pondered for a moment, then glanced at me. "The Second Young Lord will make the request on my behalf."

He entrusted the gratitude coin to me.

"Why are you entrusting it to me?"

"Listening to you two, this incident doesn't seem to be just about my family. I don't think this ends simply by asking for revenge. I don't know what kind of request I should make to the Smiling Demon right now. That's why I'm entrusting it to the Second Young Lord."

I thought it was a wise decision.

Yes, Chu Saeng. Continue to live your life using that sharp mind of yours.

I smiled and asked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, "What do you think? Will you accept a request I make on his behalf?"

"I originally decided to only grant requests from immediate family, but since it's the Second Young Lord, I'll make a special exception."

"Thank you."

After a moment of thought, I said to him, "Please make me the heir of our Cult."

Startled, Chu Saeng shouted, "Why are you using my gratitude coin to ask for something for yourself?"

"Didn't you entrust it to me?"

"No, but still. I never thought you'd make such a request. You should be asking for my family's revenge."

As Chu Saeng argued, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon replied, "Very well, I accept."

He accepted my joke, not the request of the gratitude coin.

Chu Saeng, however, was frantic. "No! This is void! Void!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at him with cold eyes. "And who are you?"

Chu Saeng flinched. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's attitude suggested his business was done.

"Who are you to be loitering in front of me?"

He looked between the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and me, then lamented and blamed himself. "My temper seems to be selectively hot-headed. The barrel of my patience used to overflow at the smallest pebble, but it doesn't overflow in front of this man. It feels like it wouldn't overflow even if you poured the ocean into it."

I smiled at his self-deprecating lament. "You may have lost the gratitude coin, but didn't you gain the future Heavenly Demon instead?"

At those words, Chu Saeng looked at me with a surprised expression.

"I'm sorry for joking. Now, let me introduce myself properly. I am Geom Mugeuk, the Second Young Lord of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. I swear on my name that I'll avenge your family."

Chu Saeng finally realized it was a joke and felt moved. A promise more certain than the gratitude coin had been made.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon also stepped in. "This matter is related to me, so I intend to handle it. So don't worry and go back."

"Thank you. Thank you so much."

"I deeply regret that your family got involved because of me. If I'd known this would happen, I never would've given your father the gratitude coin."

He didn't say he was sorry, but I could tell he felt apologetic.

"Not at all, how could that be your fault, Smiling Demon?"

"This isn't a place for you, so hurry and go back."

"......"

I asked worriedly, "Is it okay to send him off alone?"

Enemies were clearly nearby. I worried something might happen to him if he returned alone.

"You don't need to worry."

His answer suggested he knew who was behind this incident.

Chu Saeng gave a clasped hands greeting to me and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, then turned around. He turned back at the door just as he was about to leave the inn.

"I'm saying this because I don't think I'll see you again. Perhaps after this is over, my sect might belong to the orthodox sects. That's why I'm telling you this, but if a Great Orthodox-Demonic War ever breaks out in the future... please go easy on our family."

I responded to his joke with one of my own. "Then you'll have to save me once. I'll cut a coin for you."

Chu Saeng beamed. "I'm certain. Father sent a precious person to me. Second Young Lord, please become a Heavenly Demon who doesn't start something like a Great Orthodox-Demonic War. Then, I'll look forward to seeing you again someday."

Chu Saeng gave a very polite final farewell and left.


Once we were alone in the inn, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said, "Second Young Lord, give up on becoming the Heavenly Demon."

"I even used the gratitude coin, what are you talking about?"

"Live like this, wandering the Central Plains. Meet people like Chu Saeng and live with a smile like this. This suits you better."

I could tell the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke from the heart.

"Did you perhaps receive a bribe from my brother? Did you side with him while I wasn't looking?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed out loud.

Enemies began to appear one by one as soon as Chu Saeng left, as if they had been waiting. This place was undoubtedly a setup to lure out the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Three old men appeared first.

They were old men of a similar age, all dressed in matching red armor. I recognized them by their attire alone.

the Bloody Road Trio.

They were mercenaries who once terrorized the murim and would take any contract for money. They killed without regard for age, and it was said they would even kill their own parents for the right price.

Eventually, their evil deeds went too far. They were branded as the public enemy of the murim and vanished. Today, they had shown themselves here.

They had earned their infamy in their middle years but were now old men. Wickedness born from countless battles replaced their diminished muscles. They sat at a table far from us.

Next, a middle-aged woman entered, gracefully waving a pink fan. She wore a splendid palace gown and heavy makeup, and her figure was voluptuously sensual.

the Bewitching Nirvana Princess.

She was an infamous villainess who built her inner arts by draining the essence of countless men. She stole the essence and lives of numerous men to create her youthful skin and figure. She too had once ranked first on the list of the public enemy of the murim. Rumor said a legendary lecher caught her and drained her inner arts in reverse, killing her, but here she was, alive and well.

She perched on a table, crossing her legs and revealing a pale leg.

A middle-aged man entered next.

He wore a straight blade at his waist and exuded the aura of a wild beast.

the Blood Wolf Blade.

He was a martial artist who wandered the Central Plains, seeking masters only to become stronger. He would do anything to win and forced fights on unwilling opponents. Because of this, too many masters had died unjustly at his hands.

Eventually, he too was branded the public enemy of the murim, and many rumors spread about his end. Some said he died fighting a Murim Alliance elder, others that he died challenging a Demon Supreme, or that an unknown recluse killed him. Rendering all those rumors moot, he chugged from a kettle by the entrance.

The last person to appear was a man dressed head to toe in black clothes and shoes, wrapped in a jet-black robe.

the Yama Sage.

He looked normal now, but he was once a mad Martial Artist Lee who rampaged and slaughtered other martial artists. He believed he was a messenger from the King of Hell and considered himself a god who governed life and death. He too was branded the public enemy of the murim, caused a bloodbath, and then disappeared.

Seeing all these villains who had once shaken the murim appear at once felt unreal. Moreover, the mastermind who used the fake impersonator had yet to appear.

It wasn't the time to relax, but I couldn't help but ask the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon one thing. "What on earth have you been doing all this time?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at the villains directing their killing intent toward him and answered awkwardly, "They're all people I know."


Chapter 145: She Might Be a Bitch, But She Looks Delicious

The Bewitching Nirvana Princess spoke first. She gently waved her light pink fan.

"Hey there, handsome little brother!"

She gazed at me seductively.

"How about you leave with me, little brother? It looks like things are about to get ugly here."

I smiled at her.

"What should I do? You're not my type, ma'am."

"Oh my! Ma'am? I'm not that old. Just call me 'big sister'."

I asked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, "About how old is she?"

"She must be well over sixty."

The Bewitching Nirvana Princess shouted furiously at that.

"Shut up! You ugly demonic bastard. I'm still twenty-eight."

She showed no fear of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. She was a truly fearless villainess.

"Didn't you say you were twenty-eight ten years ago too?"

"You remember that?"

"Even back then, you looked over forty."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon seemed to know exactly which words would offend her most.

A sinister energy flowed from the enraged Bewitching Nirvana Princess.

"Today, I'll finally get to see the face behind that mask. If you hadn't crawled into the Demonic Cult, you would have died by my hand long ago."

Their conversation alone told me the two did not get along.

The third brother of the Bloody Road Trio stepped up, taking the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's side.

"That old hag's demonic energy gets more sinister by the day."

The second brother next to him pretended to stop him while mocking the Bewitching Nirvana Princess.

"Little brother, if you run your mouth so carelessly, that monster will suck all your essence dry."

When the Bewitching Nirvana Princess turned to them with a hardened face, the first brother of the Bloody Road Trio spoke.

"Is it the first or second day my brothers have run their mouths? Just think of it as a passing dog barking."

The Bewitching Nirvana Princess scoffed.

"Why do those sons of bitches bark like that whenever they see a person?"

Still, she seemed to have some kind of friendly relationship with the first brother. The leader of the Bloody Road Trio was clearly the calm-natured first brother.

"Next time we come out, I'll bring them with muzzles."

Just then, the third brother pretended to whisper, but his voice was loud enough for everyone to hear.

"Seeing how he always defends her like that, don't you think our eldest brother must have spent a hot night with that monstrous bitch?"

"Then we should treat her as our sister-in-law."

The first brother gently closed his eyes and said to the Bewitching Nirvana Princess, "Please consider them senile."

On the surface, they exchanged idle banter, but they were ready to strike at any moment.

Even the second and third brothers, who ran their mouths like scoundrels, possessed extraordinary auras. If they had not, the Bewitching Nirvana Princess would have already torn them to shreds.

I released several strands of energy like a spider's web to examine their auras. I sensitively monitored how their auras changed, just as a web vibrates when it catches prey.

They are relaxed.

The atmosphere suggested they believed they could easily kill the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon if they attacked together. Their back-and-forth jokes reflected that confidence.

Just then, the Yama Sage, who had entered last, opened his mouth.

"If you're senile, you should die."

He deliberately altered his voice, speaking gloomily like a grim reaper.

He took a book from his robes and opened it. It was the Hell Mansion, the death list he carried.

"You are all wicked men who should have fallen into the Eight Hot Hells long ago. I'll send you there now."

The youngest and second brothers of the Bloody Road Trio clicked their tongues.

"That crazy bastard's illness still shows no signs of getting better."

"You bastard, you shouldn't be writing our names. You should be writing the name of that masked fellow over there."

Guessing they knew each other well and even met often, I sent a telepathic message to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

[Do you know where these people came from?]

[They are from the Valley of Evil.]

Within the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, the place where the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon resided was called the Valley of Evil. However, the Valley of Evil he just mentioned was not his own residence.

A real Valley of Evil exists in the Central Plains, where villains gather to live.

No one knew when the Valley of Evil came into being. It formed as criminals who had committed sins and fled gathered one by one, a place that began with killing intent. The terrain swarmed with swamps, venomous snakes, and poisonous insects. Anyone who entered carelessly would lose their life within a few steps due to all the traps.

Even if one overcame the dangers and entered, all sorts of villains awaited inside. A child giving directions would stab you in the neck with a throwing knife, and a kind-looking old woman would poison your food. That was the Valley of Evil.

The Murim Alliance had tried to subjugate the place several times, but they failed every time. The number of villains was so great that they always retreated after suffering heavy losses.

Nevertheless, there was one reason the Valley of Evil did not emerge into the murim as a single faction.

It was because they were villains.

If someone tried to unite them, someone else would inevitably betray them. From the moment they opened their eyes, they stole from, fought with, and killed each other, making it impossible to unite as a single force.

And yet, these people from the Valley of Evil had gathered to kill the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. If someone could move not just ordinary villains, but figures of this caliber, the person behind it all had to be truly formidable.

[What's our plan?]

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon answered my telepathy without hesitation.

[To wipe them all out.]

[Is that possible?]

[It is. They've missed the most important thing in their calculations.]

[Me, of course?]

[No, they've ignored the fact that I don't like falling into traps.]

They had truly provoked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. How dare they dig a trap to kill me? And using a gratitude coin, no less?

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was furious. Of course, these were not opponents he could deal with based on his mood, so he was likely just waiting for an opportunity.

Just then, the Blood Wolf Blade, who had been sitting alone, shot to his feet and declared, "The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, this is a life-and-death duel between you and me."

The Yama Sage immediately stepped forward.

"The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's name is already on the Hell Mansion. I will take him."

He opened the Hell Mansion, and there, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's name was written in red letters.

The Bewitching Nirvana Princess licked her lips, coveting the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"He might be a pain, but he looks delicious."

The Bloody Road Trio were the same.

"If those guys kill him, we'll have to listen to them brag about it forever. Let's take the lead."

It seemed everyone wanted to fight the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. For them, killing him would be something to boast about for a long, long time.

Seeing this, I said to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, "You're popular."

"This is nothing. If you go to the orthodox sects, it's a total frenzy. The line of people wanting to kill me would stretch for four kilometers."

I burst out laughing at his joke.

Naturally, the villains' gazes turned to me. From the looks of it, they still did not know who I was.

The Blood Wolf Blade asked me, "Brat, who are you?"

Instead of answering, I said to him, "I heard you were a man who walks his own path. I didn't know you'd come to kill someone at another's behest."

I struck a nerve. The Blood Wolf Blade stared at me coldly. I did not know how he came to be here, but I knew he was a man who lived by pride alone.

"I asked who you are."

"I am Geom Mugeuk."

"Geom Mugeuk?"

Then, the first brother of the Bloody Road Trio recognized me from behind.

"He's the son of the Heavenly Demon's second brother."

His expression, which had been calm until now, immediately soured.

"Damn it! That bastard! To drive us to a place where the Heavenly Demon's blood relative is present."

The second brother then added, "He'll probably feign ignorance, claiming he didn't know he came with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, but it's not a situation where we can back down, so this is awkward."

I could not know the reason, but it seemed they too had been forced into a situation where they absolutely had to kill the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. If that were not the case, they would not dare think of killing a Demon Supreme.

On the other hand, the Blood Wolf Blade showed no fear even after learning my identity.

"You run your mouth so carelessly, trusting in your father. Do you think I fear your father?"

This too was a result of his triggered pride. He was a man who lived and died by his pride, but how could this be called pride?

"A man with nothing to protect has nothing to fear."

At my words, his momentum surged. Just as it seemed he would draw his blade, I broke the flow of his momentum and retreated behind the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The Blood Wolf Blade did not draw his blade carelessly. He probably did not know my true skill yet, so he was being cautious of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

I deliberately asked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon loud enough for everyone to hear, "The mastermind behind this incident is a person capable of mobilizing these people, right?"

"As you can see, yes."

"Then why did he send them instead of coming himself?"

"Probably... because of you, Second Young Lord."

"Because of me?"

"He's hoping one of them will kill you, Second Young Lord. Then the responsibility for killing the Second Young Lord will fall on that person."

"What a coward."

I looked at the villains and said, "Now, who will be the first to fall for this cowardly scheme?"

A moment of silence fell. Even for those from the Valley of Evil, the name of the Heavenly Demon inspired fear. If Father got truly angry, he could wipe out the Valley of Evil. He had only left it alone until now because it was a greater burden to the Murim Alliance.

The villains began to exchange telepathic messages. On the surface, they seemed to be at each other's throats, but they were villains seasoned in the jianghu. They were extremely cautious because they handled life-or-death matters. It was also the reason they had survived until now despite their numerous evil deeds.

A moment later, the Bewitching Nirvana Princess stepped forward with a sinister, smiling gaze.

"Little brother, you really must leave with me. Should a person of your stature get entangled with such filthy villains?"

The moment I saw her eyes, I could feel she had decided to kill me. It seemed she was more afraid of the nearby mastermind than the distant Heavenly Demon.

The Bewitching Nirvana Princess gently waved her fan.

"Little brother, shall we leave?"

A crimson energy flowed from the fan, and a demonic aura enveloped me. She had used a soul-stealing art on me. It was the same art she had used to plunder the inner arts of countless martial artists.

As a crimson light filled my eyes, the Bewitching Nirvana Princess shouted at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Move, and the Second Young Lord dies!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not move a muscle. In fact, he would not have moved even if she had not warned him. He was convinced that I had killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, so why would I not be able to handle the Bewitching Nirvana Princess's soul-stealing art? He must have trusted me that much.

Believing I had completely fallen under her soul-stealing art and lost my reason, the Bewitching Nirvana Princess approached me and placed her palm on my qi center.

"Shall I have a taste of my little brother's fresh inner arts?"

WHOOOOOSH!

The sound of qi draining from my qi center could be heard.

The Bewitching Nirvana Princess cried out in a voice full of ecstasy.

"Sucking the essence of the Heavenly Demon has been my lifelong wish! By consuming his blood relative, I've now half-fulfilled that wish."

The Bewitching Nirvana Princess's expression changed moment by moment, showing joy, anger, sorrow, and pleasure. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, as well as the other villains in the room, all just watched.

The youngest of the Bloody Road Trio ran his mouth at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"You heartless bastard! You're just watching as one of your Heavenly Demon's blood relatives suffers."

At that, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon calmly asked them, "You! Can you handle the consequences?"

"We can just hide in the Valley of Evil. If we burn your corpses, no one will know it was our doing, and even if it is revealed, will your Demonic Cult really strike the Valley of Evil, knowing the great sacrifices it would entail?"

At the third brother's response, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said nothing more and just watched as the Bewitching Nirvana Princess plundered the inner arts.

And a moment later.

THUD.

The Bewitching Nirvana Princess collapsed on the spot as if her body had given out.

The startled first brother of the Bloody Road Trio checked on her.

"Old hag, what's wrong?"

The first brother, who was examining her, shouted in shock.

"She's dead! She died because her inner arts were depleted!"

Just then, my eyes flew open.

"Ah, I'm full! She might have been a bitch, but she was quite delicious."

I had absorbed all of her inner arts in reverse.

I pretended to fall for it, but evil arts do not work on me. Soul-stealing arts, in particular, are completely ineffective.

On top of my recent martial enlightenment, with the addition of the Bloodeye Holy Water, the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, and the Meridians Strengthening Art, it was impossible for her to take inner arts from my body in the first place.

In the end, the Bewitching Nirvana Princess met a miserable death, having the same method she used to plunder men her entire life turned back on her.

I stored the inner arts I had obtained from her in my qi center. With a much deeper gaze, I said to the Yama Sage, "What are you staring at? Aren't you going to write our big sister's name in the Hell Mansion?"


Chapter 146: No Matter How Desperate

The Yama Sage unfurled the Hell Mansion.

He then took out a small container of blood, dipped a brush in it, and wrote my name beside the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's.

The Yama Sage's gaze, which had seemed half-mad, changed. He looked normal again, yet his eyes also belonged to a complete lunatic.

"Since our names are written side by side, I suppose we'll die together if we die," I said.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed at my words.

Seeing our composure, the eldest of the Bloody Road Trio roared in anger as he examined the Bewitching Nirvana Princess's corpse.

"You bastards! Stop laughing!"

He rose and glared at me coldly.

"The Bewitching Nirvana Princess has never failed her soul-bewitching art until now. So what happened?"

"It seems my dear sister saw this younger brother's inner arts were lacking and wanted to supplement them."

"Cut the crap!"

He was genuinely enraged, and I could feel it. The anger was extremely personal. It seemed the second and third brothers of the Bloody Road Trio were meant to call the Bewitching Nirvana Princess their sister-in-law.

The eldest looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"You knew, didn't you? That the Second Young Lord wouldn't fall for it."

Of course, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon trusted me.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at me. Our gazes met, and we exchanged telepathy.

[Now, confess with your own mouth. That you killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.]

[I have never done such a thing.]

[I will hear it from you someday.]

Behind the mask's eyeholes, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes were smiling. Seeing us leisurely exchange glances and smiles, the eldest of the Bloody Road Trio revealed his fury.

"Fine, laugh. Go on and laugh like that on your way to hell."

I spoke to the eldest of the Bloody Road Trio.

"Did that man send you to your deaths after telling you this? That the Smiling Demon and I killed the Sword Emperor Baek Manggi."

"What?"

Not just the eldest, but the other villains there were also startled. They knew they couldn't guarantee killing the Sword Emperor Baek Manggi even if they all attacked together. Moreover, the Bewitching Nirvana Princess was now dead.

"That man wouldn't have believed you could kill us. He merely used you to injure us or make us expend our inner arts."

The remaining men looked at each other. This time, I didn't give them a chance to devise a plan through telepathy.

I spoke to the Blood Wolf Blade.

"Blood Wolf Blade, this is a life-and-death duel."

I threw back the same words he had said to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"You said you've wandered your whole life searching for the strong, didn't you? Well, the person you were looking for is here."

I drew the Black Demon Sword and spoke to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Please kill anyone who interferes with this duel."

Normally, I should have yielded this fight to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. However, this situation allowed for no variables. I had to deal with them with minimal injuries and get out of here. The real enemy waited for us outside.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon must have guessed my intentions, as he readily yielded the fight to me.

"I will do so."

Even with four others besides the Blood Wolf Blade, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon answered confidently.

Instead, the Blood Wolf Blade was the most flustered person in this situation. He must have felt an inward fear after seeing me absorb the Bewitching Nirvana Princess's inner arts in reverse. The momentum was in my favor. I pressed him even harder.

"If you truly set out to find the strong, could you have possibly survived this long? If you really had such a heart, why didn't you seek out the Murim Alliance Chairman? Why didn't you come looking for Father?"

"......"

"You don't want to fight me, do you? But you've spent your whole life forcing duels on people who didn't want to fight. Now, it's your turn to experience the same."

The moment my words ended, I rushed toward the Blood Wolf Blade.

The Blood Wolf Blade drew his straight blade.

Although his momentum was pushed back at the start, the Blood Wolf Blade was not a man with a false reputation. His blade techniques were fast, precise, and powerful.

His blade flew at me with enough force to break my sword.

When the sword and blade clashed, there was no CLANG CLANG, but a thunderous BOOM BOOM. They had imbued their weapons with inner arts, turning it into a true battle of qi. The shame of having his sore spot poked was embedded in his blade.

He struck, and struck, and struck again.

He pressed forward like a madman. Any other martial artist would have had their sword or wrist broken by now.

But I blocked, and blocked, and blocked again.

Beyond our clashing weapons, I saw his expression change. The composure he had when he thought he had seized the momentum gradually turned to anxiety. His wrist was probably the one starting to ache.

Now, the tables slowly began to turn.

I became the one striking. The Black Demon Sword began to slam down on his blade. It wasn't a battle of flashy techniques, but I was cornering him with the battle of qi that he himself had intended.

I struck down so quickly that he could neither dodge nor execute another technique.

KWANG! KWANG! KWANG! KWANG!

As the heavy sounds of impact continued, a wretched scream mixed in.

"Keuaaah!"

Overpowered in qi, his wrist had broken.

But my sword did not stop.

On the next move, his blade, no longer infused with qi, broke. On the move after that, his body was sliced vertically down the middle.

"Isn't this the life you wanted? To die fighting someone stronger."

However, I saw the resentment and regret in his eyes at the last moment. Yes, it's easy to say, but truly living such a life is no simple task.

The Blood Wolf Blade spewed blood in a line from his head to his navel as he collapsed. He, who had forced duels on others his entire life, ultimately died by having his own methods turned back on him.

The Yama Sage and the Bloody Road Trio watched this scene in silence. It was partly because of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, but also because they couldn't find an opportunity to intervene in the brutal power struggle.

They probably never expected the Blood Wolf Blade to lose to me. After all, a battle of inner arts, pushing forward with brute force, was the Blood Wolf Blade's specialty.

I spoke to the Yama Sage again.

"Did you write it down? The name of the Blood Wolf Blade, too?"

Even though the Blood Wolf Blade died right before his eyes, he wasn't scared at all.

"After writing your name, there was no room left, so I couldn't."

As he stepped toward me, the eldest of the Bloody Road Trio stopped him.

"You madman. Your opponent is over there."

The eldest of the Bloody Road Trio intended to kill me to avenge the Bewitching Nirvana Princess.

I walked toward them, my blood-dripping sword lowered. Naturally, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon then faced the Yama Sage.

"Did you write your own name down in advance?" the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked.

The Yama Sage shouted in a booming voice.

"I am the emissary sent by King Yama. King Yama is looking for you!"

PWAAANG! KWAAANG!

A palm strike from the Yama Sage collided with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's Extremely Savage Demonic Palm.

The aftermath sent a fierce wind rushing toward us, and with it, the fight between me and the Bloody Road Trio began.

The three men surged toward me simultaneously.

The eldest's sword aimed for my face, the second brother's for my chest, and the third's for my legs.

CHAENG! CHAENG! CHAEENG!

I parried the incoming swords almost simultaneously. I was fast. No, I had to be fast. Their attacks were so quick that if I wasn't fast enough, I would definitely be stabbed somewhere.

The direction of their thrusts kept changing. This time, the eldest aimed for my chest, the second brother for my stomach, and the third for my face. The next time, it changed again.

Their attack sequence seemed predetermined through tens, or even hundreds, of practices and experiences. This coordinated attack was a perfect joint assault that had thoroughly studied an opponent's psychology. Truly, if it hadn't been me, it was a merciless attack that would have landed several stabs.

CHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENG!

I was continuously pushed back as I parried their attacks.

Then, seizing an opportunity, I launched an attack.

When the Black Demon Sword thrust at the eldest, the second brother defended alongside him, and the third stabbed at me.

Because they were men who had fought together their entire lives, they fought as if they had three bodies but one mind. It was a battle against a monster with three heads and six arms. They were a much more difficult opponent than the Blood Wolf Blade. I was certain they were the most troublesome of the four villains who came today.

Four swords intertwined, moving up and down. The offense and defense continued, allowing not even the slightest mistake.

I had no intention of dragging this fight out. That's why I recalled a certain method I had never used before.

At that moment, as they were cornering me.

"......"

The startled second brother frantically looked around. Suddenly, the eldest and the third had disappeared, and he stood alone with me in a field.

I had used the Spacetime Manipulation Technique to move us to a new space, taking only the second brother with me.

To the eldest and third who remained, it must have looked as if our figures had vanished in an instant.

The second brother shouted at me.

"Is this an illusionary art? You coward!"

"Right, by your standards, a one-on-one fight is cowardly, isn't it?"

I surged toward him. They couldn't kill me with all three of them, so there was no way he could face me alone.

Outside, the eldest and the third looked around in surprise.

It would have been one thing if only their opponent had disappeared, but the second brother had vanished along with me.

Just then, the second brother's corpse appeared as if dropped from the sky. At that moment, the third brother was flustered by the corpse that suddenly appeared before him.

SHWIIK! PUUK!

The Black Demon Sword pierced through from under the corpse's armpit and stabbed the third brother's heart. Considering their skill, it was an absurdly futile death, but their opponent was me, who had incorporated the Spacetime Manipulation Technique into actual combat.

Unable to even scream, the third brother also collapsed.

I thought the eldest would lose his reason and charge at me like a madman.

However, he chose to flee. He tried to break through an inn wall to escape, but I blocked his path in a flash with the Vanishing Step.

Startled, he turned and fled again. He threw the corpse of the Bewitching Nirvana Princess at me. This was the man who had tried to kill me to avenge her.

"No matter how desperate you are, this is just wrong, isn't it?"

"Shut up! You bastard!"

Perhaps thinking the fight was already lost, he went on a rampage to muster his killing intent. He screamed and swung his sword like a madman. However, it was a futile struggle with no chance of working.

Before even five moves had passed.

PUK!

The Black Demon Sword stabbed his heart, and even faster, it slashed his wrist.

TUK.

The fallen hand held a pouch. It was a poison pouch he had intended to throw at me. The moment the sword stabbed him, he had tried to sprinkle poison on me to take me down with him.

I knew from the beginning that they were such vicious bastards. I just felt their end had come too late. For them to die only in their later years after committing all sorts of evil deeds. What's more, if I hadn't regressed, they wouldn't even have died here.

Isn't this too unfair? That's why everyone laments that the heavens are indifferent.

When my fight ended, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's fight was also over.

The Yama Sage was already dead. His forehead was pierced by the Blood Calamity Finger, his face smashed into his own Hell Mansion. The blood that flowed out soaked it.

"You spent your life pretending to be King Yama's emissary, but King Yama himself would probably look at you and say, 'Who are you? When did I ever send you?'"

At my words, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed and asked.

"Are you injured anywhere?"

"I'm fine, and you, Smiling Demon?"

"I am fine as well."

It might seem like we won easily, but they were formidable enemies. It wouldn't have been strange at all if either of us had died.

But we handled it well and once again safely overcame a crisis. Unintentionally, he and I keep crossing the threshold of life and death together like this.

"Your skills have improved again since I last saw you. Just how strong are you planning to become?"

"I plan to go all the way to the end."

"You're already this strong, but if you also master the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, you'll have no match under the heavens."

I really hope so. I truly, sincerely hope that no one will be a match for me.

Before going outside, I placed some money on the counter at the inn's entrance. It was enough to repair the damaged inn and buy new furniture. The money was for the inn's owner, who must have fled somewhere. After all, today's events were forced upon him.

"This side of you doesn't seem strange anymore."

"As you know, the demonic path I pursue is one that doesn't break tables."

"Second Young Lord, do you believe we can become good people?"

"I don't wish for us to become good people."

"Then?"

"I'm just trying to protect the bare minimum that should be protected. We must at least be human first. On top of that, there is the demonic path, the righteous path, and the evil path, isn't there? That is all I wish for."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared at me silently for a moment. I couldn't tell what he was thinking, but one thing was certain. He was gradually getting used to the person I am.

"Let's go out."

"Let's."

We walked out of the inn together.

Outside, there were no passersby. It was a completely empty street.

A man in a white mask stood there.

He was just standing there, but I could feel an immense presence, one on par with the Sword Emperor Baek Manggi.

I could tell. This man was the fake who had impersonated the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the mastermind behind this trap.

"Have you forgotten your manners now that you're hanging out with demonic practitioners?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared at him with a complicated gaze for a moment before speaking in a calm tone.

"Greetings, Senior Brother."

He was someone I knew as well. It was Yang Cheogi, the Senior Brother of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's Master. Before my regression, when I had a relationship with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, he had told me about this Senior Brother.

Yang Cheogi spoke to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon in a commanding tone.

"Take off your mask."


Chapter 147: Who on Earth Did You Join Hands With?

"I refuse," the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said firmly.

"Do you dare disobey your Sabaek?"

His shameless tone revealed his character. He had just tried to kill the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon with villains from the Valley of Evil, yet he spoke without any remorse.

"What's so great about this stupid mask!" Yang Cheogi shouted, ripping off his mask.

He revealed a wrinkled, ugly face. It contrasted sharply with the handsome face the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had before my regression.

"Take it off, now!" Yang Cheogi demanded.

"I refuse."

"Right, you've always ignored me."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's relationship with his master must have been good. He only obeyed his Sabaek so obediently because the man was his master's Senior Brother.

"The moment my junior brother died, you lost the right to wear that mask," Yang Cheogi said.

"What do you mean?"

"You were only part of the White Mask Sect when your Master could defend you. You are no longer of the White Mask Sect. I will excommunicate you."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon learned his martial arts at the White Mask Sect, an unorthodox sect. He later joined the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult through the God of War and became the Demon Supreme. Becoming the Demon Supreme was his master's dream, a dream the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon achieved when his master could not. I learned all this from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon before my regression.

"You can't cast me out on your own authority, Sabaek."

"Shut up!" Yang Cheogi roared, his body radiating killing intent.

This was not a bluff meant to intimidate. It was a genuine resolve to kill.

"Well, after killing the Sword Emperor, you wouldn't be afraid of this old Sabaek, would you? When I first heard you two killed the Sword Emperor, I couldn't believe it. I thought something must have been wrong with the Sword Emperor, but you walked out perfectly fine. I suppose he was at his best after all."

Despite his words, Yang Cheogi showed no fear. He clearly had an ace up his sleeve.

"You're his Sabaek. Why are you trying to kill the Smiling Demon?" I asked.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon answered calmly, "My Sabaek's dream was to be the Evil Alliance Chairman. He resents me because he thinks I'm the reason he failed."

"Of course it's because of you!" Yang Cheogi screamed. "My dream was crushed because of you, bastard! A Demon Supreme and an Evil Alliance Chairman can't come from the same sect!"

He blamed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon for his failure to become the Evil Alliance Chairman. He had nurtured that resentment for a very long time.

"You couldn't do a thing when Master was alive," the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said. "But now that he's gone, you act like this."

"Shut up! I only tolerated you because a restriction trapped you in the Demonic Cult! It had nothing to do with my junior brother!"

Yang Cheogi had been a loser his entire life. In his youth, he tried to become the Demon Supreme and joined the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult through the God of War, but he failed to adapt and was essentially kicked out. He wanted to lead the White Mask Sect, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's Master inherited that position. Even his dream of becoming the Evil Alliance Chairman went unfulfilled. He lived a life of dreaming far beyond his abilities.

"How pathetic," I said. Both the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and Yang Cheogi stared at me.

"You blame others and use them to try and kill someone. It's truly pathetic. How is the Smiling Demon at fault for your unhappiness? You ruined your own life by blaming everyone else."

A cold killing intent poured from Yang Cheogi, but I continued speaking my mind.

"Was it really because a Demon Supreme came from your sect that you couldn't become the Evil Alliance Chairman? I think that's just an excuse. If you had shown the right qualities and abilities, you would have earned the position. Isn't that just an excuse you made up?"

Yang Cheogi could not refute my words.

"With such a petty heart, you would have made a mess of the Evil Alliance. You would have been assassinated by your own people. You shouldn't resent the Smiling Demon, you should thank him. Repeat after me. Thank you for saving my life. Thank you, Smiling Demon!"

Yang Cheogi's gaze grew chillingly calm. I felt his resolve to kill me no matter what. I had clearly struck a nerve.

I stared into his eyes, which tried hard to hide their shame. "That's not the only reason you're trying to kill the Smiling Demon, is it?"

Yang Cheogi flinched. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, standing beside me, asked, "What do you mean by that?"

"A petty man like him always puts his own interests first. He wouldn't risk his life for revenge. Who did you join hands with? What did they promise you? Did they say they'd grant your final dream?"

Yang Cheogi could not deny it. "This young brat has quite a sharp tongue. The future of the Demonic Cult is bright!"

His shame turned to anger, which he directed at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. "I hear you became the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon in the Demonic Cult? Let's see just how extremely evil you really are."

Yang Cheogi snapped his fingers. Hidden figures emerged one by one from the shadows. Dozens of masked people appeared, all of them disciples of the White Mask Sect.

"Now, go on," Yang Cheogi taunted. "Try and kill all your sect's Senior Brothers and junior brothers."

I was shocked. I never imagined he would stoop so low.

These people were not here to kill us. They were here to torment the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. I could not see their ages behind the masks, but their qi revealed many young masters among them.

What choice will the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon make?

If they charged, I would have to act. This was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's sect, even if it was unorthodox. Could he kill his own people freely? How would the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon respond?

I glared at Yang Cheogi. He was the absolute evil I spoke of. He was not someone who made an unavoidable choice, but a malicious man who intentionally broke another's spirit. He used his own sect's disciples as sacrificial lambs without remorse. You will definitely die by my hand.

Just then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke in a booming voice. "My Senior Brothers, junior brothers, Senior Sisters, junior sisters, and martial nephews, listen! I may have left our sect for the Divine Cult, but I am the head disciple of the late Sect Leader. He never excommunicated me, so as a rightful disciple of the White Mask Sect, I command you. All of you, stand down!"

The disciples of the White Mask Sect exchanged uncertain glances.

Yang Cheogi shouted, "What are you all doing? Kill them, now!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon shouted even louder. "The great sinner Yang Cheogi will die here today for using the sect's disciples for his own greed. So, stand down!"

"I said, kill them!"

At that moment, someone fired a finger qi bullet.

"......"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon twisted his body to dodge. The attack was not meant to kill, only to warn.

"Senior Brother!" the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon cried out, recognizing the attacker in a single glance.

"You recognize me?"

"How could I not?"

Their gazes locked, filled with memories and a longing for their childhood.

"Senior Brother, please take the disciples and leave," the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon pleaded.

"I can't disobey the Sabaek's command."

"The Sabaek has already betrayed the sect. Can't you see he's using you and the other disciples as cannon fodder after joining the Valley of Evil?"

They had heard my earlier conversation with Yang Cheogi, so they understood the situation.

"This fight has only two outcomes," the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon continued. "You either die fighting me, or you kill us and the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult annihilates our sect. Is that what you want, Senior Brother? To lead everyone to their deaths?"

Yang Cheogi screamed at them to kill us, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and his Senior Brother only stared at each other in silence.

"That old man will die by my hand for trying to ruin our sect with his seniority. Don't worry, just go back. You know what kind of person I am, don't you?"

"I do. My junior brother always kept his word."

"Let's meet again, Senior Brother."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's Senior Brother shouted to the disciples, "We're leaving!"

The disciples of the White Mask Sect followed him and leaped away.

I was genuinely impressed. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had handled the situation with calm authority. I saw a new side of him.

To resolve this without any sacrifices. This is the coolest I've seen the Smiling Demon since we met.

Finding it cool that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon didn't shed blood? That feels a bit strange.

I wondered if he was changing after meeting me.

"Useless bastards!" Yang Cheogi fumed.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke mockingly. "It seems I'm more blessed with Senior Brothers than our Master was."

"Shut up!"

I added to Yang Cheogi's irritation. "They left because they dislike you. They only came because they were forced to obey. They must have disliked you a lot to listen to the Smiling Demon, who left the sect long ago. They knew you were dragging them to their deaths just because you're an elder. It would be best for you to die here today."

Yang Cheogi sneered. "Did you think I'd face you alone after you killed the Sword Emperor? You've waited long enough. Weird Demon, please come out now."

A person emerged from a building across the street. He was an old man who had not aged gracefully. His wrinkled face was wicked, and his eyes were filled with killing intent.

The name 'Weird Demon' startled me.

He was a demonic practitioner who had learned demonic art but did not belong to our Cult. He was famous for a killing spree that led our Cult and the Murim Alliance to form a joint extermination squad to kill him. He vanished after that, but now he had reappeared.

I asked Yang Cheogi, "Who on earth did you join hands with? Who did you ally with that even the Weird Demon would show up?"

Before I got an answer, the Weird Demon stepped forward with a cold gaze. "Show up? This brat has a nasty way of speaking. Is that what your father taught you?"

He's mentioning parents in a situation like this? And Father, of all people?

"This is why old jianghu have less of a place in the murim. Old men like you act so shamelessly. You came here to kill us, and you expect courtesy? Fine, I'll show you courtesy. Greetings, Senior. Please cherish our bond as fellow demonic practitioners and spare this junior! Now, are you going to spare me?"

The Weird Demon could not answer. One of his eyes twitched.

"So cut the crap about courtesy. Where did you suddenly pop out from and what the hell are you doing?"

I deliberately provoked him. They were here to kill us anyway, so provoking him gave me an advantage. In a battle between masters, emotional involvement is always a weakness. He mentioned Father for the same reason, to get a rise out of me.

Yang Cheogi said to the Weird Demon, "Break every bone in his body. Let's see if he's still so arrogant then."

"It's a bother," the Weird Demon replied. "Get a good look at him now. He'll disappear without a trace in a moment."

Their personalities were wretched, but their martial arts were near the level of the Sword Emperor Baek Manggi. Facing one would be difficult. Facing two would not be an easy task.

It was at that very moment.

CLANG, CLANG.

The sound of chains echoed from somewhere.

I turned to see a sturdy man appear. He dragged a blood-red chain that was wrapped around his wrist and hung to the ground.

"The Chainman!"

He was a villain who had once terrorized the murim. Countless masters had died, their bodies torn apart by his red chain. His presence was just as powerful as the Weird Demon's.

My heart sank. Facing the first two was already a difficult task. Now that the Chainman had appeared, we were at an absolute disadvantage.

I sighed and said to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, "This is all my fault."

"What do you mean?"

"Elder Blood Heaven Blade Demon told me I would stir up storms and awaken reclusive masters. I just didn't expect to meet the Weird Demon and the Chainman here."

"This time, I think I'm the one who woke them up, not you, Second Young Lord."

"Then please take the stronger one, Smiling Demon."

The eyes behind the mask smiled, seeing I could still joke. It was the worst possible situation, but being with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon strangely reassured me.

"Oh, before that, I should ask this first."

I looked at Yang Cheogi. "Which one are you going to team up with for a combined attack?"

I said it, of course, to prevent him from joining the fight at all.

Yang Cheogi laughed leisurely. "You don't have to provoke my pride. I won't step in. I want a good look at our Second Young Lord's face and body before they become a bloody mess and disappear."

Since the Weird Demon intended to face me, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's opponent was naturally the Chainman.

I thought it worked out well. Both the Weird Demon and the Chainman were formidable, but I had predicted that the Weird Demon was slightly stronger.

I looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

I did not ask if he was confident. That would have been an insult to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. I maintained my composure.

"Let's bet on who kills their opponent first," I said.

At my words, the Weird Demon laughed. The Chainman laughed. Yang Cheogi laughed too.

"The Smiling Demon isn't even doing anything, so I don't know why those guys are laughing their asses off."

Only then did the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laugh. Finally, I laughed too.

I drew my sword and let it hang at my side. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon lightly flicked the blade of the Black Demon Sword with his finger.

TING!

I heard the clear metallic sound, a sentiment from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to fight well. I walked forward into the most difficult battle since my regression.


Chapter 148: If It Seems I'm Going to Die

I calmed my mind.

With a powerful enemy before me, I ignored the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. I needed to focus on my own fight and trust him. However, I still had to watch Yang Cheogi.

He could launch a surprise attack at any moment.

The Weird Demon donned bladed gloves, each blade splitting like a finger. They were his unique weapon, the Sky Falling Claws. A menacing blue glint flowed along the chilling blades.

"Let's see if your sword skills can keep up with that mouth of yours."

The fight began the moment the Weird Demon finished speaking.

KAAK! KAK! KAAAAK!

The Sky Falling Claws whistled eerily as they tore through the air. A mere graze would rip flesh and bone.

I used the Shadow Step to move and launch an attack.

CLANG! CLANG! CLAAANG! CLANG!

My sword clashed with the Sky Falling Claws countless times. I tried to create distance, but he stuck close to me. Since the Sky Falling Claws were shorter than a sword, he had the advantage at close range.

During the nerve-wracking exchange, I reached that moment.

Just like with Baek Manggi, I could only see the Weird Demon.

My surroundings grew quiet. I heard only my movements and the Weird Demon's. I had the illusion that time itself was slowing, but time wasn't slowing at all. My concentration had just heightened to that degree.

A short scream suddenly tore through the silence.

"Keuk!"

The scream belonged to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"......"

I instinctively used the Vanishing Step. An instant later, I appeared behind the Chainman and thrust my sword.

SHWIIIIK.

The chain heading for the staggering Extremely Evil Smiling Demon whipped toward me instead.

SHWIIIIIIIK!

TAAANG!

My sword struck the Chainman's chain and deflected. I felt a force rush from behind and twisted away.

The Weird Demon's Sky Falling Claws, which had followed me, tore through the empty space.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, saved by my help, shot the Blood Calamity Finger at the Weird Demon as he launched a second attack.

SHWIIING.

The Weird Demon twisted his body and dodged the Blood Calamity Finger.

I took the opportunity to leap away with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, creating distance from the two men. If I hadn't intervened, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would have been injured.

The Chainman's martial arts are stronger than I thought.

Yang Cheogi laughed out loud during the brief lull in the fight. He was confident of his victory. The Weird Demon and the Chainman were also brimming with confidence.

I caught my breath and asked Yang Cheogi.

"Are you the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman?"

I tried to uncover his secrets while he was triumphant and arrogant.

"I'm not the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman."

"Then are you the Evil Valley Lord?"

"I'm not the Evil Valley Lord either."

"Those two must be top masters in the Valley of Evil. How on earth did you get them to come out?"

Yang Cheogi didn't answer, so I guessed.

"Then the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman must've joined hands with the Evil Valley Lord, just like he recruited you."

Admiration flickered in Yang Cheogi's eyes. His reaction confirmed my guess. This was a secret even the All-Knowing Hall hadn't uncovered.

I already knew the Heavenly Enlightenment Society was no ordinary organization, but it was far more formidable than I had realized.

In the past, the mission would have just ended in failure. A situation like this never would have occurred in the first place, since the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's restrictions hadn't been lifted.

One thing was certain, however. Seeing how they were plotting things now, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society must have been active in the shadows back then as well.

Before we fought again, I looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He nodded silently, his eyes telling me not to worry.

The fight began again.

The Sky Falling Claws tore space to shreds, and the Chainman's chain reared its head like a living snake and lunged.

The Sky Falling Claws grazed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's arm and side. The Blood Calamity Finger grazed the Chainman's forehead.

At close range, sword qi flew, finger qi bullets were fired, chains imbued with enhanced qi soared, and the Sky Falling Claws created dozens of claw marks. It was a flurry of secret techniques.

The fight was neck and neck. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and I had only fought together once, but we synchronized perfectly, as if we had practiced our entire lives. Strangely, I felt at ease fighting with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and our coordination was perfect.

Then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon screamed a second time.

He collapsed backward as the chain flew toward him.

I rushed forward and blocked the chain with my back.

THUD!

I endured the impact with my protective enhanced qi, but it felt like my shoulder was being torn off.

THUUD! THUD!

The chain struck repeatedly.

The chain slammed into my body, but my protective enhanced qi deflected it. This consumed an immense amount of inner arts.

Yang Cheogi watched and exclaimed in surprise.

"To generate protective enhanced qi at your age, you're truly an incredible bastard."

But we had planned this situation. A moment ago, I sent a telepathy message to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, telling him to pretend to get hit again.

With my back to them, I split my sword in front of me.

I was unleashing the Ominous Sky Strike, the Soaring Sky Sword Art's Seventh Technique.

CHWARAK!

I only split it twice, right in front of my chest where they couldn't see.

The moment the sword-shaped sword qi formed!

SHWIIING! SHWING!

The two sword qi shot out behind me as if alive.

PUAAAK!

One pierced the off-guard Weird Demon's shoulder, while the other sliced the chain in half and flew on.

"Damn it!"

The Weird Demon pressed the blood point on his shoulder and grimaced. If he hadn't twisted away reflexively, it would have pierced his neck.

The Chainman dropped the severed chain and gripped the remaining section.

"Damn it!"

We sighed. Our decisive attack had failed to kill them. Fortunately, it pierced the Weird Demon's shoulder and damaged the Chainman's weapon.

I offered a hand to the seated Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and he took it to stand. The look in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes grew even more intense. We were both burning with passion for this fight.

The Weird Demon and the Chainman opted for a long battle. They judged their inner arts superior and intended to wear us down. They also fought more cautiously with an injured shoulder and a damaged weapon.

As a result, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who used finger qi and palm techniques, was the first to run out of inner arts.

At that moment of crisis, his inner arts depleted and his movements slowed drastically.

SEUSEUT.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared at me, shocked.

We were inside the world of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

"This is the space within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique."

"The Spacetime Manipulation Technique too!"

"There's no time to explain. This is an Explosive Qi Pill. Please take it and recover your inner arts first."

I gave him the Explosive Qi Pill from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"You should take it, Second Young Lord."

"I still have some inner arts left. There's no time. Hurry up, take it, and recover. My qi is being consumed as we speak."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon immediately took the Explosive Qi Pill and circulated his true qi.

I could hear their voices from outside.

"It's an illusion technique."

"The young brat can even use illusion techniques? He really keeps surprising us."

"A top-tier illusion technique like this must consume a lot of qi, so he won't be able to maintain it for long before showing himself. In other words, it's a suicidal act."

Truly, if I hadn't reverse-absorbed the Bewitching Nirvana Princess's inner arts, I couldn't have used the Spacetime Manipulation Technique right now.

A moment later, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon opened his eyes and stood up, his inner arts rapidly recovered.

"We have to end this in a hundred moves."

"Yes! Let's go!"

I held out my sword, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon flicked it again.

"......"

The Spacetime Manipulation Technique released with a clear metallic sound.

The moment we emerged, I charged the Chainman like a madman.

CHANGCHANGCHANGCHANGCHANGCHANGCHANG!

I unleashed my utmost concentration.

My surroundings vanished. I could only see the Chainman and his chain.

Soon, even the Chainman disappeared. Only the brilliantly moving chain remained.

I heard nothing but my sword clashing with the chain.

If I'm struggling, you must be struggling too. If it seems like I'm going to die, it must seem like you're going to die too.

I don't believe it. That you've worked harder than me. I believed in myself, and I believed in all my efforts.

Then I had another amazing experience.

I fought at my absolute limit, yet my sword's speed increased even more. It was a result born of desperation, a miracle created by my desperate wish to save the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

I felt the chain's movements become frantic.

Pushed into a corner, he unleashed a hidden technique. He trapped my sword between his chains. Instantly, like a coiled snake, the chain wrapped around the blade and snatched the Black Demon Sword away.

I saw the Chainman's joyful expression.

SHWIK! PUUK!

The next moment, a throwing knife embedded itself in the Chainman's neck.

He had played his trump card, but so had I. I had thrown the knife in the fleeting moment he let his guard down.

"Keueuk."

The throwing knife in the Chainman's neck was made of ten-thousand-year cold steel. He couldn't block the unexpected attack because I hadn't used my knife throwing arts once during the fight.

The Chainman pulled the throwing knife from his neck, like someone who absolutely must scratch an itch.

The moment he pulled out the knife, blood spewed like a waterfall, and he collapsed. I didn't want to waste inner arts on telekinesis, so I ran and picked up the Black Demon Sword, still wrapped in the chain.

Without hesitation, I charged the Weird Demon.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon faced the stronger Weird Demon with extreme concentration.

We fought as we had against Baek Manggi.

The two of us relentlessly pushed him. I was wary of Yang Cheogi intervening, but he didn't join the fight for some reason.

As we pressed him, the tide of battle turned instantly. These two were strong, but not as strong as the Sword Emperor, Baek Manggi. Our joint attack was even more synchronized than before.

The Weird Demon shouted to Yang Cheogi for help.

My sword passed between the slightly faltering blades of the Sky Falling Claws.

PUUK!

My sword embedded itself in the Weird Demon's shoulder.

PIING! PEOOK!

Simultaneously, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's Blood Calamity Finger pierced the Weird Demon's forehead.

The Weird Demon fell backward, his eyes wide with injustice and rage.

"Haa, haa."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and I gasped for breath. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had exhausted his inner arts, and I had little left.

"You're really tenacious bastards!"

I responded to Yang Cheogi's exclamation.

"You're the tenacious one. How could you just watch without helping them?"

"Why should I interfere? I can kill you more safely once your inner arts are depleted."

I felt that wasn't the real reason. Being left alone to face us was just as dangerous.

He didn't stop those two masters from dying? It's as if he wanted them to die. Why?

Then a thought struck me like lightning.

"Did the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman promise you the position of Evil Valley Lord by any chance?"

"!"

He wanted to be the Demon Supreme, the Sect Leader, and the Chairman, so I wondered if he also wanted to be the Valley Leader.

Yang Cheogi's eyes seemed to ask how I knew, confirming my guess. He must have used this chance to cut off the Evil Valley Lord's limbs to take over the Valley of Evil more easily. The villains were gathered, backstabbing one another.

"You're a man who only dreams of things you can never achieve."

"That mouth of yours is the root of all your trouble."

"You're trash."

"Fine, you can curse me all you want in hell."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon blocked my path. [Second Young Lord, now is the time to show off your running skills. I can hold him off for a few moves.]

He believed we couldn't defeat Yang Cheogi. His own inner arts were depleted. He judged it impossible to face him with my remaining inner arts.

[I should save those running skills for my rematch with the Smiling Demon.]

[Don't be needlessly stubborn and go!]

[My demonic path may not break tables, but it also doesn't abandon a friend in danger.]

[!]

I felt the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was deeply moved by the word 'friend'.

[What kind of Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is so affectionate?]

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze shifted from me to Yang Cheogi. Then he said something I never expected.

"Please let the Second Young Lord go, Martial Uncle."

He made a request he never wanted to make, all to save me.

Yang Cheogi said with a mocking gaze.

"Take off your mask and kneel, and I'll let him live."

I could see the conflict in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's back.

Ah! Even if the whole world calls him evil, I never could.

I quickly went to him and grabbed his arm.

"He won't spare him even if you do that."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon removed my hand from his arm.

"I had no intention of kneeling. I know better than anyone what kind of person Martial Uncle is."

"But why?"

"I was trying to buy a little more time. I thought since you're so clever, Second Young Lord, you might find a way out."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed silently. A deep regret for our lack of time flickered in his eyes. He was anticipating his end.

Yang Cheogi gathered qi in one hand. I injected qi into the Black Demon Sword.

How many moves can I last? Can I kill him with this much inner arts?

"Have a nice trip together!"

He unleashed the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm, filled with his complete inner arts.

Just as I was about to release my sword qi to block it.

KWAAANG!

The incoming Extremely Savage Demonic Palm shattered and disappeared.

I hadn't blocked it. Something flew in from somewhere and stopped Yang Cheogi's attack.

It was a single dao. A giant dao imbued with enhanced qi stuck in the ground before us like a shield.

To my surprise, it was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's Heaven Destroying Dao.

I lifted my head and saw the Blood Heaven Blade Demon descending from the sky on the wind.

"I knew this would happen."


Chapter 149: The Test Continues

"Elder!"

I shouted joyfully when I saw the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. I had never been this happy to see him since we first met.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon landed and pulled the half-embedded Heaven Destroying Dao from the ground.

"Why is someone your age oppressing his juniors?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon sternly rebuked him.

In response, the Blood Calamity Finger flew at him.

BANG!

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon threw a palm strike and neutralized the Blood Calamity Finger. He did not fall behind in inner arts at all. His aura was sharper than ever, especially since he had been training his martial arts diligently.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon roared.

"You ugly old man! Do you want to die?"

He swung the Heaven Destroying Dao wide.

FWOOOOSH!

The blade wind tore through space as it rushed forward.

Yang Cheogi did not dodge. Instead, he thrust out both palms and unleashed a palm technique.

KABOOM!

An ear-splitting explosion pushed them both back. They took the same number of steps. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's power was truly profound, not losing to Yang Cheogi in the slightest.

I immediately joined the fight. It would be a disaster if the Blood Heaven Blade Demon got hurt alone.

SHRRRRING.

I unleashed the Soaring Sky Sword Art's Seventh Technique, the Ominous Sky Strike. The Black Demon Sword split into twelve streams of sword qi that floated in the air. I deliberately showed off, splitting it as much as possible, even though I had little inner arts left.

Yang Cheogi saw me about to join the fight and judged the situation unfavorable. He kicked off the ground and vanished instantly.

"Don't chase him."

I worried the Blood Heaven Blade Demon might give chase, but he did not move an inch.

"I couldn't even if I wanted to. When we exchanged that palm strike, I thought my arm was going to fall off. He's as strong as he is ugly."

"Compared to him, you're a peerless beauty, Elder!"

"Of course."

"Elder!"

I ran to embrace him, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon dodged with his movement arts.

"Disgusting."

"How did you get here?"

"Just passing by."

How can that be? The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was worried about me and has been keeping an eye on my movements.

"Thank you. If it weren't for you, Elder, we would have died here."

This was not just empty praise. If he had not come, I truly did not know what the outcome would have been.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon collapsed to the ground. His mask was covered in blood, and his entire body was a mess of wounds and gore.

"Elder, please stand guard for a moment."

"Of course."

I placed my hand on the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's back and injected a stream of qi. I slowly tended to his blood vessels, bolstering his true qi and healing his internal injuries. The pure inner arts soothed his body, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon quickly opened his eyes. Fortunately, his internal injuries were not that deep.

"That's a relief. Your internal injuries aren't too severe."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at me. I could not forget the look in his eyes when he foresaw his end, the regret that filled them.

We forget so easily. Those intense moments become turning points, changing me and my life. Once they pass, we fail to live like we did in that moment.

However, I won't be like that. From now on, nothing else is needed in our relationship. I just need to not forget the regret of that moment when we anticipated death.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, what about you? Do you feel the same as I do?

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon just smiled. For the first time, he smiled with all his emotions fully contained within it. I smiled too.

Right. Drink with the Drunken Demon, and laugh with the Smiling Demon. That is all that matters.

Next, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon expressed his gratitude to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He did not use words, but gave a slight bow.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon simply nodded once to accept the greeting.

I took the opportunity to hug the Blood Heaven Blade Demon tightly.

"Elder! I missed you."

"I told you it's disgusting, why are you doing this?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook me off as I acted childishly and retreated as if fleeing.

But how could I not know? He was also incredibly happy to have saved me.

I retrieved the millennium cold steel throwing knife from next to the Chainman's corpse and spoke honestly.

"This fight was pretty tough."

Watching me, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said, "Didn't I tell you? You're waking up the murim."

"Should I go learn a lullaby somewhere?"

"Then in the process of learning it, you'll wake up even those who didn't need to be woken."

At the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's joke, I said confidently, "Since it's already like this, tell them all to wake up. Tell them all to wake up now instead of waking up late and talking in their sleep. Instead..."

I met the eyes of the two men.

"From now on, please fight with me."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at me for a moment, then whipped around and walked away. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon followed behind him.

"There you go again, there you go again."

I followed them and left the place.


Sama Myeong entered the Heavenly Demon Hall holding an urgent messenger pigeon. His unusually fast pace indicated the news was important.

Despite seeing his urgency, the Heavenly Demon Geom Woojin was as calm as ever.

Reaching the end of the red carpet, Sama Myeong quickly delivered the news.

"During his mission, the Second Young Lord clashed with the villains of the Valley of Evil."

"The Valley of Evil?"

"The Bewitching Nirvana Princess, the Bloody Road Trio, the Yama Sage, and the Blood Wolf Blade."

"Quite a few skilled ones showed up."

"That's not all. The Weird Demon and the Chainman also appeared."

Geom Woojin flinched at the mention of those two names. The first four were not to be taken lightly, but the latter two were definitely not to be trifled with.

"They clashed with the Second Young Lord and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was there too?"

"Yes. It seems the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon is also entangled in this matter."

"And so?"

After a brief pause, Sama Myeong reported, "The Second Young Lord and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon killed them all."

"The first four, I can understand, but the last two couldn't have been easy."

"It's reported that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon suffered internal injuries in the process. Fortunately, they are not said to be deep."

"And Mugeuk?"

"He is fine."

"The two of them killed the Weird Demon and the Chainman?"

Unlike the calm Geom Woojin, the great strategist Sama Myeong was slightly flushed.

"To be honest, I was very surprised when I saw the messenger pigeon. Although the Second Young Lord and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon joined forces to kill the Sword Emperor before, their opponent was a single person then. This time, the number of enemies was large, so it must not have been easy at all."

If it were not for the duel with Geom Mugeuk at the Alluring Inn, Geom Woojin would have been just as surprised. Geom Woojin had already been surprised that day.

"Who is behind this incident?"

"The actual mastermind is the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman, and the ones who took the lead are Yang Cheogi and the Evil Valley Lord."

"Yang Cheogi? The Yang Cheogi of the White Mask Sect?"

Geom Woojin knew about him.

"Yes. It seems he caused this incident due to his grudge with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"Even so, he mobilized some rather grand figures for that, didn't he?"

"According to the Second Young Lord's report, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman recruited the Evil Valley Lord and Yang Cheogi. However, while recruiting Yang Cheogi, it seems he secretly offered him the position of the Evil Valley Lord."

"Why would he do that? From the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman's perspective, the Evil Valley Lord would be more useful in many ways than Yang Cheogi."

"I believe he must have an ulterior motive."

"Look into it."

"Yes! The Heavenly Enlightenment Society were more troublesome than we thought."

Until now, they had only known the Heavenly Enlightenment Society as those who impersonated the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult to seek unjust profits. Now, it seemed they were a much larger and stronger organization.

"What will you do? It might be too much for the Second Young Lord to handle. Should we recall him?"

However, Geom Woojin shook his head.

"Didn't that child choose that mission himself? Then he must endure it. Instead, overlook the fact that the Demon Supremes intervened this time, and increase our Cult's support from one time to three."

"I understand."

Originally, it was a mission he had to do alone, so the Demon Supremes should not have intervened.

However, since a special situation beyond the test had unfolded, they were adjusting the difficulty accordingly.

"I will focus the main branch's information network to keep an eye on the Heavenly Enlightenment Society."

Geom Woojin nodded and said, "Tell my second brother that the test continues."


We stayed at our Cult's safehouse, not far from the Yellow River Inn where we fought.

We rested for a few days to recover our inner arts and treat our wounds. We ate proper meals, circulated our qi, and rested sufficiently.

Today, a messenger pigeon arrived from the Heavenly Demon Hall, instructing us to continue the mission.

That's Father for you. Even if I sent a messenger pigeon saying I was going to war with the Murim Alliance, he's the type to send a reply telling me to fight well.

That night, I enjoyed the lonely moonlight while strolling through the safehouse garden. I saw the Blood Heaven Blade Demon practicing his martial arts in a corner of the yard.

"You're training even here?"

"Is training a joke? To be picky about the place."

"Seeing you these days, Elder, I've come to think that becoming a Demon Supreme is no joke."

"Don't lie. While looking down on us."

"It's a misunderstanding!"

Honestly, when I first decided to bring the Demon Supremes under my control, I did look down on them, but as I got closer to them, I abandoned that thought long ago. These people are not easy at all.

That was probably why Yang Cheogi couldn't become a Demon Supreme.

Separate from his martial arts skill, he lacks something crucial. Should I say he has no charm? Or no feel? Or that he is not on that level? He is missing something.

"Seeing the Drunken Demon drinking all the time lately, I guess I didn't know how fearsome the Demon Supremes are."

"You shouldn't look down on that drunkard either."

"Why are you so worried about me these days?"

"How can I not be worried? You get into danger whenever you have a chance. I might have to take out my pocket money and buy you some other treasured armor. By the way, what about the Explosive Qi Pill?"

"I took it."

I did not say I gave it to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. If I did, our old man might fume all night and be unable to sleep.

It was then.

"I was the one who took it."

I turned to see the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon walking into the garden.

"I survived thanks to it."

He then bowed his head slightly. At his polite attitude, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon only shot me a glare but did not provoke the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"As long as you're safe, that's all that matters."

How desperate must the situation have been for him to fight while consuming all of it? The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had to know that. Although he always cursed him as a sinister bastard behind his back, he still acknowledged the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's skill.

"I will repay this debt next time."

"Before that, you should wipe the blood off that mask."

"I intend to wear it as is until this matter is finished."

I could feel that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was slightly flushed. It was not just anger. It was closer to the excitement one feels after a life-or-death battle for the first time in a long while.

I was the same. In the last fight, my sword-swinging speed became faster. It stemmed from a desperation to save the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, but I surpassed my limits.

That is what is important. That I broke through a limit. Since the Soaring Sky Sword Art has already reached the complete mastery of the Twelth Star, this improvement must be related to my overall martial arts realm.

"I felt like I was on the brink several times, but honestly, the feeling was amazing."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes showed that he agreed from behind the mask.

Even the Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded.

"It's that taste that drives everyone crazy."

It seemed the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's blood also started to boil while exchanging a palm strike with Yang Cheogi.

"First, we have to catch Yang Cheogi."

Yang Cheogi not only tried to kill us, but he also tried to drive the disciples of the White Mask Sect, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's sect, to their deaths. He must be dealt with as a top priority, since he will continue to target the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon or me.

"Besides, he must have met the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman in person, so he'll be helpful in finding him."

Then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked, "Do you know where that bastard Yang Cheogi is?"

"He must have hidden in the Valley of Evil. The people he brought from there are dead, so he'll have to report, and it's also the safest place. Also, since Yang Cheogi is aiming for the position of the Evil Valley Lord, he must have returned there."

"I'll help you."

When the Blood Heaven Blade Demon offered to help, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said something unexpected.

"I know the Valley of Evil well."

After a brief pause, he added, "I was once there too."

I was startled and asked, "When were you there?"

"When I was young. My Master sent me there to cultivate a wicked heart. He came to get me three years later."

"What if you had died there?"

"Then he would have found another disciple."

"You survived in the Valley of Evil at such a young age, Smiling Demon?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded.

"The Valley of Evil is, in the end, a place where people live. While there are masters like the Weird Demon, there are also people who know no martial arts at all. There are even merchants who aren't from the Valley of Evil but go there to do business because the profits are high. That said, you can't let your guard down. If you go in without any information, there's no place as frightening as the Valley of Evil."

I relayed the contents of the messenger pigeon from our Cult to the two of them.

"We received a message from our Cult today. The mission to eliminate the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman is still valid. Instead, they've strengthened the support to allow us to receive our Cult's help three times. I'm thinking of using one of those times now. The three of us could handle it, but the Evil Valley Lord might intervene. There's no need to take unnecessary risks, and we're using one chance anyway."

I spoke forcefully, with the spirit of wiping out the Valley of Evil if necessary.

"Let's call the Flower Sword Supreme and the Great Drunken Demon and go catch Yang Cheogi."


Chapter 150: The Good Will Surely Die

The Evil Valley Lord Gi Banggi burned with unbearable rage.

"You expect me to believe that right now?"

"What's there to believe? It's just what happened."

"The two greatest masters of the Valley of Evil don't just die at the same time for no reason."

Gi Banggi was short with gloomy eyes and had an aura that naturally dampened spirits. When his mood soured, the air grew so stifling it became hard to breathe.

"Can you defeat the Weird Demon? Are you confident you can beat the Chainman? I'm not, and neither are you, right? So how can I believe the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon killed them? In the same place! Together!"

"It wasn't the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. It was the Demonic Cult Second Young Lord."

"You call that an explanation!"

His voice naturally rose. The Evil Valley Lord knew nothing of Geom Mugeuk's abilities. Only those who handled the murim's most clandestine information knew Geom Mugeuk's martial prowess was far greater than imagined. His true skills were not yet known to the world.

"Were they the only ones? Didn't I send the Bewitching Nirvana Princess, the Bloody Road Trio, the Blood Wolf Blade, and the Yama Sage with you? But you came back alone after they were all annihilated!"

"I barely made it back alive myself! I'm telling you, I was almost killed."

"You know what? Your story is so absurd it almost sounds true. You can't be foolish enough to make up such a ridiculous excuse."

The Evil Valley Lord simply could not believe the situation. In this one incident, he had lost his two strongest limbs. He had sent everyone out precisely so that no one would die.

"What were you doing when they died, Master Yang?"

"The Blood Heaven Blade Demon appeared just as I was about to step in. That old man's inner arts are so profound, there was nothing I could do."

Yang Cheogi thoroughly concealed that he had only acted after the Weird Demon and the Chainman were dead. The Valley Leader would investigate him out of suspicion, but he would have no choice but to believe his words. It was an undeniable fact that only Geom Mugeuk, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon were there that day.

"I have a relationship with the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman too, so why would I ruin things? Please, believe me."

The Evil Valley Lord was filled with regret. If he had known this would happen, he would never have joined hands with the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman. The sweet prize he had offered might have been poison, a thought that came too late. Greed was always the root of disaster.

What was past was past. The problem was now. With their deaths, his own position as Valley Leader had become precarious.

Among the organizations in murim, the Valley of Evil's leader changed most frequently. It was filled with those who would immediately bare their fangs the moment the leader showed any weakness.

If you're scheming to take my place, you won't die a peaceful death.

Normally, Gi Banggi would not have shown such thoughts, even if he harbored them. He was a man who always smiled at the enemies he had to kill.

Today, however, he could not contain his anger.

"I don't want to see your face. Leave now. We'll talk later."

"Very well."

As Yang Cheogi turned to leave, the Evil Valley Lord spoke.

"Do you know what my alias was before I came here?"

"What was it?"

"It was Baek-ak. They called me that because I was said to possess all the evils of the world."

"Is that so?"

The indifferent response further enraged the Evil Valley Lord. Whether he knew this or not, Yang Cheogi threw another problem into the mix.

"Those bastards will guess that I've come here."

"What are you saying? That they might invade our valley?"

"That possibility exists."

This was Yang Cheogi's way of blocking any chance that the Evil Valley Lord might try to kill him.

"You came back after cutting off both our arms, so now we have to fight with our feet. If what you say is true, we're all dead."

Of course, he did not mean it sincerely. If the Valley of Evil were to collapse just because those two were gone, it would have disappeared long ago. This place was teeming with countless villains driven to the brink.

No one in the jianghu would dare dip their bodies in these murky waters. It had always been that way.

After Yang Cheogi left, the Evil Valley Lord summoned a subordinate and gave an order.

"Investigate this matter thoroughly. From this moment on, kill anyone who sets foot in the valley. Tell everyone! Fifty thousand taels for each intruder's head."


I sent a messenger pigeon to our Cult requesting the Drunken Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme, then we immediately headed for the Valley of Evil.

Movement arts were faster than riding a horse, so we ran.

A journey running alongside the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? I could never have imagined this, not before my regression and not even after.

I had traveled with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon before, but this was my first time with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. I learned something new about him on this journey.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon seemed like the type to stay cooped up reading, but he had surprisingly been to every corner of the Central Plains. Whenever we passed a region he knew, he would stop running to tell us stories about it.

"Over that mountain is a place called the Great Joya Plains. I fought a wandering warrior who challenged me there for five hundred rounds. That was back when I was in my prime."

He told stories of his past fights, like that one.

"In that village over there, there's a sect made up entirely of women. The Sect Leader and her head disciple both had a crush on me at the same time."

He told such unbelievable stories with a straight face. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and I sent each other a telepathic message at the same time. That's a lie.

"Beyond that point is Evil Alliance territory. Four hundred kilometers in that direction is the Murim Alliance's domain."

He was also knowledgeable about geography and the state of murim.

There were many moments when his knowledge overlapped with my own, and I wanted to chime in, but I had to force myself to hold back.

"By the way, were your inner arts always this profound?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked, puzzled, as he watched me keep pace with them.

"I took some miracle herbs a very noble person gave me."

Those miracle herbs were the Cheonoesindan the Blood Heaven Blade Demon gave me in the past.

"That alone shouldn't be enough for this level of inner arts."

"I also absorbed the Bewitching Nirvana Princess's inner arts while dealing with her."

Of course, I've had several other miraculous encounters, but I didn't mention them all.

"Ah, the heavens are truly helping you."

"So, you two should help me a little, too."

At that, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon suddenly shot forward again.

They coordinated just to tease me, even though they dislike each other. Maybe they don't dislike each other that much after all.

I shouted as I chased after them.

"Where are you two slowpokes running off to!"


We ran and ran until we finally arrived at the entrance to the Valley of Evil.

In the distance, I saw the Flower Sword Supreme and the Drunken Demon waiting for us. They had arrived first. Seeing them out here was different from seeing them drunk in a lake or tending flowers in a garden.

The Drunken Demon looked up at the sky with his arms crossed, appearing lonely yet cool. The Sword Supreme stood proudly in a clean white robe with a sword at her hip. They both felt extraordinary.

"Hyung-nim!"

The Drunken Demon's expression brightened when I called him Hyung-nim, even with the other Demon Supremes present.

"My little brother!"

I focused on my relationship with the Drunken Demon, not worrying about the others.

"Hyung-nim, thank you for coming."

Being cautious because of the other Demon Supremes would be rude to the Drunken Demon and to them. I'm someone who calls the Drunken Demon 'Hyung-nim'. I have to show who I am to form proper relationships.

"I don't usually interrupt my seclusion training, but Yeo Bin brought me the news. She said my little brother needed help. How on earth did you get Yeo Bin on your side?"

I only looked after your health, Hyung-nim. So Yeo Bin is the one who's truly on your side.

I couldn't say that, so I just smiled. "I'll buy you a drink after this is over."

I immediately greeted the Flower Sword Supreme politely. "Your beauty shines even brighter out here."

"I feel this every time, but your flattery is the most pleasant. I heard you fought those bastards from the Valley of Evil. Are you hurt?"

"No. The Blade Demon appeared at the crucial moment."

The Flower Sword Supreme looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and said, "He might have been waiting. For the crucial moment."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon made a dumbfounded expression and retorted, "That's right. I hid and waited. I had to appear when the crisis deepened a little more, right?"

"Still, it's a relief you arrived on time. Good job."

For some reason, the Flower Sword Supreme ended the conversation with a kind word. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shot me a look that said, What's with her? but how would I know what she was thinking?

Maybe the Drunken Demon said something good about the Blood Heaven Blade Demon on their way here. If so, today could be the start of their reconciliation.

The Flower Sword Supreme asked me again, "So? The mastermind snuck into this place?"

"Yes. I double-checked with the All-Knowing Hall. They confirmed he entered the Valley of Evil."

"This place is quite troublesome."

"Fortunately, the Smiling Demon knows the Valley of Evil well."

"Oh?"

The Flower Sword Supreme's gaze turned to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. His blood-stained mask showed how urgent the previous situation had been.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon bowed slightly, and the Flower Sword Supreme returned the greeting. She treated the Drunken Demon like a friend, but her relationship with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was formal.

They seemed antagonistic, but my connection to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was actually thanks to the Flower Sword Supreme. When she was establishing Cheong Seon as the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme, she told me the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had voted in favor. That's why I sought him out.

"Our target is Yang Cheogi. The villains here deserve to die, but there's no need for an unnecessary massacre. We'll only eliminate those who stand in our way."

Everyone nodded with understanding expressions.

"One more thing about Yang Cheogi. Our objective is to capture him alive, but his martial arts are strong. If it's too difficult, you can kill him. Capturing him is a preference, not a necessity. Everyone's safety is the absolute priority."

At that, the Drunken Demon said to the Flower Sword Supreme, "Who among us do you think our little brother is so worried about?"

"His drunken Hyung-nim, probably?"

"Ah, is it me?"

Even for Demon Supremes, storming the Valley of Evil is a burdensome task, but they showed no sign of it. They didn't even joke about it. I believe they did that for me. It's a debt I must never forget.

"Thank you for coming. It's a great honor to carry out a mission with four Demon Supremes. I won't forget this day. If a painter were here, I'd have him draw us... Ah, where are you going? Hear me out! I'm coming!"

I followed the Demon Supremes who had already started walking and entered the Valley of Evil.

A short walk inside, a warning was written in red letters.

[The good will surely die.]

At that, the Drunken Demon looked around at us and remarked, "Fortunately, it seems no one among us is going to die."

Everyone laughed together at his words.

"I'm in danger."

When I feigned injustice, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said, "According to that sign, the safest person here is the Second Young Lord."

Everyone's looks seemed to agree with him. Only the Drunken Demon took my side.

"I believe in my little brother's innocence. My kind-hearted little brother."

"That just makes me sound more like a villain, doesn't it?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who had been listening, couldn't hold back and threw in a comment. "I'm sick and tired of hearing 'little brother, little brother'."

I worried he might start a fight with the Drunken Demon, so I quickly intercepted. "I know, right? It's enough to make someone without a brother miserable."

At that, the Drunken Demon laughed and took a sip of his drink. I had been watching him since we first met, and the amount he drank had definitely decreased.

I sent a telepathic message to the Drunken Demon.

[You've cut back a lot on the drinking. That's cool, Hyung.]

[Thanks for noticing.]

I couldn't possibly have such a conversation in front of the other Demon Supremes.

How long had we been walking?

We came across a man carrying a basket of medicinal herbs. He saw us, bowed, and started to pass by.

SHIING! THWACK!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon launched his Blood Calamity Finger, piercing the man's forehead. He collapsed on the spot.

"He's a scout guarding the entrance. When someone enters, his role is to take a shortcut and alert the others. Besides him..."

SHWIIK! SWOOOSH!

Before he could finish, the Flower Sword Supreme unleashed her sword qi at the trees. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon launched his blade qi at the rocks.

A man fell dead from the trees. The rock was sliced in half, killing the man hiding behind it.

Words were unnecessary when moving with the Demon Supremes. They acted in perfect sync.

"It's been a long time since I was last here, but this place hasn't changed at all. Back then, there were also three of them guarding this spot."

I responded to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's words with a smile. "Isn't our Cult the same? It seems not much has changed between decades ago and now."

At that, the Drunken Demon took a sip of his drink and said, "That must be why our little brother intends to establish a new demonic way, right?"

I smiled at the Demon Supremes instead of answering.

I was growing closer to them, but I still didn't know if they would understand the demonic way I was pursuing.

As we went deeper, a few thatched huts came into view. There were rice paddies, fields, fruit trees, cows, and pigs. It looked no different from any other village.

However, there was a terrifying trap next to the field, and the vibrant flowerbed teemed with poisonous insects.

Poisonous bees flew in from somewhere and rushed us, but it was impossible for a bee to sting a Demon Supreme. A single gesture swept them all away.

Without the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's knowledge of this place, the path would have been much harder. There were hidden paths where none seemed to exist and traps on paths that looked safe.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon avoided the traps and guided us only through the shortcuts.

Finally, a village appeared in the distance. It was the first village we had seen since entering the Valley of Evil.

"There are many dangerous traps between here and the village entrance. Let's just go over them."

The four Demon Supremes and I launched into the air. We crossed a distance an ordinary master could never manage in a single leap. It was an elegant and spectacular display of supreme movement arts that no one could imitate.

CHAK! CHAK! CHAK! CHAK! CHAK!

We landed simultaneously in a single line.

The moment we landed, sword qi, blade qi, finger qi, and palm techniques flew in all directions. The enemies in ambush fell without a chance to attack. Though they hadn't coordinated, none of their attacks overlapped. These were the Demon Supremes of our Cult.

"Now, let's go in."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stood to my left, and the Flower Sword Supreme to my right. At the ends of the line were the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Drunken Demon.

With the strongest wings in the world, I walked into the village of villains.


Chapter 151: When We Are Together

The village seemed ordinary. No, it only looked ordinary.

Passersby and merchants filled the streets, and children even ran around playing. Seeing this scene, no one would ever guess this village was in the Valley of Evil.

But while it looked normal at a glance, the wary gazes and the tense feeling from the people were anything but. I could feel them secretly exchanging glances, but we pretended not to notice and continued walking.

"Not everyone here follows the Evil Valley Lord. In fact, many are covetously eyeing his position. You can think of it as being similar to the Viridian Forest."

That was why we did not use movement arts to rush in. We had to ensure our movements were not seen as an invasion or an attack. If they judged it an attack, every villain in the Valley of Evil would come forward to protect their home, whether they liked it or not.

But we were simply unfamiliar visitors walking through. This was a significant difference, a strategy we could use because we had the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who knew the valley's nature better than anyone.

As we walked, we saw about a dozen men and women sitting in a circle in an open lot, drinking. They laughed and chatted boisterously, as if having a wonderful time.

The moment we passed them, they shot to their feet to throw hidden weapons, but before the weapons could even leave their hands, a blur of motion stopped them.

SWIIIIISH.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's blade qi swept through them a step ahead of their attack. We had already anticipated their ambush.

Their acting was decent, but not a single one of them had glanced at us as we passed. With two or three people, that might have been believable. For a group of a dozen, it was completely unnatural.

"Most of the villains in the Valley of Evil would sell their souls for money. The Evil Valley Lord has probably put a bounty on our heads in preparation for our arrival."

I laughed at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's explanation.

"He'd have to offer at least a million taels."

The Drunken Demon remarked, "Per person, of course, right?"

We joked as we walked on, but ambushers soon jumped out from the woods on both sides.

This time, the Sword Supreme flew lightly into the air. She spun once, her sword scattering qi in every direction.

The attackers fell, sliced apart by the deadly energy. Not a single sliver of sword qi missed its mark.

The Sword Supreme then landed gracefully, returning to her walking position.

We continued walking and resumed our conversation as if nothing had happened.

"The Evil Valley Lord isn't the world's number one tycoon. How could he possibly offer a million taels per person?"

"That's probably why only trash like this is coming after us."

The moment the Drunken Demon finished speaking, hidden weapons flew from the bushes ahead.

We all twisted our bodies lightly to dodge. The weapons flew between the five of us with a ferocity that seemed impossible to evade, yet everyone dodged them easily.

The Drunken Demon moved next. His figure flashed and disappeared into the bushes. He returned to his original spot even faster than he had left. Not a single scream was heard, leaving no clue how he had dealt with the ambushers.

He returned, took a sip of alcohol, and said, "I gave them all a drink, and now they're sleeping it off."

I had never properly seen the Drunken Demon fight, but this display alone showed his martial arts were not to be taken lightly.

We started walking again and soon arrived at a ferry dock.

"From here, we have to cross the river by boat."

So, we got a boat at the dock and started to cross the river.

"I'm the youngest, so I'll row."

Seeing me row, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked, "When did you learn to handle a boat? You look very skilled."

"Is there anything I can't do?"

The other three Demon Supremes also stared intently at me.

"Why are you all staring at me like that? It's embarrassing. It just makes me... row even better, you know? I do love being the center of attention."

I was joking, but they all looked at me with strange expressions. It was probably because I was good at too many things.

The boat cut swiftly through the water.

The Drunken Demon, who had been gazing at the river, suddenly spoke to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Seeing you in action against our enemies just now, Senior, you are still as vigorous as ever."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was clearly flustered by the Drunken Demon's sudden praise.

"Well, I don't drink much alcohol."

The Flower Sword Supreme then chimed in.

"In times like these, just say thank you. How can you be so old and still so cantankerous?"

Although she was meddling, her tone was gentle. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who would have been more stubborn at any other time, backed down.

"Thank you."

He had meekly thanked the Drunken Demon.

"Don't mention it. I was just speaking my mind."

The Flower Sword Supreme looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon with an expression that said, What's gotten into you?

I could feel the Drunken Demon was making an effort. That effort was creating change.

My gaze met the Drunken Demon's. Thank you, Hyung. You're doing great.

The attacks continued.

When the boat reached the middle of the river, ambushers burst from the water, throwing hidden weapons.

This time, I leaped up with an oar in hand and struck the bastards down.

I struck one, used him as a foothold to strike another, then used that one as a foothold to strike the next. It looked simple, but it was a technique that combined supreme movement arts with their combat application.

All the men who jumped out were struck by the oar. Their heads burst open as they fell back into the water. They were the Yellow River Water Ghosts, dressed in fish-scale armor. They once roamed the Yellow River area, plundering ships and slaughtering passengers, but were eventually chased into the Valley of Evil.

The very moment I was about to land back on the boat, an explosion erupted.

BOOM!

The ferry boat shattered to pieces.

The Demon Supremes and I all leaped into the air. The water ghosts poked their heads out of the water and shot poison needles from blowpipes.

FWIPFWIPFWIPFWIPFWIPFWIPFWIP!

However, not a single Demon Supreme was hit. They moved their bodies in mid-air, dodging the entire ambush. This time, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon acted.

PING! PIIING! PING! PING!

He unleashed the Blood Calamity Finger in rapid succession. It was the first time I realized the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's finger qi bullet could be fired continuously like that.

The men who had shot the poison needles floated to the surface like dead fish.

The Demon Supremes and I each landed on a piece of the shattered boat. We did not sink, despite standing on fragments smaller than a man's forearm.

SHWAAAAAAAAA.

The wooden planks carrying the Demon Supremes cut through the water, moving forward.

In the distance, more water ghosts poked their heads out, but they did not dare to attack. The sight of us using our qi to cross the river on shattered wood was enough to make them lose their will to fight.

Just like that, we reached the opposite bank in an instant.

About 330 meters from there, we were blocked by men whose names were recognizable. The movement arts displayed by the five martial artists blocking our path were extraordinary.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon recognized them.

"The Five Evils of Chongqing!"

They were villains who had once committed evil deeds based in the Chongqing area.

"After all these years, there are few who can recognize us. Old man, who are you?"

"You've forgotten me."

"You know me?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon merely gave a faint smile.

"Seeing as you're blocking our path, it seems that when you get old, your judgment fades just as much as your memory."

The first evil's expression hardened.

He had come out to kill, but an unknown sense of unease pricked at him. He was sure he had seen this old man somewhere before, but he could not remember.

"Kill them!"

Although the first evil gave the order to his subordinates, it ultimately served as a command for the Demon Supremes.

Before the words were even finished, we each took on one of them.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon unleashed the Blood Calamity Finger. The fourth evil could not dodge the close-range attack, and his forehead was pierced. The Flower Sword Supreme's swordsmanship beheaded the second evil. My Blue Sky Strike split the fifth evil's chest in an instant. The Drunken Demon's gourd smashed the third evil's head.

Only the first evil remained. The moment the others died, he remembered.

"Ah! You... Why are you here?"

His voice trembled. There was a time when the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had shaken the jianghu. Back then, the first evil could not even meet his gaze properly. Now, after so many years, they had met again here.

The first evil desperately threw himself into a retreat, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's giant dao sliced his body in half.

As we fought together, I sensed something. The Demon Supremes seemed to be fighting nonchalantly, but they were conscious of each other. They used each move with care, pretending not to watch but keenly observing what techniques the others used. Their real opponents were not the villains, but each other, and of course, they observed my movements and martial arts most intently.

Nevertheless, I did not deliberately hide my skills. I did not show everything, but I did not hold back my abilities either. I was the one who would become their leader. I had to make them believe in and follow me.

Next, attackers who used poison smoke came at us. A few men revealed themselves from hiding and sprayed the smoke.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme stepped forward at the same time. They swung their sleeves, sending the poison smoke flying back at those who had released it.

The attackers collapsed in agony, spewing blood from every orifice.

This was the first time since entering this place that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme had coordinated. They looked at each other, and the gazes they shared were growing softer.

"Once we cross that field, we'll reach the Evil Valley Lord's residence."

About 330 meters from the residence, a horde of spear-wielding villains poured out from one side. The man at their head was enormous and carried a spear as large as a pillar.

He was the Ghost Spear Superman, infamous in the murim for his single spear. A master of unorthodox sects, he had established his own school of spearmanship. He had disappeared after being branded a public enemy for attacking a Murim Alliance Branch, only to reappear here.

From the opposite side, dozens more villains appeared. They were assassins dressed in black martial arts uniforms with masks covering their faces. Their leader was the Hidden Moon, once a renowned top-tier assassin who now led an assassin organization here.

From another direction came men wearing only loincloths. They stood with vacant eyes, intoxicated by drugs.

However, anyone who let their guard down because of their appearance would be torn to shreds. Their martial arts were far greater than they looked, and they felt no pain. If they decided to charge like madmen, few could withstand their momentum.

Not only them, but a group of women also appeared, along with men in hunter's attire and a band of beggars.

These people were not under the command of the Evil Valley Lord. They were individuals with their own factions who lived by their own rules, constantly fighting amongst themselves for supremacy in the Valley of Evil.

These factions were also why the Evil Valley Lord felt his position was in jeopardy after his subordinates were killed.

The killing intent directed at us was extraordinary, but the Demon Supremes were completely unfazed.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, wearing his blood-stained mask, stared at them with his arms crossed arrogantly. His composure alone was overwhelming the opponents.

The other Demon Supremes were the same. Their arrogant stances were enough to keep the hundreds of villains from daring to attack.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stepped forward and shouted in a booming voice.

"If you're going to attack, then come at me all at once."

RUUUUUUUMBLE!

Blade aura formed on his lowered Heaven Destroying Dao.

His enhanced qi was as red as blood. It was the first time I had seen his blade aura. Perhaps because of its blood-red color, it was truly intense and impressive.

Following his lead, the other Demon Supremes each released their own auras. Enhanced sword qi, pure white, formed on the Flower Sword Supreme's White Flower Sword. The color suited her perfectly.

As the momentum of the five of us spread out, the villains took another step back as if pushed by an unseen force.

If I had come alone, or with just the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, we would have had to fight all of them.

However, with the four Demon Supremes, no one dared to challenge us.

Hundreds had gathered, but they only watched from a distance. When we were together, we were unstoppable.

In the end, they could not bring themselves to attack. Our momentum was one reason, but they also knew our destination was the Evil Valley Lord's residence. Their greed was now aimed at something bigger.

We started walking again. At the end of the road was the manor where the Evil Valley Lord lived.

The plaque above the main gate read 'Dong-ak-sang-jo'. It meant that even villains help each other to achieve evil.

"He must have been informed of our arrival, so he'll be waiting with his own preparations."

At my words, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon shattered the plaque with the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm. The entire section where the plaque had been attached vanished without a trace.

At the same time, the other Demon Supremes unleashed their palm techniques. The main gate and the front wall crumbled into dust.

"If I had come alone, it might be a different story, but with four of us together..."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon added as he led the way.

"If preparations were enough to stop us, we'd have to give up our titles as Demon Supremes, wouldn't we?"


Chapter 152: This Is All Your Fault

"What you said was true." The Evil Valley Lord said this to Yang Cheogi as he entered the main hall.

The Evil Valley Lord had sent men to investigate. They confirmed that a young man and a masked figure had met at the Yellow River Inn that day. Yang Cheogi's words were true.

"Why would I lie to the Valley Leader? I told the truth."

"Then you're saying Geom Mugeuk's martial arts were truly enough to handle the Weird Demon."

"That's right."

"Even if he is of the Heavenly Demon's bloodline, it's still unbelievable."

"I felt the same way. I never imagined Geom Mugeuk would be such a master." Yang Cheogi's expression hardened as he recalled that day. He seemed truthful, but the Evil Valley Lord still suspected him.

There was a clear possibility that Yang Cheogi had helped Geom Mugeuk kill all his subordinates. That seemed more plausible than Geom Mugeuk killing the Weird Demon alone.

What if it was a conspiracy by the Demonic Cult to take over the Valley of Evil?

What if they used Yang Cheogi to cut off all my limbs? What if the Demonic Cult even created the Heavenly Enlightenment Society?

Losing so many powerful subordinates at once made such suspicions natural.

Of course, the theory had questionable parts.

Until now, the Demonic Cult has never shown any interest in the Valley of Evil. Why would they suddenly target our valley?

The Valley of Evil was a nuisance to the Murim Alliance. The Demonic Cult had no reason to strike it. If the Demonic Cult ran the Valley of Evil directly, they would face fierce backlash from both the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance. Why create trouble? The villains here would never pledge loyalty to them.

The Evil Valley Lord's lack of trust in Yang Cheogi led him to invent all sorts of hypotheses. One thing was certain. Just looking at Yang Cheogi was irritating.

If you have some other sinister motive, you will never leave the Valley of Evil alive.

Just then, a subordinate rushed in and reported urgently.

"There are intruders. The Gwapyo gang has been defeated at the village entrance."

The Evil Valley Lord felt the inevitable had finally arrived.

Yang Cheogi, standing beside him, quickly asked, "How many intruders are there in total?"

"They say there are five."

Yang Cheogi tilted his head. "If it's Geom Mugeuk's group, there should be three at most, right?"

"Why are you so sure there are three? Couldn't Geom Mugeuk have brought more demons with him?"

"Well, that's true, but."

The Evil Valley Lord was puzzled by Yang Cheogi's reaction.

Are they really not on the same side? Or is he just pretending not to know?

Judging by his reaction, it did not seem like they had planned this together.

Just then, another subordinate rushed in. "The Cheonga gang has also been defeated by the intruders."

"Already?" The Cheonga gang were skilled martial artists who excelled in coordinated attacks, yet they were already defeated.

Soon after, another subordinate ran in. "The insects are all dead."

This time, the Evil Valley Lord was even more surprised. The 'insects' were the Yangsu gang who lived in the forest. They were extremely tricky to deal with, hiding in the woods and throwing hidden weapons.

Yang Cheogi and the Evil Valley Lord's eyes met. Yang Cheogi nodded. "It's definitely them."

Considering Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon killed so many when it was just the two of them, what would happen now that five had come?

Before the shock could subside, another subordinate ran in. The Evil Valley Lord asked first this time. "Who was defeated this time?"

"At the Seonak Bridge, the Yellow River Water Ghosts have been defeated."

"What? The Water Ghosts?" The Evil Valley Lord was startled. They were not the strongest, but in the water, the Water Ghosts were stronger than anyone.

They could be killed, yes, but the problem was the intruders' speed. Their pace was like casually plucking flowers while taking a stroll.

At that moment, the Evil Valley Lord saw Yang Cheogi's eyes tremble with fear.

"If you want to run, then flee now." His intention was to pin all the blame on Yang Cheogi if he was gone and somehow find a way to survive.

"What will you do, Valley Leader?"

"I can't leave this place. The moment I flee, I'll give those who covet my position a reason to kill me." Besides, all of his trustworthy subordinates were already dead.

Yang Cheogi was conflicted. He never imagined Geom Mugeuk would invade this far, nor that the Valley of Evil could be breached so easily. It was a place where one could wander for days near the entrance without knowing the way.

If he fled now, however, the Evil Valley Lord would never take him back. His feelings toward him were already at their worst.

If I want to take the Evil Valley Lord's position, I must stop Geom Mugeuk's group today. Only then will the villains here acknowledge me as the Valley Leader. And if the Evil Valley Lord died in the process, all the better.

As they were lost in their different thoughts, another subordinate entered. "The Five Evils of Chongqing are all dead."

Now, the Evil Valley Lord was not even surprised. Unless this was all a prank by his subordinates, it was a disaster flying toward them at a terrifying speed.

Hatred for Yang Cheogi surged within his heart.

This is all your fault.

If Yang Cheogi had not provoked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon in the first place, claiming he would get revenge, none of this would have happened.

No matter what it takes, I will kill you.

The Evil Valley Lord knew that holding such a deep grudge would ultimately bring him no good. He just could not tolerate Yang Cheogi. Even if he regretted this decision later, he vowed to kill Yang Cheogi without fail.

The Evil Valley Lord said to his subordinate, "Tell Seok-no to drain as much of their inner arts as possible."

"......" The subordinate ran out.

"Seok-no is the last bastion. If he is breached, it will be just you and me."

"Let's hope he drains their strength as much as possible." If Seok-no played his part, there might be a chance.


The courtyard was empty.

I looked around and said, "Something feels eerie, doesn't it?"

My feeling was correct. The moment we crossed the courtyard toward the main hall, our surroundings changed.

"......"

We suddenly found ourselves in a new space, surrounded by hundreds of stone statues. They were shaped like martial artists holding swords, daos, and spears.

"It's an illusion technique!" I shouted.

The Demon Supremes tensed. An illusion was tricky if you did not know how to break it. This was why the Murim Alliance feared the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme the most.

"Everyone, be careful," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon warned. We stood back-to-back in a circle.

The stone statues began to move. One would expect them to be sluggish, but they were faster than I thought. The sight of something that should be slow rushing at us was bizarre and terrifying.

"......"

The fight began. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon shattered a charging statue with his Extremely Savage Demonic Palm.

The Flower Sword Supreme sliced another statue apart with her sword qi. She could not bring her sword down on the stone lumps to conserve her inner arts. Her sword was a masterpiece, and while it could handle a few statues, facing so many would damage the blade. She had no choice but to use her sword qi.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was in a similar situation. His giant dao was better suited for this than a sword, but he could not just smash the statues with his precious Heaven Destroying Dao. He also generated dao qi and a wind from his dao to destroy the statues.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had to use the inner arts-consuming Extremely Savage Demonic Palm to shatter the statues. Using the Blood Calamity Finger only poked holes in them while they kept moving.

The Drunken Demon also could not strike them with his Blood Gourd, so he used palm techniques to deal with them.

They were opponents that consumed an enormous amount of inner arts, and they swarmed endlessly.

I could not just consume qi recklessly. I dodged the statues' attacks and scanned my surroundings. With my eyes enhanced by the Bloodeye Holy Water and the Divine Eye Technique, I was sure I could see the way to break the illusion.

However, I could not see the bluish light that indicated a weak point anywhere in this space.

It's here. It has to be here. An illusion technique without a way to break it did not exist.

I weaved quickly between the statues using the Shadow Step and the Vanishing Step, searching for the weak point.

At one point, while wandering among the statues, I found it.

Found it!

A bluish light glowed on the back of a statue far in the back. It was hidden among the hundreds of attacking statues. This illusion technique concealed its weak point well.

JIIIIIIIIK!

Without hesitation, I tore through the bluish light with the Black Demon Sword, splitting it in half.

Beyond the light, an old man stared in utter shock.

PUUK!

The moment my sword pierced the old man's heart, the illusion he had cast shattered.

Freed from the illusion, we stood in the same courtyard we had entered earlier. The Demon Supremes saw the old man I had stabbed collapse and realized I had found the way to break the illusion.

The Drunken Demon made a fuss, exclaiming that his little brother was the best.

The Flower Sword Supreme looked greatly surprised.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, however, was not that surprised. He knew I had killed the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

Finally, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at me, smiled meaningfully, and said, "Second Young Lord, you have reached the state of Sagongbulchim."

He did not mention the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme because the other Demon Supremes were present. If it had been just the two of us, he would have said, 'Shameless Second Young Lord, are you still going to claim you didn't kill the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme?'

I strode toward the building. "Now, let's go in."

I shattered the doors to the main hall and entered with the Demon Supremes.


KWAAANG!

Watching them shatter the main hall doors and enter, the Evil Valley Lord thought the Heavenly Demon himself was invading. How else could Seok-no's illusion technique be broken so quickly? Even he would have to endure until Seok-no's inner arts were depleted to escape it.

The intruder, however, was not the Heavenly Demon. A young man, Geom Mugeuk, walked in at the forefront, proving Yang Cheogi's words true.

Geom Mugeuk looked at Yang Cheogi. "In this situation, the only place you could hide safely would be the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Ah, but that won't work. You messed with us."

Yang Cheogi did not answer.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to the Evil Valley Lord. "Are you the Evil Valley Lord?"

"That's right. I am the Evil Valley Lord."

"I am Geom Mugeuk, Second Young Lord of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

"I have heard much of your reputation." The Evil Valley Lord tried his best to act composed, but inside he was burning up. It felt like a grim reaper was walking toward him step by step.

The Evil Valley Lord's gaze shifted to the four Demon Supremes standing behind Geom Mugeuk. "The esteemed members of the Divine Cult have arrived. Welcome." He greeted them smoothly with a clasped hands greeting, as if they were invited guests.

The four Demon Supremes only stared at him coldly.

The Evil Valley Lord spoke gently to Geom Mugeuk again. "I hear the madmen of my valley were quite rude to you, Second Young Lord?"

"They tried to suck out my inner arts and smash my head with a chain. If you call that 'rude,' then I suppose I'll have to be a little rude today as well."

"You're destined to become a supreme ruler of the murim. Don't stoop to the level of the pathetic fools of my valley." The Evil Valley Lord tried his best to get on Geom Mugeuk's good side.

With Geom Mugeuk and the Demon Supremes standing before him, he lost all will to fight. If the deceased Weird Demon, the Chainman, the Bloody Road Trio, the Blood Wolf Blade, the Bewitching Nirvana Princess, and the Yama Sage were all here, it might be different, but for him and Yang Cheogi to face these five was impossible.

Geom Mugeuk stared at the Evil Valley Lord and asked, "Why did you do it?"

The Evil Valley Lord looked at Yang Cheogi as if it was never his intention and asked the same question. "Why did you do it?"

Yang Cheogi stared at him with a look of disbelief. "What are you doing right now?"

"You're the one who caused this, so you explain it." The Evil Valley Lord's struggle to survive began by distancing himself from Yang Cheogi.

When Geom Mugeuk's party entered, Yang Cheogi's reaction clearly showed he was not on their side. In that case, the Evil Valley Lord had only one option. He had to abandon Yang Cheogi. After all, they had come to kill Yang Cheogi.

Yang Cheogi scoffed. "Do you think they'll let you live just because you pull a stunt like this?"

Geom Mugeuk replied to Yang Cheogi. "I will let him live. I know that this incident was entirely the doing of Yang Cheogi over there. As long as the Valley Leader cooperates in capturing the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman, no harm will come to you."

The Evil Valley Lord's heart pounded with the hope that he could live.

So they really weren't on the same side!

Seeing the Evil Valley Lord waver, Yang Cheogi shouted, "Don't believe him! It's a trick to divide us!"

In contrast to the frantic Yang Cheogi, Geom Mugeuk was calm. "Why would I bother dividing you when I can kill you both? Four of our Cult's Eight Demon Supremes have come in person. Does this look like a joke to you?"

The Evil Valley Lord did not hesitate. "I'll help. I know a clue that can help find the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman!" He was told he would be spared if he cooperated. What was there to hesitate about?

Yang Cheogi's heart sank coldly. He knew the Evil Valley Lord had already turned. The moment the Evil Valley Lord turned his back on him, Yang Cheogi realized he would never get out of this place alive.

"You pathetic, foolish bastard! This is why you can never escape this filthy place!"

"Shut up! This is all your fault. I don't even want to hear your excuses, so just go to hell quietly!"

"Idiot," Yang Cheogi spat coldly and sighed. Even if he offered information about the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman, he would likely not survive. He had tried to kill Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

So, in the end, I have to use this.

Yang Cheogi began to draw upon his inner arts for a final secret technique he had never used before. No, it was a technique he could never use.

Seeing a red energy swirl in Yang Cheogi's eyes, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon warned, "Everyone, be careful! It's the forbidden secret technique of our school, a take you down with me art!"

The martial art Yang Cheogi was about to use was indeed the Heavenly Light Slaying Technique. It was a final secret technique to die with an opponent, ensuring the death of one person while dying alongside them.

"If your inner arts are weaker than his, you can't block it!"

Yang Cheogi's inner arts were second to none. He directed his gaze to each person in the room.

Who would he kill and die with? The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, the cause of this mess? The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who ruined everything by showing up late that day? Geom Mugeuk, who made his revenge fail? Or that pathetic fool, the Evil Valley Lord?

Honestly, he wanted to take all four of them with him. However, the Heavenly Light Slaying Technique could only be used on a single person.

Yang Cheogi's eyes turned so red they looked like they would burst as he roared, "Who will go with me!"

In that moment of heavy silence, Geom Mugeuk shot his hand up.

"Me!"


Chapter 153: I Didn't Intend to Take You With Me

Geom Mugeuk deliberately provoked him.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had said the 'take you down with me' technique was unavoidable for those with weak inner arts. This meant even the Demon Supremes could be in danger. The Evil Valley Lord also couldn't die, because they needed the clue about the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman.

However, Geom Mugeuk was supremely confident in his own inner arts. He knew Yang Cheogi's power, no matter how profound, couldn't surpass his. Geom Mugeuk's inner arts already exceeded the Demon Supremes' and now included the power he absorbed from the Bewitching Nirvana Princess.

"Let's walk that road to the underworld together. I talk a lot, so at least you won't be bored."

Yang Cheogi took the words as mockery, and his eyes grew even redder. The Heavenly Light Slaying Technique felt seconds from being unleashed, yet Geom Mugeuk provoked him again.

"It seems you'll die dreaming only of things you could never achieve."

Those words were taboo for Yang Cheogi. Demon Supreme, Sect Leader, Chairman, and Valley Leader. He had achieved none of them, and the wound from that life was far too deep.

The moment Yang Cheogi decided, Alright, it's you.

WHOOSH!

The Evil Valley Lord saw his opportunity and launched a palm strike at Yang Cheogi's back.

The Evil Valley Lord knew he couldn't let Geom Mugeuk die. If Geom Mugeuk died, the Demon Supremes would surely kill him.

Yang Cheogi spun around like a thunderbolt and unleashed a palm strike of his own.

A deafening explosion threw both the Evil Valley Lord and Yang Cheogi backward. Yang Cheogi flew further, not because his inner arts were weaker, but because he was gathering energy for the Heavenly Light Slaying Technique. He couldn't use his full strength.

Enraged, Yang Cheogi shot out the Blood Calamity Finger.

"......"

The sound that followed was not a body pierced by the Blood Calamity Finger, but a sword running through flesh.

"......"

The Blood Calamity Finger missed the Evil Valley Lord's face by a wide margin. Blood splattered the tip of Yang Cheogi's outstretched finger.

He slowly lowered his head and looked at his chest. A sharp, gleaming blade protruded from it, thrust through his back.

With the sword still embedded in him, Yang Cheogi slowly turned around.

He thought one of the Demon Supremes or Geom Mugeuk had ambushed him, but they all stood in their original positions.

He saw the unfamiliar man who had attacked him. It was the Evil Valley Lord's last subordinate, a master of stealth and swordsmanship. The Evil Valley Lord's final move wasn't Seokno, but this man. The hidden trump card, concealed even from Yang Cheogi, had worked perfectly.

Yang Cheogi's knees slowly buckled. He had neither the strength nor the opportunity to turn his head and choose someone else.

"damn it... I... didn't intend... to take you... with me."

In that instant, a red light shot from Yang Cheogi's eyes.

POP! POP!

The eyes of the man who had ambushed him burst, and he fell backward. At the same time, Yang Cheogi unleashed the light and died as his own eyes burst.

If he hadn't done this, he would have died without using the Heavenly Light Slaying Technique at all. He had no choice but to use 'take you down with me' on the man who ambushed him, an opponent whose name he didn't even know.

He died without using his final secret technique on the person he wanted. Just as Geom Mugeuk had said, he passed away dreaming of things he could never achieve, even in his final moments.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared impassively at the corpse. His long-held grudge against his martial uncle had just ended, but he showed no emotion. He felt neither relief nor sadness.

On the other hand, the Evil Valley Lord smiled.

He was the one who survived. His subordinate, his trump card, was dead, but all that mattered was that he was still alive.

"As you promised, spare my life!"

The deaths of Yang Cheogi and his subordinate meant nothing to him.

Geom Mugeuk stared at him coldly and said, "Whether you live or die depends on you."

The Evil Valley Lord began to talk about the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman.

"The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman never revealed his identity. He always wore a veiled bamboo hat when he met us. He wouldn't meet us if we contacted him. He always contacted us to set the time and place."

"How did the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman draw you in?"

"What else? Money."

He had offered a sum of money large enough to move him.

"But don't look down on me for it. Money is what keeps this position. You wouldn't know. You don't know how precarious this seat is. You don't know how many crazy bastards want to sit in it just once, even if it kills them."

Money was what allowed him to protect that position.

Both the Weird Demon and the Chainman were skilled enough to aim for the Valley Leader position at any time. The money that let them enjoy their pleasures was what kept their ambitions in check.

"Didn't you say you had a clue to find him?"

"That's right, but promise me here and now. That you'll let me live. Swear on your Divine Cult."

"I will swear on our Cult. If you give me a clue to find the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman, I will let you live."

Only then did the Evil Valley Lord reveal the clue.

"Do you think I would have blindly trusted a man like the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman? I secretly investigated him, but it wasn't easy. The men I sent to investigate either went missing or were found as corpses. Still, I sent more, and then more again, and in the end, I found out one thing."

An unexpected phrase came from the Evil Valley Lord's mouth.

"The Young Dragon Tournament."

The Young Dragon Tournament was a murim competition hosted by the Murim Alliance. It selected talented prodigies from the orthodox sects to become elites of the Murim Alliance.

"It's information my spies obtained with their lives. The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman is definitely plotting something related to this year's Young Dragon Tournament!"

The Evil Valley Lord trembled with anxiety, afraid they would say it wasn't enough.

However, he didn't need to worry. Geom Mugeuk recalled a certain fact related to the Young Dragon Tournament.

Ah! Now that I think about it, this is that year!

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"That's enough. I'll accept it as useful information."

"Then you'll let me live?"

"I will keep my promise. I hope you survive."

"?"

As Geom Mugeuk and the Demon Supremes turned their backs and left the main hall, the villains waited outside.

The Ghostly Power Giant Spear and his subordinates stood with their spears. The Hidden Moon and his assassins were there, along with a group of drugged men and women, hunters, and beggars. They were the very ones who hadn't attacked us earlier.

The moment we stepped outside, they began to flock into the main hall one by one, their eyes filled with killing intent and greed.

Curses erupted from inside, followed by the sounds of fighting. The Evil Valley Lord's scream could be heard among the screams of several others.

The scene made it clear why the Valley of Evil could never unite and emerge into the world. This place was hell.


At the entrance of the Valley of Evil, I formally expressed my gratitude to the Demon Supremes.

"Thank you for your help."

Then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said, "What did we do? They just fought amongst themselves and died."

"It only happened that way because you were all there. Imagine if I had gone alone. I'd be covered in blood and causing a ruckus right now."

I met the eyes of each of the Demon Supremes one by one.

The eyes within the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eye sockets conveyed a deep gratitude.

This was something that would not have happened originally. However, with my intervention, he was able to end his long-held grudge.

The Flower Sword Supreme smiled and said, "Thanks to you, I got some fresh air. It was nice."

The Flower Sword Supreme, who had said she wouldn't become a wing, played the role of an excellent wing this time. People who say, 'I won't belong anywhere,' are sometimes the ones who fall into that 'somewhere' the hardest. Perhaps they are wary in advance because they know they will fall deeper than anyone else.

Next to her, the Drunken Demon drank his liquor. He was the one who had started to make a serious effort to reconcile the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme. Although he made a mistake in his youth, he now acknowledges his fault and is trying to correct it. I like that, Hyung.

Finally, my eyes met with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's. If he hadn't come to the Yellow River Inn earlier, I might have died.

I didn't say thank you. My gaze had already conveyed my feelings.

I don't know how things will end with these people. Our relationship is good now, but who knows what might sour it. Perhaps it will become a deeper relationship than I can even imagine.

I know what will happen at the Young Dragon Tournament, but this newly formed relationship with them is something that didn't exist before. I can only do my best in each moment.

"What are you going to do now?"

To the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's question, I answered without hesitation.

"I have to go to the Murim Alliance."

The Young Dragon Tournament will be held at the Murim Alliance Headquarters in about two months.

"It will be dangerous."

"This succession test is about catching the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman. Failing the test is more dangerous for me."

"So? You're going to participate in the Young Dragon Tournament yourself?"

"No, if I competed, I'd eventually be found out, so I need to be nearby. I have someone else to participate. Someone completely unknown in the murim."

"Who is that?"

Then, an unexpected name came from Geom Mugeuk's mouth.

"My Elder disciple."

Seeing the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's surprise, Geom Mugeuk said with a smile, "I'm going to have Detective Seo participate in this tournament."

I'll ask the All-Knowing Hall to create a perfect cover sect for us. Seo Daeryong will compete as a member of that sect.

"What role will you play?"

"If I act as an attendant or a bodyguard, I probably won't stand out."

The Demon Supremes gave him a look that said, Will you really not stand out just by doing that?

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked worried and tried to volunteer.

"I'll go too."

At that, Geom Mugeuk's gaze shifted to the Heaven Destroying Dao.

"Everyone will think that sword is a fake, right? There's no way the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would bring the Heaven Destroying Dao all the way to the Murim Alliance. Right?"

It was a roundabout way of saying he was too conspicuous.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's mask and the Flower Sword Supreme's the White Flower Sword, engraved with a red camellia, were also too well-known in the murim.

If Lee Ahn went, she would draw all the attention, and the same went for the large Jang Ho's facial scar. Seo Daeryong was the perfect fit for this job.

"Sounds fun. Little Brother, I want to go too."

As if the Drunken Demon wouldn't stand out anywhere.

"I'll tell you everything that happened over drinks later. Oh, and I might need to ask for your help again, Elders, regarding the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman. I still have two of my three chances to ask for help left. I'll be counting on you then as well."

The Demon Supremes nodded. Geom Mugeuk felt reassured. With their help, he was confident he could even take on the Murim Alliance.

Alright, my right-hand man. Let's make a name for ourselves at the Murim Alliance.


After parting with the Demon Supremes, I headed straight for Wuhan in Hubei, the home of the Murim Alliance.

I sprinted, reveling in the extreme speed of the Swift Step. I ran between trees, through crowds of people, and over boulders.

No one could recognize me. Even a beast that was chasing me gave up, unable to catch me. In a flash, I disappeared into the distance.

The earlier I arrived, the more time I would have to train my martial arts, so I ran and ran, using the Swift Step to its absolute limit.

After arriving near the Murim Alliance Headquarters, I bought long-lasting food and supplies from the marketplace and went into the mountains to live.

It would be a while before Seo Daeryong arrived with the messenger pigeon, and the Young Dragon Tournament was even further away.

Until then, I planned to hole up quietly in the mountains and do nothing but train.

From that day on, I began my training.

I forgot about people, my mission, and my revenge.

I trained as if I were born only to practice martial arts. I trained with the mindset that I could sleep when I was dead. I ate and trained. I circulated my qi and trained. I trained and trained.

A month later, I walked through the marketplace as a bearded man.

I deliberately let my beard grow. I threw away my training uniform and bought a set of cheap, shabby clothes that wouldn't stand out.

When I went to the promised inn, Seo Daeryong was waiting.

He was visibly nervous, having entered the Murim Alliance's territory.

It was so good to see him after such a long time. Even though our eyes met briefly, he didn't recognize me.

Then, as I sat down in front of him, he finally recognized me and was startled.

"Direc...!"

I covered Seo Daeryong's mouth before he could say 'Director'.

"Do you want to spread the word that I'm here?"

"No, of course not. I was just surprised."

With my unkempt hair and a mountain bandit's beard, I knew no one would recognize me if even Seo Daeryong couldn't.

"But why do you look like this?"

"It's a disguise."

"Ah! What's with the beard? What kind of amateur disguise is this? People will stare at you more."

He said that, but he was just as conspicuous. He wore a white martial arts uniform with the character for 'Righteousness' (正) embroidered on the chest.

"Look at me. Anyone would think I'm a member of the orthodox sects, right?"

"Look around. Who else is wearing clothes like that? That's exactly the kind of outfit a rookie who just joined the Murim Alliance wears excitedly for a few days before shoving it in a corner."

"Still, I think it's better than that dirty beard."

"Not just messy, but dirty!"

We looked at each other and laughed together. After we happily attacked each other's appearances, Seo Daeryong asked seriously, "But why did you call me all the way out here?"

Seo Daeryong had come here without hearing any details beforehand. I gave the tense Seo Daeryong a meaningful smile and said, "Let's do a job together."


Chapter 154: Believe It or Not, I've Only Ever Taken First Place

"What is it?"

Seo Daeryong was still completely unaware of what was about to happen.

"You must enter the Young Dragon Tournament."

At the mention of the Young Dragon Tournament, Seo Daeryong jumped, so startled I felt sorry for him. Seo Daeryong asked in a trembling voice.

"Surely, the Young Dragon Tournament you're talking about isn't the one I know, right?"

"And which Young Dragon Tournament is that?"

"The murim tournament the Murim Alliance hosts for orthodox sect prodigies. So many masters from the Murim Alliance and orthodox sects gather that people from unorthodox sects or our Cult can't even watch, let alone participate. That incredibly dangerous murim tournament. It's not that one, is it?"

"I think that's the one."

Seo Daeryong stared at me blankly, then shot up from his seat. He walked out of the inn without a backward glance.

I did not try to stop him. Instead, I ordered some light snacks and alcohol from the waiter. Training in the mountains had absorbed me so completely, it felt like ages since my last drink.

Just as I finished my second glass, Seo Daeryong returned to the table.

"You're not gonna stop me?"

"Why would I? I knew you'd come back."

Seo Daeryong poured himself a drink and gulped it down.

"No. Absolutely not. What are you even talking about?"

"There's no one else but you."

"That's what shady leaders say to exploit their people. What do you mean there's no one else but me? There are plenty of others if you look! If you look hard enough, you might even find someone in this inn!"

Seo Daeryong tried to think of people around me he could send in his place. He soon sighed, realizing I was only surrounded by oddballs.

"Still, I can't do it."

Seo Daeryong drained his cup again.

"You know who I am, don't you?"

"Of course. You're a power-hungry, cold-hearted man's man who loves only one woman, and when everyone else was silent..."

"Stop!"

I skipped the rest and added only the newly updated information.

"...a coward who couldn't bring himself to fight Yeo Bin in the end, but still my right-hand man, Detective Seo, and now, we'll be adding that you bravely participated in the Young Dragon Tournament."

"No, but still, how can I possibly enter the Young Dragon Tournament?"

"It's not like I can go, is it?"

"No one will recognize you. The beard makes for a perfect disguise!"

"Didn't you call it an amateur's disguise? A dirty beard?"

Sighing, he found another way out. Seo Daeryong lowered his voice and whispered.

"I haven't properly inherited the Master's martial arts yet."

"That's even better. We can't have you standing out. You'll have to fight with only the basics anyway."

Someone at Seo Daeryong's level would have already learned to conceal his demonic qi, so his martial arts would not give him away.

Seo Daeryong bowed his head, exuding a dark aura. Faced with his resistance, I decided to play my trump card.

"Alright, if you can't do it, you can't do it. I guess I'll just have to fail the test Father gave me. My brother will become the successor in the end. I'll probably be assassinated and left in some nameless field to be eaten by beasts. Ah! But I won't blame you. I mean it."

"I'll probably die on a duel stage, stabbed by the sword of some orthodox sect bastard I've never seen before. Then my body will be sent to the front sect of our Cult that provided the fake identity. 'Who is this guy?' 'I don't know. Probably just some guy who was used and killed.' 'What a pity, this short, gloomy-looking fellow. Hurry up and bury him.' Ah! But I won't blame you, Director. I truly mean it."

"Someday, when I become the Cult Leader, I'll look back on this day. Ah, if it weren't for you back then, I never would have become the Cult Leader. Thank you."

"Someday, I'll be reminiscing about today with my grandson on my knee. 'It's because I stubbornly refused to enter that tournament that you all exist.'"

It was a battle of spear and shield. However, no matter how much he resisted, the outcome of this fight was already decided.

"Augh, I can't live like this, I really can't. Then again, who can I blame for this? I was the one who wanted revenge for my Senior when you first came to the Sanzu River Hall, and I was the one who decided to learn the blade arts."

I poured him another drink.

"Thank you."

"As long as you know. I guess doing things you don't want to is just a part of life."

"The people who say that are probably the ones who only do what they want in life."

"Hey! That's my line!"

I knew it was a huge decision for him. He was someone who hated being in the spotlight more than anything.

"It'll be a good experience for you as a martial artist. Just look at the names, it's destiny, isn't it? The Young Dragon Tournament and Seo Daeryong. A great dragon ascending at the Young Dragon Tournament. If the tournament was named the Battle of Lake Chao, I would have called Jang Ho."

My silly joke finally made Seo Daeryong laugh.

"So this is the succession test, then."

"That's right."

"What exactly do we need to do?"

"There's a guy called the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman. He's going to use this tournament to hatch a plot. He might approach the participants, which is why you're entering. Our goal is to catch him."

"We have to catch him. Catching bad guys is what we do."

"Spoken like my right-hand man."

Once he made a decision, Seo Daeryong did not look back. This was probably the reason I liked him. Behind that small, gloomy-looking exterior was an unbending resolve.

I took a document from my robes and handed it to him.

"Here, this is your new identity. Memorize every single detail. You're good at memorizing, so I'm not worried."

"What about you, Director?"

"I'll be acting as your attendant and bodyguard."

Joy flickered across Seo Daeryong's face. He fought to keep from smiling.

"Why are you so happy?"

"Me? Of course not."

"You just smiled."

"You saw wrong."

"You smiled."

"Ahem, you rascal. Why are you being so frivolous when the Elder says no? Ah, I was just practicing."

I laughed pleasantly at Seo Daeryong's joke.

"For today, just memorize that. We'll go register for the Young Dragon Tournament tomorrow."

We got a large room with two beds.

As soon as we entered, Seo Daeryong tried to dust off my bedding, but I stopped him.

"Don't worry about me. Just think about yourself."

"How can I do that?"

"I just gave you an order that could change your life. You're allowed to do at least this much. You can even piss on my blanket."

"Receiving those orders is my life. Please don't think of it as a bad thing. I, the one accepting them, have never once thought of it that way. Especially not after meeting you, Director."

Right, thank you for saying that.

After roughly unpacking, Seo Daeryong sat by the window. He looked at the scenery outside and spoke with concern.

"I'll have to get as far as possible to find out what that Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman bastard is plotting. I'm worried I'll be eliminated too early."

I did not know the exact skill level of the Young Dragon Tournament either, so I could not predict the outcome.

"Don't worry. Elder Blade Demon left a stratagem for you."

"What? What do you mean?"

I took a small silk pouch from my robes.

"He gave me this stratagem pouch, telling me to give it to you when you reach your limit."

Seo Daeryong was stunned. He was more stunned than when I told him he had to enter the Young Dragon Tournament.

"The Master really gave you this?"

To be honest, I was surprised too. I never thought the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would leave something like this.

"Did you happen to see what's written inside?"

"No. Why? Should we open it now?"

"Absolutely not! If the Master said to open it in a crisis, then we must open it in a crisis!"

He must have been curious about the contents, but right now, Seo Daeryong was overwhelmed with emotion that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had given this to him. I could feel his desire to bow toward the distant Blood Heaven Blade Demon as he gazed out the window.

That night, Seo Daeryong could not fall asleep until late, lost in various thoughts.


The next morning, we had breakfast and headed for the Murim Alliance.

In the distance, the magnificent building of the Murim Alliance Headquarters came into view. I could see a giant stone statue of a martial artist, modeled after a heroic warrior.

A strange feeling washed over me as we got closer to the Murim Alliance.

In the future, the Murim Alliance will also be swept away by Hwa Mugi. Will their fate change because I regressed? Or will only the fate of our Cult change? I can't know yet.

Seo Daeryong kept glancing at the female martial artists passing by.

"The women of the orthodox sects are pretty, aren't they?"

"They certainly are. I thought it was just a rumor."

"Since you're here, try dating one. The fateful love between an orthodox sect female warrior and a demon!"

"It would be fun for the spectators, but imagine how hard it would be for the people involved."

Despite his words, Seo Daeryong's gaze kept drifting to the passing women.

The registration for this Young Dragon Tournament was set up in a separate outer hall of the Murim Alliance.

Even though they were accepting applications for nearly five days, the line was long. Countless prodigies from the orthodox sects had flocked here from all over the Central Plains.

We also got in line at the registration area.

As we waited, the martial artists in front of us were talking about the tournament.

To summarize their conversation, it was not just the winner who would be selected. Everyone in the final eight would be recruited into an elite organization of the Murim Alliance.

One of the men in the conversation glanced at Seo Daeryong and me and smirked. It seemed our rustic appearance, as if we had just come up from the countryside, naturally made him feel contemptuous.

I spoke to Seo Daeryong, making sure the man could hear.

"Young Master, are you confident you can win?"

Seo Daeryong's eyes shot me a strong protest that screamed, Win? All of a sudden? but his reply was forceful.

"I am confident."

The guys in front of us exchanged glances and sneered. Still, they did not openly pick a fight or dismiss us.

After a long wait, it was finally our turn.

"Name, Seo Ryong. My sect is the Western Blade Sect of Gansu."

It was a real sect in Gansu, a place run directly by the All-Knowing Hall in preparation for situations like this. If someone were to investigate, they would find a son named Seo Ryong who had left to participate in the Young Dragon Tournament.

"In ten days, the tournament brackets will be posted in front of the Murim Alliance. Check the date and duel stage then. If you're late for your match, you'll be disqualified without exception, so be sure to go early and wait."

"Understood."

After finishing the registration, we left the Murim Alliance.

"Did you see those bastards looking down on us earlier? Now that you mention it, maybe I should just go ahead and win the whole thing."

"There's no reason you can't."

"Can I really do it? Believe it or not, I've only ever taken first place since I was young. Don't underestimate me!"

"I'm not underestimating you. Go ahead. You can win."

"I'll really do it!"

From that day on, Seo Daeryong trained in the mountains until the tournament began. I did not help him. He was learning from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and it was not my place to interfere. I simply trusted the Blade Demon's teachings.

When Seo Daeryong went out to train, I trained as well. Of course, I went to a different place so as not to disturb his training.

I had trained very hard in the mountains even before Seo Daeryong arrived, but this time I trained even harder. This training rewarded me with the best possible result.

"I did it!"

The Four Strides of the Wind God had finally reached the stage of Composition.

Honestly, I'm happier than when I achieved complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art's Twelth Star.

Now, my Vanishing Step could escape even more dangerous situations faster. The Shadow Step could evade people's eyes like an illusion, and the Hell Step could definitively be called extremely fatal in the face of power.

The Swift Step became frighteningly fast. The consumption of inner arts decreased, but the consumption of mental energy doubled. It was too fast. I even crashed into a tree at first. Truly, without the Divine Eye Technique, it was a speed I could not handle even in a wide-open plain.

Once I get used to this stage of Composition, the Four Strides of the Wind God, with only one final hurdle remaining, will say this to me.

'Isn't it amazing? If Composition is like this, imagine what complete mastery will be like. Come on, let's try a little harder and get there!'

I have to hear those words. Only then, after achieving complete mastery, can I say this to the Four Strides of the Wind God.

'You worked hard too!'

I will definitely say those words.

After that, I will inherit the Nine Calamities Demonic Art and achieve complete mastery in that as well. Even after achieving complete mastery of two martial arts, I will continue to strive without rest.

If I still can't handle Hwa Mugi after all this... I guess there's nothing I can do. In that case, I will gladly die with a smile.


The tournament brackets were announced.

The first duel was the thirteenth match in tomorrow's preliminary rounds. They said that because so many people had gathered, the matches would be held simultaneously in dozens of locations in the outer courtyard of the Murim Alliance.

"If our Cult held the same kind of tournament, would this many people gather?"

"They wouldn't come."

"This is the power of the orthodox sects. For starters, their numbers are probably at least ten times greater."

And it is not just them. The number of reclusive masters is also overwhelmingly higher among the orthodox sects.

This is why we cannot rashly start a war just because we are stronger than the Murim Alliance right now. Even if we pushed them all the way back to this Murim Alliance Headquarters, the real war would only begin on that day.

As Seo Daeryong and I were eating and chatting, a waiter hurried over to our table.

"I'm very sorry, but would you mind sharing your table? We're crowded with customers because of the Young Dragon Tournament."

"Of course."

"Thank you."

Soon after, a woman wearing a bamboo hat joined our table.

The moment she sat down and took off her hat, I was startled. It was someone I knew.

She was a woman of a status that suggested she would never have to share a table in an inn in her entire life. Known as the First Beauty of Hubei for her cold and intelligent beauty, she possessed outstanding martial arts skills. To my surprise, she was none other than Jin Haryong, the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman.


Chapter 155: The Stronger You Become, the Hotter the Desire Burns

Jin Haryong ordered noodles and alcohol. Though she came alone, she ordered two bowls of noodles for some reason.

Her expressionless face and low voice tensed the air around her. The waiter taking her order and Seo Daeryong, sitting opposite her, both avoided her gaze.

She had a knack for finding people who were not tense around her.

Our eyes met. A slight glimmer of interest passed through hers. It must have been rare for someone to look at her so calmly.

However, she soon averted her gaze.

A telepathic message flew from Seo Daeryong.

[She's really beautiful. The women of the orthodox sects are just so beautiful.]

Seo Daeryong's voice was flushed with excitement. Jin Haryong felt his furtive glances but paid them no mind, as if it were a familiar part of her daily life.

Soon, the alcohol and two bowls of noodles arrived.

As she was about to pour the alcohol, Seo Daeryong mustered his courage.

"Let me pour you a drink."

Jin Haryong stared intently at Seo Daeryong.

"I don't mean anything by it. It's just that sitting at the same table is a kind of fate."

However, Jin Haryong silently poured her own drink and drank it.

A telepathic message of world-shattering self-blame flew in.

[Ah, was that too cliché? Saying sitting at the same table is fate! Ah! Even my grandfather wouldn't have said something like that.]

Just then, Jin Haryong put down her cup and asked me, "Are you participating in the Young Dragon Tournament?"

I looked at her for a moment, then turned to Seo Daeryong. "My young master is participating."

"Young master?"

"Yes. I am the attendant who serves the young master."

Jin Haryong looked back and forth between me and Seo Daeryong with a surprised expression. Her gaze seemed to ask, Aren't you the young master and he the attendant? Seo Daeryong needlessly berated me.

"It's because this young punk grew a beard. You brat! Isn't the Young Lady confused because of that messy beard?"

"I'm sorry, Young Master."

Soon, as if she did not care, Jin Haryong started eating her noodles.

Another telepathic message flew from Seo Daeryong.

[Looking at her again, she's not that great. This woman.]

I smiled inwardly at Seo Daeryong's pouting.

Just then, a man in his early thirties entered the inn. His revealed qi and gait marked him as a considerable master. He looked like Jin Haryong's bodyguard.

"I've been looking for you for a while."

"......"

"You must leave now."

"Just sit down. We're not the only ones here, are we?"

The man quickly scanned us and sat down right next to her.

She pushed a bowl of noodles in front of him.

"Eat. The noodles here are delicious."

She ordered two bowls of noodles knowing this man would come looking for her.

"It's alright."

"I'm not alright. Hurry up and eat."

"......"

The man started eating the noodles. He slurped them down and quickly finished the broth.

If Lee Ahn were here, she would have said she understood that man. Bodyguard martial artists cannot help but make a habit of eating so quickly.

Just then, Jin Haryong said to him, "If you keep eating that fast, you'll die from ruining your stomach before you die by the sword."

"I'm fine."

"You're fine. It's always me who's not fine."

The man stood up and urged her, "We must go now. They will be looking for the Young Lady."

"Alright, let's go."

Jin Haryong finished her drink, stood up, and left with the man.

As she disappeared into the distance, Seo Daeryong spoke with wistful eyes. "She came like destiny, only to eat noodles and leave."

"Didn't you say she wasn't that great when you looked again?"

"That's just me being petty, not that she's ugly. She's the prettiest woman I've seen since coming here."

"That woman is off-limits."

"Why? Are you saying it's impossible for someone who looks like an attendant? Is that it?"

"Even this handsome me, who can't hide being a young master no matter how long I grow my beard, can't have her."

"Why not you, Director?"

"Because a love between the son of the Heavenly Demon and the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman is too fateful a love."

Seo Daeryong was shocked by the words 'granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman'.

"The granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman?"

"......"

"Why is the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman eating noodles in an inn like this? And even sharing a table?"

"I don't know either. Maybe she got tired of the expensive and rare dishes served at a banquet and ran out. Or maybe she just wanted to eat this place's noodles."

"Ah! Life is truly unpredictable. Who would have known I'd end up sharing a table with the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman at an inn in front of the Murim Alliance with you, Director?"

"Is that all? You'll also end up having a duel with that granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman."

Seo Daeryong was even more surprised.

"What do you mean?"

"She will also be in the Young Dragon Tournament."

Seo Daeryong's eyes widened.

This is why I remember this Young Dragon Tournament. It was the tournament where she made her name known to everyone.

The winner of this tournament was none other than Jin Haryong.

At the time, I just thought, I guess that's how it is, and moved on. It was not surprising for the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman to win a duel tournament for prodigies.

However, now I know. I know that the Heavenly Enlightenment Society is behind this tournament.

The fact that Jin Haryong's fate later flowed in a direction that would shock the world also had this tournament as its starting point.

"Win it all, Detective Seo."

Realizing I was speaking sincerely, Seo Daeryong drank the alcohol in front of him.

"You're saying things I can't answer with a sober mind."


The next day, Seo Daeryong had his first duel.

The outer grounds of the Murim Alliance were set up with dozens of duel stages, each one bustling with participants and spectators. Despite the large crowd, the duels proceeded in an orderly fashion.

The Murim Alliance gives off a certain intimidating aura. Furthermore, the martial artists running the tournament were from the Green Dragon Brigade, one of the alliance's elite organizations, so no one started fights or caused disturbances.

A martial artist managing the Yellow Character Group, which Seo Daeryong belonged to, came and gave a warning.

"Intentionally inflicting serious injury or killing an opponent will result in immediate disqualification. Furthermore, you may be held accountable and thrown in prison, so be careful. This is a proper duel, not a life-or-death battle."

His first opponent was a martial artist from a swordsmanship sect in Hubei. He had a rather sturdy build and a sharp gaze.

"I'm so nervous I could die."

"Were you this nervous when you took the promotion test for Detective Seo at the Sanzu River Hall?"

"I wasn't nervous at all back then."

"It's the same, isn't it? The effort you put in."

Seo Daeryong's eyes widened as he looked at me.

"I know very well that you trained harder than anyone. That's why you're here. If that were not the case, I would have grown my beard longer and gone up myself."

My words seemed to give him strength. Seo Daeryong nodded vigorously.

"I'll go win and come back."

Seo Daeryong knocked down his opponent in just three exchanges and came down. He won without even drawing his dao.

"That was too easy."

"Don't forget whose disciple you are."

Seo Daeryong finally had the chance to objectively see his own skills. He did not yet know how important this was for him as a martial artist.

Just then, a martial artist running the duels came and informed them, "There is one more duel in the afternoon, so don't go anywhere and wait."

It seemed they were holding two duels a day since it was still the early stages of the tournament.

"So if you get injured in the morning duel, you have to fight the afternoon duel in that injured state. They're testing our fighting spirit, aren't they?"

"Fighting spirit? What fighting spirit. They're probably just on a tight schedule."

"Don't you dare look down on the fighting spirit of our orthodox sects!"

"Yes, Young Master! Let's see you burn with fighting spirit!"

Seo Daeryong also won the afternoon duel easily. This time, too, he won without using his dao.

"How does it feel to win two in a row on the first day?"

"It feels good."

Although he had trained diligently under the Blood Heaven Blade Demon until now, Seo Daeryong had never dueled in a real fight like this.

"I was very nervous before going up, but once I was on the duel stage, I wasn't that nervous. It was a strange experience."

"I told you it would be a good experience."

"I've never regretted listening to you, Director."

"Go on ahead and rest."

"What about you, Director?"

"I'm going to look around a bit before I go."

"Yes, then I'll go on ahead."

After sending Seo Daeryong off, I looked around the duel stages. Duels were still in full swing on all of them.

I saw one duel stage that was unusually crowded with spectators. When I went over, I saw Jin Haryong from yesterday on the stage.

As the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman and a beauty called the First Beauty of Hubei, she was truly the center of attention. The spectators exchanged stories about her.

"But why did the Chairman's granddaughter enter this tournament?"

"I guess he won't just give her a position even if she's his granddaughter. If she wants to enter the Murim Alliance, she has to do it proudly with her own skills, right?"

"Right, right. Didn't Miss Jin's older brother win a tournament a few years ago and enter the Murim Alliance?"

"As expected! Our Chairman is a just and fair man."

Jin Haryong also subdued her opponent without drawing her sword.

Receiving cheers as she came down from the stage, she left without giving anyone a single glance. People were even more enthusiastic about her aloof demeanor.

I looked around at a few more duels before returning to the inn. Seo Daeryong went to the mountains to train and returned late at night. Even though he had won easily today, it seemed he was concerned about the remaining duels.

"As I've said, I have the kind of personality where I can't stand not being first. If I'm not going to participate, I won't, but if I do, I have to do my best."

Where did Seo Daeryong's resolve come from? It must be a personality forged through such effort.

Seo Daeryong also won his match the next day.

"Are you saying you didn't even watch my match?"

"There was an interesting match on another stage."

"Who? Don't tell me it was the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman?"

"That's right."

I watched Jin Haryong's match this time as well. Considering Seo Daeryong's skill, he might have to face her. Not right away, since they were in different groups, but if he became the group winner and advanced to the main tournament, he could face her.

There was a more important reason I was paying attention to her. She was the target and center of the conspiracy being plotted by the Heavenly Enlightenment Society this time. She would surely become a channel connecting me to them.

"What if I run into a strong opponent?"

"Do you think I just left? I saw who your opponent was before I went. You won by attacking the opening on his left, right?"

"Huh? How did you know?"

"By watching the way that guy walks."

I eased the astonished Seo Daeryong's mood. Because this was a moment when I should be astonished by him.

"Feels good to win, doesn't it?"

"Honestly, it's amazing!"

"Well done."

Seo Daeryong could not hide the joy on his face.

"Do you know when it feels the best? Surprisingly, it wasn't the moment I defeated my opponent. It was when I finished the duel and came down from the stage. That moment when people looked at me, cheered, and applauded was more thrilling and exciting. I learned this time that I'm someone who's this conscious of other people's gazes."

"The stronger you become, the more you'll want them to watch."

"There's no way."

"Why? You think you'll become more dignified? More humble?"

"Am I wrong?"

"Let's assume someone becomes the world number one. Would they be happier the moment they defeat the previous world number one? Or would they be happier because from that day on, everyone respects and looks up to them as the world number one?"

Imagine going somewhere and someone shouts, 'The world number one is here!' Imagine every person you meet looking at you with respect and envy. Imagine always hearing the drums of victory and the sounds of applause and cheers.

"Everyone's heart is the same. No, the stronger you become, the hotter and more primal your desires might become. The world number one has a bigger heart? Is that really true? 'I'm the world number one, and you treat me like this?' Are you confident you won't fall into that trap? Are you confident you can keep that pettiness, which you no longer have to hide, buried until the very end?"

After a brief pause, Seo Daeryong said, "But you're not like that, are you, Director? You wouldn't be, right?"

"Why do you think I'm not? Am I not human? I'm the same. I just try not to be."

"Having this conversation with you, Director, feels so good. I feel like I've finally become a real martial artist. I can't remember the last time my heart pounded like this. I sincerely apologize for insisting I wouldn't participate in this tournament."

However, our Seo Daeryong's feelings changed the very next day.

"I almost died! I'm not exaggerating, I really almost died! Ugh, I told you I wouldn't do it! I want to go back!"

"It's just a scratch. You're fine."

"A scratch? Can't you see this blood? Ah, if I hadn't dodged by a hair's breadth, I would have had a hole this big in my shoulder! And his sword was so huge."

"Your opponent can't even get up right now."

The opponent who had drawn blood from Seo Daeryong's shoulder was unconscious and still had not come to his senses.

"I don't care, please send me home! I need to go water my plants!"

This same Seo Daeryong was in a good mood again the next day. He was receiving the gazes he had wanted, even off the duel stage.

Even when he was just walking, many eyes glanced at him. They would also whisper amongst themselves.

"What is this?"

"That guy from yesterday was a candidate to win the Yellow Character Group. Thanks to that, you've also become one of the people drawing attention in this tournament."

He had taken all the attention that his hard-won opponent from yesterday had.

"Don't look, but that person in blue on the right. They've looked at me twice. Ah, they're looking again."

"Even so, can't you walk a little faster?"

Seo Daeryong was moving slowly, savoring everyone's gazes.

"Ah! I think those women at the far left are whispering while looking at me."

"To my eyes, it looks like they're discussing what to eat."

Just then, a young woman wearing a sword came running up and greeted Seo Daeryong.

"I enjoyed your match yesterday. Fight well today, too."

She bowed and left.

Seo Daeryong stood frozen, staring blankly at her retreating back.

"Director."

"What?"

"You didn't happen to pay people to cheer me up, did you?"

"Considering your smugness, I'd like to say I did, but no."

"Really? This feels like a dream."

Seo Daeryong was truly happy. It seemed to be the first time a woman had approached him and expressed interest like this.

I hoped he would savor this joy and excitement. He would never forget the duels here for the rest of his life.

I hope that Seo Daeryong will one day sit his grandson on his knee and tell him the stories of these days. The kind of story that starts with, 'It might be hard to believe, but when this old grandpa was young...'

"Let's go! To win!"

Was it thanks to the woman's encouragement?

Seo Daeryong continued to win, smoothly winning his Yellow Character Group and advancing to the main tournament. The main tournament was now a series of duels between the winners of each group.

"I'm going all the way!"

Seo Daeryong was burning with passion, separate from his mission. Yes, this was a moment that comes only a few times in life. It would be a more thrilling, exciting, and precious moment than becoming the world number one in old age. Yes, burn brightly, Daeryong.


Chapter 156: A Silly Dream or a Prophetic One

Someone chased Jin Haryong.

She could not shake her pursuer, so she used her movement arts to climb a tree. She hid among the branches, holding her breath.

The pursuer ran past the tree and suddenly stopped.

Like a beast catching a scent, the pursuer slowly turned and looked up. The man's face was blank, like a monster's.

Agh! She tried to scream, but no sound escaped. She launched herself away and fled again.

Just as the distance closed, someone ran in from the front and kicked the pursuer mercilessly in the face.

With a THWACK, the faceless pursuer tumbled away and vanished.

Her rescuer had long, flowing hair and a full beard.

Where have I seen this man before?

The next moment, she cried out.

"You're that servant?"

Jin Haryong's eyes flew open as she realized it was the man from the inn. She had spoken her last words aloud as she woke from the dream.

She rarely dreamed, and this was the strangest one she had ever had. She was drenched in sweat, as if she had been chased all night.

A nightmare about being chased is one thing, but why did that man have to save me? Is it because he mistook me for his master that day? Did that leave an impression on me?

She recalled the bearded servant's face. Though she had only seen it once, she remembered it clearly. It was the same face from her dream. She usually struggled to remember faces, so it was a novel experience for his to come to mind so vividly.

Chu Ho, her bodyguard, called from outside. "Are you all right?"

"I'm fine. I had a nightmare."

"You must be on edge because of the Young Dragon Tournament."

"I suppose so."

"Please don't worry too much. No one can defeat you, Young Lady."

"I'm going to rest more, so don't disturb me today."

"......"

A short while later, she slipped out of her residence without Chu Ho noticing. She entered the inn where she had eaten noodles.

The inn was packed with customers. The tournament had crowded every place in town.

Her eyes fell on a man drinking in a corner. It was the servant from her dream. She had come hoping he might be here, and he was.

She had not come for noodles. She wanted to see the servant. A desire had taken root in her to confirm if he was truly someone worth dreaming about.

She soon shook her head and laughed dryly.

How ridiculous. I came looking for a servant from some backwater sect just because he was in my dream?

As she turned to leave, someone called out from behind her.

"Are you here for noodles?"

She turned and saw the servant standing up, looking at her.

His words drew everyone's attention to her. A few people who recognized her looked startled. She thought it would be strange to just leave, so she calmly walked to the servant's table and sat opposite him.

She sat across from the servant and ordered noodles and alcohol.

"I didn't think you'd join me."

"Why not?"

"Because you found out last time that I'm a servant."

"That someone of my high status wouldn't deign to share a table with a servant? Is that what you mean?"

"Am I wrong?"

His blunt question made the corners of Jin Haryong's lips lift slightly.

"You're right."

The man's 'I-knew-it' expression annoyed her, so she added, "But the reason isn't because the other person is a servant. It's because they feel uncomfortable. They can't eat properly with me sitting in front of them."

"Ah, that's a relief then. I won't feel uncomfortable at all."

A servant this bold in front of the Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter?

He should know who I am by now.

She had never met anyone like him. He was truly clueless. Even heirs of prestigious orthodox sects were extremely cautious around her. They would not dream of asking such a sensitive question.

"You're always alone."

In truth, she did not get along well with people, regardless of their status. She preferred being alone and disliked conversations like this one. That was why coming here felt so strange.

Maybe my subconscious sensed something special about this man. Is that why I had the dream?

She glanced at the man. His hair was unkempt and his beard was messy. There was nothing special about him.

It was a silly dream, just a silly dream.

The man treated her comfortably, whether he knew what she was thinking or not.

"Ah, my young master also advanced to the main tournament."

She had heard the rumors. Her bodyguard, Chu Ho, had told her the news that he had caused an upset and advanced. They must be a sect from the countryside that knew nothing of the world and only trained in martial arts. That must be how he advanced. Just looking at this naive man, she could guess his sect's atmosphere.

"My young master might end up fighting you, Young Lady. Ah, did you know people have died in the main tournament before? Please take good care of our young master!"

"For a martial artist to die on the duel stage would be an honorable death."

"Isn't it an unjust death, not an honorable one?"

"What do you mean?"

"For a martial artist, is there any place safer than on the duel stage? There are set rules, a referee, and spectators, so you can't be ambushed, right? But to die on this duel stage? Isn't that a terribly unjust death?"

She felt it was sophistry, but she could not think of a rebuttal. She had never considered it that way before.

"You speak like a martial artist."

"I've learned swordsmanship, too."

"You must have a good master. Teaching swordsmanship to a servant."

"Yes, I learned from a truly terrifying person. He's probably the most frightening person in the world."

Jin Haryong scoffed inwardly.

How many people has he met to say something like that? Has he ever met a truly frightening person? Then again, in his countryside, his master might be the scariest person he knows.

Her gaze shifted to the sword at the servant's waist.

"Why is the scabbard wrapped in cloth?"

It was wrapped tightly in common cotton cloth. This was usually done for one of two reasons. Mercenaries did it to prevent scratches on the scabbard, or people did it to conceal a valuable sword.

"To look cool."

"Shouldn't you wrap it in fine silk then?"

"It's cool because it's not silk. The key is to look effortlessly stylish."

Seeing her dumbfounded expression, the man pushed even further.

"I heard West Lake here in Wuhan is beautiful. Would you show it to me sometime?"

He must be insane. I should be shouting, 'Who do you think you are, a mere servant, to say such a thing to me?'

Why am I just sitting here?

Is it because he was in my dream? No. It's probably because I don't want to be a rude bitch who treats lower-status people poorly. Grandfather detests it when his children or grandchildren get caught up in such gossip. Yes, that must be it.

"Then I'll be sure to show you another scenic view I know."

Does this man really believe that will happen? We shared a table twice, and now he acts like we're about to go on a trip together.

A sigh escaped her.

It's my fault for coming here.

"What's your name?"

She asked out of anger. Her question was laced with the feeling of, 'What's your name, you bastard?'

"Just call me 'Hey, servant'."

This guy, really, until the very end!

"Wouldn't that make me seem too rude?"

"It's Geom Yeon. The 'Yeon' for smoke, not for fate. I'll be here for a moment, then disappear like smoke."

The man grinned.

For a mere servant, Jin Haryong thought, he's really something else.

Just then, someone approached and called her name.

"Haryong."

It was Song Taegun, the son of the Green Dragon Commander. He was around her age and her only friend, someone she had grown up with. Jin Haryong was inwardly flustered the moment she saw him.

"You came for noodles."

Song Taegun knew she liked the noodles here.

"How did you know I was here?"

"I was passing by when I heard some customers talking about you. You must have snuck away from martial artist Chu again."

Song Taegun looked at the man with her and asked, "But who is this?"

Jin Haryong panicked, unsure how to introduce the man.

Just then, the man gave Song Taegun a clasped hands greeting.

"I am Geom Yeon of the Gansu Western Blade Sect. My Senior Brother has advanced to the main tournament this time."

"Ah! If you're from the Western Blade Sect, then your Senior Brother's name must be Seo Ryong, correct?"

"That is correct."

"I heard he's causing quite a stir in the tournament. It is an honor to meet a disciple from such a remarkable sect."

"My Senior Brother is the remarkable one. I am merely cheering for him from outside the duel stage."

"You seem far more remarkable than your Senior Brother, Young Master Geom."

"What do you mean by that?"

"You're sitting here with this friend of mine, are you not? Do you know how difficult that is? It's difficult even for me, her old friend."

At that, Jin Haryong said to him, "Stop talking nonsense and go. I'll see you later."

He looked like he wanted to stay, but Jin Haryong exuded a cold aura. Song Taegun just smiled and bid them farewell.

"Let's have a drink next time."

"Of course."

After Song Taegun left, Jin Haryong interrogated him coldly.

"Why did you lie and say you were a disciple? Why? Did you think I'd be embarrassed to be seen with a servant?"

Honestly, she had felt that way. She had panicked when Song Taegun asked who he was, hesitating to introduce him as a servant. He had hit the nail on the head, and she felt ashamed.

"Strictly speaking, it wasn't a lie. I may be a servant, but I also learned martial arts in a sect, so I'm a disciple too, am I not?"

"Once is enough for your sophistry."

Jin Haryong shot up from her seat and left.

That night, she had another nightmare.

This time, she dangled from a cliff. Again, the servant appeared, reached out his hand, and saved her.

Jin Haryong woke at dawn and looked at her hand. She vividly remembered the sensation of holding Geom Yeon's hand. It felt as real as a prophetic dream (Yejimong).

"You crazy bitch, what's wrong with you?"

She knew the answer.

What else could it be? I'm doing things I've never done in my entire life.

She pulled the covers over her head and lay down again, but sleep did not come easily.


Seo Daeryong's first opponent in the main tournament was the heir of the renowned Zhang Family Sword Sect from Fujian.

"Want to practice with me?"

"With you, Director?" Seo Daeryong asked, startled. It was the first time I had suggested they practice.

"It would be my honor."

"Follow me."

I took Seo Daeryong deep into the mountains to a place where I used to train.

"Even the way you find a place to practice is certainly different from me. How did you ever find a place like this?"

It was a wide, enclosed space with only one entrance. It was the perfect place to train, as you only had to watch one direction.

"From now on, come here to train."

"No. You should be the one training here, Director. The quality of our training is like the difference between heaven and earth."

"Is that really so?"

"Pardon?"

"I think your training is far more valuable since you're staking your life and future on this tournament. If you're heaven and I'm earth, I'll accept that."

"Thank you for saying so, but that doesn't change heaven and earth. Even if they were to be reversed, I don't think I'd feel very good about it."

Yes, this is the kind of person you make your right-hand man. It's not about who is stronger or weaker. It has to be someone you feel good talking to, someone who speaks their mind honestly. At least, your right-hand man should be.

"Have you seen the heir of the Zhang Family Sword Sect duel?"

"Yes. He fights really well, doesn't he?"

"Objectively speaking, you're outmatched."

"Hearing you say that, Director, I'm definitely going to lose."

I nodded honestly. He could not overcome the difference in their years of proper martial arts training. Moreover, he had not fully inherited the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's martial arts, nor could he freely reveal his demonic qi. It was going to be a tough fight.

"Now, I'm going to imitate the martial arts of the Zhang Family Sword Sect. Think of me as your duel opponent!"

"......"

I imitated the swordsmanship of the Zhang Family Sword Sect's heir and fought Seo Daeryong as his opponent.

Seo Daeryong lost again and again. I did not hold back. With each round, Seo Daeryong gained another bruise. His life was in danger at times, but he did not give up.

"Please, one more time."

Seo Daeryong tried every method he could imagine. He attempted every possible approach, trying one way and then another.

I silently repeated the duels, waiting for him to find the answer himself. I did not tell him how to win.

He had to find it on his own, even if it meant losing the duel. The mission was important, but this turning point in the life of 'martial artist Seo Daeryong' was more important.

We dueled all through the night. Seo Daeryong was exhausted, but his eyes held a look I had never seen before.

Eight hours before the main tournament duel, I forced Seo Daeryong to sleep. He had insisted on training until the very end.

Seo Daeryong claimed he was too on edge to sleep, but he started snoring the moment he lay down.

I woke Seo Daeryong one hour before the duel.

"Feel refreshed?"

"Yes. I feel alive, but what should I do?"

"......"

"I dreamed that I lost the duel."

I looked at Seo Daeryong's crestfallen face, smiled, and said, "Well, shall we go and see if that dream was a silly one or a prophetic one?"


Chapter 157: So What If I'm Misunderstood a Little?

The fervor of the Young Dragon Tournament grew even hotter.

Once the main tournament began, the Murim Alliance dismantled all the small duel stages in the outer hall. They set up a single large duel stage in the center.

They built tiers of seats around the stage so that a great number of people could sit. The structure allowed thousands to watch the duels simultaneously.

The tournament, where the thirty-two group winners would compete for the championship, was set to begin today.

Anyone who made it to the final eight was guaranteed a spot in the Murim Alliance's elite organization. Even those who did not advance that far were given a chance to join if they impressed the Murim Alliance masters. This main tournament was a truly important competition for everyone.

Of course, Seo Daeryong was fired up for a different reason.

A martial artist's spirit awakened within him. Until now, Seo Daeryong had simply learned martial arts, but this tournament was transforming him into a true martial artist.

The crowd of heroes filling the seats did not intimidate Seo Daeryong in the least.

He focused only on the opponent he was about to fight. I said nothing. I had already told him everything he needed to know during our training. I could only hope that Seo Daeryong had learned something from it. I believed in Seo Daeryong's intelligence.

"So Dang of the Zhang Family Sword Sect from Fujian province!"

The judge's shout, imbued with inner arts, drew a roar of cheers.

So Dang slowly climbed onto the duel stage. His expression and steps showed leisure and confidence. He was a skilled fighter, and it would not have been strange if his goal was the championship.

"Seo Ryong of the Western Blade Sect from Gansu province!"

Cheers erupted once again. In fact, the cheers for Seo Daeryong were even louder than those for So Dang. So Dang was a renowned prodigy, but Seo Daeryong was an up-and-coming master from a nameless sect who had caused a sensation. The desire to see an upset was just as great as the desire to cheer for the strong.

Listening to the cheers, Seo Daeryong turned to look at me below the stage.

He sent me a telepathic message.

[I'll come down after making last night's dream a worthless one.]

What words were needed?

Instead of cheering, I gave him a powerful nod, my eyes showing my belief in him.

The duel began with the judge's signal.

So Dang was a martial artist who had properly learned swordsmanship from a young age.

His attacks were sharp and his defense was solid. His defense, in particular, was nearly perfect, an impregnable fortress that withstood every attack.

I knew well the frustration Seo Daeryong must be feeling. Fortunately, it was a frustration he had experienced many times before stepping onto this stage.

Don't get drawn in!

Usually, a fighter would attack recklessly out of frustration and fall for a counterattack. The essence of So Dang's swordsmanship lay in counterattacks.

If Seo Daeryong could frustrate his opponent instead, he would surely find a weakness. However, I did not tell Seo Daeryong this answer. I wanted him to find it for himself.

The sword and the dao clashed, creating sparks.

The onlookers held their breath. The techniques they exchanged were too high-level for a duel between prodigies.

Seo Daeryong attacked aggressively but never rushed. He was painting his own big picture, titled 'Patience'. He had found the answer himself.

After hundreds of moves, the painting was complete. He had finally made his opponent anxious. He made it seem that if a judge decided the match, his aggression would give him the advantage.

This anxiety created a small opening, and Seo Daeryong did not miss it.

PUAAAK!

Seo Daeryong's dao sliced deep into So Dang's arm. Blood splattered, and So Dang dropped his sword.

Despite his serious injury, So Dang tried to fight on, but the judge stepped in and declared Seo Daeryong's victory.

Cheers erupted for both of them. It had been an excellent duel worthy of the main tournament, regardless of the outcome.

Seo Daeryong came down from the duel stage and collapsed, unable to stand properly.

He did not care that many people were watching. His dazed, sitting figure seemed more human to everyone. Passersby showed their respect with clasped hands, while others applauded from a distance.

I said nothing. It was not because of the onlookers, but to let Seo Daeryong fully savor the moment by himself.

Among the people congratulating him was the woman who had cheered for Seo Daeryong before.

"Congratulations on your victory!"

Seeing her bright smile, Seo Daeryong shot up from his seat.

"Thank you."

The woman smiled and turned away. Seo Daeryong sat down next to me again.

"You looked like you were dying a moment ago, but now you look ready for another duel."

After confirming the woman was far away, Seo Daeryong shook his head and plopped down again.

"No, I couldn't even if I died. That was really tough. The next opponent will be stronger, right?"

"I suppose so. Why? Do you want to give up?"

"Yes, please just let me go home!"

"What're you going to say at the drinking party? That you came back because you were too scared and it was too hard? I guess General Jang and Lee Ahn are kind enough to comfort you. They'll say you did well, but inside, they'll be thinking, 'If it were me, I would've challenged it to the end.' Every time they see you, 'If it were me, to the end...'"

"Stop."

I grinned and held out my hand. Seo Daeryong grabbed my hand tightly and stood up.

"Thank you. If you hadn't been my duel partner, Director, I never would've won."

"He wasn't an opponent you could beat just by practicing. You did well."

"This really drives a person crazy, doesn't it? When I beat that guy and cheers erupted from all sides, it felt so good it was insane."

"If you go truly crazy, you become a madman. If you go moderately crazy, no one can stand against you. Go moderately crazy."

As we were talking on our way back to the inn, an unexpected person was waiting for me.

Jin Haryong was eating noodles at the inn.

Seo Daeryong and I paused at the entrance. Seo Daeryong spoke with concern.

"I hope noodles are the only thing the Young Lady likes."

"What are you talking about all of a sudden?"

"Why're you acting like you don't know? You think a woman of her noble status came here again just to eat noodles?"

"She probably came for treatment today."

"What treatment?"

"Her pride was wounded."

"You did that on purpose, didn't you?"

I could not deny his question. After all, I was doing my best to get closer to her.

"This is all because of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society."

"The problem is that the Young Lady doesn't know that."

Seo Daeryong went straight up to his guest room, and I walked over to her.


Jin Haryong watched Geom Mugeuk's hand as he walked towards her. She thought it looked smoother and whiter than the hand extended to her when she was hanging from a cliff in her dream.

Geom Mugeuk came to the table and greeted her.

"Your duel is in three days, right? My young master's was today."

She had to admit, this attendant's friendliness was something else. They had only met a couple of times, yet he spoke to her as comfortably as if they had known each other for a long time.

"May I sit for a moment?"

She nodded.

"Please make sure to pay for your noodles before you leave today, Young Lady."

"What do you mean?"

"The first day we met, and the second time too, you just left, so I ended up paying for the alcohol and food."

She was flustered for a moment. Thinking back, that was definitely true the second time. She had been so angry that she had shot up and stormed out. Did it happen the first time, too?

In her entire life, had she ever skipped out on paying someone? It was a clear mistake. Her face turned slightly red. This man just kept flustering people like this.

Is this why you appeared in my dream? To tell me to pay you back?

She had intended to take control from the very beginning, but instead, he had put her on the defensive.

"How much is it? I forgot."

"No, you can buy me noodles and alcohol twice in the future."

Is he using that as an excuse to see me again? The thought occurred to her that this simple-looking fellow might be a womanizer.

It won't be easy. Do you think you're the first one like this?

If you lined up all the men trying to change their lives by marrying her, with a little exaggeration, they could circle the walls of the Murim Alliance. Listening to and seeing them covet her background and appearance was enough to make her develop a hatred for men she never had before.

"I'll pay it all back today. Have whatever dish you want, not just noodles."

"No, not today."

Such a firm refusal from an attendant! Feeling as if she had truly become a handmaiden, she ordered alcohol.

"I need a drink."

She downed two glasses in a row before she spoke of that day's events.

"Honestly, I was angry that day. Just as I was about to honestly introduce you to my friend as my attendant, you said you were my junior brother first. So I felt like I'd deceived my friend, and I was angry."

What would change by saying this?

It was because of her damn personality that she had to say what needed to be said, even knowing that.

She met Geom Mugeuk's gaze.

His gaze was truly unfitting for an attendant. It was calm, deep, and utterly unreadable, resembling her late father's and her grandfather's, the Chairman.

With that gaze, Geom Mugeuk calmly asked.

"Why do you keep worrying about that?"

In that moment, she said to herself, I really hate this personality of mine too.

"Because I don't want to be misunderstood."

"Are you afraid you'll look like someone who looks down on attendants?"

"Yes. Because I'm not that kind of person."

"So what if you're misunderstood a little?"

"I don't like it."

"Have you ever considered that such a mindset might actually be more dismissive of the other person?"

For a moment, she flared up.

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"Attendants are people too. We think just like our masters, we just spare our words. If someone looks down on attendants from the start, we on our end can just dismiss them, thinking, 'Oh, that's just the kind of person they are.'"

"So you're saying my consideration is worse than that of someone who looks down on attendants?"

"That's not it, but let me ask one thing. Is that consideration for the other person? Or is it consideration for yourself, Young Lady?"

"!"

For a moment, Jin Haryong flinched.

"Ah, it's fine even if it is consideration for yourself, Young Lady, but you shouldn't get caught. Because if we find out, we have to become just as serious. We'll think, 'Ah, so eating and talking with us at the same table is something that requires that much deliberation.' 'She has to try that hard not to hurt our feelings.' 'She's being that considerate.' It makes us think unnecessary thoughts. All so that you can feel at ease, Young Lady."

Jin Haryong could not say anything. Her face was flushed red. It was something she had truly never considered before, so she did not know what to say.

She felt wronged and resentful. She would probably kick her blankets in regret after returning home, thinking, I should have answered like this back then.

Is this why he appeared in my dream?

This thought led back to self-blame.

Ah! I really am selfish.

Even in this moment, she was only worried about herself. She was desperately trying to soothe her wounded pride from the attendant's appearance in her dream by telling herself he only appeared because he was the kind of person who says such unexpected things.

"You're too arrogant for a mere attendant. You should be honored to dine at the same table as me."

After speaking coldly, she added.

"Like that?"

"Yes. Isn't that great? If I were in your position, Young Lady, I would've thought the same. Most of the people eating here would do the same. So you should do that too, Young Lady. Don't think too deeply. You'll only hurt yourself."

After staring at the man for a moment, she shot to her feet.

"I don't want to! Who do you think you are, lecturing me? You're just a pup of an attendant!"

As if she were now going to do as she was taught, she spoke her mind without hesitation.

"I acknowledge it, and it suits you well. Take this opportunity to take off your mask and live comfortably."

"Shut up! You attendant bastard!"

She snapped angrily and stormed out of the place.

Soon after, Seo Daeryong came scurrying over as if he had been waiting and sat across from him. It seemed he had been secretly watching from the top of the stairs.

Sipping the alcohol she left behind, Seo Daeryong said.

"Fated love always ends in tragedy."

Geom Mugeuk knew he was saying this out of concern for him. However, the atmosphere was not serious, so Geom Mugeuk lightly teased him.

"When has love ever been easy? You of all people should know it doesn't work out well even when you're in the same organization, right?"

This was because he had eaten a meal once with a junior from the Sanzu River Hall whom he liked, and there had been no progress.

"Do you have to poke where it hurts? I have Young Ladies cheering for me too!"

Geom Mugeuk smiled as he looked at Seo Daeryong, who was pouting.

Daeryong, I can't have a fated love even if I want to. The moment I start to love, the fate named Hwa Mugi will surely say this. 'How dare you play at love when I exist?' As long as that fate is approaching me, love is nothing but a luxury to me, like the tune that drunkard over there is singing. That's why right now, I don't even have time to feel my own heart, or even its beat, do I?

"Detective Seo, let's go do some martial arts training."

"Yes! For defeated monkeys like us, training is the only way to live!"

"......"

As he stood up, he realized it. Jin Haryong had left without paying again today.


Chapter 158: Even a Passing Servant

Jin Haryong ascended the duel stage.

Today was her first duel in the main tournament, and the heroes cheered tremendously. They respected and admired the Murim Alliance Chairman, so they also liked his granddaughter, Jin Haryong. Her reputation as the number one beauty of Hubei only fueled her popularity.

"You must win!"

"Jin Haryong is the best!"

"You're beautiful, Jin Haryong!"

"Buy me noodles!"

"The winner is Jin Haryong!"

Jin Haryong flinched on the duel stage. She heard something strange mixed in with the cheers.

She looked around. Since she had never viewed the heroes from the stage before, cheers erupted from all directions. Among the massive crowd, she found the person she sought. Geom Mugeuk sat among the heroes and shouted.

"You left without paying again!"

His words flew clearly through the crowd's roar and struck her ears. In that moment, she realized she had left that day without paying again. She had forgotten even after he had asked her not to.

Ah! How can I be so scatterbrained!

That day, the man had worked her up, and she had left in a fit of anger.

But so what? Did he really come all the way to the duel grounds just to shout at her about noodles? The situation was so absurd that a dry laugh escaped her.

Her opponent's expression hardened when he saw this. He misunderstood her laugh as a sign of mockery.

The misunderstanding strengthened his resolve, but it could not close the skill gap between them. He stood no chance against Jin Haryong, who thought about noodles throughout the entire fight.

Jin Haryong descended the duel stage to a round of applause. She glanced at the spot where Geom Mugeuk had been, but he was gone.

That bastard! Did he really just come for his noodle money?

Just then, her bodyguard, Chu Ho, approached and reported, "The Chairman requests your presence at his residence."

"Grandfather?"


An hour later, Jin Haryong passed through layers of strict security and entered the Murim Alliance Chairman's residence.

The place was located deep within the Murim Alliance. It was an elegant harmony of beautifully carved rocks and ancient trees, like a place where immortals would frolic. A man stood there with his hands clasped behind his back, lost in thought. He blended with the beautiful background like part of a painting.

"Grandfather, I'm here!"

"You've come?"

The man, who had a robust physique, turned toward her.

He looked twenty years younger than his age and possessed a perfectly muscular body that even young men lacked. His large, intense eyes dominated his features. They looked like they could make a tiger wet itself in fear, making him seem like a divine general descended from the heavens.

He was a man better suited for the duel stage she had just left, not a tranquil place like this.

He was the Murim Alliance Chairman, Jin Paecheon.

As the number one master of the orthodox path, he was the pillar of the orthodox sects murim and received their utmost respect. It was said that the Demonic Cult could not act recklessly because Jin Paecheon was still strong. He was the very symbol of the orthodox sects murim.

Even in Jin Haryong's eyes, her grandfather was a magnificent person. He had a good heart, a strong will, and a high sense of chivalry. He deserved everyone's respect.

That, however, was the evaluation of Jin Haryong the martial artist. The evaluation of Jin Haryong the granddaughter was different. To her, he was just a rigid and frustrating grandfather who oppressed her.

Honestly, that made her even angrier. He was so good and perfect to others, yet failed to be so to his own family. He failed the very people he should treat well while dedicating himself to complete strangers.

"I met the True Dragon Manor Master a while ago."

It was the day she had won her duel, yet her grandfather brought up something else first.

What's the rush? Let's talk about your granddaughter winning her duel first. Or at least talk about the weather.

Of course, she could not voice such complaints. He was a grandfather she was not scared of, but not comfortable with either.

"Is the Chairman doing well?"

"He whines about having no energy, but that old man is as stubborn as ever."

It was a story about someone she would never think of if not for her grandfather, but there was another reason her grandfather brought up the True Dragon Manor Master.

"He said his grandson who went away for training has returned. He subtly brought up pairing you with him. What do you think?"

Ah! Here we go again.

"Why is my grandfather so anxious to marry off this cute granddaughter of his? It's not like you need to become in-laws with a prestigious family, right?"

She tried to act cute, but Jin Paecheon did not indulge her.

"I'm asking for your thoughts."

"I don't want to. Grandfather, I refuse."

Jin Paecheon's expression crumpled slightly at her firm reply.

"Why do you refuse?"

"Grandfather, would you want to marry someone whose face you've never even seen?"

"He is a trustworthy person."

"Who is? You haven't seen him either, have you?"

"I can tell by looking at the True Dragon Manor Master."

"How? Look at me, the granddaughter of a man respected by everyone. Am I the same as I appear on the outside? Elegant, aloof, and polite. I'm not, am I? I'm rebellious. So how can you know his grandson just by looking at the True Dragon Manor Master?"

Jin Paecheon's expression hardened, but Jin Haryong did not back down.

"As I've said before, I'll meet someone I like and marry them when the time is right."

"That's childish talk! Do you even know how harsh this murim is? It's a place where all sorts of bizarre and strange bastards roam."

The mention of a strange bastard suddenly reminded her of the insolent servant. That's true, but...

"The True Dragon Manor has produced excellent martial artists for generations. It is a place that can be trusted."

"That trust only works for you, Grandfather."

"What do you mean?"

"Because no one would dare betray your trust, Grandfather. That's why your judgment of people has always been accurate, but I'm different. People treat you differently than they treat me."

It was an irreverent thing to say. The air grew cold from the force of her grandfather's anger.

Still, Jin Haryong did not yield. If she broke under this pressure, she might really have to go through with a marriage she did not want.

"If you keep forcing me like this, I'll marry just anyone."

"Anyone? Who on earth would you marry?"

"Anyone off the street. I don't care if he's a servant."

She flinched inwardly after saying the words impulsively. A servant?

"Do it if you can."

"Grandfather!"

"You can never do that. Do I not know you? Your pride wouldn't let you. Go on, bring a servant or a street vendor. I will hold a grand wedding ceremony for you."

Jin Haryong could not deny it. That was who she was.

"I know better than anyone that you're a great person, Grandfather. I also know you're a noble person who would willingly sacrifice your life for this murim. I respect you the most, but I don't want to turn this wonderful grandfather into a classless Murim Alliance Chairman who forces his granddaughter into marriage."

She knew why her grandfather was so actively intervening in her marriage. It was because of her deceased father.

He believed his son had died because he married the wrong person. That his life was ruined because he met the wrong wife.

Her father had been swept up in the grudges of her mother's family and died in an enemy ambush. Her mother had died with him. Although all revenge was completed afterward, a deep regret remained in her grandfather's heart.

Grandfather, how could that be Mom's fault? It was the life Dad chose. Dad loved Mom until the moment he died.

Knowing her grandfather was trying to send her to a family of his choosing for this reason made her hate it even more.

"You still don't know the world. You don't know how harsh and dangerous this murim is."

"I'll learn for myself."

"You will regret it later."

"I will regret it."

But her stubbornness did not work on Jin Paecheon. Her grandfather was rumored to be magnanimous and open-minded, but that did not apply to his granddaughter's marriage.

"The True Dragon Manor Master's grandson will be at the banquet tomorrow evening. Make sure you attend."

Suddenly, she remembered what Geom Yeon had said. Was that consideration for her, or for the other person? Could her grandfather be making the same mistake?

"Do you want to marry me off for my sake? Or is it because you want to be at ease?"

Her grandfather was not flustered like she had been. Jin Paecheon answered without hesitation.

"Both."

Faced with Jin Paecheon's unyielding will, Jin Haryong backed down for now.

"I'll see you tomorrow."

I understand how you feel, Grandfather, but that is definitely not for my sake.


"Hoo, hoo."

Seo Daeryong caught his breath after training. He was clearly a different person now.

When he learned from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, he had trained with blind diligence. Now, his training was different. He had an enemy to fight, and his training focused on how to defeat that enemy. Through this practical combat training, Seo Daeryong was stepping onto the path of a true martial artist.

"Director, I want to become stronger!"

A moment like this comes. Not a vague desire to get stronger, but a moment when you have pushed yourself to the point of death and can barely breathe. That is when you feel a true desire to do more. This is real determination.

"Alright, get stronger. I'll be watching over you."

"You have to promise to watch."

"Yes, I promise I'll watch."

Right now, Seo Daeryong is a small giant. You may be grateful to me, but I am the one who is grateful. Because of you, in that moment you said our Cult would not change, my regression found its direction.

When I returned from training with Seo Daeryong, Jin Haryong was at the inn.

"That look isn't unfamiliar anymore. What brings you here today?"

Her expression was a little darker than usual.

"You look like you need some advice."

"The granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman receiving counseling from the son of the Demonic Cult Leader. You'll end up finding everything out, won't you? Where is the Murim Alliance's forbidden area? To open the secret vault..."

"That's enough!"

"......"

Seo Daeryong went up to his room. I walked over to the table where she sat.

As soon as she saw me, Jin Haryong asked bluntly, "You shouted for me to buy you noodles during the cheering, didn't you?"

"You heard me?"

"Your voice just stuck out in my ears."

"I naturally have a loud voice."

"......"

I sat down across from her. She filled my cup to the brim with alcohol.

"Do you drink well?"

"It depends on the occasion."

"On what occasion do you drink well? When you're with good people?"

"No, when I'm with good people, I tend to get drunk quickly."

"Then when?"

"I drink well when I'm angry. I talk a lot out of excitement, so the alcohol wears off quickly. When my emotions are high, alcohol feels like water. Of course, I regret it the next day with a hangover."

"While saying, 'If I ever drink again, I'm a dog!'"

"Exactly. You know it well."

We drank together. Jin Haryong put down her empty cup and said, "The alcohol is going down well for me today, too."

"Are you angry today as well?"

"As well?"

"You usually come here angry, don't you?"

"I don't come here angry. I leave angry. Because of someone."

I laughed at her words.

"Do you also drink alcohol poured by a servant?"

"That depends on the servant."

I poured alcohol into her cup. She stared intently at me and suddenly asked, "Do you have any intention of shaving that beard?"

"No, I don't."

"Then do you have any intention of being used by me? Just for one day."

"I do."

She looked at me with a surprised expression.

"You won't shave your beard, but you'll let yourself be used?"

"It's just for one day, isn't it? A beard takes a long time to grow."

"You're not going to ask what it's about?"

"It must be a very troublesome matter for the Young Lady."

"You could get into trouble too. Someone might hold a grudge against you. You could be insulted."

"Holding grudges, being insulted. That's the life of a servant. What could be more troublesome than that?"

"Then please attend the Murim Alliance banquet with me tomorrow. You'll also meet my grandfather. Can you do it?"

I blinked for a moment before answering.

"That's a bit troublesome."

"You're a coward."

"That's what servants are."

Jin Haryong looked at me and smiled.

"I never intended to ask for your help in the first place. You won't see anything good getting swept up in my affairs. Thanks for the thought, though."

She stood up from her seat.

"Well, that's one of three used up."

At that very moment, a young man walked toward us.

"Miss Jin."

The moment I saw him, I was inwardly surprised. He was someone I knew. Moreover, he was someone with whom I had a direct connection before my regression.

"I am Cho Sin of the True Dragon Manor. We've met before. You've become even more beautiful."

Cho Sin.

The Cho Sin I knew was not Cho Sin of the True Dragon Manor. He was Patriarch Cho Sin of the Rising Dragon Family, a family that rose to prominence in the orthodox sects murim after Hwa Mugi went into seclusion.

The current True Dragon Manor would change its name to the Rising Dragon Family and enjoy a series of successes once this Cho Sin became the Patriarch. After the Murim Alliance closed off, it would grow to become one of the sects representing the orthodox sects. It was the very same family I had gone to in order to retrieve the Divine Incense Burner, the second ingredient for the Great Regression Technique.

So around this time, your younger self was approaching Jin Haryong.

I knew very well what kind of person Cho Sin was. He was a typical hypocrite. He lived the life of a Master while keeping his cruel and heartless nature deeply hidden. He stopped at nothing for his own success and felt no pangs of conscience about it.

What if the Cho Sin of that time and the Cho Sin of now had the same character?

My gaze turned to Jin Haryong.

This woman is in danger right now.

Could it be that her life turned out that way not because of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society, but because of this man?

Cho Sin looked at me and asked, "Who is this person here?"

Her eyes and mine met. She smiled faintly and said, "Don't mind him, he's just a servant."


Chapter 159: How a Frog Survives

At the word 'servant', Cho Sin's gaze changed.

Geom Mugeuk saw it. He might have missed it if he hadn't known the man, but he could see the contempt in Cho Sin's eyes. An unbearable, frivolous anger radiated from him, as if to say, 'Why is a punk like you drinking with the woman who will be mine?'

So he was like this even back then.

No, he was actually worse at hiding his true nature now that he was younger. The older Cho Sin had been truly excellent at concealing himself.

"To think you'd share a table and drink with a servant. You truly are as generous as the rumors say."

Jin Haryong retorted to the intended compliment.

"Does one need to be generous just to sit at the same table with a servant?"

The issue of sharing a table with a servant had been on her mind recently. In fact, the word that had occupied most of her thoughts these past few days was not 'the Young Dragon Tournament', but 'servant'.

"I meant that I don't mind something as simple as eating with a servant."

"Ah, I see. A heart that treats even subordinates fairly is admirable. Now, tomorrow's banquet will surely have a predictable atmosphere. Let's, the young ones, have our own banquet right here."

Though Cho Sin made the casual suggestion with a compliment, Jin Haryong refused flatly.

"I'm sorry, but I must decline."

Honestly, Cho Sin was handsome. A part of her wanted to sit and have a drink with him.

However, her concern for Geom Yeon came first.

If they drank together, she would have to send Geom Yeon away, but if he stayed and drank with them, he would earn Cho Sin's ire. Neither option was appealing. She especially didn't want to say, 'We need to drink now, so could you please leave?'

"This is a first for me. Being turned down after asking a woman for a drink."

"We'll see each other tomorrow anyway, won't we?"

Jin Haryong didn't see it, but Geom Mugeuk did. The moment she refused, Cho Sin's gaze changed.

How dare she refuse me?

A dark, cold emotion, beyond mere irritation, began to rise.

Just as Jin Haryong was about to turn away, Cho Sin sat down across from Geom Mugeuk.

"I'll have a drink with this servant."

Cho Sin spoke to the startled Jin Haryong.

"Even I couldn't get you to drink with me, so I want to find out what charm this servant has that allows him to."

Irritation surged through Jin Haryong when she heard those words. Cho Sin's actions were a blatant declaration that he intended to torment Geom Yeon. He was going to act like this just because she wouldn't drink with him? The favorable impression she had of him because of his looks vanished instantly.

Does he have no intention of looking good in my eyes?

She couldn't understand. If his grandfather had brought up marriage, this Cho Sin should know about it too.

She sat back down.

She sat down out of concern for Geom Yeon, but that only provoked Cho Sin further.

"What a charming servant indeed. To make Miss Jin, who was about to leave, sit back down."

Cho Sin asked Geom Mugeuk.

"What's your name?"

"It's Geom Yeon."

"A fine name for a mere servant."

"Thank you."

"Do you know who I am?"

"You said earlier that you are Master Jo of the True Dragon Manor."

"A good memory, too. Where did you find such a fine slave?"

At the word 'slave', her expression soured slightly. Cho Sin watched that unconcealable emotion, and Geom Mugeuk watched the change in Cho Sin's emotions.

"Miss Jin is beautiful, isn't she?"

"She is beautiful."

"So beautiful you think of her at night? How about it? With her...."

The implication was obvious, so Jin Haryong cut him off.

"Watch your mouth! You keep crossing the line."

"Seeing you drink with a slave, I thought you were generous, but it seems that generosity depends on the person."

The two of them met eyes.

In that moment, an image surfaced in Jin Haryong's mind. It was a black viper, raising its head with its tongue flicking. She had never experienced this while looking at a person before, and she was inwardly flustered.

Just then, Cho Sin smiled pleasantly.

"My joke went too far, didn't it?"

He tried to pass it off as a joke, but Jin Haryong's favorable opinion of him had completely plummeted.

Is he trying to show off some kind of pride in treating the Chairman's granddaughter so carelessly?

Cho Sin asked Geom Mugeuk again.

"I just don't get it. What kind of person is our Miss Jin?"

"I don't know her well either."

"You don't know?"

"I may be a servant, but I'm not Miss Jin's servant."

"You're not?"

Cho Sin was taken aback.

"Then whose servant are you?"

"I am the servant of Young Master Seo Ryong of the Western Blade Sect, who is participating in the Young Dragon Tournament."

"Then why were you drinking with Miss Jin? That's even stranger, isn't it?"

Geom Mugeuk also sensed something was strange.

This guy, why is he so agitated?

Even in his prime, the man known as Cho Sin was a cautious person. To attribute today's actions merely to jealousy seemed excessive.

What is making you act so wildly?

He seemed engulfed in an uncontrollable fervor, like a child praised by his teacher, a merchant who earned a great fortune, or a martial artist who achieved complete mastery.

TAK.

Just then, Jin Haryong set her cup down with a sound. It was a silent warning to stop.

At that, Cho Sin adopted a different attitude. He asked her gently, as if they were old friends.

"Don't you find it strange, Miss Jin?"

"What do you mean?"

"The granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman is sharing a table and drinking with the slave of a martial artist participating in this duel tournament. The granddaughter herself, the very person involved in this shocking affair, doesn't find it strange at all. What do you think?"

"So? What are you trying to say?"

"They say if you put a frog in lukewarm water and slowly bring it to a boil, it will die without even realizing it's dying, right?"

The corner of Jin Haryong's mouth lifted. Before she could say anything in anger, Cho Sin continued.

"What if this man approached Miss Jin with some ulterior motive? What if he got close to you to spike your drink with Qi Dispersing Poison before the final match? Are you going to claim you were deceived only after it happens?"

Cho Sin brought his face right up to Geom Mugeuk's.

"What is your purpose?"

Geom Mugeuk said nothing. Faced with Cho Sin's fierce momentum, as if he were about to strike, Jin Haryong stepped in.

"Master Jo."

Her coldly subdued tone spoke of her mood.

"Let's see each other at the banquet tomorrow. The water is still a long way from boiling."

Their gazes met. Jin Haryong stared confidently at the snake with its head raised. Right now, she was not afraid of that snake.

Cho Sin smiled.

"It seems I've made a mistake on our first meeting. My apologies, Miss Jin. I will see you at the banquet tomorrow."

He rose from his seat, then looked at me and grinned. Not only Geom Mugeuk, but Jin Haryong too, felt it. The thick killing intent contained in that smile.


After Cho Sin left the inn, Jin Haryong drank her alcohol in silence. She seemed to be mulling over what Cho Sin had said earlier.

Geom Mugeuk waited silently for her to speak.

After a moment, she sighed and spoke. She had returned to her usual self, no longer the cold person she had shown to Cho Sin.

"It's difficult, so difficult. Why is everything so difficult?"

"They say life is inherently difficult. If you ask someone from a hundred years ago, they'd say it's difficult, and if you ask someone from five hundred years ago, they'd also say it's difficult. The Chairman finds it difficult, and that waiter over there would say it's difficult too. A child born tomorrow will also say it's difficult once they've grown up."

"This is why. How can you not be suspected when you're just a servant and you say things like this?"

"Do you suspect me too, Miss Jin?"

She answered honestly.

"To be honest, the moment I heard that story about the frog, I flinched."

"If you fall for those words, you'll be moved from a warm hot spring to a cauldron of truly boiling water."

Jin Haryong shook her head.

"You're too good with words. You win."

"What do you mean?"

"I wouldn't trust that man even if I were dying, so I have to trust you."

"In times like these, you shouldn't trust either of us. Why choose one?"

Jin Haryong looked at Geom Mugeuk. She thought it would be a huge problem if he really was a villain. She had a premonition that stopping him would be even harder than stopping the snake-like Cho Sin. However, she decided to trust her instincts.

"This isn't the time to worry about me. You're in big trouble. This frog here might still be swimming in warm water, but that frog over there has just been placed on a rock in the middle of lava."

Her instinct for judging people was second to none. She realized it. The man named Cho Sin was not the type to let a servant who sat and drank with the woman he wanted to marry live. Especially not a servant whom that woman had even defended.

"My young master will protect me."

"No, even if your young master is skilled enough to have reached the main tournament, he can't protect you. That man's family is no ordinary one. You should head back to your hometown right now." "I can't leave my young master behind, and if that man tries to harm me as you say, Young Lady, do you think I can avoid it just by returning to my hometown? It would more likely bring harm to my young master's sect."

"You're right."

She shot up from her seat.

"Wait here. I'll go find a pole to get you out of that lava."

She left the inn.

Shortly after, Seo Daeryong sat down in the seat she had vacated.

"This is more interesting than the duels, isn't it?"

"I thought you were tired?"

"No matter how tired I am, I couldn't stand the curiosity. What was with that guy earlier? Is it one of those things where an obstacle must always appear in a fateful love?"

"To him, I'm probably the obstacle."

"He looked perfectly normal."

"Those are the types that are more dangerous."

"Exactly. It's because that guy hasn't seen you with your beard shaved, Director."

"Are you saying I'm more dangerous?"

"Is there even a comparison? In looks, or in dangerousness."

Seo Daeryong laughed to himself, as if he found his own joke amusing.

"I'll just watch this fateful love unfold and aim for the championship."

"Go ahead. I'll watch the fateful duels and take care of this matter."

I was curious to see what Jin Haryong would do.

Her solution the next day was a method I hadn't anticipated.

"Come with me to the banquet."

She was asking me to go with her to the banquet being held today. A banquet where the Murim Alliance Chairman and Cho Sin would be present.

"I believe I already told you I couldn't go, even if it meant being called a coward."

"The situation has changed since then. I'll take responsibility for your life."

"......"

"You'll know when we get there."

Meeting the Murim Alliance Chairman?

Could I really hide my presence from him?

My cultivation had already reached the state of Origin Reversal, allowing me to appear as if I had never learned martial arts at all.

However, would that work on the Murim Alliance Chairman? Could I truly conceal the presence that I, as a person, exuded?

Probably not. While I might be able to deceive someone about my martial arts realm, passing off nine-star as eight-star, I wouldn't be able to deceive him into thinking I was a mere servant.

Meeting the Murim Alliance Chairman meant I had to be prepared to reveal my identity.

"What are you thinking so hard about?"

"I'm thinking about how your grandfather, Young Lady, will react after he learns about me."

Of course, she was worried about something completely different.

"My grandfather won't harm you because of your status. Even if he gets angry, he'll take it out on me."

"Since he's such a great man, he must treat his subordinates with respect, right?"

"Of course."

Then how would he treat a blood relative of the Heavenly Demon?

It was a question I couldn't bring myself to ask her.

Of course, even if my identity as a blood relative of the Heavenly Demon were exposed, I wouldn't be killed in the Murim Alliance. Doing so could trigger a war. In that sense, the Murim Alliance is a safer place than our Cult. Instead, I would be exiled, and this succession test would end in failure for causing trouble with the Murim Alliance.

I contemplated for a long time. Jin Haryong understood and waited for me.

Finally, I finished my deep deliberation on the various situations.

"Alright, let's go."

"Ah, good thinking."

"Let's meet at the entrance of the Murim Alliance in one hour. I need to prepare for the banquet."

"Okay."

After sending her off, I went up to my room and informed Seo Daeryong that I was going to the banquet hosted by the Murim Alliance Chairman.

Seo Daeryong asked worriedly.

"Will you be alright?"

"Will I be alright?"

"Until now, Director, you've always said you were going to meet all sorts of dangerous people. From the Demonic Army General to the Demon Supremes, but now, you're going to meet the Murim Alliance Chairman."

"How about it? A leader like this?"

"In the past, I would have hated it."

Whenever I said I was going to see the Demon Supremes, Seo Daeryong would recoil in terror.

"And now?"

"What's the point of stepping back in fear? It's a duel either way."

We laughed together. The fact that we were alone in enemy territory was bringing us closer.

"Be safe. I will be training."

I looked at my reflection in the bronze mirror. Long, tangled hair and cheap clothes. I deliberately messed up my hair even more and didn't change my clothes.

Seeing my appearance at the entrance to the Murim Alliance, Jin Haryong exclaimed.

"You said you were preparing for the banquet? What on earth did you prepare?"

"Isn't it an improvement?"

"Not at all!"

"Should I go change?"

"No, we'll be late. Let's go!"

As Jin Haryong and I entered the banquet hall, all eyes focused on us.

Among the heroes, Father's presence is like the color red, like blood, standing alone in a black-and-white painting.

The presence of the Murim Alliance Chairman was the same. Though there were countless people in the banquet hall, I recognized who the Murim Alliance Chairman was at a single glance.

It felt as if everyone else was in black and white, and only the Murim Alliance Chairman was in blue.

Truly, the presence exuded by the strongest masters in the murim is this astonishing.

Far in the distance, the Murim Alliance Chairman, Jin Paecheon, who had been conversing with guests, slowly turned his head in our direction.


Chapter 160: Son-in-law, Come Here and Receive a Drink From Me

The noisy hall quieted as the Chairman's gaze turned toward us. His eyes passed over his granddaughter and landed on me. I stood beside her with my head slightly bowed, avoiding his gaze.

Even without looking, I felt his eyes scrutinizing me. The moment was tense, and I didn't try to hide my nervousness. It would be strange for an ordinary servant not to be nervous here.

I tried my best not to reveal myself, even if I were discovered.

The Murim Alliance Chairman Jin Paecheon asked me, "Who might you be, Master?"

Jin Haryong then declared loudly, "He's the man I'm seeing."

This was her plan to save me. My approach was a direct confrontation, and so was hers. I had anticipated this, but seeing it firsthand made me grateful for her courage. It couldn't be easy for the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman to say such a thing in front of so many people.

Her words sent a buzz of murmurs through the crowd. Among them were Cho Sin and his father, the True Dragon Manor Master.

The True Dragon Manor Master scowled deeply. He was arranging his son's marriage, and the prospective bride had just brought another man.

In contrast, Cho Sin smiled as he looked at us. He must have felt a great sense of humiliation.

Jin Paecheon raised his hand, and the hall fell silent.

"I wasn't asking you," he told Jin Haryong. He then asked me again, "Who are you, Master?"

"My name is Geom Yeon."

"Which sect are you from?"

"I'm a servant who accompanied Young Master Seo Ryong of the Gansu the Western Blade Sect."

The word 'servant' made the crowd murmur again, louder than before.

Jin Paecheon rarely showed his emotions in front of the martial world's heroes, but he couldn't hide his bewilderment. He looked at Jin Haryong.

His expression said, Are you really going to do this?

Her expression was resolute. Yes.

Jin Paecheon's gaze returned to me.

I wonder how much the Chairman has figured out about me, separate from her bombshell declaration.

"Young Master Geom." He called me Master even though I had said I was a servant.

"Haryong has been very mischievous since she was young. Her specialty was surprising people. She once nearly fell into qi deviation by circulating her sword arts formula backward. Today, she surprises us by bringing you here."

Jin Paecheon spoke as if this was just another prank.

"Everyone has been surprised enough, so I believe your role is complete. You must have had a hard time being dragged here by that rascal. I'll treat you separately next time, so for today, you may leave."

The Chairman resolved the situation. Some would think Jin Haryong was playing a prank. Others would think the Chairman was dismissing her rebellion. One thing was clear. No one believed I was actually the man she was seeing.

Of course, Jin Haryong didn't back down.

"You were very surprised back then, weren't you? If you hadn't been there, Grandfather, I wouldn't be alive today. That's why I'm trying not to play pranks anymore. This man is really the person I like."

Everyone's gaze focused on me again. Some clicked their tongues and sighed at my shabby appearance. Their expressions all said the same thing, from 'Well, you can't win against your own child' to 'Even the Chairman is no exception'. They just couldn't say it out loud.

"Did you say you like that man?"

"......"

She answered her grandfather without hesitation. Tension flowed between them, tauter than on a dueling stage. Everyone watched with great interest, except for Cho Sin and the True Dragon Manor Master.

"Then I suppose you could marry that man."

Jin Haryong flinched at the mention of marriage.

"Still, marriage is a major life event. We should see each other a little longer."

"You've already declared it in front of so many people, so what are you hesitating for? Fine. Since he's the one you want, I'll let you marry him."

"Grandfather!"

"I'll have you married right here, right now. Do it. Isn't this what you wanted? 'I don't want an arranged marriage. I want to marry the person I love.' Fine, I'll grant your wish!"

Jin Paecheon pushed further. "Prepare for the wedding at once."

At the Chairman's order, subordinates began preparing for a wedding. Jin Haryong's flustered expression was evident as the situation unfolded. She knew her grandfather's personality wasn't ordinary, but she hadn't expected him to push for a marriage on the spot.

"I haven't even greeted his family yet."

"Martial artists aren't bound by formalities. They'll understand. Go and greet them politely later."

Jin Haryong looked at me, flustered. Even I hadn't anticipated this.

"My future son-in-law, come here and receive a drink from me."

Future son-in-law? I've never heard those words in my entire life, including my past one, and I'm hearing them from the Murim Alliance Chairman? Father, I'm receiving a drink from the Murim Alliance Chairman while being called his son-in-law!

I accepted the drink the Chairman poured, the first I had ever received from him.

"Thank you."

"Please take good care of my granddaughter from now on."

I could tell from the deep, cold look in his eyes that he had already grasped my true nature. He intended to deal with me after resolving his granddaughter's issue.

He gave me a faint smile. It wasn't a smile of pleasure but a warning. We'll talk later.

The wedding preparations were swiftly completed. Martial artists often held weddings at the Murim Alliance, so it wasn't a difficult task.

In the end, Jin Haryong raised the white flag.

"Please stop! I've lost. We're not getting married."

Only then did Jin Paecheon smile.

Their expressions seemed to say, How dare you mess with this old grandfather? and I admit defeat, Grandfather, but I have to explain this.

Jin Haryong then explained the day's events to everyone. "Elders, Seniors, I apologize for ruining this precious occasion. I caused this commotion for a reason. Someone is trying to kill that man out of jealousy, simply because he was with me. I orchestrated this to protect him."

Someone in the crowd started clapping and shouted, "How wonderful."

It was Cho Sin.

"To go this far for that shabby and ugly servant! Truly magnificent!"

As he clapped, others joined in. I could feel that Cho Sin was thoroughly incensed.

This was good. People make mistakes when their emotions run high. Go on, run wild a little more.

Jin Haryong announced loudly, "From now on, if anyone touches this man, I'll stake my name on getting revenge. My grandfather taught me my entire life to refrain from bullying the weak, so I hope you'll all keep that in mind."

Mentioning the Chairman was a very smart choice.

After she finished, Jin Haryong tugged my sleeve. "Come on, let's go back now. Grandfather, I'm sorry for what happened today. I'll come back to apologize properly."

We both bowed politely to the Chairman, then followed Jin Haryong out. After leaving the Yeon President, we walked silently through the Murim Alliance grounds.

Then, she stopped.

"I'm sorry for not telling you beforehand."

"It's alright."

"You told me back then, didn't you? That my selfishness hurts others."

"I didn't say it in those exact words."

"But that's what it meant. You're right. My way of handling this was just as selfish. However, no matter how much I thought about it, this was the only way I could protect you."

She had genuinely tried to protect me, regardless of her method.

"Since I said it in front of my grandfather, they won't dare try to harm you. If they still try something, then that's great for me. I'll have an excuse to never go through with an arranged marriage. I can say, 'See? Grandfather said he was a good person, but he wasn't, was he?'"

"Then I'll gladly die for the Young Lady."

Jin Haryong looked at me with a slightly angry expression.

"I know you're joking, but please don't make jokes like that. It's what my grandfather has told me countless times. Protecting good people from evil is the sole reason we of the orthodox sects exist. I may not be anyone great, but I'll never stand by and watch someone become unhappy because of me."

"That's admirable."

"I wasn't saying it to get a compliment."

"But will you be alright? Rumors will have spread by tomorrow."

"Bad rumors won't spread. If anything, it'll be framed positively. 'The Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter caused a commotion to save a servant!' The Alliance manages things like this. You didn't know, did you?"

She stared at me intently.

"They won't be able to do anything to you, at least not until the Young Dragon Tournament is over. When you see an opportunity, leave and go far away. Don't go to your hometown. Go somewhere else, far away."

She took money from her robes and gave it to me. "I'm sorry I can't keep my promise to buy you noodles and drinks three times."

It was more money than the cost of noodles and drinks, meant for my escape.

Regret flowed from her eyes. She believed this was our last moment. She had no intention of approaching me again, even if I didn't leave right away. It was to prevent me from falling into danger.

"Then I wish you happiness."

I bid her farewell and watched her walk away. I glanced down at the money in my hand.


I looked up at the bright, shining moon.

Father, the unification of the murim you dream of can only be achieved by killing all of these people.

As I looked at the night sky, I turned and said, "I have something to tell you."

The Murim Alliance Chairman, Jin Paecheon, had appeared silently behind me. He must have heard my entire conversation with her.

"Of course you do. You'd better choose your words carefully. Your life hangs on every single one."

The Jin Paecheon who released his qi was not the same man from the Yeon President. His qi felt like the ocean. A deep resonance, like a whale's cry, echoed from afar. The wind carried the scent of the sea. I felt as if I were adrift alone in a boundless ocean.

The next moment.

CHAK! CHAK! CHAK! CHAK! CHAK! CHAK! CHAK! CHAK!

Dozens of martial artists descended from all directions like vertical lightning bolts. They wore white masks and white martial arts uniforms. They were the masters of the Heavenly Dragon Protection Squad, who would follow the Chairman even into hell.

CHAAENG!

They drew their swords simultaneously, but it sounded like a single blade. The sound alone told me how well-trained and skilled they were. The aura from their blades constricted me like a spider's web.

"I wish to be alone with the Chairman."

"Is there a reason I should do that?"

"Because what I'm about to tell you is something only the Chairman should know."

The Chairman didn't dismiss his men. The bodyguards were unlikely to withdraw so easily and leave him with an unknown master.

"If I had come here to assassinate the Chairman, I would have had other opportunities and methods. I wouldn't attempt it in such a tense situation."

At that, the Chairman told them, "All of you, withdraw."

They instantly leaped away and vanished. I knew they hadn't truly disappeared. It was impossible to make them withdraw completely. They were people who protected the Chairman, not just people who received his orders. They would never leave his side.

They would carry out any other command, but not the one telling them not to protect him. To kill the Chairman, one would have to kill all of them.

I sent a telepathic message to Jin Paecheon.

[From now on, I'll speak to you via telepathy.]

[Reveal your identity first.]

I revealed my identity to him.

[I come from the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult...]

Before I could finish, PWAAAAANG!

A streak of a palm technique flew from Jin Paecheon's hand like lightning and struck me.

KWAAANG!

An explosion roared around my body, and dust billowed up.

When the dust settled, I still stood in the same spot. I had blocked the palm technique by crossing my hands and raising my protective enhanced qi.

From behind my crossed arms, I looked at Jin Paecheon and continued.

[...I'm the Cult Leader's second son.]

SHWAAAAAEEEEENG! KWAAAAAANG!

An even more powerful palm technique flew in and struck me. I remained standing in the same spot, not pushed back, blocking with my crossed arms. My protective enhanced qi was at its limit, and my arms ached as if they would be torn off.

[...My name is Geom Mugeuk.]

By blocking those two palm techniques, I had proven my identity with my skill.

The Chairman's tiger-like eyes gleamed. The man who had asked, 'Who is your Master?' and the man now exuding a ferocious aura were completely different people. I could feel it. This blazing intensity was his true self.

[Why did a child of the Demonic Cult Leader approach my granddaughter?]

I uncrossed my arms and straightened my body.

[To save your granddaughter.]

Jin Paecheon's qi grew fiercer. The overwhelming aura swirling around me felt as if it would tear my body apart. This was the qi of the current Murim Alliance Chairman, the power to tear a person apart with aura alone.

His next palm technique would be incomparably more powerful. If he drew his sword, every move would be a matter of life and death.

This was the beginning. The battle to persuade him, or fail.

[Only I can save your granddaughter.]

Jin Paecheon's qi shifted from fierce to terrifying. Dark clouds gathered, the world grew dim, and the sea began to churn.


Chapter 161: Sometimes, Tragedy is Close By

The two presences were different from each other.

Father's presence chilled my body, slowed my qi, and seized me with the fear of suffocation, as if I were falling into an endless abyss. The Murim Alliance Chairman Jin Paecheon's presence was like a typhoon on a dark sea.

I stood firm against Jin Paecheon's presence. Stormy waves tossed me into the air and plunged me to the bottom of the sea, but I did not lose consciousness.

My martial arts reacted reflexively. The Four Strides of the Wind God always stimulated me like this when I faced a powerful enemy.

Let's fight. Let's tear that presence to shreds! Let's break through the typhoon!

I struggled to suppress the supreme martial art's temptation and endured the Murim Alliance Chairman's presence to the very end. Just as the duel with Father in the tavern had helped me greatly, simply enduring this presence would be a great lesson.

As I endured, an expression that said, 'Look at this one,' surfaced on the Murim Alliance Chairman's face.

Simultaneously, the pressure intensified. Lightning now struck the sea where the typhoon raged. Giant waterspouts formed, pulling up the seawater. Jin Paecheon's presence was truly terrifying.

So the Murim Alliance Chairman was such a domineering person. Perhaps Father dreams of unifying the murim because of this Murim Alliance Chairman. The existence of such a powerful adversary must have provoked Father.

Enduring had reached its limit. It was time to either collapse or flee.

Just then, I saw it again.

Two giant eyes with massive pupils stared at me.

Some colossal being was looking at me. I knew it was the Heavenly Demon Soul I had seen in the painting.

I haven't even learned the Nine Calamities Demonic Art yet, so why do I keep seeing illusions of the Heavenly Demon Soul?

The colossal Heavenly Demon Soul stood tall in the sea, blocking the typhoon and looking down at me. Its gaze seemed to find me pathetic, yet it also seemed longing and pitiful. At the same time, it seemed to hold no emotion at all.

The illusion of the Heavenly Demon Soul slowly faded.

The Murim Alliance Chairman's surging, murderous presence was already gone. Standing far away, Jin Paecheon looked surprised that I had endured until the end.

I was on the verge of collapsing. If the Heavenly Demon Soul had not blocked it at the last moment, I would have lost consciousness and fallen. The Heavenly Demon Soul was likely an illusion my own mental strength created, but it felt so vivid, as if the real Heavenly Demon Soul had visited.

I repeated what I had said before to Jin Paecheon.

"Only I can save your granddaughter."

This time, Jin Paecheon did not react with blind anger. After all, I was someone who had withstood his presence.

"What do you mean by that?"

Meeting the Murim Alliance Chairman and revealing my identity was a choice I normally would not have made. I ultimately chose it because of the two weapons I possessed.

The first was my belief in my experience. I believed in the experience from before my regression and the experience I gained dealing with the Demon Supremes after my regression. I believed in myself.

However, I would not have made such a reckless choice relying solely on my experience. I needed my second weapon.

My second weapon is his granddaughter, Jin Haryong.

As long as Jin Haryong was deeply involved, I was confident the Murim Alliance Chairman would have no choice but to help me.

I feel sorry for her, but I intend to use her completely. Since it's for her sake anyway, she'll probably understand.

"Have you heard of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society?"

Jin Paecheon nodded. The Murim Alliance would naturally know about them, since they had recently committed various evil deeds while impersonating our Cult.

"I was tracking them under Father's orders and obtained information that they're plotting something related to this Young Dragon Tournament."

"What's the source of the information?"

"The Evil Valley Lord."

Jin Paecheon was not surprised. Just as with the Heavenly Enlightenment Society, he must have heard about the Evil Valley Lord's recent death. He just did not yet know that the two incidents were connected.

"I've heard that the master of the Valley of Evil has changed."

"The information is reliable. He revealed it in a moment of killing intent. That's why I had my subordinate participate in the Young Dragon Tournament and came here to catch them."

"If such a thing was happening, you should have informed us."

"There were circumstances that prevented me from doing so."

"What circumstances?"

"Because dealing with the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman is the succession test I've been given."

Jin Paecheon's gaze grew cold and deep as he released his presence again. This presence was different from the raging typhoon. It was a gentle presence that wrapped around my body like a spring breeze, an attempt to read the changes in my emotions and confirm if my words were true.

"Tell me about Haryong."

"I'm certain that the Heavenly Enlightenment Society is targeting Miss Jin."

"The reason for your certainty?"

"I found out they were plotting something related to the Young Dragon Tournament. When I came here, I saw Miss Jin participating and that she's even a strong contender for victory. Do you think this is a coincidence? Not a chance. They're undoubtedly targeting Miss Jin. No, they planned this from the start, knowing she would participate."

"Even if that's true, it's a matter I can resolve myself. Why would I entrust my granddaughter's safety to you?"

"Because if anyone other than me intervenes now, Miss Jin will be in danger."

The presence that had gently enveloped me turned cold in an instant. The mere mention of his granddaughter's danger made his presence radiate killing intent.

"The Heavenly Enlightenment Society is a much larger and more powerful organization than we initially thought. It's possible that some high-ranking members of our Cult, the Murim Alliance, or the Evil Alliance have already been won over by them. That's also why we must speak through telepathy right now."

I told him how the Evil Valley Lord and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had already been won over. If figures of their caliber had been recruited, this was not a matter to be taken lightly.

"If you investigate, you'll find that my words are true. Fortunately, they don't yet know that I've come this far to track them. If you trust me, I'll root them out completely."

Jin Paecheon stared at me without a word. Normally, he would have considered it a plot by our Cult and would never have believed me. However, with Jin Haryong involved, he could not easily dismiss it.

Right now, I am the only one who can save your granddaughter.

My persuasion, backed by my most powerful weapon, continued.

"I believe you've heard various things about me. I don't know what that information was, but this much is certain. I'm trying to establish a different demonic path than before. At the very least, I don't stoop to plotting things using the young granddaughter of an opposing faction."

The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, the Murim Alliance, and the Evil Alliance send countless spies to one another, so they all know basic information. I assumed he had some grasp of my activities as the Sanzu Hall Director.

"Do you know why I've resolved to save your granddaughter no matter what?"

"Why is that?"

"Because even though she's the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman, she's someone who would offer marriage just to protect a mere servant's life. You've raised her truly well."

It was both sincere and a form of flattery.

Jin Paecheon strode towards me.

"......"

In an instant, Jin Paecheon's sword was at my neck.

"Go back and wait. I'll give you an answer soon."

"Yes, I'll wait."

I gave him a polite bow and turned away.

The gaze on my back felt powerful enough to pierce through me.

His suspicion was natural, but I could only hope he would make a wise decision.


When I returned to the inn, Seo Daeryong had already packed his bags, ready to leave at a moment's notice.

"Ah! You're back!"

"What is all this?"

"What do you think? I packed so we can bolt if things go south."

"What about me?"

"Don't worry. I packed your bags too, Director."

"No. If something happened, that would mean something happened to me, right?"

"Just because you're in trouble doesn't mean I have to be, does it?"

"......"

"......"

"Ah! You have no idea how much I missed your lame jokes."

"I wasn't joking. Anyway, how was it? You met the Murim Alliance Chairman, right?"

"I thought I was going to die."

"He's strong, isn't he?"

I nodded.

"It's good to have you back."

Seo Daeryong began to unpack his bags again. The playfulness vanished from his face, replaced by a look of complete relief.

I knew enough about Seo Daeryong now. It was not a joke. If something happened to me, he would flee immediately. He was not the type to rush in emotionally, seeking revenge.

Only after returning and reporting the entire situation would his revenge begin. Just as he memorized the personal details of the Demonic Army to avenge a Sanzu River Hall Senior, he might memorize every single Murim Alliance martial artist. Whether it took ten years or a hundred, he would dream of revenge until the day he died. That was the kind of man Seo Daeryong was.

"What about your identity, Director?"

"He knows who I am now."

"Then he must know about me too."

"That's right."

"And I can still win the tournament?"

Seo Daeryong's expression was too serious for me to ask, 'Can you even do it?'

"Now, you have to win no matter what."

"......"

"The Murim Alliance Chairman knows about the Heavenly Enlightenment Society now, right? Do you think he'd want his own granddaughter to win and become their target?"

"So he'll want me to win and become their target instead."

"Exactly."

"Ah, how can a man without a grandfather live with such sorrow? Grandfather! Are you watching?"

I laughed at Seo Daeryong's joke.

"Think positively. This is a moment in your life when you have the support of the Murim Alliance Chairman."

"Ah! You're right. I've got another story to brag about at drinking parties, but is it really okay to reveal everything to the Murim Alliance Chairman like this?"

"You have to discard any thought of deceiving the Murim Alliance Chairman to get something done. From now on, I'll deal with him honestly. I'll show him ninety-nine truths."

"Then what's the one remaining lie?"

"Why do you assume it's a lie?"

"......"

"It could be a truth I just haven't told him yet."

"What truth?"

I looked at the Murim Alliance building visible in the distance outside the window.

"Later. You'll find out much, much later."


The next day at dawn, I woke from my sleep.

The Heavenly Demon Defense Art had woken me.

I left my room and went down to the first floor, where I found someone sitting alone in the closed inn. He revealed no presence, yet his silhouette in the darkness announced his existence. The mere sight of him sitting with his back to me was enough to make me tense. It was the Murim Alliance Chairman, Jin Paecheon.

"You've come."

I sat across from him. There was no sign of the Lake Chao guards nearby, but they were surely not far, guarding the surroundings like an iron wall from hidden places.

Jin Paecheon abruptly brought up Father.

"I've met your father about twice in my life."

I listened to his story in silence.

"He was the kind of person who made me feel I had to try harder every time we met. It was your father who kept me from stopping."

I thought I understood what Jin Paecheon was feeling. Father was a man who desired to become stronger than anyone else.

"I had forgotten for a while, but yesterday, you rekindled the dying embers in my heart."

He had received a strong impression from me for withstanding his presence. If I was this strong at my young age, what would I be like later? He must have felt a sense of crisis.

"Alright. I'll entrust this matter to you."

He must have agonized a great deal before making this decision. I wondered who he discussed it with, who the person he trusted the most was.

"However, there is one condition."

"Please, state it."

"I must know every detail of the process from now on. Starting now, one of my men will be assigned to you. That person will watch your every move."

Even now, I could feel someone hidden around us. He was a master of stealth, on par with Father's bodyguard, Hwi. Of course, I did not reveal that I had detected him.

The Murim Alliance Chairman was not entrusting this matter to me solely because of a potential traitor.

He also intended to test me. It stemmed from a desire to find out what kind of person I, the potential next Cult Leader, was. In the end, I was being tested by both the Demonic Cult Leader and the Murim Alliance Chairman.

"In return, I also have a condition."

"What is it?"

"We'll handle the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman. In return, we'll deal with it as secretly as possible and then leave."

Jin Paecheon nodded and rose from his seat.

"Just do what you have to do and go."

I understood what Jin Paecheon worried about. He was telling me not to sway Jin Haryong's heart.

"The subordinate who came with me teases me. He says that the end of a fateful love is always a tragedy, but young people these days don't like tragedies. That's true not only for me but for your granddaughter as well."

I knew very well why Jin Paecheon was so worried. His son and daughter-in-law had met a tragic end together, and he did not want his granddaughter, at least, to be caught up in a tragedy caused by matters of the heart.

"Sometimes, tragedy can be found in a nearby place."

"What do you mean?"

"When your granddaughter announced in front of all those people that she was dating me, it wasn't just because of a simple crush or goodwill towards me."

"Are you saying it's because of that person who is trying to kill you?"

"Miss Jin resembles you, Chairman. She's someone who can never tolerate injustice."

"That's why I worry about her even more sometimes."

"Then please investigate who that person is and how they're pressuring your granddaughter. That one investigation will do more to improve your relationship with your granddaughter than a hundred worries."

Jin Paecheon, who had been glaring at me, left with one last remark.

"Don't worry about useless things and just do the job you've been given."

I watched Jin Paecheon's back disappear into the distance before heading up to my room on the second floor. Before entering, I spoke to the empty air.

"You can sleep when I sleep. I'll let you know if I go anywhere."

Despite my pointless attempt at friendliness, the hidden man gave no reply.


Chapter 162: Time to Peel Off the Rose-Colored Glasses

The second round of the main tournament began.

The tournament whittled thirty-two contestants down to sixteen, and the excitement of the Young Dragon Tournament grew even hotter. Only the prodigies who had made names for themselves not just in their towns, but across entire regions, remained.

"Alright, then I'll win this for the Murim Alliance Chairman!" Seo Daeryong said. His words sounded like a joke, but they also carried his resolve.

His opponent was Lee Hyo from the Shandong Lee Family. It was a duel of blade arts versus blade arts.

In fact, Seo Daeryong felt more confident about this duel than his previous one.

Strangely, I feel more comfortable facing blade arts than other martial arts. Why is that?

Because he was learning the blade arts of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, his understanding of the discipline was naturally high. This was why he felt relatively more comfortable.

"It's because my young master is being careless," I said.

"I'm not. Absolutely not." Seo Daeryong waved his hands in denial. The accusation of carelessness was unfair. He had trained for this tournament as if he were born for it.

"You saw Lee Hyo fight, right? He's not an easy opponent. Don't let your guard down."

"I understand."

Although I said that, I predicted Seo Daeryong would win this duel. His opponent's blade arts were at a disadvantage in compatibility compared to the ones Seo Daeryong had learned.

Just as I expected, Seo Daeryong won without much difficulty.

Seo Daeryong stepped down from the duel stage, waving to the cheering crowd of martial artists.

"I finally made it into the top eight!"

Now, Seo Daeryong would be selected for the elite organization of the Murim Alliance.

"What a shame. Just when you have a chance to live a new life."

"Do you want to stay? If you remain as a spy, the All-Knowing Hall would welcome you with open arms."

"A spy?"

"Hiding your identity and operating within enemy lines. The genius brain that graduated at the top of the Sanzu River Hall! Plus, you're equipped with martial arts, the perfect spy! How about it?"

"Didn't you say the Murim Alliance Chairman already knows your identity, Director, and mine?"

"You remembered?"

"Don't even dream of leaving me behind! The position of your right-hand man is better than winning the tournament. Even if I won the world number one duel tournament, not just the Young Dragon Tournament, I'd still prefer being your right-hand man."

"Is that really so?"

"Of course."

"Alright, then imagine this! You've become the world number one. All the martial artists in the world respect you. Do you still prefer being my right-hand man?"

"......"

"Even the Demon Supremes you fear so much smile when they see you. You accidentally step on the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's foot, and he says, 'It happens, would you like to step on my other foot as well?' Now, what about this?"

"Yes! I still prefer being your right-hand man."

"The beauties of the jianghu are lining up, begging to meet you just once. Still?"

"You'd still be cool even as the one-armed Martial Artist Lee, Director."

I burst out laughing, and Seo Daeryong laughed along with me. The joke was quite funny since he was more into martial arts than women these days. How could I send away such an endearing Seo Daeryong?

"Just you try and go! If you're not here, I'll immediately give that right-hand man position to General Jang."

"Ah! Now that you mention giving it to someone else, I'm having second thoughts."

With the splendid achievement of Seo Daeryong advancing to the quarterfinals, we left the duel grounds.


The next day, as Jin Haryong was about to ascend the duel stage, her bodyguard, Chu Ho, asked her a question.

"Are you perhaps feeling unwell anywhere?"

At his concern, Jin Haryong turned her head.

"No. Why?"

"You don't seem to be in a good mood."

"Don't worry. It's nothing."

In truth, her mood was somber. She had not met with either Geom Yeon or Cho Sin since the banquet her grandfather hosted.

If someone like Cho Sin held a grudge, killing a person would be a trivial matter for him. If he killed someone without leaving any evidence, his crime couldn't be proven even with strong suspicions, and in this world, no one would care about the death of a servant.

Honestly, I want to beat Cho Sin to a pulp until he begs for his life. The reason I can't is because of my grandfather. As long as my grandfather is the Chairman, if I cause trouble, he would have to bear the full responsibility of cleaning it up. Yes, endure it, just endure it.

She could endure Cho Sin, but there was something she could not endure so well.

The human heart is a strange thing. When I could see him freely, I didn't think much of it, but now that I'm in a situation where I can't meet him, I find myself wanting to see him for no reason. What was so great about that insolent servant who constantly flusters people?

As she stepped onto the duel stage, cheers erupted from all sides.

"The number one beauty of Hubei! Jin Haryong! The number one beauty of Hubei! Jin Haryong!"

"Do your best, Miss Jin!"

"I adore you, Miss Jin!"

"You must win!"

"Let's eat noodles!"

"Win the championship, Miss Jin!"

She heard it clearly. The strange yet welcome words mixed in with the cheers.

Her gaze swept over the crowd of martial artists. Cheers exploded everywhere her eyes landed. The martial artists, moved that the number one beauty of Hubei was looking at them, shouted her name until their throats were raw.

She found Geom Mugeuk among them. She looked at him and gave a single nod. It was a signal to eat noodles together.

That day, contrary to Chu Ho's worries, she displayed more magnificent skill than ever before. Her sword flashed with speed and precision, and her movements were supremely elegant.

She achieved a spectacular victory that thrilled the spectators and advanced to the quarterfinals.


Geom Mugeuk was already waiting at the inn.

"Congratulations on your victory."

Instead of accepting the congratulations, Jin Haryong spoke resolutely.

"We shouldn't meet."

"Why not?"

"Are you asking because you don't know? It's because you'll be in danger."

"Then why did you come?"

"That's..." After a moment's hesitation, she said something unexpected.

"Because of a promise."

"What promise?"

"You'll know when we get there."

She led Geom Mugeuk out of the inn.

"Do you happen to know any movement arts?" she asked.

Geom Mugeuk smiled and replied, "I do."

"Never mind. Let's get some horses and go." As if she had asked a pointless question, she procured horses. Geom Mugeuk followed her lead.

"You know how to ride a horse, right?"

"Usually, a servant is someone who leads a horse, but the servant you're looking at is special, isn't he? I ride well."

They rented two horses and rode off.

The place she took Geom Mugeuk to was West Lake, located east of the Murim Alliance.

"You asked me to show you around here before, didn't you?"

"You remembered that?"

"It's not like we've had so many conversations that I'd forget something like that, is it?"

After saying it, Jin Haryong thought to herself.

Right, what kind of conversations did we have to cause all this fuss? Making a scene in front of my grandfather, a scene in front of Cho Sin, and now coming all the way to West Lake.

She looked at Geom Mugeuk. His face was barely visible because of his perpetually disheveled, long hair and the beard that covered his face. His clothes were old and dirty.

What on earth is so great about this man?

Just then, Geom Mugeuk spoke to her.

"Shall we go over there?"

"Huh? Why?"

"I think the view will be even better from that hill over there."

At the spot Geom Mugeuk led her to, Jin Haryong was genuinely amazed.

"It's truly beautiful!"

It was a breathtaking spot with a panoramic view of West Lake's beauty.

"How did you know about this spot?"

"Servants are naturally good at finding the best spots."

Jin Haryong thought that she really could not figure this man out. The two of them stood in silence for a while, lost in the beauty of West Lake.

Jin Haryong broke the silence.

"Your young master will be joining the Murim Alliance. Normally, you would have stayed behind, right?"

"Why do you keep trying to send me away? I will remain with my young master."

Jin Haryong looked at Geom Mugeuk. Geom Mugeuk spoke as if he had already made up his mind.

"By telling everyone that day that I was the person you were seeing, you did all you had to do, Miss Jin. The rest is my choice."

"It will be dangerous."

"How did you feel when your grandfather tried to force you into a marriage?"

"I hated it."

"It's the same for me. I don't like it when people interfere in my life."

"I may hate it, but I won't die."

"A hateful married life can sometimes be more painful than death."

"!"

After a brief pause, Jin Haryong said, "And you've never even been married."

"I've seen someone suffer terribly from the sidelines. Don't worry about me."

"I don't understand why you're a servant."

"Then what do I seem like to you?"

After a short pause, she extended her hand.

"A friend of the Chairman's granddaughter. Let's be friends."

She did not understand her own heart, why she was forming such a deep connection with a mere servant.

"Isn't the Young Lady at too much of a disadvantage?"

"Why would you calculate gains and losses between friends? That wouldn't make us friends."

Geom Mugeuk firmly grasped her outstretched hand.

"To be friends with the Chairman's granddaughter!"

"To be friends with a servant!"

After a firm handshake, she said, "If anyone bothers you anywhere, tell them your friend is the Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter! Got it?"

"I will."

"I'll go around bragging too. That the most special servant in the world is my friend."

"Then someday, when you need that servant friend, please call for me. Perhaps that special friend might do something you never expected."

Jin Haryong looked at Geom Mugeuk.

"You're strange."

This man doesn't seem like he would die. This man doesn't seem like he would get into trouble. I don't know how much I would regret it later if this man ended up being killed by Cho Sin because of this. What would I do then...

Returning from West Lake, the two parted ways at the entrance of Wuhan to avoid attracting attention.

Geom Mugeuk was returning alone when someone blocked his path.

It was a venomous snake, none other than Cho Sin.

"Did you enjoy your little outing?"

Geom Mugeuk faced him with a terrified expression.

Until I can figure out whether Cho Sin came solely for the marriage proposal or if he has some connection to the Heavenly Enlightenment Society, I plan to observe how the man behaves.

"You were so confident when you were with her, why are you trembling now that you're alone?"

"If you touch me, Miss Jin won't just stand by."

As Geom Mugeuk acted frightened, Cho Sin's face filled with a sneer.

"To think you'd hide behind a mere woman."

Cho Sin strode forward and grabbed the collar of the backpedaling Geom Mugeuk.

"Miss Jin has been sullied because of a worthless bastard like you."

Cho Sin raised his hand high, about to strike with his palm. Geom Mugeuk squeezed his eyes shut, deliberately showing a fearful expression.

"If you thought I couldn't kill you just because of what happened in front of the Chairman, you've greatly misjudged me."

"Please spare me!"

Cho Sin lowered his raised hand.

"I won't kill you. It's no fun to just kill you. I need to see Miss Jin regret her choice. I need to see her peel off those rose-colored glasses and be disappointed in you. I'm going to make her cling to me when it's too late."

Geom Mugeuk knew that was not the only reason. If he were to die or disappear, Jin Haryong would never agree to a marriage with him.

Using the word 'sullied' while still intending to marry her, it's obvious what that married life would be like without even seeing it.

"From now on, if you don't do as I say, I'll flay all your skin and throw you in a salt barrel. Understand?"

"......"

"Tonight, I'm hosting a banquet and have invited the prodigies. I've invited Miss Jin as well, so you come too. Clean up your hair, shave your beard, and come. You must use this money to buy the most expensive clothes you can find."

Cho Sin believed the servant's unkempt appearance was a large part of why Jin Haryong liked him. It was a kind of fantasy young women had, that an unadorned man seemed more confident. In reality, there was nothing to him. He planned to shatter that fantasy today.

If this servant came dressed in expensive clothes that did not suit him, trying his best to look presentable, it would have the opposite effect. She would realize, 'In the end, this man is no different from any other person trying to look good for me.' Today, he would completely shatter the girl's fantasy.

"If you just cooperate with me, I'll let you live. I'll even give you a large sum of money later."

"How much will you give me?"

"One hundred thousand taels."

At the unexpected amount, Geom Mugeuk's eyes widened greedily.

"You must give it to me."

"I always keep my promises. So you do as you're told."

Inwardly, Cho Sin felt pleased.

What a piece of trash!

That would make him much easier to use.

As Cho Sin left with a light step, Geom Mugeuk, who had been feigning cowardice, returned to his usual self.

"Offering one hundred thousand taels... he must be planning to kill me after this is over."

He said it as if to himself, but it was meant for the hidden martial artist to hear.

"Report every single word of this conversation to the Chairman without omission. This is a very important matter for Miss Jin and the Chairman."

Just by hearing this report, the Murim Alliance Chairman would be able to discern Cho Sin's true intentions.

"And relay this message as well. That when this matter is concluded, I am willing to take care of Cho Sin. He is a man who will be a persistent harm to Miss Jin. The Murim Alliance can't just dispose of the successor of a prestigious orthodox sect so easily. In the end, due to entangled interests, they will likely let him go. Tell him not to do that, and to just leave it to me."

The hidden martial artist still gave no reply.


That night, Jin Haryong entered the manor.

The invited prodigies had already gathered inside. She had absolutely no desire to come, but Cho Sin had invited her with these words.

"I've invited that servant as well, so you must come too, Miss Jin."

If Geom Yeon was coming, she had to come too. He was no longer a servant, but her friend. She could not send him into a viper's den alone.

Cho Sin greeted her with a pleasant expression.

"The reason I called you two here today is to apologize."

"Apologize?"

"That's right. My pointless pride got the better of me that day, and I unintentionally made a mistake toward you two. I am sorry."

Jin Haryong eyed him with suspicion, but Cho Sin faced her with a gentle expression. Today, he did not remind her of a snake.

Well, if possible, it's better to resolve this amicably.

For Geom Yeon's sake as well, there was no need to provoke this man.

It was at that very moment.

A stir began near the entrance. The gazes of Jin Haryong and Cho Sin naturally turned in that direction.


Chapter 163: The Rose-Colored Glasses Gain Another Layer

Geom Mugeuk stepped into the main hall.

He had shaved his beard clean and arranged his hair neatly. He wore a splendid new martial arts uniform and a long robe, capturing everyone's attention with each step.

This wasn't just because he was handsome. He had a strange, captivating aura. He exuded the ease of someone who had neared the pinnacle of martial arts, along with a mysterious, noble atmosphere no one could imitate.

Jin Haryong didn't recognize Geom Mugeuk. A pure sense of admiration washed over her the moment she saw him.

How handsome!

He was truly handsome. If someone asked what kind of person she liked, she felt she could just point and say, "That man right there."

She wasn't the only one who thought so. The women stared at Geom Mugeuk, completely captivated. The men's gazes were stolen as well.

"Who is that?"

"I don't know either. Who is he?"

"He's a Master I've never seen before?"

"He's so handsome!"

Such comments flowed openly from the crowd.

Capturing everyone's attention, Geom Mugeuk walked toward Jin Haryong and Cho Sin.

Why is he coming toward us? Ah, is he someone Cho Sin knows?

As Jin Haryong thought this, Geom Mugeuk greeted her first.

"Miss Jin, you're here too."

Jin Haryong flinched in surprise.

He knows me? Who is he to act so familiar?

His voice was familiar. Even after hearing it, however, she couldn't recognize him. The difference between the Geom Mugeuk she knew and the Geom Mugeuk of this moment was that vast.

"Don't tell me you don't recognize me?"

She truly didn't recognize him. She thought he might be someone with a similar voice, but the idea that he was the same person never crossed her mind.

"Who are you?"

"You told me to let you know if anyone bothered me, didn't you? At this rate, how are you going to help me? You'd probably join in on the bullying without even recognizing me."

Jin Haryong's eyes widened. Those were her exact words. She had told him to speak up if anyone bothered him and to say the Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter was his friend.

"No way! You!"

"That's right. It's me."

Without realizing it, Jin Haryong let out a sharp scream.

"I'm not sure if this is something to scream about, but yes, I am Geom Yeon."

Those clear, deep eyes were so unlike a servant's. Looking again, it was indeed Geom Yeon.

A thrill ran through her body. All the hairs on her body stood on end at once.

It was nerve-wracking enough to have such a handsome man standing so close, but this man was that servant, Geom Yeon?

She asked in a trembling voice, "What happened?"

"I shaved my beard and tidied my hair. I also bought and wore new clothes."

Cho Sin, standing beside her, was just as flustered.

He was so shocked and bewildered that he couldn't react. He just stood there blankly, blinking his eyes.

At first, he too had not recognized Geom Mugeuk. As someone who took great pride in his own appearance, he felt a sense of repulsion whenever he saw a man more handsome than himself.

That was why he had been in a bad mood from the moment Geom Mugeuk appeared.

It was bad enough that a guy more handsome than him was at the banquet, but his nerves frayed when the man started walking toward him and Jin Haryong. What the hell, you bastard. Why are you coming this way?

But what? This guy was that guy? That filthy servant was this guy? No way. Absolutely no way!

Cho Sin honestly almost shouted and spewed curses.

He couldn't believe that bastard was this handsome.

This would completely derail his plan. The plan was to erase the mystique and reveal ordinariness, but instead, true mystique had emerged. What made him even angrier was that he had even given him money to bring it out.

Geom Mugeuk greeted Cho Sin, who stood behind him.

"The Young Lord over there gave me money to buy and wear new clothes."

Jin Haryong looked at Cho Sin with a surprised face.

"Is that true?"

"Ah, yes. It is."

Jin Haryong misunderstood the situation.

"Oh, so you really decided to apologize. To be honest, I didn't believe you. I'm sorry."

"No."

Truly, Cho Sin was in a state where he could neither laugh nor cry. He immediately sent a telepathic message to Geom Mugeuk. [You bastard! Get lost! Get the hell out of here!]

He meant for him to leave the banquet, but Geom Mugeuk seemed to interpret it as an instruction to move away from their spot. He walked over to the prodigy members.

"Oh! There are so many expensive and rare dishes. Can I eat as much as I want? Ah, there's alcohol here too. The aroma is excellent."

Everyone watched his every move. Geom Mugeuk felt no pressure from their gazes. He ate the food deliciously and drank the alcohol. His actions were natural, as if he were the protagonist of this place.

As if possessed, Jin Haryong approached him. Muttering, "damn it," Cho Sin followed her.

"You seem like a completely different person."

"That's because I usually go around looking so messy."

"Why didn't you dress like this before?"

"What reason would a servant have to dress up?"

Seeing Jin Haryong's eyes sparkle as she looked at Geom Mugeuk, Cho Sin's heart grew urgent.

This was not right. This was not right at all!

He had to change this situation somehow. He had tried to remove the rose-colored glasses, but now it seemed an even stronger pair was being put on.

Cho Sin sent an irritated telepathic message to Geom Mugeuk. [You bastard! Why did you come here dressed so handsomely!]

At that, Geom Mugeuk looked at him. His gaze seemed to say, You're the one who told me to dress up and come, and Cho Sin couldn't refute it.

Besides, it wasn't like he had particularly dressed up. He had only shaved his beard, tidied his hair, and bought new clothes, but Geom Mugeuk still shone.

Cho Sin had to drag Geom Mugeuk down somehow.

"You dressed up to the nines to look good for our Miss Jin."

"Yes, I deliberately tried to look cool."

Jin Haryong's cheeks turned slightly red, as if she heard it as him saying he had dressed up for her.

Seeing that, Cho Sin grew frantic.

Damn it! This isn't working either.

He was supposed to look awkward, as if he had forced himself to dress up, but that servant bastard looked naturally suited to such luxurious clothes.

At the same time, his actions openly declared, 'I dressed up for this banquet,' without any shame. That, in fact, made him seem even more confident.

"Whether by coincidence or not, your martial arts uniform is the same color as Miss Jin's, as if you matched them."

"It seems so."

Unable to watch any longer, Cho Sin sent a telepathic message to one of his men, telling him to strike up a conversation with Jin Haryong.

While Jin Haryong was briefly occupied with the man's greeting, Cho Sin took Geom Mugeuk to a corner.

"You crazy bastard! Do you want to die?"

"What's the matter?"

"Do you want to remove the rose-colored glasses from Miss Jin's eyes today and get a hundred thousand taels? Or do you want to lose a hundred thousand taels and die at my hands? It's up to you."

"So what should I do?"

"You have to do something that will make a woman lose all affection for you. Act arrogant, pick fights with others, and act like a drunken lout! Got it?"

Cho Sin never imagined such words would come from his own mouth. Had he ever tried to tear someone down so sordidly? He would have just killed them instead.

But he was desperate right now. He had to humiliate him somehow before a new pair of rose-colored glasses stuck to her eyes. He was truly irritated to the core.

"Then give me the money first."

"What?"

"Give me fifty thousand taels, and I'll do it. Then give me another fifty thousand when I'm done."

"This bastard! Do you want to die?"

Cho Sin raised his hand to strike him, but Geom Mugeuk wasn't afraid.

"That's how deals work. I have to make a living too."

"You worn-out piece of trash!"

Just then, Jin Haryong walked toward them. Cho Sin lowered his raised hand and adjusted Geom Mugeuk's clothes.

"Our servant Master truly looks like a different person."

At that, Geom Mugeuk said, "As I said before, it's all thanks to the Young Lord."

"Honestly, it was money I gave for our Miss Jin."

"You are truly generous and wonderful."

Geom Mugeuk did not spare any praise for Cho Sin.

Cho Sin felt an uneasy feeling, as if he had opened something that should never have been opened.

However, he couldn't back down like this.

Cho Sin changed the subject.

"This time, our main branch intends to make a large investment in the Murim Alliance."

When Cho Sin brought up business, Geom Mugeuk stepped aside.

Cho Sin eagerly boasted about his family and his wealth, but Jin Haryong's gaze kept drifting toward Geom Mugeuk, who was talking with the other prodigy members. Jin Haryong clenched her fists when a female warrior listening to Geom Mugeuk's story burst into laughter.

How could Cho Sin not know what was on her mind?

Even though he had stopped talking, Jin Haryong only looked in Geom Mugeuk's direction.

Cho Sin's expression hardened.

Jin Haryong suddenly felt a chill and turned her head. Cho Sin was silently staring at Geom Mugeuk. The snake that had vanished from her mind reappeared.

"It's a real shame that a man like that is a servant. Don't you think?"

"What can be done about a fate one is born with?"

A sense of regret could be felt in her answer. Cho Sin was truly angry.

Damn bitch! How dare she ignore me like this?

Useless anger surged within him.

He sent another telepathic message to the prodigy he had earlier ordered to speak to Jin Haryong.

[Provoke a duel and fight that bastard. When you beat him, beat him mercilessly.]

The prodigy who received the message was Ho Yong.

Ho Yong was an ambitious man who wanted to grow his family's influence by getting on Cho Sin's good side. He accepted the order without hesitation.

Ho Yong asked Geom Mugeuk, "Seeing as you carry a sword, have you learned martial arts?"

"I have."

"How did a servant learn martial arts?"

"It's because my master is an excellent person."

"May I have a taste of the martial arts passed down by that excellent person?"

Everyone wore curious expressions.

As Jin Haryong tried to stop them, Cho Sin said to her, "Aren't you curious, Miss Jin? What kind of martial arts that servant has learned, and how much?"

Of course, Jin Haryong was curious, but her worry was greater.

"Even so, he wouldn't be skilled enough to compete with the prodigy members."

"Martial artist Ho is the scion of a prestigious family. He won't injure that servant."

Just then, Geom Mugeuk said to Ho Yong, "Using swords might cause injury, so let's compete with fists and feet."

"Very well."

Inwardly, Ho Yong was dumbfounded. He hadn't expected him to agree to fight so readily.

I'll make sure to break one of his bones.

If he broke an arm or a leg while pretending it was a mistake, Cho Sin would be more than satisfied.

"Then please be gentle."

"Alright. To think I'd have a duel with a servant in my lifetime. What a wonderful day."

Ho Yong was off his guard. It would be shameful to even show a hint of tension.

Geom Mugeuk dodged Ho Yong's fist. He avoided it by stumbling precariously, almost falling over. Laughter erupted from here and there.

Ho Yong's fist flew again, and this time too, Geom Mugeuk dodged by rolling on the floor. Ho Yong, who had been cornering Geom Mugeuk like prey, looked around and laughed.

"My, this is so bland..."

"Watch out!"

The moment he turned his head at someone's shout.

POW!

Geom Mugeuk's fist sent Ho Yong flying. He had let his guard down and taken a solid hit. As he fell, he crashed into a table, and the food on it splattered, soiling Cho Sin's clothes.

Cho Sin, who was already furious, could not hold back and exploded.

"Damn it all!"

On the other hand, Geom Mugeuk ran over to check on the fallen Ho Yong.

"Fortunately, he's not seriously injured."

The contrast between Geom Mugeuk, who checked his opponent's injuries first, and his own cursing because food got on his clothes made Cho Sin feel awkward. No one said anything, but the gazes directed at him were filled with contempt.

What made him even angrier was that Jin Haryong paid him no mind at all and only looked at Geom Mugeuk.

"I'm sorry, I got carried away in my excitement."

Geom Mugeuk apologized to the watching prodigy members.

On their behalf, Jin Haryong stepped forward and said, "It's not something to apologize for. The one who wasn't focused on the duel is at fault."

Everyone nodded at Jin Haryong's words. In this duel, at least, Ho Yong had been caught off guard, so they couldn't blame Geom Mugeuk's surprise attack.

Jin Haryong bid farewell to Cho Sin.

"Well, I'll be leaving for today. Come on, you should go too."

Jin Haryong left the banquet with Geom Mugeuk. From behind them, the sound of something shattering, CRASH, was heard. She didn't know what broke, but she knew who broke it.


Geom Mugeuk walked back with Jin Haryong along a moonlit path.

She was once again worried about Geom Mugeuk.

"You've become more endangered because of this."

Then, Geom Mugeuk said abruptly, "My friend."

For a moment, Jin Haryong was startled.

"Why are you so surprised? Didn't we agree to be friends?"

"No, you're right."

"My friend. You are the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman, the First Beauty of Hubei, and a top contender in the Young Dragon Tournament. You are most like yourself and most wonderful when you are proud and elegant. This constant worrying about someone doesn't suit you."

After a brief pause, Jin Haryong said, "Then can I trust you? Are you confident you won't get caught by a guy like that and die a miserable death, making me feel guilty for the rest of my life?"

"I am."

"Really? How can I believe that?"

"Because we're friends. Try trusting your friend's words."

"You said being proud and elegant suits me, but I'm not that kind of woman. I'm a timid person who overthinks, worries a lot, and has many regrets. I don't like meeting people, so I don't really know how to shake off my wounds. So you can't surprise me later."

"Okay, I won't."

It was absurd, but she found herself believing Geom Mugeuk's words. There was no basis for her trust, but she believed him.

This time, Geom Mugeuk said, "In return, you have to make me one promise."

"What promise?"

"That if something strange and incomprehensible happens in your life from now on, you will definitely come find me and tell me."

He wasn't just talking about the current matter with the Heavenly Enlightenment Society. He was also speaking of a future time when signs of that incident, which would one day befall the Murim Alliance, would be felt.

"A moment like that in my life is..."

No matter how much she thought about it.

"Right now?"

At that, Geom Mugeuk gave a faint smile and said, "Yes, just like now, if something strange and incomprehensible happens, you must. Now, let's go back."

Jin Haryong silently watched the back of Geom Mugeuk as he walked ahead. A thought suddenly occurred to her. As he said, it might be good to show the proud and elegant side of the First Beauty of Hubei, rather than worrying needlessly.

She began to walk toward Geom Mugeuk, who was waiting up ahead, asking if she was coming.


Chapter 164: Once You Step Onto That Path

That night, Jin Haryong lay awake in her chambers. An unexpected visitor arrived. It was her grandfather, Jin Paecheon.

"Are you still awake?"

Jin Haryong remained silent.

"How about a walk with your old grandfather? It's been a while."

"I'd like that."

Jin Haryong walked with Jin Paecheon through the inner garden. The martial artists guarding various posts discreetly vacated their positions and vanished.

"You've been worried because of me lately, haven't you? I'm sorry, Grandfather."

Jin Paecheon did not mention it, nor did he seem angry.

"You attended the banquet today?"

"Yes. It was a banquet hosted by Young Lord Cho of the True Dragon Manor."

"How was it?"

Her grandfather had never asked such a question before. If Jin Paecheon knew she had attended, he must also know that Geom Yeon was there.

"Grandfather, have you ever looked at someone and had an image come to mind? Like an animal, or something else."

"I have. It happened recently, in fact."

Jin Paecheon recalled Geom Mugeuk. The image that surfaced amidst his shock when the boy blocked his momentum was still unforgettable.

"This was the first time I've experienced it. When I looked at someone, a snake came to mind."

Even without Jin Haryong saying the name Cho Sin, her grandfather would know who she meant.

Indeed, Jin Paecheon did not ask who it was.

Jin Haryong had expected him to defend Cho Sin, but her grandfather showed no particular reaction.

Since they had this moment alone, she revealed her honest feelings about Cho Sin.

"Even if I have to enter a political marriage, it won't be with Young Lord Cho."

At that, Jin Paecheon said something unexpected.

"I have no intention of arranging a political marriage between you and Young Lord Cho."

"Really?"

"I am a man who already has everything. What would I lack to resort to such a thing?"

Jin Haryong smiled brightly at Jin Paecheon's firm words. He was truly a wonderful grandfather.

"I knew it."

Jin Haryong linked her arm with her grandfather's.

"What are you doing? You're all grown up."

"Let's just walk like this for a little while."

Jin Paecheon gazed at his granddaughter with a benevolent smile. She was the child who had brought the only joy to his arduous life as Chairman. It felt like just yesterday that she was toddling around, and now she was already so grown.

"Were you disappointed in this old grandfather of yours?"

"No. I understand, Grandfather. What grandfather would like his granddaughter associating with a servant?"

"It is not because that boy is a servant."

"Then why?"

Jin Paecheon did not explain the reason. He felt there was no need to speak of Geom Mugeuk's true identity.

Jin Paecheon changed the subject.

"How is the Young Dragon Tournament going?"

"I'm doing my best."

"Are you confident you can win?"

"As you know, I've worked really hard for this tournament. I will definitely win!"

Knowing that well, Jin Paecheon hesitated. He honestly wanted to advise her to withdraw. Even though he knew the Heavenly Enlightenment Society was involved, he hoped Jin Haryong would not get entangled in it from the start.

However, knowing the effort she had put in for this tournament, he could not bring himself to tell his granddaughter to give up.

"Do your best."

"Yes, Grandfather."

The two of them walked for a long time under the moonlight. With every moment of their stroll, Jin Paecheon noticed that his granddaughter was thinking of someone.

Because he could guess who it was, he could only hope it would be a passing fever of her youth.


Seo Daeryong returned from training, thoroughly flushed with excitement.

"Do you know how many people recognized me on the way back?"

"To be precise, you mean how many women pretended to know you, right?"

"You're so quick-witted. How many do you think?"

"That would depend on how slowly you walked."

On crowded streets, especially if he thought there were many women, Seo Daeryong would exhibit his Turtle Divine Art. Then, if someone happened to recognize him, he would come running back like an excited rabbit.

"Five?"

Seo Daeryong flinched for a moment.

"How did you know?"

"I analyzed it based on your current state of excitement."

"No way. Were you perhaps watching over me? In case I was in danger?"

"Ah! Now that I think about it, that's a possibility. I've never once considered the possibility of our young master being in danger."

"...Because I'm so reliable, right?"

"...Of course."

"That's not it! You just forgot, didn't you? What were you going to do if I got into danger? You just left me alone!"

"Well, you fall into danger, become a hostage, get injured, and that's how you become a real martial artist. What's with you? You know this well."

"I'll pass! I'm going to live quietly, without getting hurt or swept up in conspiracies, just as an investigator of the Sanzu River Hall who diligently practices martial arts. I'll treat my martial arts training as something for my health!"

"Are you upset? Because I wasn't paying attention to you?"

"No."

"Actually, not paying attention might be helping you."

"What do you mean?"

"Let's say someone did figure us out. If I pay you no mind at all, would they think you have any value? They'd probably think that messing with you would only risk revealing their own identities."

"Ah! You thought that far ahead."

"Of course. It's better to act like strangers."

Just then, Seo Daeryong looked far outside the inn.

"Here comes our Director's sponsor," Seo Daeryong said.

The person walking over was Cho Sin. Seo Daeryong had teased him relentlessly for having his beard shaved and being bought new clothes.

"Alright, then let's scatter like strangers."

Seo Daeryong scurried up to the second floor.

A moment later, Cho Sin entered the inn and sat across from me.

"The noodles here are delicious. Would you like some?"

Cho Sin scoffed at my words with an expression that said, Is this really the time to be eating noodles?

A thought occurred to me as I looked at Cho Sin. Even a villain needs a process to ripen. The difference between Cho Sin, the former Patriarch of the Rising Dragon Family, and the Cho Sin of today was as great as the difference between having a beard and not.

"Should you have won that duel yesterday? Or should you have gotten beaten up?"

"It happened before I knew it. I apologize."

"An apology won't end this. Because Miss Jin has fallen for you even more."

Cho Sin took out a throwing knife.

"Now there's no choice but to turn that handsome face of yours into a checkerboard."

If this were the middle-aged Cho Sin, he would have taken me to the finest restaurant and treated me with a bright smile instead of pulling out a knife. He would have fed the one he disliked even more delicious food, praising them all the while. He would have been subtle and persistent, never revealing his true feelings. Had that been the case, he would have been as difficult to handle as the Demon Supremes, but the Cho Sin of today was in the palm of my hand.

"On the contrary, if you use me, you'll be able to win Miss Jin's heart. I know a woman's heart well. If I help, you will be able to marry Miss Jin."

I knew that Cho Sin was determined to marry Jin Haryong. Therefore, it would be difficult for him to refuse this offer.

"What does a punk like you know?"

"If I knew nothing, how could I have made Miss Jin fall for me?"

"It was all intentional?"

"Of course. Every word, every action must be planned. Matters between men and women can't be rushed."

Back in my mercenary days, there was a playboy mercenary. During breaks, he would tell everyone about his experiences. Just sharing those stories would be enough to entice Cho Sin.

"What's your ulterior motive for helping me?"

"What ulterior motive could there be? It's for money."

"I see now, this bastard is quite something."

Until a winner is decided, I have to keep this Cho Sin from running wild. When the Heavenly Enlightenment Society makes its move on the winner, I'll be able to tell from Cho Sin's actions. I will know whether he is connected to the Heavenly Enlightenment Society or not.

Until then, I have to become the type of person who swindles women for money. That way, I can make Cho Sin tell me his secrets. He will not tell me because he trusts me, but because he sees me as someone to be killed once the job is done.

"Do you know why Miss Jin is avoiding Young Lord Cho right now?"

"What is it?"

"Miss Jin has a personality that seeks freedom. Since you're trying to force a political marriage, she's bound to rebel. Her rejection of Young Lord Cho and her interest in me are also because of that rebellious spirit."

Cho Sin's expression softened slightly. It meant the reason she disliked him was not because of him personally.

"Did she say that?"

"Do I have to be told to know? You can tell by observing."

"So?"

"Right now, she is focused on the Young Dragon Tournament. If you push for marriage at a time like this, will it work? In times like these, you should be cheering for her to win the Young Dragon Tournament."

As if he had not thought of that, Cho Sin nodded. People like Cho Sin were originally like that. They only think of themselves rather than others, so they have no understanding or consideration for their counterpart.

"Go and congratulate Miss Jin on the day of her duel."

"Congratulate her? Should I buy her flowers or a gift then?"

"If she wins the whole thing, maybe, but receiving a gift for winning in the quarterfinals would be burdensome. Just go and congratulate her with words."

"Then I should prepare a gift in case she wins."

"As expected, you're brilliant! Your martial arts, family, and even your face. Young Lord Cho, you are perfect in every way. If you just choose the right method, there's no reason for Miss Jin to refuse."

Pleased by my praise, Cho Sin smiled at me. However, his eyes still held an unconcealable killing intent. He was probably imagining the moment he would kill me after using me to his heart's content.

"You cunning bastard! If she saw your true self, she'd be horrified and run away."

As he rose from his seat, I said, "Be sure to prepare one hundred thousand taels!"

When I disappear from the Murim Alliance like smoke, this little villain who will become a future hypocrite will also disappear from this world.

The moment Jin Haryong extended her hand to a servant and asked to be friends, she was not just taking my hand. She was taking hold of her new life.


Two days later, Seo Daeryong was victorious in his quarter-final duel.

However, in the process, he suffered a major injury. His opponent's sword stabbed him in the shoulder.

The tournament martial artists rushed over, carried him on their backs, and ran to the tent where a physician waited.

I ran after them.

While being carried, Seo Daeryong sent me a telepathic message.

[If I die, please tell our drinking buddies! That this Seo Daeryong fought valiantly and passed on with no regrets!]

[If you have any last words, leave them now. I guess I can give your right-hand man position to Jang Ho?]

[No!]

[Then who should I give it to? Lee Ahn?]

[No!]

[Then who?]

[Even if I become a ghost, I won't give up that position.]

The physician finished his treatment.

Fortunately, his life was not in danger, but the wound was quite deep.

The Murim Alliance physician applied an ointment for sword wounds, prescribed oral medicine, and recommended he rest for a while.

We returned to the inn, and I had Seo Daeryong sit down.

"......"

"......"

I infused a stream of qi into Seo Daeryong's back. My true qi slowly circulated through his blood vessels and soothed the injured area. Whether this process was performed or not made a huge difference in the speed of recovery from an injury.

"Thank you, it feels much better."

"Don't worry. I checked, and fortunately, it missed any major blood vessels, and the bone wasn't damaged."

Originally, the quarterfinals were the limit of Seo Daeryong's skill. That he had barely won this time was the result of pouring out all his luck, talent, and effort.

However, it seemed Seo Daeryong wanted to see it through to the end.

"Can I compete in the semi-final duel with this body?"

Knowing well that he wanted to compete, I deliberately did not stop him.

"You have to. You have to wrap it tightly with bandages, go out there, and win. Even if you lose the use of an arm, you have to go. That's how important this is."

But Seo Daeryong's reaction was unexpected.

"......"

I was the one who jumped in surprise at his obedient answer.

"Yes? You're supposed to say you can't go. Why would you risk your arm for a mere duel? You should argue!"

"But there's something too important at stake, isn't there?"

"What thing? What's so important about the Murim Alliance duel tournament?"

"Not that, the test to be the Director's successor. I have to win so we can chase those bastards."

I stared intently at Seo Daeryong's face. His eyes, filled with loyalty and passion, eventually avoided mine. Case closed.

"Trying to get out of it by moving me like this?"

"Was it obvious?"

"Of course. It was a passion very unlike you. You're the type who wouldn't give up his arm even if the sky fell."

"That's right. Even if the murim perishes, I can't give up my arm. Well done, Seo Daeryong! Awesome, Seo Daeryong! Just reaching the semi-finals is enough! I praise you!"

I laughed at his banter, and Seo Daeryong laughed along before screaming in pain.

"AAH! It hurts. Don't make me laugh."

"You're the one being funny. Rest."

As I was about to leave the room, Seo Daeryong asked from behind me.

"Is it really impossible?"

Unlike before, his tone was serious. I could feel his desire to continue in the tournament.

"No."

"The test to be the Director's successor is one thing, but this is also for me. I've learned a lot during this duel tournament. I want to see it through to the end."

A moment of silence passed.

"Detective Seo, once you step onto that path, it is difficult to leave."

"What kind of path is it?"

"It is the path of climbing onto the duel stage with an injured arm wrapped in bandages. A path where you keep walking even as blood flows from your whole body, while you limp, while you can't see out of one eye."

That was what I was like when I was searching for the final ingredient for the Great Method.

Because I had lived such a life, I wanted to stop him, and because I knew better than anyone how much that life makes a martial artist grow, I could not stop him.

However, once you cross that line and taste that world, you will no longer be able to live as an investigator of the Sanzu River Hall who practices martial arts for health.

"At least for this one time, I want to try."

"Your next opponent will be difficult to beat even without an injury."

"Please show me the way."

"If you push yourself too hard, you might lose the use of your injured arm forever."

"Then I'll just get a right arm too. Ah, for me it would be a left arm, I guess."

"You could suffer an even greater injury."

"I'll take that as a chance to rest a bit."

The determination in Seo Daeryong's eyes was no different from my own in the past.

"Then you shouldn't be sitting there like that."

Seo Daeryong shot up from his seat.

"Your destiny always seems to change in an inn."

"And the Director is always there."

How could it be because of me, or the place? It must be because of the unwavering decisions made by that small, stubborn man.

I took him and left the inn.

Burning with fervor, Seo Daeryong shouted, "Alright, from now on, it's hellish training!"

As Seo Daeryong strode towards the mountain where we used to train, I said, "Not there, this way."

I started walking in the opposite direction.

"There's a place we need to stop by first."

The place I stopped by with him was the Central Plains Bank. I withdrew five hundred thousand taels there.

"Why are you withdrawing so much money?"

"We're not going to hell. With an injured body, hellish training will only break it further."

"Then where are we going?"

"To paradise."

I gave the startled Seo Daeryong a meaningful smile.

"We're going to paradise. A paradise with a very expensive entrance fee."


Chapter 165: Is This Paradise?

Jin Haryong's sword moved in a continuous series of variations.

Her opponent could not block her dazzling swordsmanship and finally admitted defeat.

"I've lost."

Jin Haryong withdrew the sword from his neck and raised her hand to the crowd.

A roar like thunder erupted.

"Jin Haryong is the best!"

"Amazing, Jin Haryong!"

"The championship belongs to Jin Haryong!"

"Hubei's First Beauty, Jin Haryong!"

But the words she waited for were not among the cheers today. She scanned the crowd of heroes, but Geom Yeon was nowhere to be seen.

Is he badly hurt?

She heard that the young master Geom Yeon served was injured in the quarter-finals. She knew that was likely why he could not come, but she still felt disappointed. She had hoped he would visit during her duel, even for a moment.

But he can't do that when his young master is hurt.

Disappointed, she descended from the dueling stage and found an unexpected person waiting.

"Congratulations on your victory."

It was Cho Sin. Normally, her expression would have hardened at his sight, but for some reason, she treated him gently today.

"Thank you."

"If you win the championship, Miss Jin, I'll hold a celebratory banquet for you."

"I'm grateful for the thought. Now, if you'll excuse me, I have to prepare for my next duel."

Jin Haryong gave a light clasped hands greeting and left the dueling grounds.

Cho Sin felt she treated him more gently than usual.

Was that guy right?

He claimed to know women well, and just one word of congratulations had changed how she treated him.

This bastard, he's more useful than he looks.

However, that was his delusion.

Jin Haryong treated him comfortably because her grandfather had confirmed yesterday that there would be no arranged marriage. In that case, she no longer needed to be at odds with Cho Sin. After the Young Dragon Tournament ended, she would not have to see his face anyway. She would join an elite unit of the Murim Alliance and start a new chapter in her life.

My friend, I hope your young master gets well soon.

Only then would she hear that welcome voice amidst the crowd's roar.


At that moment, Geom Mugeuk was taking the young master somewhere.

"Aaaaaah! It's too fast!"

Geom Mugeuk carried Seo Daeryong on his back, running with his movement arts. Seo Daeryong could only cling to him and scream.

It was too fast. He was shocked a person could run this fast using movement arts, especially while carrying someone.

Seo Daeryong could not even open his eyes. When he managed to, his surroundings blurred past so quickly he felt dizzy. How could anyone see enough to run like this? He felt he would faint from the anxiety that they would crash into a tree or a rock at any moment.

More surprisingly, his body was perfectly comfortable. He was psychologically terrified and anxious, but Geom Mugeuk's qi enveloped his injured body, protecting it from being jostled during the run.

Is this even possible? Protecting me while running this fast?

He would never have believed it if he had not experienced it himself. Seo Daeryong had been surprised by Geom Mugeuk many times, but it was even more surprising that things like this were still possible. No, there was another surprise. Geom Mugeuk did not even rest while running. Just how vast were his inner arts?

Maybe this is a dream. Did I pass out on the dueling stage and now I'm dreaming? HUK! Don't tell me I'm dead?

Lost in delusions on Geom Mugeuk's back, Seo Daeryong finally arrived at their destination. The two arrived at a rural village far from the Murim Alliance.

"Uwaah! Is this paradise?"

Seo Daeryong stumbled off Geom Mugeuk's back and collapsed. He thought he was going to die from dizziness. He took a deep breath.

"Ah! I feel alive again. This must be paradise. People are meant to live with their feet on the ground."

Seo Daeryong swept back his disheveled hair and looked around. He was inwardly tense. He had set out ready to endure even hellish training, but Geom Mugeuk had said they were going to paradise and brought him to a village like this.

"Let's rest over there for a bit."

A child lay on a wooden platform at the village entrance, reading a book.

Seo Daeryong felt it was strange. Why rush here just to rest on a platform at the village entrance where a child was reading?

Then, something even stranger happened. Geom Mugeuk spoke to the child on the platform.

"Child, go and bring a bottle of wine brewed with insects."

At Geom Mugeuk's words, the child, who had been reading on his stomach, sat up. He yawned and asked.

"Who sent you?"

From this conversation, Seo Daeryong could tell. The words Geom Mugeuk had spoken were some kind of code.

"We're from the Divine Cult."

Seo Daeryong was startled. Geom Mugeuk had just revealed he was from the Demonic Cult, something he had never done before.

The child, however, did not seem surprised, as if he did not know what the Divine Cult was.

"Tell them this isn't official business, it's personal, so they can handle it as they usually do."

"Yes. Please wait."

The child disappeared somewhere. Finally, Seo Daeryong asked Geom Mugeuk.

"Where are we?"

"The entrance to paradise."

"It doesn't look like paradise at all."

"What kind of place is the paradise you're imagining?"

"Well..."

"You just pictured yourself in a room full of beautiful women, drinking wine and enjoying a feast, didn't you?"

Seo Daeryong flinched.

"No, I didn't."

Seo Daeryong's face flushed red as he tried to deny it. It seemed he had imagined an even lewder paradise.

"Listen, mortal! Most places in this world that look like paradise are actually hell. Hohoho."

"Could the enlightened great monk please stop and just call our Director? Ah! I'm asking where we are!"

"You'll know when we get there."

A moment later, the child returned.

"They said to bring you in. Follow me."

Geom Mugeuk and Seo Daeryong followed the child.

Formations lined the winding path. They were the kind that would make you wander endlessly and exit somewhere else if you did not know the exact location of the life gate.

After they passed through the formations, a huge manor appeared.

A plaque hung there.

The Nirvana Dream.

The name used the character for 'wish', not 'manor'. It meant the wish to be reborn in paradise.

"It really is paradise, isn't it?"

"Didn't I tell you we were going to paradise?"

They followed the child inside, where an old woman stood waiting.

She had an extraordinary aura and a straight back that defied the term 'old woman', but bandages wrapped her head and arm, showing she was badly injured.

"You said you're from the Divine Cult?"

"That is correct."

"What's your proof that you're from the Divine Cult?"

Geom Mugeuk released his demonic qi. It was a demonic qi forceful enough for her to believe him.

"Enough! Why are you spewing such unpleasant energy? PTUI! PTUI!"

The old woman brought out salt and sprinkled it on herself. She showed no fear of the Demonic Cult.

"For your age, your level of mastery is quite profound."

"Thank you."

"What was the reason for revealing your identity?"

"Because you would have found out anyway, no matter how I tried to hide it."

"You know that much about me? Then this should be easy. What is it you want?"

Geom Mugeuk looked at Seo Daeryong and said.

"Please make it so this friend of mine wins the Young Dragon Tournament."

Seo Daeryong stared at Geom Mugeuk, astonished.

"If I ask you to make me win, can I actually win?"

"Maybe?"

"What?"

The old woman limped toward the wide-eyed Seo Daeryong.

The old woman held out her hand to Seo Daeryong.

"Hand!"

Her right arm was injured, so she held out her left.

"Ah, my left arm is the one that's injured."

"So, should this old woman offer her injured arm instead?"

"No. I mean, can't we just not shake hands?"

However, the old woman kept her hand extended. The moment Seo Daeryong reluctantly took her arm, she yanked his injured arm up.

"AAAARGH!"

Despite Seo Daeryong's scream, the old woman moved his arm around wildly.

"The arm is attached just fine."

"AAAAAAAAAH! I'm dying!"

"Such a crybaby!"

"I thought I was going to die from the pain!"

"You have the face of someone who's good at faking pain."

Seo Daeryong pouted and looked at Geom Mugeuk. His expression asked who this damn old woman was, but Geom Mugeuk just smiled.

"Try swinging your dao."

"I don't want to."

The old woman slid toward Seo Daeryong, grabbed his arm again, and waved it lightly. Her movements were so fast that Seo Daeryong could not block her.

"Still don't want to? How about now?"

"AAAAAAH! No, I'll do it! Please, spare me! I'll do it!"

The old woman finally let go of his arm.

Seo Daeryong wiped away the tears that had streamed down his face from the pain and drew his dao.

After watching Seo Daeryong's technique for a moment, the old woman shook her head.

"It's difficult. At this rate, you can't beat Jin Haryong."

The old woman was well aware of the Young Dragon Tournament's current situation. She knew the exact skill level of the championship favorite, Jin Haryong, and had grasped Seo Daeryong's skill just by watching him swing his dao.

"We came because it's difficult. Aren't you the one who makes the impossible possible?"

"Well, that depends on how much you're willing to pay. How much can you offer?"

Geom Mugeuk did not haggle. He offered the old woman the five hundred thousand taels he had brought.

"It's five hundred thousand taels."

At that, Seo Daeryong was shocked.

"Wait a minute! Don't tell me you withdrew that money to spend on me?"

"......"

"No. Absolutely not!"

When Geom Mugeuk had withdrawn the money, Seo Daeryong had thought he might spend some of it on him, but he never imagined he would spend all of it.

"It's my money, why are you the one saying no?"

"I just can't accept it. I give up on the path I said I wanted to take. It was all just nonsense. I'm happier as I am. Five hundred thousand taels?"

Seo Daeryong sent a telepathic message.

[And isn't that old woman strange? She's obviously a quack pretending to be mysterious. How can she heal anyone when she's so injured herself? She should take care of her own body... HUK! She just ate a bug!]

Chewing on something, the old woman sat on a rock and massaged her own limbs.

"Detective Seo. Money can be earned anytime, but an opportunity like this won't come again."

"I refuse. Please don't spend such a huge sum on me. Even fifty thousand taels would be a waste."

"Besides, it's money worth spending. It's the cost for a man to become a true martial artist."

"For a man to become a martial artist, he needs will and courage, not five hundred thousand taels."

"Don't feel burdened. Just keep working hard as an investigator. If a situation arises where you can save our Cult from a crisis, then save it. That's all."

"That's even more burdensome!"

"Life becomes tiring if you think too much. You just have to live according to your heart in the moment. You said you wanted to win, right? And I want to make you win. As long as our hearts are aligned, that's all that matters."

Just then, the old woman appeared without a sound and snatched the bank note from Geom Mugeuk's hand.

"I'll accept the treatment."

"No!"

Seo Daeryong stepped forward to snatch the bank note back, but he froze. The old woman merely glanced at him, paralyzing him with her sharp presence.

"How many days until this crybaby's next duel?"

"Seven days."

"Seven days. Time is tight. Let's start immediately."

The old woman limped into the building.

Once they were alone, Seo Daeryong quickly asked.

"Who on earth is that person? Please, tell her to treat her own body!"

"How's your arm?"

"How is it? It hurts more. Huh?"

Seo Daeryong tried moving his injured arm. It moved better than when he had first arrived. The old woman had not been waving his arm around randomly after all.

"Huh? It hurts less."

Then, a surprising name came from Geom Mugeuk's lips.

"That is the Insect Physician."

Seo Daeryong was stunned. It was a name he had heard before.

"She's a real person?"

"......"

A legendary rumor circulated in the murim. It spoke of a divine doctor skilled with insects who could cure any disease and even bring the dead back to life using them. Her medical skills were that outstanding.

There were even rumors that her skills surpassed those of the Demonic Physician of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult or the Divine Doctor of the Murim Alliance. While that was never proven, one thing was certain. The Insect Physician herself was a master who had reached the pinnacle, so it could be said that among the three, she knew the body of a martial artist best.

"But isn't she the one called the Money-Grubbing Bug because she's obsessed with money?"

"Without her, no one can heal you in such a short time."

"How do you even know this person... Ah, never mind. It's too expensive."

"Strictly speaking, not all of that money is going toward you, so you don't have to feel burdened."

"What? What do you mean by that?"

Just then, the door to the building opened and the Insect Physician shouted.

"What are you doing, not coming in? Time is money, money!"

Geom Mugeuk and Seo Daeryong hurried into the building.

Seo Daeryong stepped inside and his face wrinkled in disgust. Jars of insects were everywhere, and mounted bugs covered the walls. The foul smell made him pinch his nose.

He had to drink whatever medicine she gave him, without knowing what it contained.

"What if it's poison? No, this is definitely poison, poison!"

Seo Daeryong refused to drink, his face filled with desperation.

"Then you'll have the most luxurious death in the world, paid for with the most expensive fee. It will be a death recorded in murim history."

The Insect Physician washed off all the applied ointment and put on a new medicine. He did not know for sure, but it was undoubtedly a medicine extracted from all sorts of insects. She wrapped a new bandage over it, and her wrapping method was completely different from before.

Then, she laid him down on a stone bed that radiated intense heat.

"Get a good long sleep."

Whether it was the medicine's effect or the hot bed, Seo Daeryong could not resist the overwhelming sleepiness.

"Ah, this isn't right... it's not... Director, we're being tricked..."

And just like that, Seo Daeryong fell asleep as if enchanted.

While the treatment continued, Geom Mugeuk observed the insects in the backyard. Hundreds of containers held all kinds of bizarre insects.

The Insect Physician came and stood next to Geom Mugeuk. She looked at an insect in front of them as she spoke.

"That one may not look like much, but its bite carries a poison that kills in minutes. I'm fine since I've developed a resistance, but it would be dangerous for you."

Despite saying it was dangerous, the Insect Physician opened a box and took out the insect. The poisonous bug beat its wings rapidly, eager to fly out. She held the poisonous insect before Geom Mugeuk's face and asked coldly.

"If you came here knowing about me, you must have had a rough idea of the cost. Why did you pay so generously?"


Chapter 166: Just One Word Is All It Takes

The poisonous insect in the Insect Physician's hand flapped its wings, heightening the sense of crisis.

The insect looked like it would fly over and bite me at any moment, but I calmly met her gaze and spoke.

"I have a subordinate whom I cherish like my own heart. Her parents abandoned her when she was young. Despite that, she grew up to be very bright and brave."

The Insect Physician's fingers tensed, and the poisonous insect's wings beat even faster.

"She probably had a turning point in her life, too. If she had walked a different path then, she might have lived an unhappy life, filled with resentment and a desire for revenge against her parents."

"Why are you telling me this story?"

"Because you, Physician, are serving as a signpost at that turning point."

"!"

The Insect Physician was startled.

"You knew?"

"Yes, I know about the good deeds you perform in secret, Physician."

I knew why she was so obsessed with money.

She sponsored countless abandoned children. She fed them, sent them to schools, and enrolled them in martial arts academies. She prepared a way for them to live before sending them out into the world. Even while people called her the derogatory name 'Money-grubber', she was the godmother of orphans and had lived her entire life for children.

This fact is revealed after her death. When I offered five hundred thousand taels, it was to donate the amount left after the treatment fee to those children.

She stared at me, then squatted down. She tore off the poisonous insect's wings, plucked off its legs one by one, TOK TOK, and ate them.

"I've developed a resistance to poison, so ordinary medicine can't control my own poisoning. I'm barely holding on by using poison to fight poison."

The resulting pain seemed severe. She massaged her shoulders, arms, and legs.

"How did you find out about my affairs?"

I sat down next to her.

"I am the son of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Cult Leader's second brother."

There are advantages to being Father's son. When you're a successor of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, people just assume you know most secrets.

"Then what was the reason for giving me more money?"

Even though I revealed my identity, she wasn't surprised, nor did she try to curry favor with me. This disposition likely allowed her to steadfastly dedicate her life to the children while enduring insults.

"Yes, I also added my heart to your good deeds, Elder. To me, Elder, you are not the Insect Physician, but a Great Divine Physician."

At the words 'Great Divine Physician', the Insect Physician's eyes trembled slightly. It was the highest praise a physician could receive.

"I hid it precisely to avoid receiving such words of thanks."

The Insect Physician chewed and swallowed the whole torso of the poisonous insect. She frowned as if it was too bitter but forced it down.

She doesn't desire praise, but I think her inner feelings are different.

Wouldn't she hope, just once, for someone to recognize her good deeds? Wouldn't she want to receive such sincere respect and praise, just once? Just one time.

I learned something in my life before regression. Sometimes, a single word can unravel deep wounds and emotions that have piled up for a very long time.

All it takes is for someone to say that one word, just one time. We don't get to hear that one word easily.

Thank you, you've worked hard, I'm sorry, it's thanks to you... just one word is all it takes.

Unable to hear that one word that seems like it should come but never does, a sickness of the heart develops. People live their whole lives with wounds that a single word could heal.

I hope the words I just said to her will play that role. That they will be the one phrase that soothes her arduous life. Your life is admirable.

The Insect Physician, sitting beside me, turned to look at me.

I was staring at her intently when I suddenly spoke.

"You're holding my wrist right now."

At some point, she had grabbed my wrist. I could have avoided it, but I didn't.

"Ah, my apologies. It's become a habit to take a person's pulse whenever I see one."

She said that, but she was examining me. She wanted to know if my words were true. She intended to judge not by my words, but by my body's reaction. Through the small changes in my body, by taking my pulse, she could tell whether a person was telling the truth or a lie.

A martial artist never carelessly allows their pulse to be taken. Not stopping her was no different from saying, 'I sincerely trust you'.

Just then, the Insect Physician asked in surprise as she examined my body.

"No way? Have you achieved the complete mastery of the Meridians Strengthening Art?"

A divine physician was truly a divine physician. With just a brief pulse reading, she had realized I had achieved complete mastery of the Meridians Strengthening Art. In the past, the Sword Fiends, subordinates of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, helped me achieve it.

"That's right."

For the first time since we met, her gaze trembled with sincerity. I know. I know the source of her surprise.


Seo Daeryong was dreaming.

He dreamed he was stabbed by a sword and died in the semi-final duel, never even making it to the finals.

Geom Mugeuk looked down at his fatally wounded, dying self and spoke.

"We spent five hundred thousand taels, and you die so pointlessly? Isn't that too much?"

At the cold reaction, disappointment welled up in Seo Daeryong.

"You're the one who's being too much, Director. I'm dying. I'm telling you, I'm dying."

"Everyone dies, but not many people die right after a five-hundred-thousand-nyang treatment."

Feeling resentful, Seo Daeryong shouted.

"That's why I said I wouldn't do it!"

Shouting, Seo Daeryong woke from his sleep. He flinched in surprise at the sight before him. Just like in his dream, Geom Mugeuk was looking down at him.

"I told you not to do it, too."

Unlike in the dream, Geom Mugeuk's gaze was gentle. Seo Daeryong sighed in relief.

"I dreamed I died in the semi-finals."

"Dreams are the opposite of reality, so it's fine."

"You looked at me dying and said the five hundred thousand taels was a waste, Director!"

"Then it's not the opposite, is it? Looks like you're going to lose in the semi-finals."

"Please don't say such unlucky things."

Seo Daeryong tried to get up, but his body wouldn't move.

"Huh? My body won't move."

Seo Daeryong lifted his head to look at his body and was shocked. His entire body was densely covered in needles.

"I think my body's paralyzed because the needles were placed wrong. I can't move at all!"

"Those are important needles. The Insect Physician has suppressed the paralysis acupoint."

Only then did Seo Daeryong feel relieved.

"I'm sorry. For getting hurt for no reason, and making you spend so much money."

"Hey, Detective Seo. This is what you're supposed to say in times like these. 'No, Director. You're the one who made me get hurt like this by telling me to enter the duel tournament. You're too much. Please heal me even if it costs five million taels, not just five hundred thousand!'"

"Aish, don't make me feel even more sorry. Just get out."

As Geom Mugeuk turned to leave, Seo Daeryong spoke from behind him.

"Honestly, I wanted the treatment. I said I couldn't because it was too much money, but in my heart, I was thinking it would be great if I could get treated and compete. That's why I pretended to give in and received the treatment. If it had been my own money, would I have gotten treated?"

"You would have."

"Why are you so sure?"

"Because someone who would spend another's money but not their own wouldn't even have such worries in the first place."

"It could be a camouflage tactic, right? Trying to act nice until the end."

"What would you gain by acting nice to me? Give me one reason."

"......"

"See? You can't."

"I guess you're right."

I left him and went outside.

The Insect Physician sat under the window of the room I had just left, basking in the sunlight. I sat down next to her. As if she had heard the conversation, the Insect Physician asked me.

"Then why are you acting nice to me? Is a successor of the Demonic Cult actually worried about the orphans of the Central Plains?"

As she asked, the Insect Physician took my pulse again.

At that moment, which would become another turning point in my life, I revealed my honest feelings.

"As you said, being a successor of the Demonic Cult, I walk a path where I could die at any moment. So isn't it natural to want to get on the good side of someone whose medical skills can supposedly bring back the dead?"

"Is that all?"

"What else could there be?"

She let go of my wrist.

After looking at me for a moment, she suddenly held something out. It was the same kind of poisonous insect she had eaten earlier.

"Want to try one? It's delicious."

"I'll eat it, as long as I don't die from it."

"Should I make it so you won't die?"

At this moment, I knew I stood before another turning point in my life.

"As a physician, there's one thing I've wanted to accomplish my entire life, but it's something that can't even be attempted without someone with strong meridians like you. It could be dangerous, but if it succeeds, it will be a test that will be of great help to you."

I thought for a moment, then nodded.

"I'll give it a try."

"Why don't you ask what kind of test it is?"

Because I already know what the test is, and I already know the result.

When I brought Seo Daeryong here, I wondered if this miraculous encounter would truly reach me. It was a miraculous encounter that couldn't be obtained by force. I had decided that if I got it, I got it, and if not, I would just let it pass, but that miraculous encounter was now reaching me. In that sense, Seo Daeryong led me to this miraculous encounter.

"Because I believe that if it's a test given by someone who has lived their entire life for orphans, it won't be a test that will harm me, at the very least."

"Are you a fool? It could be a plot to kill the successor of the Demonic Cult."

"It's fine. There are others besides me who can inherit the position. There's a whole line of them."

The Insect Physician chewed on the poisonous insect she was holding and tapped her shoulder.

"It hurts like hell. Give it a massage."

I massaged the Insect Physician's shoulder.

"It seems you have a lot of work. Why not take on a disciple? You could have them massage your shoulders, too."

"What young person these days would like poisonous insects? They all endure for a month or two and then run away."

It seemed there really had been disciples who had run away like that.

"Shall I become your disciple?"

"Don't say things you don't mean."

"Are you alright with it, Divine Physician?"

"With what?"

"If the test succeeds, won't the person who will become the successor of the Demonic Cult become even stronger?"

"I've lived my whole life being cursed at anyway, so what's there to worry about? Harder. To the side there. Ah, that feels good."


When Seo Daeryong woke up again, all the needles had been removed from his body. He felt as refreshed as if he had woken from a good night's sleep.

Seo Daeryong sat up and moved his arm. It didn't hurt at all. It felt as if he hadn't been injured in the first place. No, his body felt in even better condition than before he was hurt.

How can this be?

When Seo Daeryong went outside, the Insect Physician was in the yard, massaging her arms and legs.

He walked over hesitantly and sat down at a distance from her.

"Aren't you going to say thank you for the treatment?"

"You received five hundred thousand taels."

"You insolent brat. If you pay money, you don't have to say thanks?"

"I'll do it in a little bit."

"You look like a nice kid, why are you so grumpy?"

"You said I looked like a whiner."

"A whiner, grumpy, and narrow-minded too? What use are you?"

As she said that, she massaged her arms and legs.

"Why are you injured?"

"I got hurt catching bugs."

"Why haven't you treated yourself?"

"This is me being treated."

"What kind of bugs were you catching to get hurt like this?"

"Stop grumbling and come massage my shoulders."

"We paid five hundred thousand taels, and now you want a shoulder massage too?"

He grumbled, but Seo Daeryong went over and massaged her shoulders.

"Ah! That feels good. You're better than that master of yours."

"I've been told since I was young that my hands have a good sting to them. I used to massage my grandmother's shoulders a lot, too."

"Is your shoulder okay?"

"Really, how did the wound heal so perfectly? You're amazing."

"Your inner arts should have improved a bit, too."

"What?"

Startled, Seo Daeryong checked his inner arts. They had increased considerably. His inner arts had been relatively lacking compared to other prodigies, but now they were on par with them. His biggest weakness had disappeared.

Overcome with emotion, Seo Daeryong prostrated himself flat on the ground.

"You are my benefactor!"

"Not a quack?"

"Of course not! You are a divine physician!"

"Save your thanks for your master who paid the money."

"Speaking of money, could you give us a discount?"

"Are you worried your master will become a beggar?"

"My master has a lot of money, so I'm not worried."

"Then?"

"It's because it's too much money for me to pay it all back."

"You're going to pay all this money back?"

"I have to."

A faint smile appeared on the Insect Physician's lips as she looked at Seo Daeryong.

"If you massage my shoulders well, I might knock off ten thousand taels."

"Yes, Divine Physician! I'll massage your arms, too."

Once again, Seo Daeryong diligently massaged her shoulders and arms.

"By the way, where is the Director?"

"He's in that vat over there."

Seo Daeryong flinched in surprise. She pointed to a vat in the middle of the yard filled with a strange liquid. He had been barely enduring the nauseating smell coming from it since he first came out.

"You don't look worried?"

"Who's worried about whom? You can worry about everyone else in the world, but you don't need to worry about my Director. If I worry for no reason, I'll just look like a weirdo. He must have gone in because it was worth going into."

"So there was a reason he was willing to spend five hundred thousand taels on you."

Since it was a compliment, Seo Daeryong felt good.

"Go over there and bring that purple vat."

"......"

Seo Daeryong frowned as he brought the vat over. It was also filled with a liquid that gave off a terrible stench.

"You brat, do you know how precious that is? Why are you holding your nose?"

"What is all this?"

"My body became a wreck catching those things."

The Insect Physician took the vat and poured it into the one where Geom Mugeuk was submerged. As the liquids mixed, it bubbled furiously.

"How is he breathing in there?"

"If you're so worried, you can go in instead."

"I'll pass."

Seo Daeryong took a few steps back.

"By the way, what kind of experiment is it?"

"While researching poisonous insects my whole life, there was a wish I desperately wanted to achieve. Your master willingly became the test subject for that research. He'll either come out dead, or he'll come out transformed."

For Seo Daeryong, Geom Mugeuk's death was not even a possibility.

"What will he transform into?"

Then, an unexpectedly astonishing phrase flowed from the Insect Physician's lips.

"Myriad Poison Immunity Constitution."


Chapter 167: You Start to Age the Moment You Stop Working

The words 'Myriad Poison Immunity Constitution' startled Seo Daeryong.

Once someone achieved Myriad Poison Immunity, no poison in the world could affect them. It meant poison could not kill him. Since poison was the most dangerous threat in the murim, his greatest weakness would disappear.

"He's achieving it this easily?"

"Your master might be achieving it easily. My life, the one making it happen, has been long and arduous to get to this point."

Seo Daeryong felt a renewed admiration for Geom Mugeuk. How could one explain such a fate? He came here for treatment and would leave with a Myriad Poison Immunity Constitution.

"Aren't you jealous?"

"Not at all."

"Why not? You have the look of a greedy man."

"This greedy man knows his place. I believe everyone has a vessel of a certain size for their destiny. My vessel is just large enough that I have to struggle and devote everything to win the Young Dragon Tournament. Even that only grew so large after meeting the Director. Before, it was only the size of a soy sauce dish."

He recalled his dark, gloomy past, filled with a desire for revenge against the Sanzu River Hall Senior and resentment toward the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. He felt that even a soy sauce dish was a generous estimate.

"I've seen many times just how large the Director's vessel of destiny is. I'm seeing it right now, too. Rather than jealousy, I feel grateful. It's just one more story I can tell my grandchildren when they're sitting on my knee."

"Then why do you look so anxious?"

"I'm wondering what kind of destiny he's meant to fulfill to be walking such a path. Since I'm unintentionally his right-hand man, I can't escape that destiny either."

"If you think your vessel is about to break, you can just run away."

"Everyone else might run, but I can't. He showed me what he was made of when he carried me on his back all the way here without a moment's rest and paid five hundred thousand taels. Thanks to him, I'm completely ruined. Since I can't run away anyway, isn't there some other great technique to make him even stronger? Please, make him stronger."

"All the ingredients I've been saving and cherishing are going in there. I can't do more even if I wanted to."

The Insect Physician massaged her own shoulder as if another wave of pain washed over her.

Seo Daeryong went and massaged her shoulder for her.

"What? You can create a Myriad Poison Immunity Constitution for someone else, but you can't fix your own aching shoulder?"

The Insect Physician answered with a bitter smile.

"Everyone lives like that. You think you're any different, you punk? Ah, to the side. A little more to the right. Yes, there. Ah, that feels good."

From that day, Geom Mugeuk remained submerged in the tub for two more days.

The Insect Physician continuously added various ingredients to the tub. The smell grew more and more foul.

Then, when she added the final ingredient, something incredible happened.

A fragrant scent began to emanate from the tub that had been filled with a terrible stench.

It was truly unbelievable. The last ingredient she mixed in did not have a fragrance strong enough to overpower all the other foul odors.

It felt as if the noxious smells had combined over and over, and the final addition transformed them into something completely new.

Seo Daeryong placed a hand on the tub and prayed earnestly in his heart.

Director, please be strong!


At first, I truly thought I was going to die.

I would rather fall into the most foul-smelling, filthy place in the world than get into this tub. Ah, that wouldn't work. This tub is probably the most foul-smelling place in the world.

"Take this medicine and get in."

"What kind of medicine is it?"

"It's a medicine that will kill you for two days. If you're scared, you can give up now."

"Give up? This medicine is a welcome sight. It's a place I could never enter while alive."

I took the medicine the Insect Physician gave me without hesitation.

I swallowed the medicine, closed my eyes, and opened them again to find myself lying on a bed.

Only then could I feel it. Two days had passed. I had not dreamed and had no memory of anything. It seemed I had truly died and woken up after two days.

When I opened my eyes, Seo Daeryong was looking down at me. He stared at me silently for a moment before speaking with a serious expression.

"After careful consideration, I've decided not to pay back the five hundred thousand taels."

Seo Daeryong was probably the only person who could make me laugh the moment I opened my eyes.

"But I never lent you five hundred thousand taels?"

Just then, the Insect Physician entered the room.

"Leave that whiny, overthinking punk here. I should take him as my disciple."

At that, Seo Daeryong recoiled in horror.

"I would love that, but I have an important matter ahead of me."

"You can come after you finish your business. How about it?"

"I'm sorry, but I already have a Master, and he's the scariest person in the world."

"Not scarier than bugs?"

"Of course, bugs are scary too."

I sensed a hint of sincerity in the Insect Physician's jest.

Seo Daeryong gestured to me with his eyes. What are you doing? Hurry up and stop her.

Of course, I did not stop her.

"It wouldn't be so bad to try living a new life, would it?"

"You're trying to cut off your right arm the moment you open your eyes. You can't cut this arm off. When you paid the five hundred thousand taels, my arm turned into ten-thousand-year cold steel."

I smiled and said to the Insect Physician, "I'll contact you when that ten-thousand-year cold steel rusts, wears out, and falls off."

Seo Daeryong would not do, but I thought I should definitely recommend someone else suitable as the Insect Physician's disciple if I found them.

"You should step outside for a moment."

"......"

The Insect Physician sent Seo Daeryong outside.

"You can get up now."

I raised myself from the bed. My body felt light despite having been unconscious for two days. The power of this profound medical art was truly something.

"My body has a pleasant scent."

"It'll last for a few days."

"I wish this fragrance would last forever."

"If it did, you'd never be able to infiltrate anywhere for the rest of your life."

"Couldn't I just live a life where I don't have to do things like infiltration?"

"True. If you become the Heavenly Demon, you might be able to live such a life."

The Insect Physician brought some liquor and poured me a cup.

"Here, have a drink on me."

I drank the liquor she poured for me. She did not drink herself, only refilling my cup. She stopped pouring only after I had downed three cups in a row. I was the one drinking the liquor, but she was the one revealing her inner thoughts.

"To be honest, I was very tired. My body and mind were both exhausted. Perhaps helping the orphans was a desperate struggle to protect myself. It was like a support pillar, preventing me from collapsing from exhaustion, from going berserk."

I understood her words. I had experienced something similar. During my mercenary days, Seo Jin had protected me. During the time I searched for ingredients for the great technique, my desire for revenge had served that role.

The Insect Physician continued.

"When I saw you, I felt a sense of destiny. It was a feeling I'd never had before. Ah, to be honest, it was when I learned that you had achieved complete mastery of the Meridians Strengthening Art. The time has finally come. The indifferent heavens are finally giving me a chance."

She turned her head to look out the window at the sky. My gaze naturally followed hers.

"That damn sky, at least when it came to my research, was a truly wretched sky."

Her gaze returned to me.

"Do you know what was in the liquor you just drank?"

"I didn't feel anything."

"It contained imperceptible poison."

I was shocked.

Imperceptible poison is a colorless, odorless, and tasteless poison. Its potency is so powerful that it is called the King of Poisons. It is the Heavenly Demon of the poison world, the world's number one poison. Naturally, it is difficult to create and even more difficult to detoxify.

"I'm perfectly fine."

"Congratulations. From now on, no poison in the world will be able to kill you."

Her words meant the test was a success and that I had obtained the Myriad Poison Immunity Constitution.

"Imperceptible poison? Isn't that a bit too strong for a confirmation test?"

"This way, I don't have to check twice."

Creating a Myriad Poison Immunity Constitution with her own hands and then testing it with imperceptible poison was the crowning achievement of her life's dream.

I was now sharing the moment a master artisan fulfilled her lifelong ambition. I could feel all her emotions, the joy and relief, the bittersweetness and lingering attachment. Perhaps these were the emotions I would feel when I finally killed Hwa Mugi.

I gave her a deep bow.

"Thank you."

"I'm grateful too. This has been my lifelong ambition. Now I won't have to roam the world searching for poisonous insects anymore."

The illness that caused her so much pain was also something she had contracted while acquiring poisonous insects.

I went to her and massaged her shoulders.

"Aigoo, that feels good."

"Come to think of it, I've never even massaged Father's shoulders before."

"What an unfilial son."

"You may not know this, but he's the kind of person for whom I'd have to risk my life just to massage his shoulders once."

The Insect Physician laughed as if she found that amusing.

As I massaged her shoulders from behind, I felt she had less energy than when I first met her. It was the feeling of someone who had reached their final peak and was now beginning to descend.

"From now on, what goal will you live for?"

"A goal? I'm just going to live comfortably."

"You can't."

"I can't?"

A person who had so passionately devoted themselves to something begins to age frighteningly fast the moment they stop working. They begin to hurt more.

"You must research and develop something new for the murim again, and then give it to me."

"So the real greedy one was here all along."

I stopped massaging her shoulders, moved to her front, and took the Insect Physician's wrist. She stared at me intently as I held her wrist as if checking her pulse.

After pretending to take her pulse, I spoke.

"Your body is healthy enough to live comfortably for another fifty years. Get to work!"

Her expression showed she understood exactly why I was saying this.

"Aish, you rascal. Telling me to live another fifty years while I'm in pain? Don't jinx me."

"I'll visit you again and make sure you're cured."

"Even if they're empty words, thank you."

"I'm the one who should be thanking you for the rest of my life. Thanks to you, Elder, I can now live my life without ever worrying about being poisoned."

"It was something that could have succeeded or failed, but you bravely risked your life. Think of this as a reward for that courage."

"I'll repay this debt for years to come. If you ever need my help, please send word to the West Lake Inn in the Central Plains, and I'll be sure to visit."

"I will."

I went outside with her.

Seo Daeryong greeted us with a joyful face.

"Congratulations to you both."

Just as we finished our farewells and were about to leave, the Insect Physician held out a poisonous insect.

"Eat one of these before you go! It's delicious."

"I'm sorry, but I don't like bugs either."

I ran first, and Seo Daeryong dashed after me.

Watching the two figures disappear into the distance, the Insect Physician looked up at the sky.

"As a physician, I have fulfilled my duty."

After looking up at the sky for a moment, she habitually massaged her shoulder and went inside.

"Aigoo, my arm."


I carried Seo Daeryong on my back and dashed forward using the Swift Step.

Seo Daeryong had an easier time than on the way here. This was partly because he had already experienced it once and partly because his inner arts had increased.

While on my back, he worried about all sorts of things.

"Do you think I can win? Who will my opponent be? What if we arrive late and I get disqualified? Or what if I die in the semifinals, just like in my dream?"

"Stop with the useless worrying!"

"It's my own little trick. I keep imagining the worst-case scenario to let the steam out, so that it doesn't happen in reality."

"And has it been effective?"

"I don't know. The worst-case scenario hasn't happened yet."

"That's why it's called useless worrying!"

When we barely made it back in time, a completely unexpected situation awaited us.

"......"

Seo Daeryong stared at a poster from the Murim Alliance with a surprised look. It was a poster announcing news related to the Young Dragon Tournament.

"I... made it to the finals?"

An incident had occurred in the quarterfinal duel of the bracket after Seo Daeryong's.

In that duel, one contestant suffered a fatal injury, and the opponent's malicious intent was revealed. As a result, the opponent who was supposed to face Seo Daeryong in the semifinals was disqualified. He automatically advanced to the finals.

"Didn't I tell you dreams are the opposite of reality? Didn't I say all that worrying was useless?"

At my words, Seo Daeryong still could not take his eyes off the official notice posted on the wall.

"Um... is it really okay for me to go to the finals like this?"

"You didn't use any tricks, and you didn't cheat. Why shouldn't you go? They say that neither the talented nor the hardworking can beat a lucky person."

"But I've never been this lucky before."

"Luck can change as you live your life."

Seo Daeryong turned to look at me, his emotions clear in his gaze. This luck, it's all thanks to you, Director.

"When I decided to participate in the Young Dragon Tournament, I wanted to win and be of help to Director Seo. Now there's only one step left."

"That last step is the problem."

An opponent against whom luck would not work had advanced to the finals. Jin Haryong, the Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter, had reached the final match without any upsets.

And so, the final match became a showdown between Seo Daeryong, the incarnation of upsets, and Jin Haryong, the unchanging favorite to win.

"What should I do? I'm so nervous I don't think I'll even be able to draw my dao."

"You may not be able to draw your dao, but you can still read, can't you?"

"Huh? What do you mean?"

I took a lucky pouch from my robes. It was the pouch of stratagems that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had given for Seo Daeryong.

"It means the time has finally come to use this."


Chapter 168: He Doesn't Get Angry Because He's Not Ordinary

"I forgot!" Seo Daeryong shouted. He had completely forgotten the strategy pouch his master gave him.

"How could I have forgotten this?"

"That's probably why the Elder gave it to me instead of you, right?"

"Ah! I'm saved. I'm finally saved!"

"Is that really so? You might've just lost gracefully, but now that you're opening this pouch, you might overdo it and get yourself killed. Don't you think?"

Seo Daeryong flinched.

"Are you using my own tactic against me? Making me lose steam by imagining the worst-case scenario?"

"No. This time, I'm talking about a very real possibility. Are you still going to open it?"

"I have to. Regardless of victory or defeat, this is the first strategy Master has ever left for me. I have to see it."

I opened the pouch. Inside was a rolled-up piece of paper.

I handed the paper to Seo Daeryong. He took a deep breath before he slowly unrolled it and began to read.

Seo Daeryong looked shocked at the contents. He handed it back to me, trembling, without even finishing it.

"L-look at this!"

A blade art formula was written on the paper.

It was the formula for the first form of the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique, the exclusive blade art of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Only the formula for the First Technique was written, not the entire art.

[...It is only the first of the nine forms of the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique, but it will be a great help in a fight between prodigies. If there is anything you don't understand, you can learn it as the Second Young Lord teaches you, and the Second Young Lord will also show you how to conceal that it is my martial arts.]

Seo Daeryong's face was half-dazed.

"What's wrong?"

"The Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique is a martial art passed down only to the official successor."

"Of course it is."

"Then why aren't you surprised, Director?"

"Why should I be surprised?"

"It means he thinks of me not just as a disciple, but as the Elder's successor."

Seo Daeryong's voice trembled. It was the most he had trembled since I met him.

"Isn't that obvious?"

"Obvious? Master thinks of me as the next Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and you say that's obvious?"

"Among the Elder's disciples, who else is worthy of becoming the Demon Supreme besides you?"

Seo Daeryong was so moved he did not know what to do.

To be honest, this is the first I knew that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon considered Seo Daeryong his successor. I expected it, but the decision came faster than I thought. It means he's that fond of Seo Daeryong.

"But he's passing down such an important martial art on a slip of paper like this?"

"That's why he gave it to me. Because I wouldn't lose it."

Although it was only a part, he had essentially shared the formula of a unique martial art with me as well. It was a clear sign of how much the Blood Heaven Blade Demon trusted me.

"Aaaah!"

Overcome with emotion, Seo Daeryong paced back and forth, unable to compose himself.

Just then, I showed him the last part of the paper.

"Did you read this part?"

"What part?"

A separate line was written at the end of the formula.

[If you lose, you die by my hand.]

"Heok!" Seo Daeryong jumped in shock.

I, on the other hand, burst out laughing. Right, with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's personality, there's no way he wouldn't have left such a message.

"Ah! The writing here looks especially dark, as if he pressed down hard. He wouldn't... really kill me if I lose, would he?"

There was no way I would miss this perfect opportunity to tease him.

"Is that so? You fight a prodigy with his martial arts, and you lose? With that stubborn pride of his, do you think he'd just let it be?"

"Ah, he might actually kill me." Seo Daeryong clutched his head.

"Even if he spares you for my sake, it'll be hellish training for a while."

"It'll be a lifetime of hellish training. Director! I must win! Please help me win!"

"Don't get excited. If you accidentally injure or kill Miss Jin, the Murim Alliance Chairman will kill you. In that case, you'll really die."

Since he already knew my and Seo Daeryong's identities, we absolutely could not harm Miss Jin. He had allowed us to reach the final duel because of our shared goal of eliminating the Heavenly Enlightenment Society.

"Director! Please help me win without hurting Miss Jin! Help me win using the First Technique of the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique, but in a way that no one will recognize it as Master's martial arts."

"You know how impossible that is, don't you?"

"I wouldn't ask this of anyone but you, Director."

There were five days left until the final match.

Fortunately, the First Technique did not seem that difficult. For someone as smart as Seo Daeryong, it was worth a try. The goal was not complete mastery, but to use the technique's profundity to defeat Jin Haryong. Just one move would be enough.

"It's a request from my right-hand man, so I have to grant it. Let's go!"

We immediately headed to a training ground in the mountains. We paid no mind to Jin Haryong, the Chairman, or the Heavenly Enlightenment Society.

I actually think this is the best way to avoid suspicion from the Heavenly Enlightenment Society. Who would imagine that people who disappear to train before the final match are plotting some conspiracy? They'll think we're just simple, earnest martial artists from the countryside.

We were purely focused on the duel tournament. I believed that was actually the best way to get closer to the Heavenly Enlightenment Society.

A few days passed, and it was the day before the final match.

On the eve of the final battle, the Murim Alliance was in a truly festive mood. The area bustled with countless martial artists from all over the Central Plains. Many merchants also came to sell goods, and some performed martial arts on the streets to promote their sects.

Con artists tried to swindle newcomers, and many thieves targeted wallets. The Murim Alliance dispatched martial artists from the Green Dragon Brigade and other elite organizations to crack down on any unpleasant incidents.

Amidst the chaos, Jin Haryong entered an inn with her bamboo hat pulled low. When she asked the owner about Geom Yeon, she heard that he and his master had not been back for days.

Where on earth could he have gone?

She wanted to see Geom Yeon before the final match. She wanted to joke with him, asking if she should go easy on his young master. She really wanted to share that joke with him.

She was also curious how she would feel if Geom Yeon begged her to go easy. Right now, she had no intention of holding back, but would she waver even a little?

Disappointed, she left the inn. Since it had come to this, she had no choice but to change the joke. After winning, she would say this to him.

If you had come and asked me to go easy, I would have. My friend, where on earth did you go?


Finally, the day of the final match dawned.

A huge crowd had gathered. As befitting the final, all the important figures were present. The Murim Alliance Chairman, who organized the tournament, filled the seats along with the heads of Murim Alliance organizations and renowned masters from all over the Central Plains.

The talk of the tournament was, without a doubt, Seo Daeryong. All attention focused on whether he, a man from a small sect, could write a new chapter in history. If he defeated Jin Haryong, the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman, Seo Daeryong would become a true hero. Of course, far more people were betting on Jin Haryong's victory.

At the referee's introduction, Seo Daeryong stepped onto the duel stage first. His gaze was different from his other duels.

I burned myself out completely over the past five days. I've never worked so hard on anything in my life, and I probably never will again. I'll have no regrets even if I lose. Ah, no. I can't lose. The thought of a lifetime of hellish training is horrifying.

Cheers calling his name erupted from all sides. Seo Daeryong closed his eyes for a moment to savor the feeling. It was a gift life had given him. After this, he might have to return to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and live as an investigator for the Sanzu River Hall. This was the final duel of the Young Dragon Tournament, a moment that would never come again.

Seo Daeryong looked down from the duel stage at Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk, who had been looking up at the stage with his arms crossed, saw him and nodded. Seo Daeryong nodded back once. That was enough of an understanding between them before the match.

The referee then introduced Jin Haryong. A roar of cheers even louder than the one for Seo Daeryong erupted.

Standing on the duel stage, her gaze went past Seo Daeryong to Geom Mugeuk. He looked at Seo Daeryong and her with an indifferent expression. She did not know why, but at this moment, Geom Mugeuk felt like a different person. Not like a servant or a friend, but like someone else entirely.

"Now, let the final duel begin!"

With the referee's shout and a roar that shook the heavens, the duel began.

Seo Daeryong moved first. His dao cut swiftly through the air.

There is only one chance to win. He had practiced endlessly for that one chance. He absolutely could not be defeated before he could create that opportunity.

Seo Daeryong pressed his attack fiercely, but Jin Haryong blocked with ease. In terms of martial arts skill, Jin Haryong was clearly a cut above. The one saving grace was that his recently increased inner arts kept him from being overpowered in strength.

The fierce clash continued. However, the duel gradually began to tilt in Jin Haryong's favor.

Seo Daeryong's attacks grew slower, while Jin Haryong's sword became faster. Seo Daeryong had to use all his strength just to block her attacks. The fact that he could hold on this long was a testament to his effort and talent. However, nothing could overcome this clear difference in skill.

Seeing him gradually pushed back, the spectators expected the duel to end soon. The Murim Alliance Chairman also watched his granddaughter's duel with a relaxed heart.

Just then, Seo Daeryong was pushed to the very edge of the duel stage.

The moment arrived.

The distance between them, the position of her feet, the position of her sword, his own feet and body, his sword and dao, all fell into the exact positions he had been waiting for.

Seo Daeryong did not miss this one chance.

SHWAAAAAAK!

Seo Daeryong's dao created a variation technique. He unleashed a modified version of the Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique's First Technique. It was the first variation he had used since the duel began, and it was a move that caught her completely off guard.

Surprised, she swung her sword to block, but that too was part of his practice.

Seo Daeryong's dao twisted at a strange angle. It struck her sword repeatedly as it flew towards the fingers gripping it.

In the instant the watching Murim Alliance Chairman shot to his feet!

TAAAAANG!

The sword flew from Jin Haryong's grasp. It soared through the air in an arc and fell to the ground with a CLANG. She had no choice but to let go, as her fingers would have been severed if she had held on.

In the next moment, Seo Daeryong's dao was aimed at Jin Haryong's neck.

Jin Haryong could not believe the situation. The final technique that had sent her sword flying was so exquisite that she had no way to counter it.

Words she truly did not want to utter escaped her lips.

"...I lost."

At that moment, the referee declared Seo Daeryong's victory.

"The winner of the Young Dragon Tournament is Seo Ryong of the Gansu the Western Blade Sect!"

Simultaneously, cheers erupted from all sides. Like a child, Seo Daeryong leaped down from the duel stage and threw himself into Geom Mugeuk's arms.

"Thank you, thank you so much."

Tears streamed from Seo Daeryong's eyes. It was the first time I had seen him cry. Seo Daeryong seemed like the type who would never cry, but he could not hold back his tears.

Although he wouldn't have won without Geom Mugeuk, Seo Daeryong truly worked hard. In other words, Geom Mugeuk's teachings were effective because he was that kind of person.

Geom Mugeuk hugged him tightly and whispered softly.

"You did well."

From an investigator of the Sanzu River Hall to a disciple of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, he had now defeated the Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter to win the tournament. His joy was not just from the victory. This feeling, as if he had finally stepped onto the true path of a martial artist, was wonderful.

"Stop crying and get back on the duel stage."

"......"

Wiping his tears, Seo Daeryong climbed back onto the duel stage.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk felt a gaze on him. From far away, the Murim Alliance Chairman was looking at him. It was a distance from which most masters could never send telepathy, but Geom Mugeuk's telepathy reached the Chairman clearly.

[My apologies. My friend who came with me was so sincere that I helped him train.]

[What was that final technique?]

[It is the martial arts of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.]

The Murim Alliance Chairman was startled by my honest words.

[It was the Blade Demon's martial arts?]

[Yes. This friend is the Blade Demon's head disciple.]

I told him on purpose. The Murim Alliance Chairman's anger would subside once he knew Seo Daeryong was not an ordinary demonic practitioner. Indeed, the Murim Alliance Chairman did not make an issue of the result any longer.

[Sometimes, a defeat can be more helpful than a victory.]

It seemed he thought this defeat might be more beneficial for his granddaughter, who had never known loss.

[I can only admire the Chairman's great magnanimity.]

Geom Mugeuk's gaze returned to the duel stage.

And then another moment came.

Beyond the overjoyed Seo Daeryong, a person on the other side caught his eye. It was the woman who had come to congratulate Seo Daeryong after every victory.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk saw it. Her eyes and expression were so cold they were impassive. Having only ever seen her shyly smiling face, that expression was completely unfamiliar.

She practiced relaxing her face. Smiling, frowning, then smiling again. Then, she looked up at the duel stage, waved, and called out to Seo Daeryong.

The moment her eyes met Seo Daeryong's, she smiled brightly. She was a completely different person from the one Geom Mugeuk had seen just a moment before. The reason he could clearly notice this drastic change in her expression even from a distance was thanks to the Divine Eye Technique.

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society!

They had been setting their plan in motion for a while. It was possible they had approached not only Seo Daeryong but also the other martial artists who had advanced to the main tournament in a similar fashion.

To those who liked women, with a woman. To those who needed a friend, as a friend. To those who needed money, with money. Indeed, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society was no ordinary organization.

In any case, I had finally succeeded in catching the tail of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society!

But the joy was brief. Geom Mugeuk looked at Seo Daeryong with a feeling of pity. He was waving and smiling brightly at the woman from the Heavenly Enlightenment Society.

Ah, Daeryong. What am I to do?

I plan not to tell Seo Daeryong until the woman reveals her true colors. It would be better for his words and actions to remain natural if he knew nothing.

I'm sorry, Detective Seo, but the more genuinely you fall for her, the more certain we can be of catching them. It can't be helped. Let's hope you mature as much as it hurts.


Chapter 169: There Is a Woman More Beautiful Than You

The awards ceremony was as splendid as the tournament itself. The winner received a gold plaque and prize money. In a moment of great glory, the Murim Alliance Chairman himself presented the award.

The heroes of the martial world cheered Seo Daeryong's name. Never before in his life had Seo Daeryong heard his name called so many times. He knew it would probably never happen again.

The Murim Alliance Chairman handed the gold plaque to Seo Daeryong. "That was an excellent display of skill," he said. "I hope you'll dedicate yourself to the peace of the murim from now on."

"Thank you."

The Chairman then sent his true message via telepathy.

If you ever injure a martial artist of the orthodox sects with that dao art, you will surely die by my hand.

Seo Daeryong did not dare object. He quietly accepted the gold plaque and prize money before stepping down from the stage. He was grateful enough that the Chairman had given him the award despite knowing he was a demonic practitioner.

The runner-up, Jin Haryong, also received a plaque and prize money.

"You did well," the Murim Alliance Chairman said.

"I'm sorry."

"Do you feel it now? Do you see how vast this jianghu is?"

"Yes. I thought I could at least be a snake, if not a dragon, but I realize now I was just a frog in a well. I will strive to improve even more from now on, Grandfather."

That was enough. The Murim Alliance Chairman patted her shoulder with a satisfied smile.

As Jin Haryong descended from the duel stage, she glanced at Geom Mugeuk, who stood far in the distance.

Geom Mugeuk saw her and waved, conveying a clear message. You did great, friend.

Tears suddenly welled in Jin Haryong's eyes. She had not felt much until that moment, but the sight of Geom Mugeuk brought a sudden surge of sorrow.

She could not cry in front of the heroes, so she walked away briskly. The thought of rumors spreading was dreadful. Jin Haryong cried at the awards ceremony. She cried out of frustration.

Someone next to her said something, but she did not even look at him. She quickly walked away and left the area.

The person who had spoken to her was Cho Sin. He could not follow her, his face crestfallen. In his arms, he held a gift to commemorate her victory.

He could not give it to her. He had engraved the words 'Congratulations on your victory' on a throwing knife, never imagining she would lose. He was supposed to present it to her stylishly after she won.

"Damn it! Damn it all!"

His gaze shifted to Seo Daeryong, who was still busy receiving congratulations.

That country bumpkin actually won? Does this make any sense?

The master wins the tournament, and the servant seduces the woman he is supposed to marry. They were a pair of bastards who deserved to be beaten to death. This whole affair could not possibly end well.

Fuming with anger, Cho Sin returned to his residence.

Entering the room, Cho Sin flinched. A man was waiting for him inside.

He was a man named Cheolgon, who delivered orders from the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman.

At first, Cho Sin had wondered if Cheolgon was the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman himself in disguise. The man's aura was that extraordinary.

A man like this is a mere subordinate? Then just how incredible is the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman?

He had not yet met the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman in person. He was promised a meeting if he successfully completed this task.

Cho Sin was displeased that the man was in his room without permission, but he could not show his dissatisfaction.

"You've come?"

"Weren't you the one who summoned me, Young Lord Cho?"

"I summoned you?"

"Didn't you say you were confident about your marriage to Jin Haryong?"

"Of course."

Just a year ago, Cho Sin had been losing the succession struggle in the True Dragon Manor. That was when the Heavenly Enlightenment Society appeared. He could not refuse their offer to make him the heir if he joined them.

It was all well and good that he became the heir with their help.

Once he was confirmed as the heir, they made a demand. He was to marry the Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter. It was not an impossible request. The True Dragon Manor was a family of sufficient stature for such a marital alliance.

Cho Sin persuaded his father and tried to arrange the marriage, even providing a vast sum of money to the Murim Alliance.

He had chosen the period of the Young Dragon Tournament because he could see her often. He was confident he could easily win Jin Haryong's heart with his family background and his own good looks. That was, until he learned of that damn servant.

"The rumor I hear is that you're lining up behind a servant."

"Where did you hear such a baseless rumor? That man is my subordinate."

When Cho Sin spoke confidently, Cheolgon stared at him intently. As their eyes met, Cho Sin felt intimidated, just as he had when they first met. If this unnerving killing intent had been intentional, Cho Sin would never have been so cowed.

However, Cho Sin could feel it. This killing intent stemmed from the man's innate nature. It was a primal killing intent that could only be exuded by someone who placed no meaning on the act of killing. A killing intent that instilled the fear of being hacked to pieces and thrown into a filthy sewer if one dared to cross him.

"That man is your subordinate?"

"I recruited him for my marriage to Jin Haryong. I will use him to make the marriage a success."

It was not a lie. He had promised the servant one hundred thousand taels and made him an ally. Of course, that had not been the plan from the beginning.

Cheolgon stared at Cho Sin again.

If the gaze had been that of an intelligent man trying to figure him out, it would have been better.

This gaze, however, was closer to indifference. It was the blunt stare of a killing demon for whom the truth did not matter, only the result.

As he could tell just by looking at Cheolgon, these people were no ordinary folk. They were not run-of-the-mill masterminds from common rumors, like some incident in a region being traced back to a hidden power.

They were special. They were the kind of people who would definitely deliver a reward if you kept your promise. They were villains who moved solely for their own benefit, but for that very reason, you could be certain of what you would gain. That was why he had joined hands with them.

Cheolgon rose from his seat and walked to the window.

"Come here and look at this."

Cho Sin cautiously walked over and stood beside him.

"That broken sapling over there is one I snapped on my way here. Whoever planted them, planted them too closely. Like that, neither tree can grow into a giant."

Cheolgon slowly looked at Cho Sin.

"We hope that you will grow into a giant tree."

Cho Sin knew the words held no sincerity.

Cheolgon did not care at all whether he became a giant tree or not. If the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman ordered his death, Cheolgon would kill him. If ordered to let him live, he would let him live. To Cheolgon, he was less significant than that broken sapling.

If he could, he would have shouted, 'Go tell your own son that nonsense about giant trees.' He hated being meddled with and pressured like this. Being polite to villains would only make them see him as an easy target.

However, Cho Sin did not dare to do so.

"I will not disappoint you."

"I'll be waiting with a wedding gift."

Cheolgon quietly left the room.

After he disappeared, Cho Sin let out the breath he had been holding. It was a sigh mixed with tension, fear, irritation, and anger.

The marriage, the servant, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society. None of these problems were as easy as he had hoped. His comfortable life had entered a new, difficult phase. Of course, that did not mean Cho Sin would give up.

One day, I'll pay them back properly.

He did not voice those words yet. That was for after he had built his family into the strongest power in the murim.


"The prize money is a whopping ten thousand taels!"

Seo Daeryong was overjoyed with the sudden windfall and did not know what to do with himself. He immediately gave me five thousand taels.

"Here. Since we won this together, let's split it half and half."

"Are you going to regret this later?"

"Five thousand taels is more than enough for me. I'll use this to treat General Jang and Martial Artist Lee, and also..."

"Also?"

"I'll buy something delicious for the woman who cheered for me."

"Did you arrange to meet her?"

"No, I don't even know her name yet."

He would find out soon enough. She would surely approach Seo Daeryong somehow. I wondered what method she would use.

"She's someone who cheered for me long before I won. That makes her special."

Seo Daeryong was already completely smitten.

"By the way, you're coming to the banquet with me, right?"

The Murim Alliance was holding a celebratory banquet for the winner and all the main tournament participants.

"I have to go."

"I'm going to go buy some clothes to wear. Would you like to come with me? I'll buy you a set."

"I'm fine. You go buy yourself some nice clothes."

"Of course! I'm really going to use this chance to buy an expensive set of clothes!"

Once the excited Seo Daeryong left, I spoke into the empty air.

"I'm sorry I couldn't tell you beforehand. The situation was too urgent at the time."

I spoke to the martial artist sent by the Chairman, who was concealed nearby. When I took Seo Daeryong to the Insect Physician, I had used the Swift Step, so he had been unable to follow.

After returning to the Murim Alliance, I sensed him hiding near me again, but I was too busy training with Seo Daeryong to speak to him. He must have been quite displeased.

As always, however, the concealed martial artist showed no reaction. He was truly a man faithful to his orders.

Apologies were one thing. I did not tell him that the woman who approached Seo Daeryong was from the Heavenly Enlightenment Society. I judged there was no need to tell him in advance.


I did not enter the banquet hall.

Today's protagonist had to be Seo Daeryong, and only him. I stood outside like a true servant, observing the situation inside.

Somehow, Jin Haryong found out where I was and came out.

"Why aren't you coming inside?"

"It just felt stuffy."

"Want to take a short walk?"

"Sounds good."

I took a stroll with her through the inner garden.

"Actually, I went looking for you before the final duel. Do you know what I was going to say? I was going to tease you, saying, 'I could throw the match if you asked me to.'"

She was clearly still embarrassed and bothered by her loss. She spoke more, and faster, than usual.

"And I didn't even know I would lose like that. Isn't that hilarious? I don't know if I'll be able to sleep from the embarrassment. Anyway, where have you been? Oh, which organization do you think your young master will join? And you..."

I cut off her torrent of words.

"Friend, that's enough."

Only then did Jin Haryong take a deep breath. After calming herself, she revealed her inner thoughts.

"Yesterday, after I lost, I saw you and felt like I was about to cry."

"It's okay to lose once in a while."

In fact, losing many times is fine, as long as you have the will to keep moving forward. When you get older, you look back on such failures as insignificant, but at that age, why did it always feel like the sky was falling? Perhaps that is why people miss their youth. They miss the days when their entire body and mind reacted so vibrantly to every little thing.

"I don't want to have such a weak mindset already."

"First, let go of the burden of being the Chairman's granddaughter. The Chairman is the Chairman, and you are you. Because of that pressure, you can't even be happy. You took second place in this huge tournament."

Jin Haryong smiled faintly.

"What? Are you feeling better already?"

"Yeah. Seeing you trying so hard to comfort me made me feel better."

"You're easy. Easy to cheer up."

"Do it for me often from now on."

She firmly believed that Seo Daeryong would join the Murim Alliance. Naturally, she assumed I would be living there with him.

"I might go back to my hometown."

She startled at those words.

"Go back? Why?"

After looking at me for a moment, she asked cautiously.

"Do you perhaps have a woman in your hometown? A woman you like?"

"I do."

She flinched in surprise. Perhaps because I answered so easily, she was half in disbelief.

"There is a woman more beautiful than you."

"More beautiful than me? Then the credibility of your words just plummeted."

"You're the number one beauty of Hubei, right? She's the world's number one beauty."

She relaxed and laughed, seeming to think I was teasing her.

"You have to show me next time, that world's number one beauty!"

"If I get the chance."

Would the day ever come when Lee Ahn and Jin Haryong would meet? Even I could not know.

Anyway, I wonder what Lee Ahn is doing? She's probably immersed in her martial arts training even at this moment, right? Has she overcome her limits and moved on to the next stage? Ah! I miss you, Lee Ahn!

After our stroll, I returned to the banquet hall with Jin Haryong.

Arriving at the hall, I looked inside through a window. I saw Seo Daeryong surrounded by prodigies.

I did not know their true thoughts, but they all smiled and tried to connect with Seo Daeryong. They knew that from now on, Seo Daeryong would enter the Murim Alliance's core elite organization and enjoy a series of successes.

"My young master looks happy."

No one ignored the short, gloomy-looking man now. Clothes really do make the man. He looked much more handsome than usual.

Yes, enjoy this day to the fullest.

Jin Haryong, who had been watching Seo Daeryong, spoke to me.

"I've talked with you so much, but I haven't even had a proper conversation with your young master, the one who actually beat me."

"Go talk to him."

"No. I want to stay here. If I go in, what will I get besides more consolation? Your comfort is enough for today!"

Just then, a new person entered the banquet hall.

I startled when I recognized her. It was the woman who had been cheering for Seo Daeryong.

Seo Daeryong was also surprised to see her. It was a banquet for invited guests only, yet she had appeared.

How on earth did she get in without an invitation?

Receiving the attention of everyone present, the woman walked slowly toward Seo Daeryong.


Chapter 170: The Body Knows First

"How did the Young Lady get here?" Seo Daeryong asked, his voice trembling. He never imagined he would see her here.

"I was invited too."

"How is that possible?"

Only those connected to the Young Dragon Tournament were invited to the banquet.

Then, the woman revealed a surprising fact.

"I made it to the quarterfinals in the Young Dragon Tournament three years ago."

Not only Seo Daeryong, but also the prodigies around them were startled.

Since the Young Dragon Tournament was held every three years, the woman was a quarterfinalist from the previous competition. The Murim Alliance customarily sent invitations to past main tournament participants who were current members.

"Let me introduce myself formally. I'm So Ok, the First Division Leader of the Third Squad in the White Dragon Brigade."

"Ah, so you were a martial artist from the Murim Alliance."

She was even a Division Leader in the White Dragon Brigade. When So Ok had shyly approached to cheer for him, she wasn't wearing a uniform, so he never dreamed she was a Murim Alliance martial artist.

"I didn't know."

"Of course you didn't. I never told you."

"Why did you cheer for me?"

Their gazes locked. Seo Daeryong's excitement was palpable, even from the side. It was the thrill of meeting a first love again.

In contrast, So Ok was much calmer.

"Seeing martial artist Seo reminded me of my old self when I participated in the Young Dragon Tournament. I also came up from the countryside and didn't know anything. I didn't know anyone, and no one knew me. I even ran out of money for an inn, so I camped in the mountains and came down just to compete."

So Ok spoke of such things without any shame. That quality appealed to Seo Daeryong even more. A pleasant fragrance wafted from her.

"I watched every single one of Master Seo's duels. Your dao techniques were truly magnificent. The final duel was especially amazing. My heart was pounding so hard I wanted to jump onto the duel stage."

To others, it might have sounded like she was so moved by the wonderful duel that she wanted to compete again. However, to Seo Daeryong, her words could be misunderstood as her wanting to approach him because she liked him.

"To think you beat Miss Jin. It was truly the best duel in the history of the Young Dragon Tournament."

Seo Daeryong felt like he could fly. He had received many compliments after his victory, but hearing them from her was the best. A smile naturally formed on his lips.

"You'll be going to the Demon Slaying Brigade now, won't you?"

The Demon Slaying Brigade was the Murim Alliance's most elite unit, composed of young masters. Traditionally, the winners of the Young Dragon Tournament joined the Demon Slaying Brigade.

"I could also apply to the White Dragon Brigade, where the Young Lady is."

At that, So Ok's face turned slightly red.

"Thank you for the offer, but please don't. Starting in the Demon Slaying Brigade is the royal road to success in the Murim Alliance."

"Thanks to your support, I was able to win. So, I'd like to treat you to a meal separately."

It was a proposal that took great courage.

Having lived a life of more rejections than acceptances, Seo Daeryong was inwardly anxious. Fortunately, So Ok readily accepted his offer.

"The honor is all mine. The winner of the Young Dragon Tournament is buying me a meal, after all."

Seo Daeryong was truly ecstatic.


Geom Mugeuk and Jin Haryong watched this scene from a window.

Geom Mugeuk knew. He knew the Heavenly Enlightenment Society had recruited her during the Young Dragon Tournament three years ago. In other words, the society had been active in the murim even back then.

These people are more deeply rooted in the Murim Alliance than I thought.

The moment the woman's identity was revealed, an unexpected truth came to light.

He asked Jin Haryong, who was beside him.

"Do you know that woman?"

"Division Leader So? We're on nodding terms."

"What kind of person is she?"

"She's easygoing, has a good personality, and is popular with people, but this is surprising. I didn't know she was cheering for your young master like that. Why? Are you worried a fox will bewitch him and he'll hand over all his prize money?"

"Of course I have to worry. I'm his attendant."

At that moment, Jin Haryong's true feelings slipped out.

"Can't you quit being an attendant?"

The moment she said it, she thought, oops. She had blurted out something she had resolved not to say. Thinking she might as well go all the way, she said what she wanted to say.

"Can't you just live as a regular martial artist? Since you've learned martial arts, you could take the entrance exam, right? I can help you if you need it."

When Geom Mugeuk said nothing, Jin Haryong quickly added, "Don't misunderstand! It's not because I'm ashamed that you're an attendant. I just meant that there's a new life for you."

Her face was slightly flushed. She worried she might have hurt Geom Mugeuk's pride.

Finally, Geom Mugeuk opened his mouth.

"That's something I used to say to someone often. To try living a new life."

"To whom?"

"Someone. A stubborn person who hates change."

"Like you?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled and looked back toward Seo Daeryong. He was still surrounded by people, but Seo Daeryong's gaze kept drifting to one place.


The next day, Seo Daeryong went out to meet So Ok.

He had woken at the crack of dawn, bathed, combed his hair, and made a huge mess trying on outfits, yet he still said, "It's not that I like her. It's a meeting with someone who cheered for me. My intentions are pure."

"If you're pure twice more, your mouth will rip from smiling so much. Stop smiling."

I was worried because Seo Daeryong liked her so much. He would be heartbroken when he learned the truth.

Seo Daeryong had left with the spirit of a man heading into battle. When he returned, however, he seemed dejected.

"Why? Did it not go well?"

"No. We had a good time. She said she prefers tea over alcohol and enjoys taking walks. So we ate, drank tea, and went for a walk."

"Then why the long face?"

After a brief pause, Seo Daeryong sighed and explained.

"We were sitting there in a great atmosphere, but suddenly a thought crossed my mind. This isn't right. There's no way my life could be going this well. It was as if someone was whispering in my ear. 'When something this good happens, you should prepare for something bad, right?'"

His dormant instincts seemed to have awakened. When fate begins to move, it has a way of shaking a person awake.

"Did you say that to her?"

"Of course not. I tried my best not to show it and we parted with smiles."

"Detective Seo. I told you. The path you've chosen is like climbing onto a duel stage with an injured arm bound up."

"You said it's a path where I'll have to walk even while bleeding all over, limping, and with one eye blind."

"Yes. It's also a path where you must be suspicious of everyone you meet. That's why it's a path where making friends and truly loving someone is not easy."

After a moment of silent contemplation, Seo Daeryong uttered words he never wanted to say.

"In that sense, I must say this. I think this woman is suspicious. I feel like she approached me intentionally. Could she be someone sent by the Heavenly Enlightenment Society?"

I gave no answer. Seo Daeryong stared intently at me, then flinched in surprise.

"Am I right?"

"......"

"Am I really right?"

Seo Daeryong's voice trembled. He must have had a feeling something was off, but he still hoped he was wrong.

"You are. She is a member of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society."

"!"

Seo Daeryong's eyes widened. I expected his world to crumble, but unexpectedly, he was calm.

"So my gut feeling was right. Of course. Who am I to deserve this? It was strange from the beginning. With all the handsome prodigies around, I should have known when she came to cheer for me specifically. I wonder how pathetic she must have thought I was?"

"Instead of such self-pity, how about we celebrate that you figured out her identity?"

"How did you know, Director?"

"During the final duel."

"Then why didn't you tell me?"

"I was afraid you'd act awkwardly and give yourself away."

"Then why are you telling me now? You could have just let me remain ignorant."

"Because a more important issue has arisen than whether you can act well or not."

"What is that?"

"Your survival instincts seem to have fully awakened."

Seo Daeryong was startled by my words.

"Everyone has survival instincts, but a martial artist's are different, and they become even more different the stronger you get. The body knows first. No matter how much the other person smiles and says nice things, the body rejects them. The fine hairs on your body stand on end, your heart pounds. Or, like you today, your mood could just sink."

"So my survival instincts were at work."

"Yes. Remember well how these survival instincts manifested and what it felt like."

Seo Daeryong was touched. I was prioritizing his survival instincts over catching the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman.

"Thank you, Director."

"You have to act well from now on."

"You worry for nothing. I'm a better actor than you think. I'm a cunning bastard, you know."

"We'll see about that."

"What's your plan now?"

"You're the one who has to do it. You must induce her to lead you to the Heavenly Enlightenment Society, and as quickly as possible."

There was no time. If she decided to get close to him slowly, it could take months or even over a year. We needed to resolve this quickly and go back.

After a moment of thought, Seo Daeryong came up with a method.

"Do you remember what she said at the President's banquet? That she was in the same situation as me when she came for the Young Dragon Tournament three years ago. I don't think that part was a lie. I'll dig into that."

"You're going to use a sense of kinship? Because it's an emotion she has experienced herself?"

"......"

"One more thing. You must ensure I accompany you to the meeting where you're introduced to her backer."

Seo Daeryong nodded.

"Leave it to me."


Two days later, Seo Daeryong and So Ok stood on a hill with a panoramic view of the Murim Alliance.

"The view here is nice."

"This is where I come when I feel frustrated."

"It's a wonderful place."

Seo Daeryong was inwardly amazed by the endless expanse of the Murim Alliance. He had thought no place could be larger than the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, but the scale of the Murim Alliance was comparable.

"Actually, I was moved by what Division Leader So said that day. About how you knew nothing and had no money, so you slept in the mountains when you came for the tournament. I'm in a similar situation. I will definitely succeed here at the Murim Alliance."

"It won't be easy."

"Pardon?"

"I hesitate to say this to someone who hasn't even officially joined yet, but I'm telling you this for your own good, martial artist Seo. You can't succeed in the Murim Alliance without a backer. You might become a Division Leader, but you can't become a Captain. Even if you work like crazy and somehow become a Captain, you can never become a Commander. The limits are clear."

Her acting was as impressive as Seo Daeryong's. If one didn't know the truth, her words would have sounded like genuine concern.

"You'll probably be even more disappointed, martial artist Seo. Because you're a former champion. You might start as a Division Leader and end as a Division Leader for life. Overcome it with skill? How? It's impossible in these peaceful times. The success story of starting from nothing is only possible in storybooks."

Seo Daeryong asked with a serious expression, "Then what should I do?"

Right now, Seo Daeryong was expressing his current emotions without any awkwardness.

"Make connections. Throw away your pride and be loyal to someone who will support you. That's what I did."

"Please let me grasp the same line that Captain So held. I have no such thing as a martial artist's pride. Please help me."

She was silent for a moment. As she hesitated, Seo Daeryong pressed her.

"I'm begging you."

"Alright, meeting you like this must be fate. I'll try talking to them for you."

"Thank you."

"Don't get your hopes up. The Elder might say no."

"Ah, and I'd like to ask one more favor."

"What is it?"

"Please introduce my attendant as well."

"Your attendant?"

"If the Murim Alliance is that kind of place, don't I need to build my own power? I plan to have my attendant join and raise him as my right-hand man. In the Murim Alliance where I know no one, I need at least one person I can trust. I can trust his loyalty, if nothing else."

Seo Daeryong pushed ahead, acting like a stubborn country bumpkin.

"I don't know if that's possible."

Seo Daeryong bowed his head with an earnest face.

"I beg of you."


Three days later, So Ok contacted them again.

She took Seo Daeryong and me to a manor located far from the Murim Alliance.

Though not numerous, the masked figures guarding the surroundings were extraordinarily skilled. This meant the person she was introducing us to was no ordinary individual.

"Elder, it is Ok."

"Come in."

We followed So Ok into the room.

A screen was drawn in the middle of the large room, making it impossible to see the other person's face.

I activated the Divine Eye Technique. Focusing my eyes, I pierced through the screen to see who was there. The moment I identified the person, I was shocked. It was someone I knew.

The True Dragon Manor Master Jo Yibaek.

He was Cho Sin's father.

Either this Jo Yibaek had recruited Cho Sin, or the Heavenly Enlightenment Society had recruited the father and son separately. If it was the latter, it was possible that neither knew the other had been recruited. Both scenarios were shocking.

Jo Yibaek spoke softly from behind the screen.

"You want to succeed in the Murim Alliance?"

His aura was completely different from when he was beside the Murim Alliance Chairman. The father trying to marry his son into the Chairman's family and the intimidating presence behind the screen were completely different. This must be his true self.

Seo Daeryong bowed his head and spoke politely.

"Yes! I desperately want to succeed."

I could now see. I could see how the Rising Dragon Family became a pillar of the orthodox sects after Hwa Mugi's rampage. They had been plotting like this since then.

So, is Jo Yibaek the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman? Or is there another Chairman?

One thing was certain. The Heavenly Enlightenment Society, gradually revealing its main body, was a much larger monster than I had thought.

"If I help you, you will surely succeed. In return, you......"

Jo Yibaek added in a low voice, "What can you do for me?"


Chapter 171: Desire is Like Clothing

I left the entire situation to Seo Daeryong.

Seo Daeryong gazed at the curtain and spoke, his voice holding no intimidation. "I want to earn a lot of money and gain honor, and I hope that path will be comfortable. I want to walk a path where I don't have to limp or bleed. If I can walk that path, I'll do anything."

I smiled as I knelt behind him with my head bowed. What Seo Daeryong just said was the opposite of what he had told me. He was the kind of man who could show wit even in a situation like this.

The reaction from behind the curtain was good.

"Honest."

Seo Daeryong had safely passed the first question. Now, the gaze from behind the curtain turned to me.

"You want to make that servant your right-hand man?"

"He's quick-witted and has excellent looks, so I'm sure he'll be useful."

Jo Yibaek then asked me, "What would you do if your master's orders and my orders conflict?"

"I only follow my young master's will. That's a fact that won't change even if the Murim Alliance Chairman himself came."

"Such a loyal one."

He said that, but I could tell Jo Yibaek was sneering behind the curtain. He was a man who didn't believe in human loyalty, or even in people at all. From his perspective, even Seo Daeryong must have seemed ridiculous, let alone a mere servant. His interest in me ended there.

Jo Yibaek asked Seo Daeryong again, "Will you kill someone if I ask you to?"

Startled, Seo Daeryong answered cautiously, "It would depend on who it is. If it's someone who deserves to die, I can kill them."

"What if I told you to kill someone you don't even know?"

Seo Daeryong hesitated before answering. "I'll kill them! Just leave it to me!"

A moment of silence passed.

Soon, Jo Yibaek laughed loudly from behind the curtain. "It was a joke, a joke. My good man, we're not the Demonic Cult. Would we commit such a wicked act?"

Seo Daeryong struggled to hide his bewilderment, his face a mix of laughter and tears. "I know you were joking too. Would you, the winner of the Young Dragon Tournament, commit such a terrible act?"

"That's right. I was also joking."

Seo Daeryong replied awkwardly as he wiped away his cold sweat. He was acting well. To anyone watching, he was a greenhorn from the countryside, driven mad by the desire for success. He would look like a truly simple-minded country bumpkin who would bring a servant to a place like this and declare him his right-hand man.

"Desire is like clothing. If you try to wear something that doesn't fit your body, the clothes will tear or you'll look unsightly."

It sounded like a lecture about having ambitions that fit one's station. At that, Seo Daeryong lifted his head and abruptly asked, "Then what kind of clothes is the Elder wearing?"

It was a truly audacious and insolent question, asking about his ambition.

Well done, Daeryong. To find out what kind of person your opponent is, you have to keep shaking them.

"If you won't entrust me with such a wicked task, then what benefit does the Elder gain from helping me? I may be a country bumpkin who doesn't know much, but I know this one thing. The world never offers a favor without a reason."

Behind the curtain, Jo Yibaek revealed no discomfort. A pleasant laugh flowed out, suggesting he actually liked Seo Daeryong's attitude. He probably felt that this type of person was easier to use.

I kept my head bowed but released my qi to sense Jo Yibaek's emotions. The person facing him head-on was Seo Daeryong, but I was the one fighting the real battle.

"It's an investment for the future. To become a great tree, one must start from a sapling, no?"

"Ah! I failed to realize the Elder's grand intentions. I apologize."

Daeryong, there's no need to be sorry. Most of the villains I've experienced don't make long-term investments in people weaker than themselves. Use and discard, use and discard. To them, subordinates are nothing more than consumables.

If they were to invest in saplings, it would be to use those trees as a windbreak so they themselves could become a great tree.

The reason for investing in Seo Daeryong is the same. It's because there's something he wants to make him do. Whether it's to kill someone or to steal secrets from the Murim Alliance. He'll try to get back as much as he's given. No, he'll try to get back more than he's given. That's how villains do business.

This is what I need to confirm.

Are you the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman? Or have you also been recruited?

Jo Yibaek said to Seo Daeryong, "I liked your honesty. From now on, grow into a great tree that will support the orthodox murim."

"Thank you."

With that, our conversation ended, and we left the room.

As we walked toward the main gate, Seo Daeryong spoke to So Ok in a dejected voice. "I think I made a mistake with my answer."

With a self-reproaching expression, Seo Daeryong asked her, "Did you also receive that question, Division Leader So? The one about whether you could kill a stranger."

"I received it too."

"What did you answer?"

"I said I couldn't kill them."

"Ah! I should have answered that way too. I must have been blinded by my desire to make a good impression."

I subtly interjected into the conversation and asked So Ok, "Does he really not order such things?"

So Ok stopped in her tracks and glared at me.

Ever since we met, she hadn't shown the slightest interest in me. A normal woman would usually show some romantic interest upon seeing me, but So Ok paid me no mind at all.

I know what kind of people these women are. They are the ones who run solely toward their own goals. Seeing how she had no interest in me, yet treated Seo Daeryong so well, I could tell how great her ambition was. She was trying to wear clothes that were far too big for her.

"Of course he doesn't. What are you talking about right now?"

Her cold reaction might have seemed like anger, as if daring a mere servant to ask such a question, but I could feel it. That sharp, sudden reaction was a different kind of guilt.

She's done it.

She must have killed someone under Jo Yibaek's orders.

"I'm sorry, I was suddenly curious." I quickly bowed my head and stepped back.

Seo Daeryong stepped forward and scolded me. "Don't step out of line!"

"......"

We parted ways with her in front of the manor's main gate.

"Thank you so much for introducing me to the Elder. I will definitely repay this favor."

"Don't mention it. We have to stick together."

So Ok gave Seo Daeryong a bright smile. Then she shot a cold glare at me behind him and left.

After she disappeared, Seo Daeryong said to me, "I wish all the women in the world treated me and you, Director, like she does."

"Isn't that too harsh on me?"

"But I've been living like that my whole life." Seo Daeryong hung his head low and started walking.

"Is this an act too?"

"This is my reality."

"You've changed as a person, so your reality will change too."

Seo Daeryong stopped walking and looked back at me. I couldn't bring myself to look at his expectant face and say, 'Still, women will always like handsome men,' so I just nodded vigorously.

With a much brighter face, Seo Daeryong asked, "Did you find out anything from this meeting?"

For now, uncovering that Jo Yibaek, Cho Sin's father, was behind this was a major achievement.

Seo Daeryong had also noticed something. "Division Leader So, it seems like she's doing something bad under that guy, right?"

When I nodded, Seo Daeryong erupted in anger. It was fury directed at both So Ok and Jo Yibaek. "Damn it! How successful do they think they'll become by doing such things? Just using poor and desperate people! Director, we can't just let them be."

Was Seo Daeryong the only one who was angry? I was just holding back to make sure I pulled them out by the roots. If not for that, the True Dragon Manor Master would not have left that manor alive.

"However, in the process, So Ok will have to pay the price too."

"Of course she should." Seo Daeryong let out a regretful sigh. Perhaps he felt a sense of kinship with her. He, who had joined our Cult with no money and no background, and she, who had joined the Murim Alliance, probably had the same heart in the end.

"I'm going to send a messenger pigeon to the All-Knowing Hall for a moment, so go back first."

"Are you going to call the Demon Supremes?"

"I'm just going to report on the current situation."

I had received permission to get more help from them, but this was still a test for the succession. It was best to handle it with my own hands as much as possible. I missed the Demon Supremes, but I had to endure.

"I intend to handle this matter with the Murim Alliance Chairman."

Forging a deep connection with him was a necessary task, even for the future.

After sending Seo Daeryong off first, I spoke into the empty air. "You must have heard the voice of the person behind the curtain."

The hidden martial artist wouldn't have been able to see beyond the curtain directly, but he would have definitely heard Jo Yibaek's voice.

"There's no need to wonder. It's the person you're thinking of. This is an emergency, so let me meet the Chairman at once."


A single carriage was parked in the alley.

When I boarded the carriage, the Murim Alliance Chairman Jin Paecheon was inside.

"You must have received a report from your subordinate. That we met with someone trying to recruit the winner of the Young Dragon Tournament."

"I heard."

From now on, I conducted the conversation through telepathy.

[You must have heard the gist of the story from your subordinate, so I'll get to the point. He was the True Dragon Manor Master.]

[The True Dragon Manor has been a prestigious house among the sects representing the orthodox murim for generations. There's no way he would have been recruited by the likes of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society.]

[I confirmed it myself.]

[I heard there was a curtain?]

[I was able to see through that curtain. It was definitely him.]

The Murim Alliance Chairman still looked at me with suspicion. Since it was the house he was planning to join in marriage with Jin Haryong, it would be even harder to believe. It was a situation where it was easier to doubt me than to doubt the True Dragon Manor Master.

[That's not all. It's possible that his son, Cho Sin, has also been recruited by the Heavenly Enlightenment Society, and he doesn't know that his own father is in league with the Heavenly Enlightenment Society.]

The Chairman's surprise grew even greater.

[Are you saying the Heavenly Enlightenment Society recruited them separately?]

[I believe so. Or it's possible the father recruited his son without revealing his own identity.]

If that was true, then the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman was truly a remarkable bastard. He was someone who would recruit a father and son separately to use them separately.

It was the same even if Jo Yibaek was the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman. Because he would have hidden his identity even from his own son to recruit him.

[Because our opponent is this crazy, you must not trust anyone until this matter is completely resolved.]

The Murim Alliance Chairman's expression hardened. Hearing those words from the Second Young Lord of the Demonic Cult must have made him feel truly frustrated.

[If it were anyone else, I would have handled it secretly. However, since this is the person with whom you were discussing marriage, I am telling you this.]

[Why are you showing me this favor?]

[I won't lie and say it's because I respect you, Chairman. It's not for Miss Jin either. It's for our Cult. If a disaster strikes the Murim Alliance, it will ultimately affect our Cult as well. I do not wish for Father to use the Murim Alliance's crisis as an opportunity to unify the murim.]

When I mentioned Father, Jin Paecheon's eyes intensified. On top of that, I had used the provocative phrase 'unify the murim'.

[I am not so bold as to lie while daring to speak of Father. So please, believe me.]

I did not avoid the Chairman's eyes, which bore down on me like a tiger. He had been through all sorts of trials, so I believed he had the insight to see the truth in my words.

[Fine, let's say it is the True Dragon Manor Master, as you claim. Why do you think he is doing this?]

[He's proceeding with a marriage alliance with you, Chairman, and recruiting Murim Alliance martial artists. Wouldn't that mean there's only one reason?]

Jin Paecheon also knew the answer.

[My position?]

[It could be a preliminary move to place Cho Sin in the Murim Alliance Chairman's seat in the future. It may be disrespectful to say, but it could also be to assassinate you, Chairman. We'll have to hear it from their own mouths to know their exact intentions, but whatever it is, it won't be pleasant for you to hear.]

Jin Paecheon was not a benevolent, gentlemanly Chairman. He was more domineering and had a fierier temper than any Chairman in history. He was being as careful as possible only because his granddaughter was involved. Once that seal was broken, he was a man no one could handle.

[I understand. From now on, I will confirm it myself.]

He wanted to capture the True Dragon Manor Master right away and uncover the truth.

[You mustn't do that. As of now, he has committed no overt crime. Sponsoring Murim Alliance martial artists is something that Trading Companies with deep ties to the murim, or even murim sects, do openly. We must find direct evidence that he is connected to the Heavenly Enlightenment Society.]

I made him a proposal.

[Let's handle this matter between the two of us, without telling anyone. If you trust me, I have a way.]

[Do not disregard our Alliance. If you have a way, then we have a way too.]

[I'm not saying this because I disregard the Murim Alliance.]

"......"

[Do you remember? The moment I first revealed my identity, risking my life.]

I reminded him that this case could only be investigated because I had told him all these facts. Jin Paecheon could not deny that fact. He was a man, and a true martial artist.

Nevertheless, I understood the Chairman. It was natural that he wouldn't feel like entrusting this matter to my hands in this situation. So, I made him an unconventional offer.

[I will resolve this within five days. If I exceed that deadline, then you can handle it yourself, Chairman.]

Jin Paecheon was startled by my words. "Can you really resolve it within five days?"

"In return, you must help me actively, Chairman."

"What do you plan to do?"

"They tried to use your blood relative to scheme against you, Chairman. Then we should return the favor in kind."

Jin Paecheon laughed coldly. "I like that part, at least."

After a moment of contemplation, Jin Paecheon made his decision.

The words that signaled the beginning of a joint operation between the Murim Alliance Chairman and the Demonic Cult's Second Young Lord, something that had never happened before in the history of the murim, flowed from Jin Paecheon's lips.

"Proceed!"


Chapter 172: We're Out of Time, So Get on My Back

"Where in the world have you been?" Cho Sin demanded, his face angry. He had waited a long time at the inn before Geom Mugeuk finally appeared.

"I was just getting some fresh air," Geom Mugeuk replied.

Cho Sin never imagined that Geom Mugeuk had just met his own father and the Murim Alliance Chairman. He also did not know that he himself was Geom Mugeuk's prey. He had walked right into the tiger's maw.

"You have a lot of free time for an attendant." Cho Sin took a throwing knife from his robes. It was the one he meant to give Jin Haryong, inscribed with words congratulating her victory.

"Should I use this to stab your master to death?" Cho Sin asked. "It seems like a fitting end to this whole affair."

"The best ending would be for you, Young Lord, to marry Miss Jin, and for me to get my hundred thousand taels," Geom Mugeuk said.

"Then you'd better be worth the money."

"I have to receive the money to be worth it."

"How much do you think it's worth that I'm not stabbing you in the neck with this throwing knife?"

Cho Sin grew impatient, worried the marriage would not happen. He had boasted to Cheolgon, who had pressured him about it, so he had to make it work. That was why Cho Sin, who had never waited for anyone, had waited two hours for Geom Mugeuk at the inn.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the throwing knife on the table. "It's time for a big move," he said.

"A big move? What kind of big move?"

"Living as the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman, how many scions of prestigious families do you think she's seen?" Geom Mugeuk asked. "They all boast about their families, wealth, and martial arts. How pathetic and boring must that be from her perspective?"

Cho Sin had recently boasted about his own wealth and family, so he said nothing.

"You have to show her something different from the other scions."

"So what is it?"

"There's one move that works on every woman, whether she's pretty, ugly, kind, wicked, young, or old. It's this." Geom Mugeuk raised the throwing knife as if to stab Cho Sin.

Cho Sin quickly grabbed Geom Mugeuk's wrist.

"Are you trying to kill me? Do you want to die?"

"This is it."

"What?"

"You save her from a crisis," Geom Mugeuk explained. "A man who saved her life. What more could she need?"

Cho Sin's eyes widened.

This is it.

A belated self-reproach hit him.

Why didn't I think of this?

"It's an old method, hundreds of years old, but it's the best and most effective one," Geom Mugeuk continued. "What's more powerful than a life debt? But you'll have to plan it well. Miss Jin is a sharp person."

Geom Mugeuk could feel it. Cho Sin was already halfway convinced.

"Ah, and one very important thing! You must entrust this to someone reliable. If something goes wrong and Miss Jin gets hurt or killed, your life will be forfeit too, Young Lord Cho."

Geom Mugeuk predicted that if Cho Sin was connected to the Heavenly Enlightenment Society, he would ask them for help. He could not entrust such an important task to just anyone.

"You must not use someone from the First Young Lord's family. It'd be a huge problem if it were ever revealed. Do you know any masters who are completely unrelated? It has to be a master strong enough to subdue Miss Jin, and they must be trustworthy."

The moment Cho Sin heard those words, he thought of one person.

Cheolgon.

That fearsome man would be perfect for this task. Of course, Cho Sin did not know if Cheolgon would accept, but there was hope. Cheolgon's mission was to get him and Jin Haryong married quickly. He was in enough of a hurry to pressure Cho Sin personally.

Geom Mugeuk noticed Cho Sin was thinking of someone.

Just as I thought! There is someone around him.

Pretending to know nothing, Geom Mugeuk said, "Don't involve me in such a dangerous affair! I've done my part."

Of course, his words actually meant, Please, involve me. It was human psychology to want what was forbidden, and Cho Sin now had a very good reason to include Geom Mugeuk.

"You have to help me to the very end."

"I absolutely despise dangerous work."

Cho Sin imagined it. He would appear and rescue Jin Haryong and this attendant from danger. He would be a stark contrast to the incompetent fool. Yes, there was no need to overthink it. This would be enough.

"And you have to be the one to bring Miss Jin out," Cho Sin said. "If I take her out and a villain appears, it'll be obvious I orchestrated it, won't it?"

"Fine. I'll help. I need to get paid, after all," Geom Mugeuk said. "If you're going to do it, you must hurry. If this happens after Miss Jin formally joins the alliance, the Murim Alliance will launch an official investigation."

Even without that reason, Cho Sin's mind was already racing.

"Wait at the inn. Don't leave until I contact you."

"Understood."

Cho Sin left in a hurry. Geom Mugeuk quietly followed him.


Cho Sin and Cheolgon met in a shabby warehouse near the Murim Alliance.

"I believe I told you not to contact me unless it was a matter of life and death," Cheolgon said.

"This is just as important. You must help me just this once."

"What is it?"

"If you help me, I can marry Jin Haryong."

Cheolgon's face twisted into an expression that said, What is this nonsense?

"I need you to pretend to kidnap her," Cho Sin explained. "Then I'll appear and rescue her."

Cheolgon was so dumbfounded he almost cursed aloud.

"Look here, Young Lord Cho. Are you drunk?"

"I'll be honest," Cho Sin said. "I may have talked big, but right now, Miss Jin has no intention of marrying me."

Cho Sin revealed everything honestly. He judged that begging and pleading would work better on this cold, fearsome man than any trickery.

"If you pressure me to marry her in this situation, what am I supposed to do? If it were any other woman, I could threaten her into it, but my opponent is the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman. Do you think I'd resort to this if I weren't so desperate?"

"You think such a shallow trick will work?"

"That's why I need you," Cho Sin insisted. "Someone with the skills to fool Jin Haryong. Someone who can subdue her without fail and without hurting her."

"So, after I subdue Jin Haryong, you'll appear and rescue her," Cheolgon said. "If you, with your skills, manage to drive me away, do you think she'll believe it?"

Cheolgon considered Cho Sin a notch below Jin Haryong in skill.

"Why do you think I'm weaker than Jin Haryong?" Cho Sin revealed his aura. It was a sharp presence, not at all like a prodigy's, and it was not the slightest bit weaker than Jin Haryong's. It seemed Cho Sin had a hidden card of his own.

"Isn't your mission to get me married to Jin Haryong? If you miss this chance, you'll never complete your mission. Honestly, I don't care. I'm only doing this because you people are forcing me. What do I have to worry about?"

Cheolgon considered it. The proposal was ridiculous, but if it worked and the two married, his mission would be complete.

"You said you wanted me to grow into a giant tree, didn't you? Well, don't you think you need to fertilize the seedling once in a while for it to grow?"

After a moment of thought, Cheolgon nodded. "Fine. Let's do it."

Cho Sin's face brightened when Cheolgon accepted.

"Ah, and while you're subduing her, cripple that attendant bastard. Cut off an arm, and a leg too."

Cheolgon looked openly annoyed. "If you hate him that much, why not just kill him?"

"I want to see how she reacts when that bastard is in a miserable state." Cho Sin smiled coldly as he imagined the attendant crippled. Would Jin Haryong pity the fool and keep him by her side for life? He was certain that would never happen.

"If she shows such a self-sacrificing side, then I'll acknowledge her." He just wanted to see that Jin Haryong was a shallow, insignificant woman.

To Cho Sin, Jin Haryong was still a tainted woman who had shown interest in an attendant over him. Even if they married, he would never love her.

Cheolgon inwardly found Cho Sin pathetic. He did not know if Cho Sin was stupid or just young, but it was a thought Cheolgon himself would never entertain.

"Let me know when the time and place are decided." Cheolgon left first, and Cho Sin followed.

After they disappeared, two other people appeared. They were Geom Mugeuk and the Murim Alliance Chairman, Jin Paecheon. Jin Paecheon had announced he was entering seclusion for a few days, but he had been moving secretly with Geom Mugeuk.

Jin Paecheon was flabbergasted by Cho Sin's true colors. He forcibly restrained the urge to run out and crush him on the spot.

"Why aren't we capturing that Heavenly Enlightenment Society bastard right here?"

"He's not our target," Geom Mugeuk said. "He may be a master, but he's just a disposable pawn. No amount of interrogation will lead us to the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman."

From what they had seen, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman was not someone who could be caught by taking down one subordinate.

"Then what's the plan?"

"Our target is that Cho Sin."

"What are you going to do with Cho Sin?"

"We're going to take him to the gates of hell. Let's see how Jo Yibaek reacts when we push Cho Sin to the edge of a cliff. Jo Yibaek is the one who will guide us to the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman."

Jin Paecheon inwardly marveled at Geom Mugeuk's intelligence and relentless drive. If he were not the Demonic Cult Second Young Lord, Jin Paecheon would have used any means to make him his son-in-law.

What a true waste.

But forget a son-in-law. Geom Mugeuk was a potential enemy of the orthodox sects' murim, and a very dangerous one at that.

Hiding his thoughts, Jin Paecheon said gruffly, "There are four days left."


The next day, Jin Haryong put on her favorite martial arts uniform and left her residence. Geom Mugeuk had suggested they go to West Lake.

She was in a good mood the entire ride. At times like this, she saw just how hypocritical she was.

As good as she felt, her regret was just as great.

If only he weren't an attendant.

Behind this thought lay the conviction that she could not, and would not, marry an attendant.

And she knew it. She would never be able to cross that line of status.

You'll regret this later. You pathetic wench, you snob! Just live alone. Live alone.

Lost in her thoughts, the two of them arrived at West Lake.

After staring silently at the lake, Geom Mugeuk spoke first. "Someone once said that it's more important to part well than to meet well."

"Why are you suddenly saying that?"

"I'm leaving in a few days."

"What?"

"Thanks for everything."

Geom Mugeuk's words startled her.

"Where are you going?"

"Home."

She felt a sense of loss. She preferred to be alone and had few friends, but none had ever given her this sense of closeness. The words "Don't go" rose to her throat.

But she could not take responsibility for his life. Once she joined the Murim Alliance, she would be too busy to see him often anyway.

"You should become the Murim Alliance Chairman later."

"What?" Her eyes widened in surprise.

Someone ambushed her from behind. Distracted by Geom Mugeuk, she had failed to notice the approach.

She turned in belated surprise.

TAK! TAK!

A masked Cheolgon instantly sealed her acupoints. The difference in their skills and the surprise attack left her completely off guard.

Of course, Geom Mugeuk had sensed his approach from a distance. He was prepared for any contingency, just in case another variable arose.

After subduing her, Cheolgon turned his gaze to Geom Mugeuk.

At that moment, Jin Haryong shouted, "Not him! Don't kill him!"

Jin Haryong thought the masked man would kill Geom Mugeuk. If she was the target, he would not leave the attendant with her alive.

"No! Please! Let him go!"

Despite her desperate cries, Cheolgon strode forward. He intended to cut off Geom Mugeuk's arm with a single strike.

Just then, Cheolgon's sword stopped mid-air. A colossal presence erupted behind him. The hair on his entire body stood on end, and his survival instincts screamed for him to run. Any other time, he would have fled without a second thought, but his body would not move. He felt like he was flailing in the ocean, with no boats or islands to save him, just the vast, empty sea.

Cheolgon desperately raised his qi and turned around.

A massive tidal wave of unknown height surged before him. The Murim Alliance Chairman, Jin Paecheon, stood right behind him.

"......damn it!"

He desperately tried to turn and flee, but Jin Paecheon sealed his acupoints before he could take a single step. No matter how much of a master Cheolgon was, he was only a one-move opponent for Jin Paecheon.

Cheolgon could not understand the situation.

Why did the Murim Alliance Chairman appear here?

According to the plan, Cho Sin was supposed to appear and rescue her after Cheolgon cut off the attendant's limbs, but why was this happening?

If things had gone wrong, Cho Sin should be appearing right now. He should be smiling, explaining to Jin Haryong that it was just a prank to look good, and that this man was his subordinate. He should be smoothing things over.

But Cho Sin did not appear.

Then, a chilling thought ran down his spine.

A trap?

Did he sell me out to the Murim Alliance? Otherwise, there's no reason he wouldn't show up, right?

Meanwhile, Geom Mugeuk noticed Cho Sin hiding in the distant forest.

Don't come out!

A rift between Cheolgon and Cho Sin was exactly what Geom Mugeuk wanted.

Cho Sin hid in the forest, watching the situation unfold. He was greatly flustered by the Chairman's appearance.

I'm screwed.

What would he say to the Chairman if he went out? That he had faked a kidnapping to rescue her? The moment he did, the marriage would be off forever. Besides, how would he explain who Cheolgon was?

However, he could not just stay put. He could not let Cheolgon be captured like this.

He tried to step out, but his feet would not move. He thought it was fear of the Chairman, but in reality, Geom Mugeuk's qi subtly pressed down on him. Panicked and frightened, Cho Sin did not notice it at all.

Damn it!

In the end, Cho Sin decided to retreat and deal with the situation later. When he stepped back and turned, his body moved freely. He left without looking back.

Jin Paecheon released his granddaughter's acupoints.

"Grandfather! How did you get here?"

"I'll explain everything later."

Right now, it was important to proceed with the plan.

Jin Paecheon and Geom Mugeuk looked at each other and nodded once.

Jin Paecheon tucked the immobilized Cheolgon under his arm, shot into the air, and vanished instantly. It was a truly awe-inspiring supreme movement arts technique.

Jin Haryong asked Geom Mugeuk, "What is all this about?"

She sensed something was happening that she did not know about.

"Let's go back too. We don't have time for this," Geom Mugeuk said. "Can you handle dizziness well when using movement arts?"

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"I'm asking if you can handle it."

"I've never once felt dizzy while using movement arts."

"If you get dizzy, close your eyes tight. Don't throw up on my back."

Geom Mugeuk turned his back and crouched down.

"Get on. We're out of time, hurry."

The situation seemed unusual, so she got on Geom Mugeuk's back.

He's going to run with me on his back? Why? I'm not even hurt.

She decided to just see what would happen.

"Don't tell me you were worried I'd get dizzy while you were running with me on your baaaaaaaaaack!"


Chapter 173: Who I Am Doesn't Matter

Jin Haryong couldn't collect her thoughts. She had never experienced such fast movement arts. The scenery blurred past so quickly she couldn't make anything out. She couldn't open her eyes properly and struggled to breathe.

How can he run without crashing into anything?

It was surprising and marvelous. At the same time, she felt a strange joy.

Was this person such a master?

She couldn't even imagine the realm of martial arts required for such movement.

He's not an ordinary servant.

She didn't know why this fact made her so happy, but she was glad. The insurmountable line between them felt like it had disappeared.

Geom Mugeuk stopped his insane sprint.

"...Let me get down for a second."

Jin Haryong slid off his back, then staggered and collapsed. She took several deep breaths to calm her racing heart.

"What are you? Did you learn movement arts as your first steps?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled and looked somewhere else. She followed his gaze and was startled. She had thought he stopped for her to rest, but that wasn't it. In the distance, she saw the back of someone running. It was her grandfather, who had run ahead.

He caught up to Grandfather!

She realized Geom Mugeuk had stopped only to avoid overtaking her grandfather.

He's faster than Grandfather?

She was so shocked she nearly screamed. She had always thought her grandfather was the world's number one master. Though some said the Heavenly Demon was stronger, she believed her grandfather could win, yet this man had caught up to her grandfather. Her grandfather carried the attacker, and this man carried her. He had matched her grandfather's speed under similar conditions.

She hated asking such a cliché question, but it was the only thing she could think of.

"What is your real identity?"

Geom Mugeuk answered. "Geom Yeon. A person who will disappear like smoke when the job is done."

"Right, if you're going to disappear like smoke, at least tell me the truth first. Who are you really? You've already shown your skills, so didn't you plan on revealing your identity too?"

Geom Mugeuk finally released his qi. His presence felt completely different from before. An image surfaced in her mind. It was a vast, clear sky, endlessly wide and blue. Captivated by its beauty, she reached out her hand.

SPLASH!

She realized it was the sky reflected on water. She dipped her hand in, and her body slowly submerged. She thought it was shallow, but it was deep. She looked down but couldn't see the bottom. What could be in those depths? The moment fear struck her, the image vanished, and she returned to reality.

Then, she heard a single phrase.

"Geom Mugeuk. Son of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Cult Leader's second brother."

Jin Haryong was dazed for a moment.

What? The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult? Cult Leader? Son?

She thought she must have misheard, but which part could she have misheard? The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult? The Cult Leader? The son?

"I heard wrong. What was your sect again?"

"The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

"I heard wrong again. Where?"

"The place you people call the Demonic Cult. The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

Jin Haryong's eyes widened as if waking from a daze. Just as one might wonder if her eyes were always so large, she drew her sword and stepped back. She aimed her sword at Geom Mugeuk. From behind the sharp blade, she spoke.

"I can take any other joke, but I won't tolerate jokes about the Demonic Cult!"

He saw clearly how the Murim Alliance prodigies perceived his Cult. To them, the Demonic Cult was a fundamental fear, a congregation of evil, and the very reason they learned martial arts. Her shock at hearing he was the son of the Heavenly Demon must have been immense.

Her sword trembled as she pointed it at him. She had never been so surprised and afraid. In contrast, Geom Mugeuk remained incredibly calm at her sword's tip. His qi was as clear as the sky and as deep as the sea from her vision.

A question suddenly occurred to her. "Does Grandfather know your identity too?"

"He does."

She couldn't understand. If this person was the Second Young Lord of the Demonic Cult, her grandfather would never have left her alone with him.

"He must at least believe that I'm not someone who would harm you. So, lower your sword now."

She slowly sheathed her sword. She had been too shocked, but hearing that her grandfather knew calmed her.

Geom Mugeuk explained the situation. "A mysterious faction called the Heavenly Enlightenment Society has appeared in murim. While tracking them, we found evidence they planned to recruit you at this Young Dragon Tournament. I revealed my identity to the Chairman, and we are now pursuing the mastermind together. The Chairman probably wouldn't have gotten involved personally if it weren't for his granddaughter. Especially not with the Second Young Lord of the Demonic Cult."

She understood immediately.

"The Chairman wanted to keep my identity a secret until the very end, but I told him not to."

"......"

"Because that would be disrespectful to you. I believe nothing will change even if you know who I am. A servant, or the Second Young Lord of the Heavenly Demon. There will be no difference."

"Why would there be no difference? The only thing those two have in common is being a man. They're worlds apart!"

"Is that so?"

Geom Mugeuk laughed. Jin Haryong made a dumbfounded expression, then eventually laughed with him. The line of his status as a servant was gone, replaced by a new one, that of a successor to the Demonic Cult. She could cross the first line with some effort, but the second was so high and dangerous that one misstep could start a war between the Orthodox and Demonic factions.

"If you're upset, let it go."

"I can't. How can I let it go after you scared me like this? I'll never let it go."

But despite her words, she wasn't upset. In fact, she felt a strange excitement knowing he was the Second Young Lord of the Demonic Cult.

"Then what did you mean back at West Lake when you told me to become the Chairman?"

"I meant it literally. Get stronger, gain more experience, and become the Chairman. I thought you'd do a good job."

"And the friend of that Murim Alliance Chairman is the Heavenly Demon?"

"That would be nice, but things are quite rough on my side. I don't know if I'll survive to see you again."

For some reason, it didn't sound like a joke. Jin Haryong found herself hoping he would survive. With that thought, she extended her hand.

"Now that I know your real identity. Let's shake hands formally."

Geom Mugeuk took her hand. Jin Haryong squeezed it tightly, then shook it playfully, perhaps feeling awkward.

"To think the day would come when I shake hands with the Second Young Lord of the Demonic Cult."

"The same goes for me. Now, let's go. We need to hurry too."

Geom Mugeuk turned his back, telling her to get on. She climbed onto his back again. The feeling was completely different from the first time.

"I'll have to brag to people later. I'm gonna tell the story of how I rode on the back of the Heavenly Demon in my younger days, ahhhhhhhhhhhhhh!"


Cheolgon was locked in a secret room. The Chairman had subdued Cheolgon personally, so no one else could release his sealed blood points. Sitting alone, Cheolgon tried to understand the situation. It wasn't a coincidence. The Chairman hadn't appeared there by chance. He wasn't bodyguarding his granddaughter either, or the Heavenly Dragon Protection Squad would have done it.

This meant the Chairman knew about the ambush. The only person who knew about it was Cho Sin.

Just then, someone entered the room.

"You are?"

Cheolgon recognized the person and was startled. It was Geom Mugeuk. He could tell just by his eyes. This was not the cowardly servant whose arm he had tried to cut off.

"Ah!"

Cheolgon lamented. He thought Geom Mugeuk was the Chairman's subordinate. The Chairman had moved personally to root out the Heavenly Enlightenment Society. That explained this incomprehensible situation.

Geom Mugeuk sat across from him. "I know you're a member of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society."

Cheolgon said nothing.

"If you reveal who the Chairman of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society is, I'll spare your life."

Cheolgon remained silent. Geom Mugeuk felt the Heavenly Enlightenment Society's presence in Cheolgon's silent form, which was shrouded in a faint killing intent. Silent with a sinister killing intent. This was exactly their kind of organization.

"Right, you probably don't know who the Chairman of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society is even if you wanted to talk."

In any case, Cheolgon's usefulness ended when he showed Cho Sin that the Chairman had captured him.

Then, for the first time, Cheolgon spoke. "Release my blood points and let's fight like men."

Cheolgon's eyes blazed with killing intent.

SWISH! STAB!

Geom Mugeuk drew his sword in a flash and pierced Cheolgon's heart. The fight would have ended in a second anyway, but Geom Mugeuk didn't even give him that chance. The Murim Alliance Chairman, Jin Paecheon, was waiting outside.

Geom Mugeuk opened the door, stepped out, and spoke. "You must not give these people any chance."

Jin Paecheon stared at Geom Mugeuk without a word. He didn't care about Cheolgon's death. What shook Jin Paecheon's heart was this unrestrained young successor of the Demonic Cult.

"Now, let's apprehend Cho Sin."

"He might have gotten scared and gone into hiding."

Geom Mugeuk smiled. "He will come looking for me on his own."


Geom Mugeuk's prediction was correct.

Geom Mugeuk was about to enter the inn when Cho Sin approached. Cho Sin, wearing a bamboo hat pulled low, grabbed his arm and dragged him into an alley.

"What is all this?"

"That's what I should be asking you. That man tried to cut off my arm. What on earth happened?"

"I was scheduled to appear before he cut off your arm, but the Chairman appeared before that. Why did the Chairman show up?"

"How would I know that?"

"You don't know?"

"Of course not. How would a mere servant like me know what the Murim Alliance Chairman is doing? Didn't the secret leak while Young Lord Cho was handling things?"

It was a believable statement. Yes, that's right. It's strange to ask this guy about the Chairman.

"So? What happened?"

"The man who tried to kill me was taken away by the Chairman, and Miss Jin and I returned."

Cho Sin stared at Geom Mugeuk, then said coldly, "You bastard, this is all your fault!"

"......"

He stabbed at Geom Mugeuk's neck with the throwing knife he had meant to give Jin Haryong, but Geom Mugeuk had already caught his wrist.

"That's right, it's my fault."

TAP! TAP!

Geom Mugeuk instantly sealed his blood points and mute point. Cho Sin's eyes widened in utter shock.

A short while later, Cho Sin was dragged into the same secret room where Cheolgon had died. Someone had removed the body, but the smell of blood still lingered. Cho Sin sat there with a fearful expression. He was confused. The servant was a greater master than him. That was shocking enough. He couldn't understand the situation.

The door opened and Geom Mugeuk entered.

Cho Sin asked with a frightened face, "Who are you?"

"Who I am doesn't matter. What's the difference if I'm the servant you tried to cripple over your pathetic pride, or if I'm from the Heavenly Enlightenment Society you secretly joined? What's important is the situation you're in right now."

Cho Sin knew instinctively. This person was not from the Heavenly Enlightenment Society.

He's one of the Chairman's men!

Cho Sin came to that conclusion.

"The man who ambushed Jin Haryong has confessed everything."

At those words, Cho Sin's heart sank. That Cheolgon, so terrifying and full of killing intent, confessed so easily? Not even a few hours have passed since he was captured.

"What exactly did he confess?"

"That you ordered him to kidnap Jin Haryong."

Cho Sin shouted, "This was your plan!"

"When did I ever?"

"What?"

Cho Sin's expression twisted.

"Do you know that attempting to harm the Chairman or his family is the most severe crime? If the crime is proven, it's execution by beheading, no questions asked."

The word "execution" filled Cho Sin with terror. He could see that the man before him had led him into a trap.

"What do you want from me?"

Geom Mugeuk, who had been staring at him, stood up. "You look tired. Get some sleep."

PSHK.

A single finger qi bullet sealed his sleep point. Cho Sin slumped forward and fell asleep.

Jin Paecheon waited outside the secret room, having listened to the entire conversation.

"What's the next plan?"

"We need to bait his father, Jo Yibaek. Chairman, please meet him. Tell him that Cho Sin was recruited by an organization called the Heavenly Enlightenment Society and has been arrested on suspicion of trying to kill Miss Jin under their orders."

Geom Mugeuk was truly relentless.

"Then Jo Yibaek will make a move. We will find out if he is the Chairman of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society, or just someone the Chairman recruited. If he was recruited and didn't know his son was too, he might feel betrayed and hand over their Chairman to you. Of course, you'll have to give him an opening, Chairman."

"What if he is the Chairman of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society?"

"Then I believe he would abandon even his own child."

Listening to Geom Mugeuk, the Murim Alliance Chairman once again had a thought.

If this man becomes the Heavenly Demon, the orthodox sects of murim will have a hard time.

With such drive and insight at his age, he would be impossible to handle when he got older. In that moment, Geom Mugeuk felt like a more difficult opponent than the Chairman of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society.

Whether he knew Jin Paecheon's thoughts or not, Geom Mugeuk worried about the Murim Alliance Chairman.

"I have a favor to ask in advance."

"What is it?"

"When we identify the Chairman of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society, please leave the finishing touches to me. It's not just because it's my succession trial. Considering his meticulousness, he's the type to plot things even from prison if left alive. He will definitely become a future problem."

This was advice against handling it by the book, which might mean imprisoning the Chairman of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society or his accomplices. It was not something Jin Paecheon could easily answer as the Murim Alliance Chairman, so he said nothing.

Geom Mugeuk seemed to understand and added quietly, "I will wipe them all out and disappear quietly."


Chapter 174: It Won't Work on Us

When Jo Yibaek reached the summit of the highest mountain near the Murim Alliance, he found the Murim Alliance Chairman standing at the edge of a cliff. The Chairman had his hands clasped behind his back.

"Chairman."

"Jo Chairman, you've arrived? Come over here."

Jo Yibaek stood beside the Murim Alliance Chairman. The view from so high up was excellent.

"The scenery is magnificent."

"That's why I come here often."

"We can enjoy this beauty all thanks to you, Chairman. The hordes of the Demonic Cult can't act out because you firmly support the jianghu, can they?"

"I'm grateful you say so."

The Murim Alliance Chairman had asked to meet here, so Jo Yibaek expected to discuss the marriage proposal. By suggesting a mountain summit instead of the Murim Alliance, Jo Yibaek assumed he wanted a frank conversation as parents, away from prying eyes.

"Jo Chairman."

"Yes, Chairman."

"How long have we known each other?"

"I believe it's been almost thirty years."

"They say time flows like water. To think it's already been that long."

The two men stood there for a moment, reflecting on the years that had passed.

"Is there a particular reason you called for me today?"

"I asked to see you about your son."

Just as I thought. Jo Yibaek's expression brightened, realizing he was summoned for the marriage proposal as expected. He had promised to support the Murim Alliance with a vast sum of money. Their lukewarm attitude had made him wonder if things were not going well.

It's too much money to refuse, isn't it, Chairman?

Jin Paecheon slowly turned his head to look at Jo Yibaek.

"Have you, by any chance, heard of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society?"

The sharp question could have stopped a heart, but Jo Yibaek answered calmly.

"I've never heard of them."

He even asked calmly what kind of group it was.

"They claim to be one of the mysterious sects, and I understand they've been involved in many wicked deeds."

"The murim is full of all sorts of trash."

"Jo Chairman."

"Yes, Chairman."

"It seems your son is involved with that trash."

Though Jin Paecheon spoke cautiously, his gaze was sharp enough to pierce right through Jo Yibaek.

"What do you mean by that?"

"I'm saying that Jo Young Lord has been recruited by the Heavenly Enlightenment Society."

Jo Yibaek was startled. His reaction was so natural it was impossible to tell if he was genuinely surprised or just pretending.

"Your son, Cho Sin, was recruited by the organization called the Heavenly Enlightenment Society and attempted to kidnap my granddaughter."

As his surprise grew, Jo Yibaek's voice rose.

"That's absurd. With the marriage talks underway, why would he do such a thing unless he's gone mad? There must be some misunderstanding."

"I wish that were the case, but we have clear evidence."

"What kind of evidence?"

"We have a confession from someone who received orders from Jo Young Lord."

"It could be a confession meant to frame my son."

Jin Paecheon remained silent with his hands clasped behind his back, gazing at a distant, sheer rock mountain. The minds of the two men were now directed at each other, far sharper than that jagged peak.

"Chairman, please let me see my son. I'll meet with him and hear what happened."

"According to the Alliance's regulations, I can't do that."

"Considering our past relationship, you can't do this to me."

"You're right. Considering our past relationship, I can't do this."

Jin Paecheon's cold, stern gaze shot toward Jo Yibaek.

"I know that you are a member of the Heavenly Enlightenment Society."

"!"

"Don't even think about denying it."

Jin Paecheon released his qi. A frosty, sharp aura assaulted Jo Yibaek. It crashed down upon him like a violent ocean storm, filled with the raw desire to kill.

Jo Yibaek gritted his teeth and resisted the pressure. His precarious body felt as if it could be pushed off the cliff at any moment.

The storm that seemed ready to tear him to shreds soon subsided slowly. Jo Yibaek found his footing on a small island in the vast sea.

"I don't want to end our long relationship this way. Only I and one of my subordinates know about this matter."

Just as Geom Mugeuk had said, Jin Paecheon was giving Jo Yibaek a way out.

He did not pressure Jo Yibaek by asking if he was a leader, simply calling him a member. By saying only he and one subordinate knew, he implied that the matter could be covered up if Jo Yibaek cooperated.

Jo Yibaek knelt before the Chairman.

"There were circumstances beyond my control."

"I understand. When you have many people to lead, you sometimes have to walk paths you don't wish to."

"I don't know what to say to your generosity, which is as vast as the sea. I am sorry, Chairman."

Tears streamed from his eyes. They flowed so freely that they seemed undeniably genuine.

Jin Paecheon's expression was simply bitter as he looked down at him. This was a man he had known for thirty years, yet he had chosen betrayal. Was it the other's fault? Or was it his own for making him feel he had no other choice?

"Just hand over the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman. Then all of this will be in the past."

He did not say it directly, but it was a promise to forgive him. Jo Yibaek took the offered lifeline and breathed.

"That man recruited even my son without my knowledge. That is something I can never forgive. I'll have a meeting with the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman tomorrow, so please bring my son to that location."

"You said tomorrow?"

"The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman is not far from here."

This meant the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman was within a day's journey. It was truly surprising, like finding the darkest place under a candlestick.

"You've made a wise decision."

"Then I'll arrange the meeting and contact you. Thank you once again for your grace, Chairman."

Jo Yibaek bowed deeply and turned away.

With each step, his expression slowly hardened. It held neither warmth nor coldness. It was devoid of any emotion, making it impossible to guess his thoughts, but one thing was certain. He was a completely different person from the man who had knelt and shed tears.

A moment after Jo Yibaek disappeared, Geom Mugeuk appeared in his spot.

"Is it alright to let him go back without surveillance like that?"

"It will be fine."

Geom Mugeuk actually hoped that letting him go free would make him do everything in his power. That way, they could take care of everything at once.

"We should consider the possibility of his betrayal. Asking you to bring his son tomorrow is a proposal to exchange his son for the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman. Doesn't that mean he doesn't fully trust you, Chairman?"

"He suspects I might change my mind after capturing the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman?"

"It would be fortunate if that's all he suspects. He might even join hands with the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman and set a do-or-die trap. Right now, I'd say it's fifty-fifty. Please leave what comes next to me."

The situation was dangerous whether Jo Yibaek betrayed them or not. After all, their task was to capture the unknown Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman.

"Are you really saying you'll handle it alone?"

"If they harbor any other intentions, it could be dangerous. It's not a matter for a person of your esteemed status to handle alone."

"And you won't be in danger?"

"Because it was my job from the beginning."

Jin Paecheon stared at Geom Mugeuk for a moment. He had a surprising thought. How wonderful would it be if Geom Mugeuk were a martial artist of the orthodox sects?

"Don't be too disheartened by his betrayal. That man was always a villain. He was just hiding himself while by your side, Chairman. Your side acted with good intentions, and his side with malice. That's all."

Geom Mugeuk was even consoling him. Jin Paecheon wanted to have a drink with this Geom Mugeuk.

"Will you have a drink with me?"

Geom Mugeuk had wanted to part on good terms with the Chairman. He saw no reason to refuse a drink with just the two of them.

"Let's drink here. I'll go buy some."

"I'll be waiting."

"Is there any particular liquor you prefer?"

"Bring something strong."

Geom Mugeuk vanished from the spot in an instant.

A moment later, Jin Paecheon was startled. Geom Mugeuk had returned with a bottle of liquor in his hand. No matter how exceptional his movement arts were, it was not enough time to have gone down the mountain and back.

"Did you have liquor buried on the mountain?"

"It's been a while since I've had a drink, so my craving made my steps a little faster."

When returning from West Lake before, Geom Mugeuk had not deliberately used his movement arts to catch up and hurt the Chairman's pride, but he had not intentionally come back slowly today either.

"I brought some good cups, too."

He poured Jin Paecheon a drink.

SHHHHH.

At that very moment, someone appeared. It was the martial artist who had always been concealed around Geom Mugeuk. It was the first time he had revealed himself.

"I will check the liquor."

He used a silver needle to check if the liquor was poisoned.

I thought he would be a sharp, angular person, but he was a man with a round, warm impression.

I could tell. This man was the one the Murim Alliance Chairman trusted the most. Just as Father has Hwi, the Chairman has this man.

This loyal subordinate had stayed near me all this time and knew I was not the type to poison liquor, yet when it came to the Chairman's safety, he did not allow even the slightest lapse in vigilance.

Only after confirming the liquor was not poisoned did he conceal himself again.

"You could have at least said hello before leaving."

When I expressed my disappointment, half-joking and half-serious, Jin Paecheon smiled faintly.

"He's always been an inflexible person, so I hope you'll understand."

"I know that well. The person I'm fondest of was once my bodyguard, too."

"Why is he not your bodyguard now?"

"I forced him away, telling him to stop following someone else's life and to live his own."

Hearing Geom Mugeuk's words, Jin Paecheon felt a strange emotion. Because his personality was nothing like a demon, he felt a sense of desire, but at the same time, a strange fear. It was a fear that began with the question, what if this man becomes the Heavenly Demon?

After filling each other's cups, the two men toasted and drank.

"Do you enjoy drinking?"

"I don't drink often, and you?"

"I also drink occasionally."

Drinking after such a long time reminded me of the Drunken Demon. I wonder if he's still drunk, swimming around in that lake?

In a sense, it was a precarious situation on the eve of a decisive battle, yet the drinking session with the Chairman was calm and peaceful.

This was likely because both men knew well that life-changing events are not things you can suddenly prepare for and overcome. You face them with the life you have lived until that point.

"Is your father well?"

The Murim Alliance Chairman asked about the Heavenly Demon.

"He is well."

"Seeing you makes me want to see the Demonic Cult Leader. It's been quite a while since I last saw him."

"I'll pass on the message when I return. Father will be pleased as well."

"I doubt that. Your father probably wants to kill me."

"And what about you, Chairman?"

"I felt the same way until now..."

After a brief pause, Jin Paecheon revealed his honest feelings.

"My mind changed after seeing you."

He thought that when the current Heavenly Demon dies, this Geom Mugeuk would become the next Heavenly Demon. For the sake of the orthodox murim, would now not be a better time? Surprisingly, he was having such thoughts about this young man.

"How is your relationship with your father?"

"It was awkward, but it's gotten much better recently."

"That's a relief."

"It got better while playing Go with him. Father learned Go from our Cult Head Strategist and beats me every time. On the other hand, the strategist I got doesn't know how to play Go."

"A strategist who can't play Go?"

"I knew it! The same reaction. I'll be sure to tell my strategist. That even the Murim Alliance Chairman had the same reaction!"

The Chairman laughed at Geom Mugeuk's banter.

"I also went hunting in the mountains with Father. We even had a drink at an inn. Do you know how the innkeeper reacted when Father came to the inn?"

Geom Mugeuk deliberately spoke of the times he spent with his father. He recounted them as cheerfully as possible, and Jin Paecheon listened to Geom Mugeuk's stories with a smile.

Geom Mugeuk knew the sadness hidden within the Murim Alliance Chairman's smile. He was a father who had lost his son. He could not dare to imagine what that felt like, but he could tell that he was thinking of his own son right now.

And as always, Geom Mugeuk was someone who believed that emotional wounds should not be buried.

"Do you think of your son often?"

For a moment, the Murim Alliance Chairman flinched. His expression changed from moment to moment. Anger and bewilderment, then sadness and longing. All sorts of emotions flickered across his face in a short time.

"Sometimes."

Jin Paecheon said no more and drank his liquor. Geom Mugeuk also asked no more and drank his.

Had he ever been asked this question after his son's death? Probably not. Who would dare to ask the Murim Alliance Chairman such a thing?

"Let's go together tomorrow."

"No, I'll go alone."

"I know you're a master without equal, but it's dangerous to go alone."

"If we mobilize the Murim Alliance's masters, there might be someone among them connected to the Heavenly Enlightenment Society. If the secret gets out and the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman escapes, we'll probably never find him again."

"Then let's go, just the two of us."

Geom Mugeuk knew Jin Paecheon was being sincere. He was genuinely impressed. What kind of Murim Alliance Chairman in the world would suggest going to a place where he might face death, and with none other than the bloodline of the Demonic Cult Leader?

He felt that as long as Jin Paecheon was standing strong, the orthodox sects murim would also remain strong.

"Chairman, you have something else you must do."

"What is that?"

"You must prepare for the case that the True Dragon Manor Master betrays you. He's facing a crisis where everything he's built his entire life could be lost. You said you would forgive him, Chairman, but will he really believe that? If not, he'll use every means at his disposal."

"For example?"

"They tried to use Miss Jin through the marriage proposal, so we used Cho Sin. We used him a bit more aggressively than they did. So, how do you think they'll react?"

Jin Paecheon's expression hardened as a certain scenario came to his mind.

"While you and I are on the move, they might target Miss Jin. They'll think, 'You used my child, so you'll get a taste of your own medicine.' Since it's a life-or-death choice, they'll send an extraordinary master. You must be there, Chairman. Protect your family."

Seeing the worried look in Jin Paecheon's eyes, Geom Mugeuk raised his cup.

"For once, please trust the demonic path and leave it to me. No matter how vicious that evil is, it won't work on us."

Jin Paecheon drank with him.

They shared just one bottle in a short time, but it was better and more memorable than any drinking session he had ever had.

Putting down his last cup, Geom Mugeuk bowed politely.

"I will say my farewells today. Please take care of yourself until we meet again."


Chapter 175: I Have Good News and Bad News

I stared at my reflection in the bronze mirror and slowly took off my clothes, stripping down to my undergarments. My body was lean and smooth, honed by martial arts.

I unwound all the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk from the hilt of the Black Demon Sword. I carefully wrapped it around my vital points, including my heart, neck, and qi center. Then, I put on the Ghost Armor that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had given me.

Seo Daeryong sat perched on the bed, silently watching me prepare for the decisive battle.

I couldn't miss a chance to joke at a time like this, so I tossed a jest at Seo Daeryong.

"No 'I'll go and fight with you'?"

"I will not. The greatest adventure of my life is already over. Winning the Young Dragon Tournament! I'm going to live the rest of my life milking that for all it's worth and boasting about it. There will be no more danger in my life."

I put on a light and comfortable martial arts uniform and told him, "Your mind will change once your realm gets higher! You'll throw yourself into life-and-death situations. You'll find exhilaration there and seek out even greater dangers."

"Don't make such strange prophecies!"

Seo Daeryong stuck his head out the window, looked up at the sky, and said, "I'm pretending I didn't hear that! Nope, not happening. My adventure is over. I already have enough stories to tell my grandchildren on my knee."

He reacted so earnestly that I couldn't help but tease him.

"Please be careful on your way."

"A mysterious organization is only dangerous when it's mysterious. Once it's exposed like this, it becomes rather insignificant. Don't worry."

"No matter what you say, I'm not following you."

"It's not working, huh."

I know. I know how worried Seo Daeryong is right now. I know how much he wants to fight alongside me. The fire burning in his eyes said it all. Wait for me. Until I become stronger.


The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman and Jo Yibaek sat facing each other in the manor's pavilion.

"Have you been well?"

"Thanks to you, I have been well."

Jo Yibaek had met the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman several times. The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman did not act like a man shrouded in mystery. He would visit if he needed something, and he would summon Jo Yibaek like this if he wanted to meet.

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman's martial arts skill was far superior to his own. However, the impression he gave, aside from his martial arts skill, was surprisingly 'ordinary'.

The word ordinary was not a fitting description for the leader of a shadow organization, but he was certainly ordinary. He had the kind of face and attire that made you think you might see him eating at the next table if you glanced over at an inn. His speech and actions were also ordinary.

Because a person who should not have been ordinary was ordinary, he felt extraordinary instead. He was the kind of person who could hide as a mastermind precisely because he was so ordinary.

"Why did you ask to see me today?"

"A problem has arisen."

"Please, speak."

"The Murim Alliance has found out that my son joined our society."

Jo Yibaek stared at the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman and asked another question. "When did you have my son join?"

He should have been angry, but Jo Yibaek asked calmly.

"Your son joined as well?" the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman reacted as if he had no idea. "I was not aware."

His reaction was so natural that he seemed to genuinely not know, but Jo Yibaek did not believe him. He had recruited him, the True Dragon Manor Master, so how could he not know about recruiting his son, the heir? If the organization was that sloppy, it would be wise to leave as soon as possible.

Jo Yibaek did not bother to call out the obvious pretense. He had not met the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman for an emotional argument. Today was the day he had to walk the most dangerous and important tightrope of his life.

"My son is currently locked in prison. I asked to see you, Chairman, to ask you to find a way."

"They couldn't have locked him in prison just for being associated with our society."

"He has been framed for falling into their trap and attempting to kidnap the Chairman's granddaughter."

"Goodness! That's just the sort of thing those shameless Murim Alliance bastards would do." The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman clicked his tongue and shook his head.

"Is there any way?"

"Don't you have a close relationship with the Murim Alliance Chairman, Chairman Jo?"

"Doesn't the Chairman adore his granddaughter? I don't think this matter can be resolved with just a personal connection."

"I understand. I will think about what to do."

"Thank you."

Just then, a gate opened in the distance. If Jo Yibaek had to pick the most nerve-wracking moment of his life, it would probably be this one. He had expected the Murim Alliance Chairman, but the person who entered was a young man.

The Chairman didn't come?

Since the Chairman had not come, he obviously had not brought his son either.

"......"

After wanting the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman so badly? What kind of trick is he trying to pull?

Of course, he himself was also planning a trick. It was a move prepared for the possibility that the Chairman might not release his son even after dealing with the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman, or that he might try to imprison him as well. He had prepared an expert to actually kidnap Jin Haryong.

However, he had not anticipated this scenario. The Chairman didn't come, and his son didn't come. How should he react?

Jo Yibaek's gaze turned to the young man walking toward them. The Chairman could send other experts instead of coming himself, but to send just one young expert like that?

Could it be? Is this young man an expert capable of facing the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman?

That couldn't be right. He must have come to deliver a message from the Chairman.

As Geom Mugeuk walked toward them, no one blocked his path. Neither the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman nor Jo Yibaek had given any orders.

When Geom Mugeuk joined the two at their table, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman asked Jo Yibaek, "Who is this master?"

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman had assumed that Geom Mugeuk, who had walked toward them so calmly and confidently, was naturally one of Jo Yibaek's subordinates.

Jo Yibaek then feigned ignorance and asked, "Wasn't he someone you brought, Chairman?"

Geom Mugeuk said calmly, "I am the one sent by the Murim Alliance Chairman."

For a moment, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman flinched in surprise. The air around them changed. Geom Mugeuk could feel those hidden nearby hastily shifting their positions.

Just as the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman gave a natural farewell and tried to stand up, Geom Mugeuk spoke. "Sit down, Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman."

"!"

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman stared intently at Geom Mugeuk before sitting back down. "So you came knowing I was here."

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman's gaze shifted to Jo Yibaek. Jo Yibaek gave a slight shake of his head, denying any knowledge of the matter.

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman asked, "For what reason did the Chairman send you, Master?"

"Chairman Jo here made a deal. To trade his son for you, Chairman."

Jo Yibaek was flustered, not expecting him to say it so openly. On the other hand, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman did not get angry at Jo Yibaek, perhaps assuming it was to be expected.

Jo Yibaek vehemently denied it. "Don't believe him. It's a trick by the Chairman to drive a wedge between us."

Until he knew why the Chairman had sent this young man in his place, Jo Yibaek had to deny it stubbornly. Of course, it was not an easy choice with Geom Mugeuk present.

"Don't blame Chairman Jo too much. It must have been a difficult decision, being a matter concerning his child."

"I understand." The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman nodded.

Jo Yibaek denied it to the end. "Don't be fooled. Don't fall for their schemes."

Jo Yibaek could not help but misunderstand. He thought the Murim Alliance Chairman was trying to eliminate him through the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman. Because of that, Jo Yibaek was furious.

So this is how you're going to play it?

Jo Yibaek secretly sent a telepathy message to a subordinate in hiding.

[Tell them to proceed with Jin Haryong. Right now!]

"......"

He judged that he could only survive if he got his hands on Jin Haryong as quickly as possible. However, he did not know. The reason the Murim Alliance Chairman had not come here was that he had accepted Geom Mugeuk's advice to protect Jin Haryong.

Geom Mugeuk asked the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman, "I have good news and bad news for you. Which would you like to hear first?"

"I like to start things on a pleasant note, so let's hear the good news first."

"I came alone."

"You really came alone?" The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman was startled. He had thought that experts from the Murim Alliance would be positioned outside.

"Then what's the bad news?"

"I came alone."

When Geom Mugeuk repeated what he had said before, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman looked puzzled. "Why is that bad news? Didn't you just say it was good news?"

"It's also bad news. Because there's no one here to stop me."

He spoke with an arrogance that went beyond mere self-confidence, but the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman actually looked pleased. "It's not easy to find such spirited young people these days. Isn't that right, Chairman Jo?"

"That's right. Not just the rising generation, but even experienced veterans are all busy looking out for themselves."

Even as he agreed, a doubt arose in his mind.

Is he really an expert capable of killing the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman? Is that why he's saying such things? Should I side with the Murim Alliance Chairman even now? With the credit from handing over the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman, I feel like I could somehow manage the aftermath.

As if reading his conflict, Geom Mugeuk said to Jo Yibaek, "Chairman Jo, I think it's time you made it clear which side you're on."

Jo Yibaek was truly conflicted. However, no matter how he thought about it, he could not believe this young man could kill the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman. It might be a different story if the Murim Alliance Chairman were here, but the person close by right now was the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman.

"What are you talking about? I have never betrayed the Chairman, not for a single moment."

"May I take that as your official position?" The words carried the implication that he could not complain even if he were to be beheaded.

Jo Yibaek was engulfed in conflict. He could not predict why the Murim Alliance Chairman was acting this way, so the decision was not easy.

Just then, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman smiled and said, "I will resolve our Chairman Jo's dilemma for him."

The moment his words fell, figures began to reveal themselves from all directions. The very first person was enough to sway Jo Yibaek's heart.

The woman with a short, straight dao at her waist was the Demon Slaying Blade Gu Ryong. She was a supreme master who was once called one of the three great dao masters of the orthodox sects. The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman and the Demon Slaying Blade. Those two alone would have been enough to tip the scales, but there were others as well.

A monk appeared, holding a large iron staff and wearing monastic robes. He was the Tyrannical Monk Yorai, who had been active as an absolute master in the western regions.

It was hard to think of anyone who could stand against just these two, but finally, a hunchbacked old man with a peculiar appearance also emerged. The worn-out green pouch hanging from his waist revealed his identity. He was the Great Poison Elder Gok Chu, who had established his own school with poison. He was known to be so skilled with poison that it was said not a single blade of grass could survive where he walked, turning the land forever barren, so everyone who knew of him feared him.

However, it was not those three masters who truly changed the atmosphere of the place. Masked figures revealed themselves from all directions. As if ants were pouring out of an anthill, countless masked figures appeared from unknown locations.

They filled the surroundings. From below the walls to on top of them, in the courtyard and on the roofs. Their numbers seemed to be at least a hundred. They were not just there to fill the numbers. The eyes above their masks and their auras were fierce and sharp.

Jo Yibaek realized for the first time that the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman traveled with such incredible experts.

This is truly incredible. Even if one wanted to capture the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman, it would be absolutely impossible.

Any further hesitation was meaningless.

When Jo Yibaek gave a signal, four people appeared. They wore martial arts uniforms, each embroidered with a pattern of a plum blossom, orchid, chrysanthemum, and bamboo. They were Jo Yibaek's limbs, the Four Gentlemen.

"We will take care of that young brat." If he wanted to be forgiven for this incident, he had to earn it properly. His own people had to step up and eliminate the man.

Jo Yibaek spoke frankly to the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman. "As one man to another, how about we forget our past transgressions? This all started because you brought my son in without my knowledge, didn't it? Let's just forget about it."

"Excellent. As they say, the ground hardens after the rain." The two men looked at each other and laughed.

Then, Geom Mugeuk said, "After he kills me, he'll kill you. He's not likely to let a traitor live."

"You brat! Stop trying to sow discord." Once Jo Yibaek made up his mind, he did not look back. "You will never leave this place alive. Not even your Chairman would survive this."

"Honestly, I was worried. That you might take my side."

"What do you mean by that?"

"I had already decided to kill you too. If you took my side, wouldn't I feel sorry when I killed you?"

"You can still say such things in this situation? You truly are an arrogant bastard." Jo Yibaek gave an order to the Four Gentlemen. "Kill him."

The Four Gentlemen stepped into the open space. Geom Mugeuk also walked slowly and stood facing them.

They were surrounded without a single gap by over a hundred masked experts, and watched by absolute masters like the Demon Slaying Blade, the Tyrannical Monk, and the Great Poison Elder, as well as the True Dragon Manor Master and the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman.

Geom Mugeuk stared at the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman within that massive group and said calmly, "For the crime of impersonating the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to plunder the lives and wealth of jianghu martial artists, and for plotting to overthrow the Murim Alliance through marriage with the Chairman's granddaughter, I hereby sentence the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman, the True Dragon Manor Master, and all others present to summary execution on this spot."

A moment of silence fell.

However, someone soon couldn't hold it in and burst out laughing, and that started a wave of sneers that spread through everyone. No one present was tense or afraid. Sure, he was probably an expert. He must be confident in his skills to say something like that.

However, their own forces were strong enough that it wouldn't be strange for them to invade the Murim Alliance right now. That was why everyone was simply enjoying the arrogance of a greenhorn who couldn't tell heaven from earth.

Just as the murmurs and sneers grew louder, as if to silence everyone.

WUUUUUUUUUUU!

Like a deep cry from the abyss, the Black Demon Sword began to wail on its own.


Chapter 176: The Person I Want to See Most

Have you ever seen a sword cry on its own?

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman's eyes widened at the sight. Jo Yibaek had also never seen a sword cry by itself.

In truth, the most surprised person was Geom Mugeuk.

It was the first time the Black Demon Sword had cried since he received it. A famed sword like the Heavenly Demon Sword or the Black Demon Sword would only cry on its own when it achieved perfect communion with its master.

Yes, I'll make them unable to laugh at us.

When Geom Mugeuk gripped the sword's hilt, the Black Demon Sword finally stopped crying.

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman looked at Jo Yibaek. In that moment, the two men thought the same thing.

Jo Yibaek spoke to the Four Gentlemen.

"Don't underestimate your opponent. You must fight with caution."

The Four Gentlemen tensed inwardly, as it was also their first time seeing a sword cry on its own.

Geom Mugeuk interrogated them.

"Setting those men aside, aren't you martial artists of the orthodox sects? Is it right for you to try and kill someone who has come under the orders of the Murim Alliance Chairman?"

However, not one of the Four Gentlemen felt a pang of conscience. There was not even a hint of hesitation or reluctance. This meant that until now, they had carried out all of the True Dragon Manor Master's orders without distinguishing between right and wrong.

Geom Mugeuk said to them, "That is an alias that doesn't suit you."

The moment he finished speaking, the Black Demon Sword flashed out like lightning.

"......"

A streak of sword light scattered, and the bamboo was sliced in two.

It was the Soaring Sky Sword Art Fifth Technique, the Blue Sky Strike. The attack was faster than before, and Bamboo of the Four Gentlemen could never block it. His body was already being cut apart in a flash, so how could he possibly defend?

Seeing Bamboo collapse beside him spraying blood, Plum launched himself forward.

SHWAAAAK! THWACK!

Plum saw his own lower body still in place while his severed upper body flew forward. The Soaring Sky Sword Art First Technique, the Equal Sky Strike, had cut him in two.

Orchid and Chrysanthemum rushed in from both sides at the same time. The instant deaths of two comrades made their movements less agile than usual.

The Black Demon Sword created twelve variations in the air.

It was the Soaring Sky Sword Art Second Technique, the Erratic Sky Strike.

The noble Orchid was uprooted at the sixth variation. The pure white Chrysanthemum's petals were torn away at the ninth.

Such was the power of the Soaring Sky Sword Art after reaching the Twelfth Star mastery.

Geom Mugeuk could clearly feel it. The Soaring Sky Sword Art, having reached the Twelfth Star, was maturing even more. Achieving the Myriad Poison Immunity Constitution and mastering the Four Strides of the Wind God also affected the Soaring Sky Sword Art, causing it to rise to a new level.

WOOOOOOONG!

Having cut down the Four Gentlemen, the Black Demon Sword cried again.

When facing multiple opponents, seizing the initiative is most important. You must plant fear in the hearts of those who attack relying only on their numbers. The fear that even with superior numbers, they could still die.

Now, only silence hung in the air. No one was laughing anymore.

Geom Mugeuk gave his opponents no chance to compose themselves.

Before the order to kill him could be given, Geom Mugeuk moved first.

In a flash, he cut down the masked man on his left.

After piercing the man's heart, he spun and swung his sword. The two masked men behind him simultaneously had their throats slit, spewing fountains of blood.

He leaped up and shattered the face of a masked man rushing from the side with his knee, then stabbed the masked men behind him in succession.

PUK. With the sound of tearing flesh, Geom Mugeuk had already cut down a masked man standing awkwardly on the opposite side. Considering his own skill, he should never have been defeated so easily, but in a flash, his neck was sliced and his vision went dark.

The masked men who leaped from the roof to launch a surprise attack were instead stabbed in mid-air. They scattered like falling autumn leaves.

Geom Mugeuk was just too fast.

In an instant, a dozen men became corpses. The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman belatedly shouted.

"Use a joint attack! A joint attack!"

By the time he finished speaking, four more were dead.

Geom Mugeuk was a tiger that had leaped into a flock of sheep. Of course, the sheep were no ordinary sheep. They charged like madmen, swinging their swords. Even as they were mowed down, their swords struck Geom Mugeuk's body.

However, he allowed no direct hits, so the glancing blows could not penetrate the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk and the Ghost Armor.

"He's faster than the Chairman was in his prime."

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman said nothing to Jo Yibaek's words. In the time it took for him to speak, three more had fallen.

"As long as he's human, he'll get tired."

That was the only thing they could count on. As long as he was human, his inner arts would have a limit.

A dozen men charged, but Geom Mugeuk rushed forward instead. He ran, but it did not look like running. It was like gliding on ice. CHWAAAAAK.

In his wake, masked men fell to the left and right.

From all directions, hidden weapons rained down.

CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG!

Geom Mugeuk's sword scattered light, embroidering the empty air and deflecting all the incoming hidden weapons. A few lodged in Geom Mugeuk's body, but his movements did not slow at all.

Geom Mugeuk shot upwards. The masked men who had thrown hidden weapons from the roof fell one after another as corpses.

They died if they charged, and they died if they turned their backs to flee. They died if they attacked alone, and they died if they used a joint attack. Even when they succeeded in stabbing him, Geom Mugeuk did not fall. When Geom Mugeuk had no choice but to allow an attack, he would offer up a spot protected by the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk and the Ghost Armor.

KWAK.

The corpse of a masked man flew through the air and shattered the table where the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman and Jo Yibaek sat.

"One can't fight like that just by being strong in martial arts. That man... he's someone who has killed countless people."

Watching Geom Mugeuk fight, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman could tell. His opponent had a vast amount of combat experience. One could not fight like that without having crossed a river of blood. His opponent was a man who knew how to kill in the fastest and most efficient way.

"How can he be like that at such a young age?"

"Isn't this why we jumped into this murim? Because it's this much fun."

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman was not afraid. It was unclear if this was because he had something to rely on, or because he had resolved himself to die.

When more than half of the masked men were dead, the survivors lost their will to fight. From then on, their role was reduced from killing Geom Mugeuk to simply draining his strength.

And so, the last masked man fell.

"Hah, hah, hah!"

Only the sound of Geom Mugeuk's ragged breathing echoed in the area.

Of the three masters, the Demon Slaying Blade, the Tyrannical Monk, and the Great Poison Elder, the Tyrannical Monk Yorai moved first.

He charged, swinging his iron staff. He gave Geom Mugeuk no time to rest.

KAAAANG! KAANG! KANG!

The iron staff and the sword clashed repeatedly. Yorai pressed him with immense power.

Geom Mugeuk was pushed back, overpowered in strength.

Believing he had seized the advantage, Yorai infused his iron staff with qi. Confident in his inner arts, he tried to induce a battle of inner arts. He was confident in his own power, and his opponent was exhausted.

Yorai pushed forward with his inner arts. He believed he would surely win, but he was overlooking one fact. The reason Geom Mugeuk was so exhausted was precisely because he had fought while conserving his inner arts as much as possible.

No matter how vast Yorai's inner arts were, they could not compare to Geom Mugeuk's.

As the tide of Geom Mugeuk's power surged forward, Yorai's arm, which held the iron staff, trembled violently.

Just then, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman, who had been watching, gave an order.

"The Great Poison Elder!"

As soon as he spoke, something flew from the Great Poison Elder's hand. Because they were locked in a confrontation of qi, neither Geom Mugeuk nor Yorai could avoid it.

POOF!

A cloud of black poison smoke billowed up, swallowing the two men.

"It's done!"

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman shot up from his seat.

Getting up as well, Jo Yibaek asked, "What kind of poison is it?"

"It's the most potent of the Great Poison Elder's poisons, the Extreme Yin Certain Death Poison! This is the end for him!"

"Ah!"

At the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman's conviction, Jo Yibaek was finally relieved. He had been desperately regretting that he might have made the wrong choice.

Someone staggered out of the black smoke. Poisoned in that short time, he bled from every orifice. He uttered some unintelligible words and then collapsed.

When the rising poisonous smoke settled, everyone was horrified.

Geom Mugeuk stood there, unharmed.

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman and Jo Yibaek shouted at the same time.

"Myriad Poison Immunity?"

"Myriad Poison Immunity Constitution!"

Though he was an enemy, they felt a sense of wonder. It was the first time they had seen the legendary Myriad Poison Immunity Constitution in person.

Enduring the poison was not the issue.

CHWARARARARARARARAK!

Things now floated in front of Geom Mugeuk's chest.

Sword-shaped sword qi he had already created were floating in the poisonous smoke. Their number had increased again, and now a full twenty of them hovered there.

It was the Soaring Sky Sword Art Seventh Technique, the Ominous Sky Strike.

SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK SHWIK!

Twenty streams of sword qi flew like rays of light and pierced the Great Poison Elder. He swung his palms, trying desperately to block them, but he could not stop the twenty streams of sword qi flying toward his entire body.

PUK! PUK! PUK! PUK! PUK! PUK! PUK!

A downpour of sword qi pierced through him.

As the Great Poison Elder fell, the Demon Slaying Blade was already swinging down at Geom Mugeuk's face.

Geom Mugeuk's sword was embedded in the wall behind the Great Poison Elder from launching the Ominous Sky Strike. The Demon Slaying Blade thought that if he missed this moment, he would be the one to die.

Geom Mugeuk narrowly dodged the attack. In the very instant their faces brushed past each other, mere inches apart!

"......"

Geom Mugeuk exhaled the smoke he had been holding in his mouth.

"Uwaaaaaaaak!"

He had held the poisonous smoke in his mouth and spat it at the Demon Slaying Blade. One mouthful was enough.

The Demon Slaying Blade clutched his face, screaming horribly as he rolled on the floor. Then he too died, bleeding from all seven orifices.

Now, only Geom Mugeuk, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman, and Jo Yibaek were left.

Looking at the corpses scattered everywhere, Jo Yibaek felt like this was all a dream. However, he realized that if he did not wake up from this nightmare soon, he too would die in this dream.

Jo Yibaek shouted.

"Don't forget! I'm on your side, Chairman! I was the one who told you that the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman was coming here...."

HWARARARARAK!

"......"

Half of Jo Yibaek's face was blown away, the remaining part charred to ash as if burned. A powerful, hot yang qi had been unleashed.

Withdrawing the hand that had unleashed the palm technique, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman picked up the wine cup in front of him and slowly drank.

"It's just my nature to feel satisfied only after I've done what I need to do."

It meant he had intended to kill him anyway.

When Geom Mugeuk extended his hand, the Black Demon Sword, which was embedded in the wall, returned to his grasp.

"I don't know if you think you're so great, but in my eyes, you're pathetic. If you want to live quietly, then live quietly. If you want to be a hero, then step forward with dignity. What in the world are you? Scheming from the shadows, sowing discord from behind, manipulating people without their knowledge. Recruiting a father and son separately without either knowing. Do you think that's cool? No, it's just cowardly and despicable."

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman laughed bitterly.

"What can I do? That's who I am. I find it so fun and happy when I'm plotting things from behind the scenes."

He should have kept doing that. However, as his influence and power grew, he naturally became careless. Something like today? It was unimaginable back when he had only two, or even ten, people protecting him. He used to hide, and hide again. Now that a hundred people were protecting him, he had acted arrogantly, as if he were invincible.

"I suppose I'll have to return to my roots and start over."

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman's body began to heat up intensely. At least his martial arts were not pathetic.

In an instant, the surrounding air became scorching hot.

In that moment, Geom Mugeuk could tell. The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman was a user of martial arts of the extreme yang, even among the extreme yang.

Dangerous.

The Black Demon Sword, having read its master's mind, cried out longly once more.

His head grew dizzy and he felt suffocated. It was not an illusion but pure martial arts, so he could not counter it differently. He endured by raising his protective enhanced qi. It was the first time in his life he had felt such heat. It felt as if he had been thrown into lava.

Just as the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman was about to unleash a palm technique of extreme yang, filled with flames!

The surroundings changed, and the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman was startled.

HWIIIIIIING.

The surroundings had suddenly changed. He was standing on a snowy mountain where a blizzard raged.

The cold blizzard blowing against his face was real. Even the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman, who had been through all sorts of hardships, was shocked by this situation.

"What is this...."

Far ahead, Geom Mugeuk picked up snow from the ground and rubbed it on his face.

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman also touched the snow piled on the ground. It was real snow.

HWIIIIIIING. In the fierce blizzard and cold, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman's extreme yang qi, which had been blazing like a flame, subsided. As the heat died down, his killing intent and fighting spirit also vanished.

The two men returned to their original location.

In the middle of the manor littered with corpses, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman asked, "What martial art is that?"

"The Spacetime Manipulation Technique."

The moment he heard the answer, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman was no longer there.

His final move was a concealment technique, a last, hidden trump card that allowed him to disappear from sight and escape the area.

His belief that he could survive any situation had now become the fate of prey caught in a spider's web.

PUUUUK!

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman opened his eyes and looked down at his chest.

Geom Mugeuk's sword, having found him through his concealment, had pierced his heart.

Qi emanated from Geom Mugeuk's body like a spider's web. It was the same qi emission he had learned from the Heavenly Demon while hunting, but now it spread out as densely as a spider's web, just as his father had done. There was no gap for the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman's concealment technique to slip through.

The Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman said, as if he had no regrets, "...With that martial art, the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, and being immune to poison and concealment techniques. Then I suppose I have to die."

Truly, in today's fight, Geom Mugeuk had used everything he had learned up to this point.

Before breathing his last, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman left his final words.

"I... have met someone like you before."

For a moment, Geom Mugeuk was startled.

"Where? Where!"

However, with those as his final words, the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman had already passed away.

It's Hwa Mugi! This Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman must have met Hwa Mugi.

Of course, it could have been someone else, but Geom Mugeuk thought the person the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman mentioned was Hwa Mugi.

Hwa Mugi was alive somewhere. Growing strong, just like him, and walking toward their shared destiny.

Geom Mugeuk was no longer afraid of him. Because he too was living his life to the fullest.

Right, Hwa Mugi is Hwa Mugi. Now is the time to savor the joy of victory.

He had finally and safely completed the succession trial given to him by his father. It was especially significant that he had finished it alone, without the help of the Demon Supremes.

Geom Mugeuk left the manor. After he departed, the Murim Alliance Chairman would take care of the rest. He had already said his goodbyes to Jin Paecheon and Jin Haryong, so he could just leave.


Outside the manor, Seo Daeryong waited, sitting in the driver's seat of a carriage.

"This is a carriage driven by the winner of the Young Dragon Tournament. You should feel honored."

Contrary to his words, Seo Daeryong's eyes trembled.

Thank you for returning safely.

That fervent emotion filled his face.

"I've bought a new martial arts uniform and put it inside, so please change."

"Thank you."

Geom Mugeuk climbed into the carriage.

"Let's go. Home."

"Who do you want to see the most?"

Geom Mugeuk leaned back in the carriage and closed his eyes.

"The person I want to see the most is...."

The only one to hear the barely audible answer was the wind that brushed past Geom Mugeuk's hair.

"Who did you say?"

When Seo Daeryong looked back, Geom Mugeuk, who had poured all his mental and physical energy into the fight, had fallen asleep. The new martial arts uniform he had prepared was draped over his lap, not yet changed into.

You've truly worked hard, Director.

And so, the carriage began its journey toward the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.


Chapter 177: I Have Returned After Completing My Mission

When I woke up, Seo Daeryong was tending a campfire next to the parked carriage.

"You're awake?" he asked.

"How long was I asleep?"

"You slept plenty. No, how can a martial artist sleep so soundly that they wouldn't notice someone carrying them off?"

"I was on guard even in my sleep."

"While snoring like that?"

I really had slept soundly without waking up once.

Of course, Seo Daeryong wouldn't know. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art would wake me if I sensed real danger.

"You must be hungry, right? Have some of this."

Seo Daeryong brought out food he had bought at an inn before we left. He had meticulously chosen the dishes I enjoyed.

"After this meal, we'll have to hunt for our food."

Eating my favorite foods after a big fight felt really good. It might seem like a small thing, but people are often moved by these little gestures.

Thanks, Daeryong.

After I ate my fill and drank some cool water, the words escaped me. "Ah, now I feel alive."

As I sat warming myself by the campfire, Seo Daeryong handed me some wound ointment.

"Then you should treat your wounds now."

I took off my blood-soaked clothes and the Ghost Armor. I then unwrapped the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk and re-wrapped it around the hilt of the Black Demon Sword. The silk was gradually turning red as it absorbed the blood. I thought about washing it but decided against it. The blood-stained cloth gave the hilt of the Black Demon Sword a certain charm.

I applied the ointment to my injuries. I had avoided fatal wounds, but my body was a mess of cuts, scrapes, and dark bruises.

"You're still young and promising. What are you going to do with so many scars? The women will all run away if they see you."

"I'll just get a Body Reformation later and start fresh."

"I was about to say, do you think such a miraculous encounter comes easily? But for you, Director, I'm not so sure."

After applying all the medicine, I changed into the new martial arts uniform Seo Daeryong had bought.

"It's a perfect fit. I like it."

"You've worked hard," Seo Daeryong said.

"Our first mission was a success."

"Our last mission was a success."

There's a certain point with some people that just makes you feel good. For example, when Father sits on the grand chair and looks down at me with a displeased expression, or when the Blood Heaven Blade Demon thrusts that huge Heaven Destroying Dao into the ground and leans against it.

With Seo Daeryong, it's when we're making these kinds of silly jokes.

"Seriously, while waiting in the carriage, I must have debated whether to go in at least ten times."

"If you had, I would've had a hard time rescuing another hostage."

"Then you would have grown even more. Maybe I should have gone in?"

Seo Daeryong laughed as he said that. I laughed with him.

After our banter, Seo Daeryong spoke about what he felt during the mission.

"I keep dreaming of the duel. I can sometimes hear the cheers from atop the duel stage. I miss that moment. Seeing that, I think I want to be a martial artist who gets attention, rather than some hidden master."

"You have to walk that path anyway."

"Pardon?"

"Because you're going to become the Demon Supreme."

Since the Blood Heaven Blade Demon passed on his martial arts, Seo Daeryong's path as the successor was currently set.

At my words, Seo Daeryong's expression turned serious.

"Director. Do you think I can become the Demon Supreme? Can I really handle a position like that?"

"Does your Master look like someone who would easily give up his position?"

"No, he doesn't."

"Then what are you worried about? If you don't believe in yourself, believe in your Master's judgment."

"Still... I can't believe it. Me, the Demon Supreme."

True. A mere Sanzu River Hall investigator was becoming the Demon Supreme. It would be strange if it felt real so easily.

"I... I will truly work myself to death," Seo Daeryong declared.

I calmly replied to the fired-up Seo Daeryong.

"Of course you have to work hard, but keep this in mind. They say when you climb uphill, you can only see the summit, but when you walk downhill, you can see the world. Look back once in a while as you climb."

Seo Daeryong looked at me and gave a strange smile.

"You're a good ten years younger than me, yet you say such things so well."

When I lay down by the campfire, Seo Daeryong also lay down on the opposite side.

Lying by the fire and looking up at the stars felt so good.

"I should go traveling like this someday."

"Please be sure to take me with you," Seo Daeryong said.

"You need to be out there getting applause and attention."

"I can just go after I've gotten all the attention."

"No way. I'm going to take Lee Ahn with me."

Seo Daeryong pouted. You punk, if it were that easy, do you think Father would be cooped up in the Heavenly Demon Hall?

That night, I slept soundly again. The tension and fatigue that had built up for a long time were melting away.


The carriage journey continued until my body recovered.

As soon as I recovered, I sold the carriage and ran back using the Swift Step, carrying Seo Daeryong on my back.

At first, Seo Daeryong complained he was going to die. Later, he adapted perfectly and even made jokes while being carried. It was a moment that made me realize anew the adaptability of humans.

We ran and ran until we arrived at our Cult.

The first place I headed was the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Far beyond the red carpet, Father sat on the grand chair. Seeing Father, who unchangingly protected his position, made me feel especially grateful today.

The moment our eyes met, I felt a surge of emotion. Worried I might show too much, I quickly bowed.

"I have executed the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman and returned after completing my mission."

"You've worked hard. You may rise."

As I rose, Head Strategist Sama Myeong, who stood beside him, offered his greetings.

"Congratulations."

"Thank you."

"I heard that dealing with the Heavenly Enlightenment Society this time was not easy."

Because I had sent messenger pigeons to report the news, Father and Sama Myeong knew about the process and the outcome.

Of course, I couldn't include this kind of whining in the reports.

"Don't even mention it. I don't know how many times I almost died. This was too difficult a test. No, it was an impossible mission!"

"I admit it. It was my mistake. I was unaware that the Heavenly Enlightenment Society had grown to such a size."

Sama Myeong readily admitted his fault. After all, the All-Knowing Hall, led by Sama Myeong, had assigned the mission.

Just then, Father, who had been watching, spoke up unexpectedly.

"So you tried to kill my son."

Sama Myeong and I looked at Father in surprise. We were both surprised that Father would make such a joke, but I was surprised for a different reason.

My son.

It was the first time I had heard those words from Father. I might have heard them when I was very young and don't remember, but this was the first time in my memory.

I should have responded with a joke, but my mind went blank.

Sama Myeong smiled and said to me, "How about it? With this, can you find it in you to forgive me?"

He knew. He knew I had heard the words 'my son' for the first time and that I was moved by it.

"Send me again. Where is it this time? The Cheonhahoe? The Cheonjihoe?"

Sama Myeong laughed at my words.

I felt good. It was just one phrase, but it was a moment I would never forget.

Calming my trembling heart, I asked Sama Myeong, "What happened with my brother?"

"First Young Lord has already successfully completed his assigned task and returned safely."

Just like before my regression, my brother finished his task safely. The changed fate is on my side. A shadowy organization called the Heavenly Enlightenment Society has disappeared from the murim, and I have passed the test.

"So we both passed the test."

"That is correct."

"My test was much more difficult, so shouldn't you consider it my victory? Please make me the successor!" I demanded confidently.

"That is a perfectly reasonable demand, but wouldn't it be unfair from the First Young Lord's perspective? We must also consider the possibility that the First Young Lord would have chosen the more difficult path."

As you both probably expect, my brother would never have been able to solve it. He probably would have lost his life if he had gotten deeply involved. In that respect, it's fortunate that I chose this one.

I couldn't bring myself to say such a thing.

"Then isn't that too unfair to me?"

"Therefore, it seems we must give you a reward, separate from the results of this test."

It seemed he had already discussed this with Father.

"Is there anything you desire?"

Without hesitation, I looked at Father on the grand chair and spoke.

"As a reward, let's go hunting together one more time."

Father wore a surprised expression.

"Every time you receive a reward, you ask to go hunting with me."

After all, the wish I requested when I won the duel after my first regression was also to go hunting.

"We have to catch the tiger we couldn't get last time."

"Fine. Let's go."

Father readily accepted my proposal.

"We depart tomorrow morning."


After leaving the Heavenly Demon Hall, I first visited Lee Ahn's training ground.

I expected her to be sweating while practicing her martial arts, but unexpectedly, Lee Ahn was reading a book.

The sight of her, so beautiful it was startling every time I saw her, exuded a different kind of charm while reading. It was a sight that would make every scholar in the world fall in love.

The thought occurred to me again. I really have to show Lee Ahn to Jin Haryong at least once.

Wondering if it was a martial arts manual, I used the Divine Eye Technique to get a closer look. It was unexpectedly a collection of poetry and paintings.

"Are you quitting being a martial artist to become a poet?" I asked as I entered the training ground.

Lee Ahn glanced up before looking back at her book. "You're here?"

She acted as if she had seen me just yesterday. No, even if she had, she would have greeted me more warmly than this. I immediately sensed she was playing a prank.

Pretending not to notice, I sat down next to her.

"Congratulations."

"Congratulations for what?"

"I heard there's an occasion for noodles?"

Only then did I understand. Our loose-lipped Seo Daeryong must have told her everything about Jin Haryong.

"Your fated love is the Murim Alliance Chairman's daughter, I hear?"

"Not love, a meeting. Not his daughter, his granddaughter."

"They say she's the number one beauty of Hubei, so she must be incredibly pretty."

"Not prettier than you."

"What about her personality? Is it good?"

"It's decent enough. She wasn't raised without manners."

"A perfect match. I'm truly happy for you."

"Are you done being jealous?"

"I told you, it's not jealousy, it's congratulations."

"Then you should say it while looking at me."

"I don't want to."

Lee Ahn looked so cute being jealous.

"I told her. That when I returned, someone much prettier than her would be waiting."

I could see a smile forming on the lips of Lee Ahn, who had her head lowered.

"So what did she say?"

"She didn't believe me. So I plan to show her someday. I'm leaving."

As I stood up to walk away, Lee Ahn shot to her feet.

"Where do you think you're going! After making a person wait like this."

Lee Ahn sprang up and ran to me. She threw her arms around me in a tight hug.

I could feel her tears falling on my shoulder. I could tell how much she had worried about me while waiting.

"Just a moment."

I stood there for a moment, holding her. Feeling her warmth, my heart grew calm. It felt as if all my complicated thoughts were disappearing. How fortunate am I to have at least one person like this in my life?

A moment later, she pulled away. Lee Ahn's cheeks were flushed, perhaps thinking she had been too bold. She quickly changed the subject.

"This collection of poetry and paintings... the Blood Heaven Blade Demon lent it to me."

"The Elder? Why?"

"I went to see him. There was a rumor that the Demon Supreme were involved in your mission, Young Master. I asked the Blade Demon if you were alright."

I could imagine how much she must have hesitated before going to see the Blood Heaven Blade Demon in person.

"What would you have done if he said I wasn't alright?"

"Then I would have gone to find you, Young Master. I would have gone no matter what. The thought that you might die because I didn't go would have made it impossible for me to eat or sleep. I would have had to go, for my own sake."

"Such a worrywart. If you had come, I would have left you at the Murim Alliance."

"Then I could have lived without any worries, maybe running a soup restaurant near the Murim Alliance."

"If you ran a soup restaurant, not a single day would pass peacefully."

She giggled. Her always-bright personality was the same now as it was when she was overweight. The fact that she was unshaken by any external factors or changes was her greatest charm and strength.

"Back then, Elder Blood Heaven Blade Demon told me not to worry about useless things and lent me a book to read. The book he lent me was about human life and death. I mean, how can you tell someone not to worry while lending them a book about life and death! Anyway, I've been borrowing and reading them one by one since then, but there's something strange, you know? I feel like my martial arts training is going better after reading these books."

"It's because your martial arts have finally connected with your life."

"My life and my martial arts are connected?"

"At first, martial arts improve through talent and effort. Then, when you reach a certain level, your martial arts begin to reflect your life. You know how people often hit a wall in their martial arts and can't get past it?"

"That's the case for most people."

"The reason is that they can't change their lives. The person has to change for their perspective on martial arts to change, but if the person stays the same, they can't overcome the wall blocking their way."

"Ah!"

It seemed Lee Ahn had found some kind of answer. The question of why reading poetry and books about life and death helped her martial arts was finally resolved.

"Let's talk more later. Right now, I have to go meet the master of life and death."

As I was about to turn away, Lee Ahn spoke spiritedly.

"Young Master, I'm so happy you've returned safely."

"It's good to see you."

With that, I left Lee Ahn's residence and headed for the Southern Blade Sect, where the Blood Heaven Blade Demon resided.


Chapter 178: Who Is Third?

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was training. He had started long before my recent test, so he had been absorbed in his practice for some time without a break.

"Are you really preparing for war?"

He answered without turning his head.

"When you get old, every day is a war."

"I'm back."

This time, I ran up and threw my arms around the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"What is this disgusting act?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon demanded, startled as he forcibly pushed me away.

Honestly, I want to hug Father like this, but I'm too afraid to try. I fear I'd get beaten with the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

"I missed you, Elder."

"You're acting like someone I haven't seen in ten years."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon thrust the Heaven Destroying Dao into the ground. He then leaned against the blade. The sword looked like his friend in moments like these, which was a truly pleasant sight.

"What about the Heavenly Enlightenment Society Chairman?"

"He's dead."

"There must have been many people around him."

"I got a lot of blood on my hands this time."

Perhaps sensing the bitterness in my answer, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon went inside. He brought out some alcohol and poured me a drink.

"What can you do? Such is your fate. Drink up and shake it off."

I drained the drink he gave me in one go. It felt as if the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was washing the blood from my hands. It was a drink and a comfort from someone who knew better than anyone what it meant to kill a person.

I did not say thank you. As always, words were not enough to repay him.

"First Young Lord will never give up, so things won't be easy from now on. His abilities and qualities might not measure up to yours, but his obsession with becoming the Heavenly Demon is stronger than yours."

Trying to keep a brother like that alive was certainly going to be difficult.

"By the way, have you seen your disciple?"

"He came by a little while ago."

"You did a really good job choosing him as your successor."

"We'll have to wait and see."

"He'll do better than anyone. Oh, you must have heard that he won the Young Dragon Tournament."

"He won?"

"You wrote that he would die if he lost, so how could he not win? He would've had to win even if it was a world number one duel competition. Besides, whose martial arts is it? How could he possibly lose?"

A flicker of joy crossed the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's face, as if he truly had not expected him to win. At times like this, it was clear he had affection for Seo Daeryong.

"Whew. Seeing that chatterbox didn't brag about it, I can tell how much he fears you, Elder. Please be a little easier on him."

"If a master and disciple get too comfortable, problems are bound to arise. In any case, he must be full of himself now. He'll need some hellish training."

Ah, Detective Seo. This was something I hadn't anticipated. My apologies.

"You should go now. Don't you have other Demon Supremes to see?"

"No. I'll see the other Demon Supremes later. Today, I'm only seeing you, Elder."

When you like someone, you should show it this clearly. The saying goes, 'a person who likes everyone likes no one,' and everyone ends up thinking that way regardless of the person's true intentions. 'Oh, that person just likes everyone, right?' That was a misunderstanding I did not want from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Your flattery is the same as ever."

However, an unconcealable smile bloomed on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's lips. He secretly enjoyed this sort of thing.

"Go and greet the Demon Supremes. They all stepped up for you, so it's polite to greet them."

"Yes, I'll do that then."

"Even though you wanted to go deep down."

"You just need to know that you are always my top priority, Elder."

I left the residence, leaving the Blood Heaven Blade Demon to swing his blade once more.

Before heading to the Valley of Evil, I stopped by my home to pick up my white mask. Isn't it proper etiquette to wear a mask when visiting the Valley of Evil?

The Faceless Warriors, clad in their white masks, no longer watched me with the same special attention. The hostility in their gazes had vanished. I could tell from their reactions that my relationship with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was deepening. If they were to greet me with favorable gazes, it would mean we had become even closer.

Guided by the Faceless Warriors, I entered the residence of the Evil Valley Lord.

At first, I considered these Demon Supremes as important as my martial arts training, so meeting them felt like a task. Now, it was no longer a task but a relationship. Surprisingly, I was visiting them because I genuinely wanted to see them.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was looking at the white wall again today. What in the world could he be thinking while staring at that wall?

"I'm here."

I greeted him cheerfully and lifted my mask to the top of my head. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon then turned his body toward me. My gaze met his two eyes from behind the mask. To think a day would come when I would feel so happy to meet the eyes of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and I had fought two life-or-death battles together. The first was against the Sword Emperor Baek Manggi, and the second was against the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's senior, Yang Cheogi. Both were battles for our lives, and perhaps because of that, we shared the special bond of comrades-in-arms who had protected each other.

"I heard you finished the matter with the Heavenly Enlightenment Society."

"Whose revenge was it? How could I have been negligent?"

This test was also related to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, as the society had recruited his senior, Yang Cheogi.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed and said, "As you know, I am clear about my debts and grudges."

He was alluding to the time he had given a gratitude coin to Chu Saeng of the Wolpyeong Mun. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and a gratitude coin was a truly unfitting combination.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon held out a small box.

"What is this?"

"Open it."

When I opened the box, a single white pill was inside.

"It is the White Soul Pill, a secret manual miracle herb passed down in my sect."

A sharp yet intense fragrance quickly filled the room. I could feel that its efficacy was anything but ordinary.

"My sect sent it to me. It seems peace has come now that my senior, Yang Cheogi, is dead."

It appeared they had sent it as thanks for me sending back the sect's martial artists, who had come under his senior's orders, without harming any of them.

"I will give it to you, Second Young Lord."

"Why are you giving me something so precious?"

"Because I received it thanks to you, Second Young Lord."

It was a gift given with genuine sincerity. I was flustered by the unexpected present.

"No. You should take it, Smiling Demon."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon then said something unexpected.

"I'm giving it to you because I also want to score some points with you, Second Young Lord, so please stop refusing and accept it."

"I want to score points too. Alright. Then how about this? Let's split it and each take half."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was startled by my words.

"Are you serious?"

"Yes. I'm greedy, so I'm not one to share miracle herbs, but I want to make an exception this time. Let's each take half to commemorate fighting and surviving together."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes shone brightly. They were the clearest I had ever seen them since we first met. I could feel that we were passing another turning point in our relationship.

"Alright. Let's do that."

I drew the Black Demon Sword and split the White Soul Pill exactly in half. As if drinking alcohol, we took it at the same time.

I swallowed the White Soul Pill. A cool, refreshing energy filled my mouth before it quickly melted and slid down my throat. It was a very potent miracle herb, but because my existing inner arts were already so profound, I absorbed all its effects without any issue. Even though it was only half, the amount of inner arts added to my qi center was not insignificant.

My eyes shone with a clear, deep light before returning to normal.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon also finished circulating his qi and rose from his seat.

"It's delicious, isn't it?"

"It's more delicious than any miracle herb I've ever eaten."

No more words were needed. We simply laughed together.

"That aside, what would you have done if I had given you poison? What if that was a fake White Soul Pill?"

"That's why we split it, wasn't it? To die together."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed out loud. To everyone else, his laughter might have been just a habit, but to me, it was filled with emotion. I could feel his feelings in his laughter.

"But are you alright, staring at that wall like that?"

"Isn't it good? It makes me look like a madman, and people don't mess with madmen. Why? Are you worried? That I might actually go crazy."

"A little."

At my honest answer, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon revealed an unexpected fact.

"Shall I tell you a secret? The heart technique of my sect is enhanced when trained while looking at a white wall."

"Ah, so that's why."

I had no idea the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was training his heart technique by looking at the wall. I realized it once again. They might seem unstable to my eyes, but everyone was living their own lives just fine.

"Did you come here after seeing the Blood Heaven Blade Demon upon your return?"

"......"

"It must be difficult to take care of everyone one by one."

"There are only four for now, right?"

"So you plan to take care of all eight."

Surprisingly, his prediction was correct.

"Yes. Whether they are allies or enemies, I will manage and take care of all eight of them."

"Can you handle it?"

Of course, it would not be an easy task. Even if we were laughing and getting along now, it was a relationship that could sour at any moment. If I took the Demon Supremes lightly, I would surely suffer for it one day.

"I told My Heart Lee something similar. That martial arts and life are connected. That statement doesn't just apply to her, does it? If I become a vessel capable of embracing all of the Eight Demon Supremes, then I should also be able to overcome the wall of martial arts that blocks my path."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared at me for a moment before sharing something he had often felt.

"What is it that you're looking at, Second Young Lord? At times, I get the feeling that what you're aiming for isn't just to be the successor, or just to be the Heavenly Demon, but something else far beyond that."

Was it because we were two people who only ever looked into each other's eyes? He was also seeing that something beyond that I was looking at. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was sensing something that even people closer to me could not.

The day would come when I would tell him about my great enemy. Perhaps then, a moment would come when we would once again stand back-to-back, overcoming the boundary between life and death.

"If it's you, Smiling Demon, and not someone else, I don't think that moment would be so bad."

I spoke without any context, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not ask what I meant.

"I will wait for that moment."

"Then, I'll see you again."

I bid him farewell and left the Valley of Evil. The reunion with him had been as clean and crisp as his white mask.


The Flower Sword Supreme and the Drunken Demon were drinking, so I was able to see them both in one place. The two friends often drank together, and as it happened, they were drinking today as well.

"Welcome, Second Young Lord!"

Both the Flower Sword Supreme and the Drunken Demon were drunk. It was the first time I had ever seen the Flower Sword Supreme this intoxicated.

"You've fallen into the temptation of evil."

"You're here, so hurry up and save us."

Despite her words, the Flower Sword Supreme poured me a drink.

"Thank you for your help with the matter at the Valley of Evil."

"What did we do? We just swarmed over there."

Just then, the Drunken Demon asked me with a disgruntled expression.

"You've already met the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, haven't you?"

"......"

"Why are we last? Why third and fourth? You could have come to see us first, couldn't you?"

The Flower Sword Supreme joined his complaint. As she stared at me with her flushed, drunken face, I laughed.

"Which one of you is third?"

The two of them happily took my bait, a powerful attempt to drive a wedge between them.

"It's me."

At the Flower Sword Supreme's confidence, the Drunken Demon shook his head pitifully.

"My friend. I'm sorry, but it's me. I'm on brotherly terms with the Second Young Lord."

"Hey, friend. If it were a true brotherly relationship, you wouldn't be fighting over being third or fourth, would you?"

"We're the kind of friends who drink and swim together."

"I didn't want to go this far, but we even had a duel under the moonlight."

The two of them, who had been arguing, looked at me. They wanted me to choose who was third and who was fourth. The Drunken Demon asked with a desperate look in his eyes.

"Little brother. I'm not last, am I?"

"You're not last."

"Right?"

Just as he was smiling brightly, I said, "You're in the middle. Fourth among the eight Demon Supremes."

The Flower Sword Supreme drank the victor's cup.

"My friend, not all brothers are close, are they?"

The Drunken Demon pouted and drank his alcohol.

I was incredibly grateful to both of them. Were they people who deserved to be treated this way? Were they people who would ever be in third or fourth place to begin with? They were enduring it for my sake. They were willingly fighting over third and fourth place for me.

"Let me tell you two something today. You know the first two, right? They're picky, stubborn, and eccentric. On the other hand, what are you two like? You're the most generous among all the Demon Supremes, aren't you?"

"It's because we're generous, right? Not because we're pushovers?"

At the Drunken Demon's question, I feigned a flinch. The two of them laughed heartily as if they found it amusing. The three of us toasted and emptied our cups.

Putting down his cup, the Drunken Demon also delivered some rather surprising news.

"A while ago, the Blade Demon, myself, and the Sword Supreme here had a drink together."

The image of the three of them drinking together was not easy to conjure.

"How was it? Did you have a good time?"

"Do you think it was good?" the Drunken Demon let out a sigh.

"There wasn't a sword fight, was there?"

"It almost came to that."

"Then that's good enough."

Then the Flower Sword Supreme said, "What do you mean, good enough? Don't ever call me to a gathering like that again!"

Right, if people who had fallen out could reconcile so easily, why would there be any fights in the world? In any case, it was meaningful, because the Drunken Demon was trying to reconcile the two of them.

I raised my cup and spoke with my eyes.

You worked hard, Hyung.

The Drunken Demon smiled and raised his cup. Sometimes, acknowledging someone's hardship just once is better than a hundred kind words.

"Now that I've paid my respects upon my return, I'll be going."

I bid them farewell and stood up. The Drunken Demon even clung to my trouser leg, begging me to drink more, but I forced myself to leave. I could hang out with the Demon Supremes another time, but the opportunity to hunt with Father was not one that came often.

The next day at dawn, I shouldered a leather pouch larger than before and made my way to the Heavenly Demon Hall for my second hunt with Father.


Chapter 179: I've Never Been Lonely

I climbed the mountain with Father.

It felt like only yesterday that I had climbed this same mountain right after I regressed. So much had happened since then. Most importantly, my relationship with Father had improved immensely. Though the same two people climbed the same mountain, the situation was completely different.

"Why did you ask to go hunting?"

"I wanted to spend time with you, Father."

Father stopped walking and looked back at me. I met his gaze calmly, my words sincere.

Father, I was so choked up when I saw you in the Grand Tutor's chair upon my return.

Father started walking again. "What's with all the luggage you brought?" he asked.

"As you saw last time, these are all necessary. They might be inconvenient now, but they'll make us comfortable and happy later."

Father walked ahead again, and I followed quietly behind him.

When I first suggested hunting, I thought I would chatter endlessly, but now that I was actually with Father, I didn't have much to say.

Fortunately, the silence wasn't awkward. It felt better this way, as if we were having a silent conversation.

A sudden thought struck me.

I have no intention of marrying in this life either, but if I did marry and have a child, would I one day go hunting with my son like this? Could I be the kind of father whose son would comfortably ask me to go hunting?

Would my son walk behind me, thinking these same thoughts? And what is Father thinking right now?

After walking for a while longer, I broke the silence.

"The Murim Alliance Chairman said he wanted to see you, Father."

Father already knew I had met the Chairman, as I had reported it by messenger pigeon.

"Is that man doing well?"

"He's quite vigorous for his age. He has a fiery personality and his martial arts are domineering. He was very different from the Chairman I'd imagined."

"He's different from the rumors."

"The Chairman said he wanted to see you. I told him you probably felt the same, but he said that wasn't likely. He said you'd want to kill him."

"He knows me well."

"Are you serious?"

"Did you expect the Demonic Cult Leader to miss the Murim Alliance Chairman?"

"Couldn't there be some courtesy for the leader of the opposing faction, or respect as a martial artist?"

"There's no such thing. Respect as a martial artist is earned only after a fight."

"Do you want to fight the Chairman?"

Father paused briefly before answering. "He's someone I'd like to fight at least once."

Victory in that fight meant the opponent's death. A fight between the Heavenly Demon and the Murim Alliance Chairman wouldn't end with them just dusting off their clothes.

The result would change the fate of the entire murim. That was why the fight could not happen easily.

I knew Father dreamed of unifying the world. Since the Chairman's name had come up, I decided to probe Father's intentions.

"If our Cult and the orthodox sects were to fight, would the Evil Alliance take our side?"

"If you think the Evil Alliance is closer to us than to the orthodox sects, you're mistaken."

"They're not?"

"If the Evil Alliance had to join hands with either us or the Murim Alliance, they'd choose the orthodox sects."

"Is there a reason you're so certain?"

"Because the Evil Alliance hates us more than they hate the orthodox sects. They probably want to get rid of us and then divide the murim with the orthodox sects."

I felt Father was right. Before I regressed, I had spoken with a master from the unorthodox sects. He truly hated our Cult for a simple reason.

The Demonic Cult had come to symbolize authentic evil. This relegated the Evil Alliance to an organization that pursued a cheap brand of evil.

Why can't the Evil Alliance become the masters of the murim?

It was merely the lament of a single master, but at the time, I thought many from the unorthodox sects might feel the same. Perhaps the Evil Alliance's hatred for our Cult, as Father mentioned, started from there.

I didn't try to stop Father's ambition. We would have to fight a war at least once anyway. The target just wouldn't be the Murim Alliance or the Evil Alliance, but Hwa Mugi.

Father, you must become stronger too!

That evening, we set up camp in a quiet spot by a stream.

I laid down a thick leather hide where Father could comfortably lean back. It was the most important item I had carried.

After making a comfortable bed for Father, I started a campfire and cooked the game we had caught.

I didn't just sprinkle salt on it. I grilled it properly with seasoning I had prepared in advance. This time, I had brought not only Chef Lim's secret seasoning but also various vegetables and other foods.

"How does it taste?"

"It's fine."

Of course it was. I had learned Father's preferences from Chef Lim and prepared the seasoning accordingly.

After we finished our meal, I served him tea. The tea was also a type Father enjoyed. Seeing his satisfied expression as he drank made me glad I had prepared it.

"Have you reached the ninth stage of the Four Strides of the Wind God?"

As expected, Father saw through my achievement at a glance.

"Yes. I felt something during the fight with the Heavenly Enlightenment Society, but unfortunately, it didn't lead to complete mastery."

It felt so close, yet so far away.

"If you get impatient, it will only slow you down."

"I'll keep that in mind. Would you like another cup of tea?"

Father nodded, and I poured him another warm cup.

"Do you have fun hanging out with me?"

He's really come a long way. To think Father would ask such a question. I remembered a principle for times like this. Don't even think about deceiving Father.

"Honestly, how could it be fun? It's bound to be cautious and burdensome."

"Then why did you ask me to come?"

"Because I feel secure."

Father looked at me, surprised. I calmly conveyed my feelings.

"When I'm with you, Father, I feel so secure. No matter who stands in our way, you'll block them, won't you? Even if a monster appeared, you'd stop it, right?"

"Just being with you puts my mind at ease. I don't have to protect you, or pressure myself to win someone over, or feel responsible for those who sacrifice for me."

"This moment, where I can just stand still no matter what happens, is so comfortable. I feel secure because you are here."

It was my honest heart. Father's gaze deepened, perhaps in surprise.

"Aren't you lonely, Father?"

Father scoffed. It was a difficult question to get an answer to, but when else would I get the chance to ask?

Father lay down on the ground as if it were time to sleep. He looked up at the night sky for a moment, then spoke abruptly.

"I have never been lonely once."

To me, it sounded like he was saying something else.

I am always lonely.

And so, the first day of hunting with Father passed.


On the second day, we moved more comfortably. We barely spoke, but neither of us felt awkward.

We just climbed the mountain, walked the path, and rested by the valley. Hunting wasn't the main purpose. We just walked and rested together.

That evening, as I was about to grill the meat we had hunted, Father came to my side.

"Let me try."

"Try what? Surely you don't mean you're going to cook?"

"And why not?"

"You're going to cook, Father?" I asked, shocked.

Father saw my expression and asked nonchalantly, "Why are you so surprised?"

"Have you ever cooked before?"

"Sometimes."

His unbelievable words stunned me.

"Is there a martial art named 'Cooking' among the demonic arts? You're talking about that, right?"

"Nonsense!"

How could I not talk nonsense when Father said he was going to cook?

"You kill the chef if the food doesn't suit your palate, right? Are you cooking out of atonement on those days?"

"But isn't my chef's skill too outstanding to be killed for that?"

"You're really going to cook?"

Father began to cook as if to show me directly. He moved with great skill. He didn't grill the meat whole but cut out the best parts and stir-fried them with vegetables and mushrooms.

He also boiled a soup to go with it, proving he really did cook regularly.

Even more surprising, it tasted excellent.

"What is this? Why is it so delicious? Did you secretly pour in Blue Sky Stone Essence instead of seasoning?"

A smile touched Father's lips. It was the first smile he had shown since we started climbing the mountain.

In that moment, I learned something new about Father.

The Heavenly Demon of this era was a cooking Heavenly Demon.

That night, we lay with the campfire between us and talked about various things. I usually started the conversation, and Father responded. The topic of the Demon Supremes was bound to come up.

"As you already know, Father, on my side are the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, the Flower Sword Supreme, and the Drunken Demon."

"On my brother's side are the Demonic Buddha, the Poison King, and the Fist Demon. I've excluded the young Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme for now. How does it look? My side seems to have the advantage, right?"

"It's evenly matched."

"Evenly matched, even though we have one more person?"

"......"

For it to be evenly matched meant someone among the Demonic Buddha, the Fist Demon, or the Poison King was worth two people.

Who does he hold in such high regard?

"Is it time to kick out the slacker on our side?"

Despite my joke, Father said no more. He meant for me to experience it and suffer a bit myself.

Who on earth did he have in mind?

"Why do you want to become the Cult Leader?"

Because it's my mission. It's the mission I suffered my whole life for, even regressing for it. I will protect it even if it costs me my life.

"Because I want to learn the Nine Calamities Demonic Art."

"Why are you so obsessed with the Nine Calamities Demonic Art?"

"I'm not obsessed with the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. I'm obsessed with becoming stronger."

"You're already strong enough. What do you plan to do by becoming even stronger?"

"Because I have to be strong to protect everyone."

Father, my brother, and all the members of the Heavenly Demon Hall.

And now, a few more people might be added to that list. Some of the Demon Supremes, who didn't step forward in the past, will surely step up for true revenge now.

However, Father's thoughts were firm. "The Nine Calamities Demonic Art will only be passed down to the one who will become the Heavenly Demon."

"Then I will be the one to become the Heavenly Demon."

My thoughts were just as firm as Father's.

Father looked at me for a moment, then turned his back and went to sleep.

And even if I become the Heavenly Demon, I will be a different kind from you, Father. A Heavenly Demon who freely roams the world. To do that, I'll have to work much harder, though.


On the third day, Father headed for the summit of the Great Sky Peak.

On the way up, I sensed a tiger's presence once or twice but pretended not to notice. This would be an excuse to come hunting again next time.

If I had sensed it, Father surely had too, but he didn't suggest we hunt the tiger.

Could it be that Father is also looking forward to the next hunt?

"Ah, was the summit always this magnificent?"

The view from the summit of the Great Sky Peak was truly like a painting.

"When I was your age, I used to come up here whenever training my martial arts became difficult."

Imagining a younger version of Father standing here felt strange.

"I should come up here once in a while when I feel frustrated with my training too."

"Come here for a moment."

"......"

Father sat on a wide, flat rock at the summit and gave me a lecture on the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

I had already achieved the Twelfth Star complete mastery in that art, and the lesson I needed now was on the Four Strides of the Wind God, yet Father, knowing this, spoke about the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

He was showing me that all martial arts are ultimately connected. By thoroughly understanding what you know best, you can find clues to understanding other things.

It was a special moment, a lecture on the Soaring Sky Sword Art between two people who had both reached the Twelfth Star complete mastery.

And I had a new experience. I thought I would naturally understand everything he said, but many parts differed from my own thoughts. I realized that even with the same complete mastery, the paths to reach it could be very different.

Whenever I couldn't understand something, I asked Father without hesitation. I didn't pretend to know what I didn't, nor did I pretend not to know. We simply exchanged thoughts like flowing water.

The discussion, which I thought would be brief, continued for six hours, then eight. It went on for a day, then two, then three days.

We talked while eating the food we cooked, drinking tea, and drinking the alcohol I had brought for the last day. When the food ran out, we hunted and talked about martial arts while grilling meat over the campfire. Both of us became completely engrossed in the conversation.

It started with the Soaring Sky Sword Art but ended up covering all sorts of topics in martial arts. It was a profound discussion between Father, a genius demonic practitioner, and the regressed Heavenly Martial Body.

When the long, three-day discussion finally ended, I shot to my feet. I performed the Four Strides of the Wind God, and I knew. I had finally mastered the four steps of the wind god.

I turned to Father, my face full of surprise. "I've achieved complete mastery of the Four Strides of the Wind God."

Father wasn't surprised, as if he had anticipated this. He had practically grabbed me by the scruff of my neck and thrown me into complete mastery.

I gave Father a deep bow. "It is thanks to your great teaching. Thank you so much, Father."

"Get up. Let's go down now."

"......"

An intense desire to run seized me. I was curious about everything. How fast would the Swift Step be now? Could I even handle the speed? How much smaller had the Central Plains become?

"Father. Let's have a race. From here to our Cult. What do you say?"

I had finally earned the right to compete against Father's Heavenly Demon Flight Step.

Father looked at me with a disdainful expression. Why did I like that look so much?

"What's the wager?"

"We have to bet our pride."

"Fine."

The terms were absolutely favorable to me, since losing wouldn't matter, but Father readily accepted. He intended to win and tease me about it.

Father and I stood side by side. I realized I hadn't often stood next to him like this to see his profile. His face felt new again. This moment, racing Father, made me so happy.

"Alright, we start on the count of three. One, two..."

I started running as I counted 'three'. This way, if I won, Father would have an excuse.

As the two peak movement arts sliced through space, a sound of wind I had never heard before filled my ears.


Chapter 180: Without Extraordinary Resolve

The sound of the wind was indescribable.

If I had to describe it, it was like wind blowing through a mysterious valley at the end of the world. It was a refreshing, brisk sound that seemed like it should not exist in this world.

The moment I heard the sound from the fully mastered Swift Step, I knew it instinctively. I will become addicted to this sound. It was as captivating as its insane speed.

At first, I was faster.

The fully mastered Swift Step was truly, indescribably fast. It was naturally much faster than the Composition stage. When I first suggested a race, I was prepared to crash into trees and tumble on the ground for Father's amusement.

I was prepared for Father to watch and laugh. I was even prepared to cause a big commotion.

However, I ran better than I expected. My vision and body kept up with the incredible speed. I had likely grown completely accustomed to the Composition stage of the Swift Step while traveling between our Cult and the Murim Alliance.

So, despite just reaching complete mastery, I could match Father's speed.

However, it required extreme concentration and immense mental energy. While running, I grew so dizzy and exhausted that I had to slow down. As my speed decreased, Father surged up beside me.

"Quite impressive!"

"Whose son do you think I am!"

Father looked surprised and admiring, but his face showed no hint of concession. Whether it was his son or anyone else, once Father was fired up, he would never accept defeat.

"Son, I have something to tell you."

"What is it?"

His serious tone made me tense up.

It happened at that very moment.

KKWANG!

Distracted by Father, I crashed into a tree and sprawled on the ground.

"I was about to tell you to be careful!"

I could feel Father's triumphant laughter fading into the distance.

I shot back up and ran after him. Fortunately, my protective qi shielded my body, so I got up without any injuries.

"That's a foul, a foul! Father!"

I insisted it was a foul, even though I had crashed from my own carelessness. Of course, Father did not even look back and just ran faster.

I started running after Father again.

As I ran, I realized something. This contest would not be decided by which martial art was superior. The Swift Step of the Four Strides of the Wind God and the Heavenly Demon Flight Step were movement arts of a nearly identical level.

The problem was vision. My eyes could not keep up with the maximum speed the movement arts could achieve.

Eventually, once I got used to it, I would win unconditionally. Thanks to the Divine Eye Technique, my vision surpasses its limits.

I ran, watching Father's back in the distance. Just like when I saw Father's back during our first hunt, now I saw his back while running. He looked lonely then, and he looks lonely now, but one thing has changed. The me who is watching him has changed.

This was better than any other moment I had ever run in my life. I did not know how Father felt, but I could feel my own feelings for him growing larger.

The moment I thought of Father, I fell once more. Even the slightest loss of concentration led to a crash and a fall.

I got up again and gave chase, but in the end, I could not catch up to Father.

When we arrived at our Cult, Father had already gone ahead to the Heavenly Demon Hall.

If it were me, I would have waited to tease him for a while, but Father knows how to hold back his teasing. He'll probably tease me the next time we meet.

I bowed my head toward the Heavenly Demon Hall and offered my thanks once more.

Achieving complete mastery of the Four Strides of the Wind God was entirely thanks to Father. The Swift Step was not the only thing that had improved. The Shadow Step had become stealthier, the Vanishing Step could now escape even greater dangers, and the Hell Step had truly become the steps of King Yama.


That evening, the drinking trio gathered at the Alluring Inn.

"It's been a while, so the drinks are on me today."

The owner, Jo Cheonbae, announced he was treating them to celebrate Seo Daeryong's safe return. Seo Daeryong accepted the sentiment but refused the offer.

"I won the duel tournament and brought back some prize money. I'm buying a hefty round today, so please bring out all your delicious dishes."

"You won! Congratulations, Investigator."

"Thank you."

"Second Young Lord, you're doing well too, right?"

"Of course."

After Jo Cheonbae went downstairs, Seo Daeryong finally began to boast.

"Ah, where should I begin this lonely investigator's magnificent tale of adventure? Hah! When I first saw the Murim Alliance building, I felt it was destiny..."

Watching Seo Daeryong begin his epic saga, Lee Ahn and Jang Ho looked at each other and smiled.

Seo Daeryong told his story so entertainingly that it was not boring at all.

"That's really amazing. Even though it was a duel, it was real combat, wasn't it? You don't have much real combat experience, yet you managed to win."

Jang Ho had plenty of real combat experience, but Lee Ahn only trained. That was why Seo Daeryong's achievement was so surprising and enviable to her.

"Of course, there was a fateful and tragic encounter along the way."

Seo Daeryong spoke about the woman who had cheered for him and about their sad ending.

"...She was a woman sent by the Heavenly Enlightenment Society."

Lee Ahn jumped up and cursed a storm. Jang Ho comforted Seo Daeryong, saying it was all part of the experience. The two of them got so worked up that Seo Daeryong felt his pent-up wounds healing.

"This is why I looked forward to this drinking session the most."

"We were looking forward to it even more."

"Well then, let's have a toast to that."

Seo Daeryong was incredibly grateful to the two of them. The world's most beautiful woman and the head of the Demonic Army, the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's elite organization, were waiting for him and listening to his story. Who am I to deserve this?

"I have something to tell you both. I've also decided to walk the path of a true martial artist."

His direct influences were Geom Mugeuk and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, but Lee Ahn and Jang Ho were also significant. He had always wanted to be someone they would not be ashamed of.

Lee Ahn and Jang Ho congratulated him sincerely. An investigator of the Sanzu River Hall was a martial artist in a sense, but they knew the martial artist Seo Daeryong now spoke of was something different.

"This is something to be congratulated for, right? To be honest, I'm scared I'll die early. Aren't you two scared?"

Lee Ahn smiled and said, "I believe that life and death are already decided. When and how I'll die is all set in stone. Thinking like that puts my mind at ease."

"So Martial Artist Lee is a fatalist."

"I suppose so."

Jang Ho, however, had a different view.

"I live in constant fear of death."

"Really? I would've thought you, General Jang, would be the one who doesn't fear death."

"No. I wake up multiple times while sleeping. I often have dreams of dying, too."

It was something neither Lee Ahn nor Seo Daeryong had known.

The conversation about life and death continued. Then, a drunken whim struck Seo Daeryong.

"I almost died this time, too."

Seo Daeryong shot up and opened his shirt.

"I have four scars left on my body from those bastards from the orthodox sects. This scar on my shoulder, I got it in the quarterfinals. See the two holes here? This was from the finals, and this scar here is..."


I stood by the first-floor counter, listening to them talk.

When Seo Daeryong threw open his clothes at the end, Jo Cheonbae and I laughed together.

This is truly a drinking group the Drunken Demon would rush to join.

Jo Cheonbae spoke with a good-natured face.

"They're truly good people. When one is missing, the other two come and miss that person."

There were times when Lee Ahn was absent, and times when Seo Daeryong was absent.

"I'll be heading back now."

"Weren't you here to join them?"

"They're having so much fun. I think I should let the three of them be together today."

"Then please wait just a moment."

Jo Cheonbae went to the kitchen and brought back a bottle of wine.

"This is a bottle I've been saving. Please take it, have a drink, and get some rest. It's a gift to celebrate your safe return. Welcome back."

Jo Cheonbae was genuinely happy about my return, as if I were family.

"I met a distinguished person from the murim this time. If we have a chance to drink later, I'll introduce you."

"I would be delighted."

He would never dream the person was the Murim Alliance Chairman, but who knows? Maybe one day the Murim Alliance Chairman will be drinking at the Alluring Inn.

"Thank you for the wine."

With that farewell, I left the inn.

I returned home under the moonlight. There were others I wanted to see, Go Wol and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. I wanted to run to them with the Swift Step right this instant, but they were too far from our Cult right now.

I had been away from the cult for a long time, so there was much to do. It seemed I would have to postpone seeing them for a while. I was not worried about them. They were together.

On my way to my quarters, I turned toward the Great Drunken Forest. The Drunken Demon was the first person I thought of who would be awake and willing to drink.

As expected, the Drunken Demon was drinking alone in the Drunken Dream Palace.

Yeo Bin, the drunkard, ferried me toward the island in the middle of the lake.

"Does the Drunken Demon still drink a lot these days?"

"He's drinking much less than before. Today, too, he's only having one bottle."

"That's a relief."

"It's thanks to you, Second Young Lord."

"How could it be because of me? It's thanks to Martial Artist Yeo taking care of and worrying about him."

I knew Yeo Bin liked the Drunken Demon, so I spoke favorably of her. A woman like her would be good for him. For her words to have real weight, though, she would need to be his wife, not his subordinate.

I would connect them if I could, but I won't meddle recklessly. If I interfere wrongly, I could ruin a relationship that might have worked out.

From the railing of the Drunken Dream Palace, the Drunken Demon spotted us and waved.

I called out to him in a loud voice.

"Hyung."

Since it was just the two of us, I called him 'Hyung' comfortably. The Drunken Demon's expression showed just how much a single title could please someone.

"My little brother is here?"

"I came because I thought my useless fourth-ranked hyung would be drinking alone."

"Where do you think fourth place is among the Eight Demon Supremes? Even the middle isn't easy to reach."

The boat arrived at the island, and I went up to the Drunken Dream Palace.

"What brings you here all of a sudden?"

"I wanted to have a drink."

"You came at the right time."

The Drunken Demon and I drank together. We said nothing, just drinking quietly.

The Drunken Demon knows alcohol, so he knows drinkers. He knew I wanted to drink quietly, with only the moon on the lake as our companion.

"I went hunting with Father."

"It seems you were gone for quite a long time. That's amazing. How could you spend so much time alone with the Cult Leader? I'd go crazy."

"It could be unexpectedly, insanely fun."

The Drunken Demon shook his head, as if to say that was impossible.

He needs to see our father cooking. It's a shame I can't tell him.

"I was talking with Father, and it seems he thinks highly of the Poison King or the Fist Demon?"

"If the Cult Leader thinks highly of someone, it would be the Fist Demon."

The Drunken Demon stated it as if it were a fact.

"Not the Poison King?"

"The Cult Leader has never liked the use of poison. He's never said it outright, but it's something everyone knows. The Poison King knows it too but pretends not to."

"Then why does he think highly of the Fist Demon?"

I had said I would investigate the Demon Supremes, but after regressing and meeting them, I realized something new. To truly know a person, you must meet them, talk with them, and experience things together. Even then, people are hard to understand. What I had known were their deeds, not them. The Fist Demon was no exception.

"I had a drink with the Fist Demon, just the two of us, exactly once."

"How was it?"

The Drunken Demon looked down at his cup for a moment, recalling that time, then took a sip.

"It made me think, without extraordinary resolve, it would not be easy to defeat this man."

It was the first time I had heard the Drunken Demon speak highly of another Demon Supreme.

"But why the Fist Demon?"

"I was thinking of making someone fifth-ranked, right behind you, Hyung."

I meant to pull the Fist Demon to our side, and the Drunken Demon asked worriedly, "First Young Lord won't stand still if you mess with the Fist Demon in the current situation."

"That's why. I don't want him to stand still."

"What do you mean?"

"Isn't it about time I had a showdown with my older brother?"

The full-scale succession battle was about to begin. The Drunken Demon's eyes intensified.

"Are you confident?"

"I'm going forward, trusting in you, Hyung."

I said I was trusting him, and the Drunken Demon laughed, shaking the empty bottle.

"Hearing that makes me want to drink another bottle."

I poured the last of my drink into his cup.

"Endure it. From now on, you'll need to spend more time awake."


The next afternoon, I went to the Eastern Fist Garrison, home of the Undefeated Fist Demon.

"I've come to see the Fist Demon."

The Iron Fists at the entrance stared, surprised. It was public rumor that their leader, the Fist Demon, had sided with the First Young Lord.

"Please follow me."

One of the Iron Fists guided me.

The gazes of the Iron Fists in the garrison focused on me. I saw white, blue, red, and black martial arts uniforms, their colors differing by rank. Their gender, age, and builds also varied, but they all had one thing in common.

They were all bare-bodied, without a single piece of metal on them.

I walked slowly through the ranks of the Iron Fists who had bet their lives on nothing but their bare fists.


Chapter 181: A Cliff Not for Climbing

The Fist Demon was at the Grand Training Ground.

Dozens of Iron Fists honed their fist techniques. The Fist Demon stood before them with his arms crossed.

He was the Undefeated Fist Demon Dan Woogang, the strongest master of fist arts, who had never suffered a single defeat.

The Fist Demon stood a head taller than me, his entire body muscular. His bronze skin looked as hard as steel, impenetrable to any blade. His fists were especially large, easily the size of a woman's head.

The phrase 'a body that is a weapon' must have been coined for the Undefeated Fist Demon.

One thing decisively captured attention. The Fist Demon had a truly terrifying face. The demons in our Cult's paintings were likely modeled after him. If the Majanghu War broke out, his face alone would make him the perfect vanguard. How many in the murim would dare meet his gaze?

The Fist Demon slowly turned his head and looked at me.

His thoughts didn't matter. His ghastly appearance made any expression look like he wanted a fight.

Of course, I have no prejudice based on appearance. How many times have I learned that appearance and character don't match? How many people who killed with a smile looked perfectly normal?

I bowed my head politely. "Greetings, Fist Demon."

The Fist Demon didn't greet me back. He just looked at the Iron Fists again. It was a complete dismissal, but I didn't mind.

In the past, my pride would've been hurt, but not now. Don't get worked up. Please, don't get worked up. When you look back on it, it's nothing.

There had to be a reason he acted this way on my first visit.

I stood aside and watched the Iron Fists train.

Under the scorching sun, the Iron Fists held a single stance like statues. None of them stirred, as if the world would end if they moved. Then again, with the terrifying Fist Demon watching, no one dared move just because they were tired.

A suffocating tension filled the air. Fortunately, no one made a mistake the Fist Demon would notice.

Time passed.

The martial artist at the front shouted, and the Iron Fists shifted to the next stance. They twisted their bodies, pulling one outstretched fist to their waists.

They assumed another stance and became statues again, pouring their heart and soul into every movement.

This is proper training. Of course, how many of them truly understand its deep meaning and make it their own is another matter.

The training ended after two hours.

The Iron Fists dispersed. The Fist Demon walked to his residence, completely ignoring me until the end.

He must have heard the recent rumors about me. His complete disregard could be seen as a form of conversation.

I imagined his terrifying face smiling brightly at me. I imagined us exchanging jokes.

Hey, Fist Demon, if you treat me like this, this is what I'll imagine.


The next day, I went to see the Fist Demon again.

Just like the first day, he glanced at me once, then silently watched the Iron Fists train.

He ignored me again, but no one laughed. It was likely discipline born from fear of the Fist Demon. I thought the Iron Fists were the most well-disciplined subordinates of any Demon Supreme I had seen.

When the training ended, the Fist Demon finally spoke to me.

"Second Young Lord."

His voice was surprisingly gentle compared to his terrifying face. I expected a heavy, cold voice, but it was soft. It was as if someone else spoke for him from behind while he just moved his lips.

"Why do you think I acted that way yesterday?"

"Was it because I visited during training hours?"

The Fist Demon turned and strode away as if my answer was wrong.

So you won't make it easy for me, huh?

I watched his retreating back and smiled faintly.

I went to see the Fist Demon again the next day. I was the one visiting, but the Fist Demon was the one inducing my visits.

Today, I visited before training began. I sat on the railing in front of his office building. Passing Iron Fists glanced at me as they went by.

The Fist Demon ignored me, but none of the Iron Fists showed disrespect. Instead, their gazes held subtle favor and respect. The Second Young Lord of today was a completely different person from the one right after I regressed.

Just then, the Fist Demon came out of the building.

"Did you sleep well?"

He glanced at me and started walking without a word. I followed him toward the Grand Training Ground.

"I thought hard about yesterday's reason. Is it because I didn't visit you first among the Demon Supremes?"

I had already met and formed connections with the other Demon Supremes. Excluding the Poison King, he was the seventh.

The Fist Demon stopped walking. He looked at me with his terrifying face and asked, "Do I look like such a petty person to you?"

"Then I must be the petty one. If it were me, I think I'd be very angry."

The Fist Demon said nothing more and left. I watched him walk away and shouted, "I'll see you again tomorrow!"

But I couldn't see the Fist Demon the next day.

Only the Iron Fists were in the training ground. I watched them train until the end, then returned.

I came up empty for three days straight. I couldn't tell if he was deliberately avoiding me or just busy.

So this is how you're going to play? These damn Demon Supremes are all so difficult and picky. There isn't a single easy one among them.

Let's see who wins, I thought. As I turned to leave, one of the Iron Fists passed by and spoke to me discreetly.

"The Demon Supreme is in the small training ground right now."

I gave him a look that asked why.

He said quietly, "My family recently received a great deal of help from a matter handled by the Sanzu River Hall."

He bowed deeply and left. Telling me this must have been a burden for him, but he seemed very grateful for the Sanzu River Hall's help.

"[Thank you.]"

I sent my thanks to him through telepathy as he walked away.

I immediately went to the small training ground.

The Fist Demon sat there alone, lost in thought. Meditation didn't seem to suit such a large, rugged man, but the sight of him sitting cross-legged with his eyes closed was surprisingly fitting.

I spoke quietly from behind him. I didn't mention the three wasted days or how I found this place. I just spoke as if we had seen each other yesterday.

"Are you keeping your distance because of my brother? Since you've already decided to support him, are you trying not to break that conviction?"

After a brief pause, the Fist Demon opened his eyes. "What kind of grand conviction would that be, to mistreat someone for such a reason? The ones who ruin the world are those with misguided convictions."

Those words were unexpected. Based on his appearance, he seemed like the type to stick to a decision until death.

"Then you might be able to support me instead of my brother."

The Fist Demon closed his eyes again, clearly not wanting to continue the conversation.

I bowed my head politely. "I'll be sure to return tomorrow with the answer."

I could tell he was testing me. Otherwise, he would have bluntly told me not to come. In any case, this wasn't bad. If we saw each other often, I was sure I could find the answer to our relationship.

After leaving the Eastern Fist Garrison, I headed to the Southern Blade Sect to meet the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

Strangely, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was also sitting in his courtyard, lost in thought.

"Is today some kind of group meditation day for the Demon Supremes? Then I should probably do some thinking myself."

I went and sat beside him.

With his eyes still closed, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said quietly, "You've only ever swung a blade to death, so you don't know how to deal with fists, do you?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon knew my exact situation.

"How did you know?"

"How would I know? The rumor that you've been visiting the Eastern Fist Garrison is all over the place."

"The rumors spread so fast. Those loose-lipped cultists!"

"You'll lose all the fish you've caught that way."

"It's fine. I'll just go catch them again. There are only seven of them, so there should be some fun in it."

"Why seven?"

I stared quietly at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Have you already caught and eaten me?"

I laughed out loud at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's words. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon must have found his own words funny because he laughed along.

"Actually, I came to see you about that. What kind of person is the Fist Demon?"

"Usually, guys who use their fists are ignorant, but the Fist Demon is smart. He's a very smart man."

A smart Fist Demon. That must be why the Drunken Demon said you couldn't easily win against him without considerable resolve. It's also why Father said the odds were four to three but still a tight match.

"A smart person's fist always hurts more."

"Do you regret not catching him before this old man?"

"First, I have to say this. I don't know what kind of person the Fist Demon is, but this much is certain. A Blade Demon in hand is worth ten Fist Demons in the bush!"

Flattering the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was never a waste. Normally, flattery makes you wonder what you're even doing, but not with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon wasn't worried. It wasn't because he thought of himself as a fish I had already caught, but because I genuinely liked him. When I asked him to be my left wing, I only needed a Demon Supreme.

But now, I didn't care if he wasn't a Demon Supreme or just a stable hand in our Cult. I wouldn't even care if he had no influence on my succession. I just liked the Blood Heaven Blade Demon as a person. As long as that feeling didn't change, our relationship was secure.

"Do you know why the Cult Leader likes the Fist Demon?"

"Father likes the Fist Demon?"

"He doesn't say it out loud, but he probably likes him the most among the Demon Supremes."

"Why does he like him?"

"Because the Fist Demon is a madman for martial arts."

That explained everything. He met Father's number one condition for liking someone.

"He's not just crazy, he's purely crazy for it."

"And you say he's smart? That's cool, isn't it?"

"Cool? You've met your match."

"It's fine because I have you, Elder. If you weren't here, who would I get this kind of advice from? How would I even live?"

"You'd live just fine, drinking with the Drunken Demon and hanging out with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was jealous of the other Demon Supremes, as expected, but he still generously gave me information about the Fist Demon.

"You can't deny it, can you?"

"I'll visit again when I need to meditate. I'll bring the Fist Demon with me then."

"Don't you dare!"

With that, I left the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence.


The next day, I went to see the Undefeated Fist Demon again.

He was not in the Grand Training Ground or the small one. After searching, I found him before a cliff within the Eastern Fist Garrison. I knew our Cult was vast enough for lakes, but I never knew it had a cliff like this.

"Did you sleep well?"

He didn't accept my greeting today either, but it didn't matter. He let me roam freely within the Eastern Fist Garrison, which meant he didn't dislike my visits that much.

I stood beside him and looked up at the cliff.

"I think I've finally found the answer, but please promise me something first. Promise you won't get angry after hearing it. No, you can get angry, but promise you won't hit me with those fists."

The Fist Demon slowly looked at me. He didn't promise with words, but his gaze was enough.

"You wanted to show your subordinates something. Not that you could easily ignore the Second Young Lord, or that you supported the First Young Lord. You really wanted to say, 'I have no interest in your succession battle,' didn't you?"

Was that the right answer?

Unlike the other times, he didn't chase me away. His gaze just returned to the cliff.

I stopped dwelling on the answer and looked up at the cliff with him.

"I didn't know there was a cliff like this in the Cult's grounds. If you climbed to the top, you could probably see the entire Cult."

"This cliff isn't for climbing."

"Then what is its purpose?"

His answer was surprising.

"This cliff is to be destroyed with these fists. In a single blow!"

I was startled because I could feel his sincerity.

"You think it's an absurd goal, don't you?"

No matter how strong the Fist Demon was, destroying this cliff in one blow was impossible. Even Father probably couldn't do it.

"No. I was just wondering why I never had such a concrete goal."

I've never had a concrete goal for my martial arts. Of course, that's probably because Hwa Mugi occupied that spot.

It had been a long time since I heard a martial artist state such a concrete goal. It stirred something in my heart.

"May I join you in this goal?"

"You'll try to slice this cliff with a single sword strike?"

"No. I want to try destroying it with my fists, too."

This time, the Fist Demon was the one who was startled. He probably never imagined I would give such an answer.

But I was completely serious. If I could destroy this cliff with my fists, I felt I could also defeat Hwa Mugi. Beyond Hwa Mugi, I wanted to take on the challenge as a martial artist. I then said something even more surprising to the Fist Demon, who stared at me with his terrifying face.

"Please teach me your fist arts."


Chapter 182: I Have a Question!

I did not know if the Undefeated Fist Demon felt the same way. I never imagined saying something like that to the Fist Demon, but the moment the Fist Demon declared he would demolish the cliff with one blow, something ignited in my heart. I felt an intense desire to throw my own fist at his impossible challenge.

The Fist Demon stared into my eyes, then shifted his gaze to my hand.

"With that baby hand?"

So the day has come when my hand is called a baby's hand.

"Compared to yours, Fist Demon, it's very small and cute, but in the world of ordinary people, it's considered a pretty well-formed hand."

"Stop with the nonsense and go back."

The Fist Demon exuded a chilly air, then turned and left.

I looked up at the cliff again.

If a fist that could shatter this in one blow flew at me, could my protective enhanced qi withstand it?

I clenched my fist as power surged into it.


That afternoon, I visited Father. We played Go for the first time in a while. The clear, crisp sound of the stones calmed my mind. Playing Go with Father was comfortable, perhaps because it resembled a duel. Once you step onto the duel stage or begin a game of Go, no words are needed with your opponent.

"I've lost."

I had won our last game by two points, but today I lost by six. An irrepressible smile touched Father's lips.

He's truly incorrigible.

Whether in Go or martial arts, Father was a man who could not stand to lose.

"When you have time, learn some Go from Strategist Sama."

"I'll have to do that."

"Why did you come today?"

Father had already noticed. He knew I had come with a purpose.

"Do you just get a feeling when you look at someone?"

"You were making unusually hasty moves today. Amateurs always give themselves away."

"An amateur! You only won for the first time today."

I was inwardly pleased. It meant Father had been paying attention to my state of mind while we played Go.

"There's something I wish to ask your permission for."

"What is it?"

"I'm thinking of learning fist arts from the Fist Demon. Please grant me your permission."

Father showed no particular reaction, as if he had expected it.

"If you want to learn, then you should learn. Why do you need my permission?"

"Of course I have to tell you before I learn, and I need your permission too."

"And if I don't permit it?"

"I'll just have to try harder to get your permission."

I revealed my honest feelings to Father.

"At first, my intention was a feint, to make noise in the east while attacking in the west. It was a probe to see how my brother would react if I provoked the Fist Demon, but today, the Fist Demon said his goal is to shatter a cliff with a single blow."

Father seemed to already know about that goal. He was not surprised by my words at all.

"At those words, my own wariness crumbled, not the cliff. I thought it was magnificent, and I found myself wanting to shatter a cliff too."

"That's your chronic weakness. A naive sentimentality that's perfect for getting you killed."

The very first time he said that, he had called it 'cheap sentimentality perfect for getting yourself killed'. Now, 'cheap' was gone, replaced by 'naive'. Our relationship had grown closer by exactly that much.

"That naivety can also be a strength sometimes. I've gained Demon Supremes because of it."

"Gained? Do you really think the Demon Supremes are on your side?"

Father truly trusted no one. Perhaps that perspective was essential for the Cult Leader who led the Demonic Cult.

"I believe there are no absolute loyalties in this world, except for a parent's love for their child. However, I'm trying my best not to create a situation where the Demon Supremes' loyalties might change."

People rarely have a sudden change of heart. When people change, it is usually because their situation has changed.

"Are you aware of this? If you get involved with the Fist Demon through martial arts, you'll surely have to fight him one day. He's got a personality that absolutely can't stand losing. That could lead to a result different from your intention."

It was advice he could give because he knew the Fist Demon's personality well. It meant that trying to get closer could make our relationship even worse.

"What happens if I win?"

"His goal will no longer be the cliff, but you."

I paused briefly before speaking to Father.

"Wouldn't a life where you become someone's goal be worth living at least once?"

Father stared at me for a moment, then nodded.

"The Fist Demon will require you to use proper and orthodox methods."

He was telling me not to rely on tricks or luck, but to do my best with standard, proper moves. Father had granted his permission.

"Thank you."

I bowed respectfully to Father and turned to leave. He spoke from behind me.

"From now on, I'll take the white stones."

"Don't you have to win three games in a row for that?"

"That rule changed as of today."

What can I do if the Heavenly Demon himself decides to change it?

"Then I must have my strategist teach me Go as soon as possible."


I went to see the Fist Demon again the next day. He had been absent from training for a few days, but today he was watching the Iron Fists. His reaction to me was the same as the first day. He glanced at me quickly, then his gaze returned to the Iron Fists. However, our relationship was now clearly different.

"May I learn alongside the Iron Fists?"

The Fist Demon looked at me, his face as fierce as ever. Anyone else would say he was glaring as if to kill me, but I could read the emotion in his eyes.

Are you really going to learn fist arts from me?

I answered with a determined look.

"......"

The Fist Demon gave me a contemptuous look, then slowly nodded. His attitude showed he was waiting to see what I would do.

"Thank you."

I unfastened my sword, set it aside, and immediately copied the stance of the Iron Fists.

It was the first time in my life I had learned fist arts. I had never learned them before my regression either.

Fighting without a sword in my hand?

It was hard to imagine.

The Iron Fists swept their astonished eyes over me. The Heavenly Demon's Second Young Lord had stepped up to learn fist arts with them. They would have plenty to talk about over drinks tonight.

The Fist Demon taught me nothing. I just followed the movements of the Iron Fists. A martial art learned by dozens of people could not be the Undefeated Fist Demon's exclusive fist art. It was likely the basic fist art for the Eastern Fist Garrison.

That was even better. I knew that the fist art that could shatter Mount Tai originated from these basic movements.

I performed the movements precisely. I had watched their training for days, and dozens of people were performing the same stance right in front of me. Even if one person performed a stance incorrectly, more did it correctly. Thanks to them, I could assume the correct posture.

When the first day of training ended, everyone dispersed quietly. I left as if I were one of them.

I participated in training the next day as well.

The Iron Fists of the Eastern Fist Garrison were divided into four groups by skill level. The White Fists wore white uniforms, the Green Fists wore blue, the Red Fists wore red, and the Black Fists wore black.

I was with the White Fists. Of course, one should not look down on them. The fact they could enter the Eastern Fist Garrison meant they were no amateurs.

Was training with the White Fists a waste of time?

Not a chance. In fact, it was better because I could build my foundation from the basics.

My martial arts realm was at a level where I could anticipate dozens of variations from a single small movement. From the basic motion of a punch, I envisioned dozens of situations and their variations. The Four Strides of the Wind God and the technique I was performing merged in my mind. Since the Four Strides of the Wind God had merged so brilliantly with the Soaring Sky Sword Art, it naturally formed a fantastic harmony with fist arts as well.

I was engrossed in my fist art training, but the Fist Demon still seemed not to trust me. I could read it on his face.

So what? Do you think you'll show up for a month? A year?

Because he harbored such thoughts, he only sent contemptuous glances my way.

However, his opponent was me. The next day, I even asked a question.

"I have a question!"

My shout startled everyone. I realized I had never seen anyone ask a question during training. They only performed the stances as ordered. I was probably the first.

The Fist Demon was just as surprised. He likely never imagined I would ask a question.

"In the Hidden Tiger Pounces technique, when rotating the right foot, how much can the left foot move?"

Everyone had been keeping their left foot completely fixed, but I thought it would be more effective if it moved slightly.

I felt a stir in my surroundings.

Is this allowed? How dare he ask a question? How will the Fist Demon react? What if we get struck by lightning because of him?

I could feel all sorts of such emotions.

Unexpectedly, however, the Fist Demon answered without any resistance.

"As long as your body doesn't waver when you complete the final rotation, you don't need to restrict the left foot."

Hearing the Fist Demon's clear answer, I tried the technique as he instructed.

My left foot lifted slightly. This was to link to the next technique as quickly as possible. We were practicing each movement separately, but in a real fight, continuous motion was important.

For the first time, the Iron Fists turned their gazes toward me. They did not know it yet. They were not just seeing a change in a technique. They were seeing a change in the long-stagnant training of the Eastern Fist Garrison.

I went to the training ground the next day, and the day after that. I did not ask questions just for the sake of it. I only asked what I was genuinely curious about, and the Iron Fists listened intently. It was as if I were asking the questions they were also curious about but never dared to ask. Some of the Iron Fists started to greet me after training.

After five days, I was executing the techniques with the most proper form among all the Iron Fists there. Some even came to ask me about the movements after training ended.

It was the seventh day. I remained alone to practice even after official training ended. I was becoming engrossed in the new world of fist arts. Putting my situation aside, learning fist arts was fun. I felt the Fist Demon watching me, but I paid him no mind and immersed myself in the technique. I focused only on my extended fist.

What must this fist carry to shatter a cliff?

Finally, the Fist Demon, who had been watching, spoke.

"What are you trying to do?"

"Didn't I tell you I wish to learn fist arts from you, Fist Demon?"

"Are you really trying to become my disciple?"

"If you'll accept me."

The Fist Demon flinched in surprise. A son of the Heavenly Demon had never become a disciple of a Demon Supreme.

"Are you serious?"

"Yes, I'm serious. I've already received Father's permission."

"The Cult Leader permitted it?"

"He did."

The Fist Demon realized my resolve was no joke.

"Do you know what kind of person I am?"

"I don't know well. However, the moment you said your goal was to shatter a cliff, I think I became captivated by you, Fist Demon."

My words were half sincerity, half flattery.

"You think a cheap trick like that will work? Do you think I'll support you as the successor if you do this?"

"It's fine if you don't. In fact, please don't. I don't know if you've heard the rumors about me, but my goal is to end this succession selection without shedding blood between brothers. That's why I'm actually reassured that you are with my brother, Fist Demon. Because you will stop my brother if he crosses the line."

"Why do you think I would stop him?"

"Because you're someone who tries to shatter a cliff with your bare fists. You must know that the moment your fist holds despicable conspiracies or schemes, you'll never be able to shatter that cliff."

"!"

"I believe you're the only one, Fist Demon, who can beat up my brother or me if we go crazy in the succession fight. Please stop both of us if we try to cross the line. Please strike us mercilessly with that fist."

I did not avoid his displeased and fierce gaze.

You say you're a man mad for martial arts? When it comes to being crazy about something and digging one path, I'm no less than you.

The next moment!

The Fist Demon's large fist was in front of my face. He threw the punch so quickly that it made no sound of wind. It was as if the fist had been there from the start, right before my face.

The sound exploded afterward.

FWOOOOSH!

A tremendous gust of wind rushed past me from behind.

KRAAAANG!

A large hole had been punched through the wall far behind me.

Amazingly, he had completely blown away the area behind me while leaving my face untouched where the fist had stopped. It was a truly magnificent and transcendent technique.

The Fist Demon stared coldly at me. I had not even blinked at the fist flying toward my face. He then turned and walked away without a word.

I stood in place and watched his back as he walked into the distance.

The more you act like this, the more fiercely the flame in my heart will burn.

At the end of the path, the Fist Demon stopped.

"Starting tomorrow, come to the Green Fists' training ground."


Chapter 183: When a Rift Forms Between People

The next day, I went to the Green Fists' training ground. They wore blue martial arts uniforms, a clear distinction from the White Fists. Their composure reflected their superior skill.

The Fist Demon had not yet arrived, so I greeted them comfortably. They already knew I had trained with the White Fists.

One of them asked, "Did you learn everything you needed from the White Fists? I heard you were only there for seven or eight days."

"How long did it take you?"

"I was there for two years. If you didn't learn properly from the White Fists, training with the Green Fists won't be easy."

He sounded concerned, but his words revealed his displeasure. He subtly complained that I had passed in a few days what took them two years. He implied my status as the Second Young Lord, not my skill, was the reason for my success.

I did not bother making excuses. Others were bound to have similar complaints, and words could not resolve this issue.

A short while later, the Fist Demon appeared. I had learned that the Fist Demon personally instructed everyone from the White Fists to the Black Fists. Other Demon Supremes only taught their disciples, who then taught the lower subordinates, but the Fist Demon instructed all his subordinates himself.

"I believe personally instructing all the iron fists is truly worthy of respect," I said loudly. Everyone probably thought I was just flattering him, but I was sincere. In an atmosphere where no one dared ask questions, the Fist Demon had likely never heard such words. So I spoke them.

The Fist Demon's gaze turned to me. I looked at his fierce, blunt face and spoke even louder.

"It's magnificent!"

It's better to say this once when everyone is present than a hundred times when we're alone. This was not flattery. He deserved the praise. It was no easy feat for a Demon Supreme to look after his lowest subordinates.

The Fist Demon's eyes seemed to say, 'Your tricks won't work on me.'

My eyes replied, 'Then it will work, because these aren't tricks.'

When training began, all the Green Fists removed their shirts. From the Green Fists onward, they trained bare-chested to observe every muscle movement.

After they removed their shirts, their gazes turned to me. Their eyes seemed to say, let's see the pale body of our dear Second Young Lord.

I slowly took off my clothes. Everyone was startled when they saw my body. It was covered in battle-hardened muscles and countless scars. The Fist Demon himself would have been shocked if he knew who gave me each one.

I smiled brightly at everyone. "I came here so I wouldn't have to get hit anymore."

A clear sneer crossed the Fist Demon's lips. He still looked disbelieving, as if waiting to see how long I would last.

The training began in earnest.

The Fist Demon still did not teach a single move, so I watched the others and copied them. Breathing methods were also important for their techniques, which I also learned by copying. I used the Divine Eye Technique to carefully observe their noses, throats, stomachs, and mouths to figure out the breathing method.

Then I asked the Fist Demon for confirmation.

"Please see if this breathing method is correct."

"Who taught you the breathing method?"

"I learned it by watching them perform their martial arts just now."

The Green Fists all looked at me with disbelief.

The Fist Demon, however, would believe me. He was surely reading the flow of my qi.

I wonder how he's evaluating my skills.

I remembered Father's words. He had said that if I got involved with the Fist Demon through martial arts, we would inevitably fight.

I looked at him, raised my hand high, and shouted, "I have another question!"


The next day, and the day after that, I trained diligently.

The cynical gazes from the Green Fists soon vanished. I worked hard, performed better than anyone, and above all, I brought out a new side of the Fist Demon.

"How should this technique be applied in a real fight?"

Strictly speaking, I aimed this question not at the Green Fists, but at the Fist Demon.

The Fist Demon must have wanted to explain the technique's practical application to his subordinates.

If it were me, I'd want to tell them. Why would the Fist Demon be any different?

Indeed, the Fist Demon explained in such detail that it made me wonder what he would have done if I had not asked. The Green Fists also looked surprised. They probably never imagined the Fist Demon could explain things so well.

I asked questions about psychological aspects, and even more fundamental ones.

"Why fist techniques?"

In truth, everyone from the White Fists to the Black Fists, and even the Fist Demon himself, should constantly ask that question.

As I asked it, I naturally questioned myself as well.

Why the sword?

How one finds the answer to this question determines how far that person can grow.

Five days after I started training with the Green Fists, the Fist Demon spoke to me in front of the other martial artists.

"Starting tomorrow, come to the Red Fists training."

"......"

None of the Green Fists complained about this decision. In just a few days, I had perfectly mastered the techniques they had learned.

Eventually, the man who had spoken to me on the first day came to apologize.

"Please forgive my rudeness on the first day."

"Anyone would have thought the same. There will probably be someone in the Red Fists who says the same thing."

"That person will also come to apologize like me in a few days. Thank you for opening our foolish and inadequate eyes."

All the Green Fists martial artists standing behind him bowed their heads lightly to me. I also bowed my head to them. Just seeing a new side of the Fist Demon must have made this a very meaningful time for them.


"I heard Mugeuk is training under the Fist Demon."

Geom Muyang kept a close watch on his younger brother's movements.

"In just over ten days, he broke through the Green Fists training. I hear he started with the Red Fists two or three days ago," the Demonic Buddha replied from across the table.

"With the Second Young Lord's martial arts skill, it's certainly possible."

The Demonic Buddha knew what worried the First Young Lord. He must be concerned that at this rate, the Second Young Lord might actually become the Fist Demon's disciple.

"You don't need to worry about the Fist Demon. If the Second Young Lord tries to pull him in, it'll only backfire."

At that, Geom Muyang recalled a past event.

"Do you perhaps remember what you told me before?"

"What did I say to you?"

"The Drunken Demon is an unpredictable man. If he starts stirring things up, even the Second Young Lord won't be able to handle him easily. The Second Young Lord will lose the Demon Supremes he has so carefully gathered."

These were the words the Demonic Buddha had said to Geom Muyang when he received the broken liquor bottle from the Drunken Demon.

However, the news that eventually reached them was of Geom Mugeuk drinking and carousing with the Drunken Demon.

"Don't take this the wrong way. It's just that I can't ignore what happened with the Drunken Demon."

Although he said not to take it the wrong way, the Demonic Buddha felt displeased. Was there really a need to repeat my own words so precisely? Doesn't it mean he's been holding onto that incident all this time?

Is it really impossible to mend a rift once it forms between people?

At first, he tried hard to ignore the rift, careful not to let it crack further. He thought it would be fine as long as it did not shatter completely.

However, the Demonic Buddha was realizing it.

In human relationships, the problem was not whether the rift shattered. The problem was that a rift had formed in the first place.

If his counterpart had not been Geom Muyang, this relationship would have already been settled one way or another, but he could not do that. Because Geom Muyang was the path he had chosen. Because he had bet his life on him.

Geom Muyang said to the Demonic Buddha, "Could you meet with the Fist Demon and find out what he's thinking?"

"Yes, I will go and meet him."

The Demonic Buddha readily accepted the request.

As he got up from his seat, the Demonic Buddha looked back at Geom Muyang. He wanted to say something. That it was okay to show his anxiety. That he could tell him everything. That his damn younger brother was too strong and hard to handle. That he would feel better after saying it all.

But the words caught in his throat.

"What is it? Is there something you wish to say?"

"It's nothing. I will be on my way."

Leaving the office, the Demonic Buddha reproached himself. If the First Young Lord can't do it, I should have been more open... This isn't something to blame Geom Muyang for.


The next day, the Demonic Buddha's steps halted as he entered the Eastern Fist Garrison.

He saw Geom Mugeuk with the Red Fists martial artists.

"Widen your stance. Lower your arms."

Geom Mugeuk was correcting their movements. The Demonic Buddha knew the man was no ordinary person, but how many days had it been? How was he already so friendly with the Red Fists?

Just then, the Demonic Buddha saw Geom Mugeuk's eyes and his expression. He was passionately discussing with the Red Fists, like someone truly immersed in fist techniques.

Right, that's why. That's how everyone gets drawn in. They're deceived by that strange fervor I almost fell for myself.

At that moment, Geom Mugeuk saw the Demonic Buddha and ran over to greet him.

"It's been a while. Have you been well?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly. How nice would it be if Geom Muyang smiled so brightly?

No. I shouldn't have such useless thoughts. He's smiling like that because he's an enemy.

Isn't it human nature to smile at strangers but scowl at your own people? I mustn't be deceived by that smile. The First Young Lord gets annoyed because he's on our side. The Second Young Lord smiles because he's the enemy.

"The rumors are rampant that you've become engrossed in fist techniques lately."

"Being the Sanzu Hall Director, I've found there are just too many bastards I want to beat to a pulp with my fists."

"Look here, let's not be so hypocritical with each other. Aren't you here to win the Fist Demon over to your side?"

"Those words, 'with each other', are truly pleasant to hear."

That silver tongue. He's so obviously speaking pleasantries, yet it keeps melting my ears.

"Stop with the pretense and go swing those cotton fists of yours."

After deliberately treating him coldly, the Demonic Buddha headed for the Fist Demon's office. From behind, he heard Geom Mugeuk's shout.

"The Fist Demon called them baby hands, so are you calling them cotton fists, Demonic Buddha?"


"You're a busy man, so I'll get straight to the point. I came here today because of the Second Young Lord."

The Fist Demon waited silently for the Demonic Buddha's next words, as if he had expected this. The tall, large-framed Fist Demon and the much smaller Demonic Buddha were a true contrast.

"The Second Young Lord's desire to learn fist techniques is a ploy to draw you to his side."

In truth, the Demonic Buddha had never been close with the Fist Demon, but he felt a one-sided camaraderie. He considered his own short stature and the Fist Demon's frightening face to be similar physical weaknesses. He thought people would frown upon seeing either of them.

Of course, he had never revealed such private thoughts to anyone.

"So? You came here because you're worried I'll fall for the Second Young Lord's tricks?"

"That's right. That's what I'm worried about. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon went over to his side, and so did the Flower Sword Supreme. Even the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Drunken Demon."

The Demonic Buddha spoke frankly. Beating around the bush could cause trouble later. He had to be direct.

"The Second Young Lord is a fox. A fox with a hundred tails. That silver tongue of his is sweeter than a treacherous courtier's. If you let your guard down, you'll find yourself taking the Second Young Lord on as a disciple before you know it."

The Fist Demon stared intently at the Demonic Buddha and asked abruptly, "By any chance, were you almost won over too?"

For a moment, the Demonic Buddha flinched inwardly, but he spoke confidently.

"From the beginning until now, and in the future, I am on the First Young Lord's side."

"The Second Young Lord said so. He told me to protect the First Young Lord."

The Demonic Buddha was startled. He had said something similar to him as well.

"He said he would end the succession fight without shedding any blood."

"Do you believe him?"

"Do you?"

The Demonic Buddha did not answer. He should have said he did not believe him, but the words would not come out. He had come to give the Fist Demon confidence, but he was only confirming that Geom Mugeuk had swayed him too.

"Go and tell the First Young Lord. My heart in supporting the First Young Lord remains unchanged."

He could not know the Fist Demon's true feelings, but the Demonic Buddha thought it was enough to have given him this warning.

"The First Young Lord will be greatly pleased."

With that, the Demonic Buddha left the office.

On his way back, he saw Geom Mugeuk again. Far away in the training grounds, he was still honing his fist techniques with the Red Fists. Even from a distance, the Demonic Buddha could feel his genuine immersion in the art. It was just like when he himself had been immersed in martial arts as a youth.

There had been many times until now when he had considered Geom Mugeuk to be remarkable, but today's feeling was a little different.

It was probably because of the Red Fists training with him. Have you all fallen for him already? How long have you known him? What's so great that you're swinging your fists together?

The Demonic Buddha suddenly became afraid of Geom Mugeuk.

Doubts washed over him like inner demons. What if his scheme to sway people's hearts is genuine? What if I'm the fool who resorts to schemes? What if I've chosen the wrong side?

However, the Demonic Buddha soon shook his head. At times like this, he had to be stronger. Emitting a golden radiance, he walked on with powerful steps. Even though he was confused, pushed back, and even though a rift had formed.

First Young Lord, let us be strong.


Chapter 184: What Kind of Person the Fist Demon Is

"You seem to be in a good mood," Geom Muyang said.

The Demonic Buddha smiled. "I suppose it's because I've brought good news."

The Demonic Buddha acted brighter and more energetic than usual.

"You don't need to worry about the Fist Demon. He's made it clear that he supports the Young Lord."

Despite the good news, Geom Muyang's expression did not brighten.

"First Young Lord, let me speak frankly. I know you've been disappointed in me recently. I tried my best, but some things didn't go as planned. For that, I apologize."

The Demonic Buddha apologized sincerely, without any pretense. The feeling stemmed from watching Geom Mugeuk train earlier.

I can't win against Geom Mugeuk if things continue like this. He knew a change was needed and decided it had to start with himself.

"No. I'm the one who should be apologizing."

The Demonic Buddha could tell from Geom Muyang's reaction that he was flustered and doubted his words.

Geom Muyang always looked for hidden meanings and filtered what others said. Right now, he was doubting the Demonic Buddha's sincerity.

Yesterday, this reaction would have angered the Demonic Buddha. It would have reminded him of the crack that had formed between them, but not today. He decided to accept it. This was the essence of Geom Muyang. If the Demonic Buddha did not like it, he was the one who had to leave.

Geom Muyang spoke calmly, perhaps unaware of the Demonic Buddha's thoughts. "When I returned to the Cult, I think I was flustered. Mugeuk had grown so much more than I expected. The Mugeuk I knew was a young wolf, but he's become a great tiger. In my impatience, I was rude to you several times. I'm sorry."

Geom Muyang bowed his head.

The Demonic Buddha's heart softened. This was enough.

He decided the crack between them was not a danger that could shatter them. Instead, it was a mark for a better future relationship. He could look at it when he felt hurt and weary to find strength.

"You're also a tiger, First Young Lord. So don't be afraid. Roar to your heart's content. I'll protect you."

"Thank you."

The Demonic Buddha mustered his strength.

Yes, this is how I should approach him. Just as Geom Mugeuk approached me without hesitation, I must stride confidently toward Geom Muyang. Only then will I have no regrets, no matter how this ends.

The Demonic Buddha's gaze turned to the window. "The moonlight is especially beautiful tonight."

Geom Muyang's eyes, however, were not enjoying the beautiful moonlight.

This won't do.

He thought the Demonic Buddha, with his eyes growing moist at the sight of the moon, could not defeat Geom Mugeuk.

If you were truly on my side, you wouldn't praise me as a tiger. You'd bring me a trap to catch that other tiger. When every trick and scheme was needed, the man acted so leisurely.

It was because he was not as desperate as Geom Muyang. After all, if Geom Muyang lost the succession battle, he would be the one to die.

Because their hearts were different, the moonlight was also different. It shone down on them both, soft and warm, yet cold and lonely.


I threw punches alone in the moonlit training ground. I had already mastered the techniques the Red Fists were learning. They found them difficult, but to me, they felt as easy as basic fist arts. Still, a solid foundation was crucial, so I invested all my time in honing my skills from the start.

Just then, the Fist Demon walked over.

The moon at his back cast his face in shadow, making him look like a truly malevolent demon.

"Aren't you afraid of me?"

"How could anyone not be afraid after seeing that face?"

"It's not just that you're not afraid. You're looking down on me."

"Do you enjoy it when others find you fearsome? You must have experienced it your whole life."

The Fist Demon walked slowly until he stood right before me. He thrust his face close to mine. It was the first time I had seen it this close. He truly looked like a demon born into the mortal world.

"How does it look up close?"

I looked at the Demon Supreme's face and felt something for the first time.

"You look tired."

"!"

"What in the world is making a Demon Supreme of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult so tired? Is it the Iron Fists? Or that cliff? Or is it something else?"

The Fist Demon's eyes trembled for a moment. No one had likely ever asked him so directly. Not even Father treated the Demon Supremes carelessly, let alone his fellow Demon Supremes.

"It seems you've coaxed all the Demon Supremes this way, but it won't work on me."

My comment about him looking tired seemed to have struck a nerve.

"As I've said, I never hoped for that. I desire something else."

"What is it?"

"Please teach me fist arts. Learning them is so much fun. I'm so excited and thrilled I can't even sleep."

I said it with all my heart. Perhaps it was because I had trained in sword arts my entire life, mastering the Twelfth Star of the Soaring Sky Sword Art and the Four Strides of the Wind God. The fist arts had come to me now like fate.

"Please teach me. I want to fight you, the Fist Demon, with the very fist arts you teach me!"

"!"

"With those fist arts, I want to defeat you."

In that instant, a wave of qi erupted from the Fist Demon's body. His aura was a fierce gale that made it impossible to open my eyes. It filled my mind with a blank terror, as if I would be blown away.

The Heavenly Demon Defense Art activated on its own, and I raised my protective qi to counter his aura.

At that, the Fist Demon's aura grew even stronger. A wind blew that felt like it would tear away not just my body, but my very soul.

I infused qi into my clenched fist and executed a technique I learned from the Red Fists, the Heaven Swallowing Fist.

"......"

A refreshing sound of wind burst from the empty space where my fist struck.

I stared into the Fist Demon's eyes. "You've awakened something inside my body."

Even without me saying it, the Fist Demon would know what it was.

The Fist Demon withdrew his crushing aura and asked, "Why have you come to me only now?"

The seventh connection among the eight Demon Supremes. He had every right to be curious.

"Was I not a person you needed that much?"

"It's the opposite."

"The opposite?"

"I heard you fulfill the roles of two Demon Supremes. That's why I wanted to meet you when I had become a little stronger."

"Who told you I fulfill the role of two people?"

"Father."

Father had said the four-versus-three split among the Demon Supremes was a tense balance. I confirmed through the Drunken Demon that he said this with the Fist Demon in mind. Father certainly had influence over them. The Fist Demon revealed a complicated emotion when our father was mentioned.

"I can't believe the Cult Leader would say such a thing. Don't make a reckless move just to pull me to your side."

"Go and confirm it for yourself."

The Fist Demon's face became even more frightening. I could guarantee that if he went to the Central Plains with that face, he would cause new incidents, accidents, and interesting events every single day.

He stared at me fearsomely and asked, "Are you serious about possibly becoming my disciple?"

"I am. This is your only chance to become the Master of the Heavenly Demon. Don't miss it."

"What will you do if I try to control my disciple, the Heavenly Demon, as I please?"

Finally, I released my own aura, revealing it to the Fist Demon for the first time. It was an endlessly vast, clear sky, reflected in clear water. It was an abyss whose bottom could not be seen, discovered only after dipping a foot into what seemed shallow. Extending that suffocating fear, I spoke sternly.

"Is your Heavenly Demon a person of such little worth?"

The Fist Demon stared at me, surprised.

We stared at each other in silence for a long time before the Fist Demon finally broke it.

"Hold out your hand. That baby hand of yours."

I held out my hand.

"Make a fist."

I slowly made a fist.

A peculiar light flickered in the Fist Demon's eyes as he examined my fist.

Yes, this isn't a hand one sees easily. This 'baby's hand' is the hand of a Heavenly Martial Body, bestowed by the heavens.

A master's entire body is important, but the hands are especially so. This is even more true in fist arts, where one cannot hide the body's weaknesses with a weapon.

He wrapped his large hand around mine. Hand met hand, each exploring the other.

After a moment, the Fist Demon turned and walked away without a word about my hand.

"Starting tomorrow, come to the Black Fists' training."


After leaving the Eastern Fist Garrison, I went straight to the Valley of Evil. I wanted to ask the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon about the Fist Demon. For some reason, I felt he would know the Fist Demon well.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sat blankly in his all-white room, as always.

His first words to me were, "Second Young Lord, you want to fight the Fist Demon."

I was startled. "Have you learned a mind-reading art? Or are we so close we can read each other's thoughts just by looking into our eyes?"

"You're wearing a mask today, aren't you?"

"And if I'm wearing a mask, that means I want to fight the Fist Demon?"

"Yes. That means you want to fight the Fist Demon."

I smiled and pushed the mask up onto my head. "What if I came like this?"

"Then you must have come because you want to play with me."

I had not come to play today, so I pulled the mask back down.

"I might be able to fool a ghost, but I can't fool you." I nodded, admitting it honestly.

"Do you miss the blood?"

"I think so. When I miss blood, you're the first person I think of."

"When I heard you were learning martial arts from the Fist Demon, I knew you'd visit me at least once."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Fist Demon were completely different people in feel, atmosphere, and personality. Still, if one were to classify the Demon Supremes without any criteria, it felt like they would be placed in the same category.

"Do you know why the Fist Demon supports the First Young Lord?"

"Because I went to see him late?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon shook his head.

"Because he supports the succession of the eldest son?"

"That's probably not it either."

"Then why does he support my brother?"

An unexpected answer came. "It's likely because of the Cult Leader."

"Because of Father?"

"Until you began to distinguish yourself recently, everyone expected the First Young Lord to be the successor. The Cult Leader probably had his mind made up that way as well."

"Does that mean the Fist Demon is following Father's will?"

"That's right. He probably thinks the Cult Leader wants the First Young Lord as the successor. He doesn't know how much the situation has changed recently."

"Because he was focused solely on teaching his subordinates."

"Correct. If he finds out the Cult Leader has you in mind, he'll change his mind."

The Drunken Demon had said Father would most like the Fist Demon, who was purely crazy about martial arts. It occurred to me that perhaps the Fist Demon was also the one who liked Father the most.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon gave one last piece of advice. "The Fist Demon's alias is 'Undefeated'. He's a man who has never lost. You'll find out what kind of person he is when he's finally defeated."

I nodded silently.

Perhaps I'll be the one to hand him his first defeat.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon read that fervor in me.

"Second Young Lord, why are you trying to become so strong?"

He knew my ultimate goal in learning from the Fist Demon was not to gain an ally, but to become stronger.

"Are you perhaps dreaming of unifying the world?"

"No," I said firmly.

"Do you want to become the world's number one?"

"That's not it either."

"Then why are you running so breathlessly?"

"I have a premonition that a powerful enemy will appear one day. An enemy so strong I can never win unless I train like a madman. I suppose I have that kind of anxiety."

I revealed my honest anxiety to him. Strangely, it was comfortable to reveal these emotions to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared at me quietly, then suddenly shot a finger qi bullet.

JIIIIIIIIK.

A long line scarred the white wall he always stared at. I was shocked. He had damaged the wall I thought he would never touch.

"Second Young Lord, how far have we come?"

After a very long time, he drew a line and asked me. The last time, I had said I reached the line of survival.

I drew the Black Demon Sword. I passed the old survival line and drew a vertical line at the end of his new one. "I've come this far."

I had not spent much time with him, but our two back-to-back, life-or-death battles allowed me to draw the line there.

"Do you remember? When we first met, I told you I don't befriend people who wear masks. Now, that principle has changed. Since I wear a mask too, I'll be friends with people who wear masks." The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said this to me with clear eyes.

"You said it, Second Young Lord. That if I reached that line, we'd become friends. We'd eat and drink together, have fun together, and fight together. If one was in danger, the other would come to the rescue. If one of us died first, the other would pour alcohol on their grave."

"That's right."

"If that powerful enemy you mentioned appears and you fall into danger..." The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon paused briefly before adding, "I'll go and save you."

"!"

I could tell. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's line was drawn in the same place as mine.

Father always says not to trust people. He says this kind of feeling is a cheap, naive sentiment that gets you killed. Even so, I love this moment so much.

"I'll be waiting for you to save me."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes shone clearly. No more words were needed.

As I turned to leave, I asked worriedly, "By the way, is that wall okay? It's for your training, isn't it?"

He had said he trained by looking at the white wall to gain more inner arts. I worried how he would manage now that it was damaged. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon just looked at the opposite white wall and said, "I didn't like the color of that wall over there anyway. Starting today, I'll look at this one."


Chapter 185: You Still Don't Know the Terror of a Sword

The next day, I went to the Black Fists training grounds.

I had assumed the Black Fists, being the most skilled, would have the fewest members.

When I arrived, however, I saw the Black Fists had the most members. This was thanks to the Fist Demon's efforts. He had built them up from the basics, continuously discovering those with the potential to become one of the Black Fists.

These were the true Iron Fists. I saw skilled individuals everywhere who could easily serve as a Division Leader or Captain in our Cult's elite organizations.

Their gazes varied from curious to hostile. The reason for their hostility was simple. These Black Fists had trained for a minimum of seven or eight years, and some for over a decade, to reach this level.

How could they be pleased when I had broken through the Three Fists and risen to the Black Fists in just over ten days? Some probably wondered if the Second Young Lord was trying to become the next Fist Demon.

One person stood out among them.

She was an attractive woman with her hair tied up tightly and bandages wrapped around her hands and wrists. Her captivating eyes looked strong.

I knew who she was.

Cheon Sohwi.

She was the next Fist Demon.

With that slender body and small fists, she was the woman who would overcome all the other Black Fists here and inherit the Fist Demon's title.

After Hwa Mugi closed off our Cult, the Fist Demon would pass the position of Demon Supreme to her and go into seclusion.

The Fist Demon never managed to shatter the cliff. He had dedicated his entire life to martial arts training, but he never reached the state where he could destroy a cliff with a single punch.

I realized that if he had reached a state powerful enough to shatter the cliff, he might have sought revenge on Hwa Mugi. I didn't see it back then, but looking at it now, that seems to be the case.

Since my regression, everyone's fates and relationships have been changing.

Therefore, I couldn't judge these people by past standards. I had to see them with a new perspective and new standards.

Just look at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. If Hwa Mugi killed me, would those two just stand by? I had a premonition they wouldn't.

"I heard the Second Young Lord passed the Red Fists with ease."

The man who approached and spoke to me was Do Kang. Just as I knew Cheon Sohwi, I knew this man as well.

Do Kang was the one who competed with Cheon Sohwi for the successor's position until the very end. When he was passed over, he left the cult.

"On behalf of the Black Fists, may I ask you a question?"

"Ask as many as you like."

"Why did you come to the Eastern Fist Garrison? Why are you trying to learn fist arts?"

"If you're worried I might take the position you've all dedicated your lives to obtaining, you don't have to be. I didn't come here to become the Fist Demon."

I told them calmly.

"I am the one who will become your Heavenly Demon."

Because of what I had accomplished since my regression, no one showed any disrespect. The possibility that I might become the Heavenly Demon made it difficult for them to run their mouths carelessly.

However, no one went out of their way to get on my good side either. The Eastern Fist Garrison was still closer to the First Young Lord's faction.

"By the time I become the Heavenly Demon, one of you will have become the Fist Demon. I look forward to working with you."

Do Kang asked again.

"Why would someone who is to become the Heavenly Demon come here?"

"I came because I want to become stronger. To learn fist arts and become stronger."

This would also boost the pride of the Iron Fists. After all, I was saying I wanted to learn the fist arts they practiced to become stronger.

Cheon Sohwi's gaze was among those focused on me. Her exceptional qi was one thing, but I particularly liked the look in her eyes. It was a gaze filled with a will that seemed it would never give up on a goal, much like the Fist Demon's.

I'll be in your care, future Fist Demon!

Just then, the Fist Demon appeared. As with the previous training sessions, he paid me no special attention.

"Let's begin."

With the Fist Demon's single phrase, training began.

The Black Fists also focused their training on technique. The Fist Demon valued fundamentals and considered executing techniques with precision to be the most important thing.

I observed the movements of the Black Fists in detail.

On the first day, I only observed. I could have demonstrated the techniques if I had to, but I didn't think that would be a good choice for the Black Fists or myself.

And so, the first day passed with me only observing.

The next day, I continued to just watch.

The Black Fists triumphantly displayed their pride, as if to say, 'See, we're different from the Red Fists, aren't we?'

The Fist Demon sent me a telepathy.

[You must have already mastered it all, so why aren't you following along?]

[I could get away with it for the Red Fists, but I have to consider the pride and morale of the Black Fists.]

[Since when did you care about them?]

[I have to care for them since they will one day be my subordinates.]

I could see the Fist Demon scoffing in the distance.


On the third day, after training ended and everyone was dispersing, Cheon Sohwi approached Geom Mugeuk.

When Geom Mugeuk had said he would become their Heavenly Demon on the first day, something had stirred in her chest.

She had bet her life on martial arts and had completely given up on love. Therefore, it wasn't a feeling between a man and a woman. It was some other kind of fateful pull. She had come to find Geom Mugeuk to confirm what it was.

"I'm Cheon Sohwi."

"A pleasure."

"I heard that you learned the techniques from the Red Fists' training just by watching."

"That's right."

"You won't be able to learn the Black Fists' techniques just by watching."

"They are certainly incomparably more difficult."

"Then why don't you ask to be taught?"

Geom Mugeuk gave an unexpected answer.

"I've already learned them all."

He might not have for others, but he spoke honestly to Cheon Sohwi. He wanted to form a different kind of connection with her.

Cheon Sohwi flinched in surprise, then a faint sneer touched her lips. She was certain it was impossible to master the techniques just by watching.

She was about to say that useless pride only makes a person look pathetic, but instead phrased it nicely.

"I'm curious now, whether you truly have a keen eye, or if you're just bluffing."

After all, if he was the type to bluff, such advice wouldn't get through to him anyway, and if by some chance she was wrong, she would be making a mistake.

"Well then, I'll be going."

She had taken a few steps when Geom Mugeuk called out from behind her.

"If what I said is true, you have to grant me one request."

She turned and asked.

"And if it's a bluff?"

"I'll grant your request."

"Fine."

She agreed without hesitation, clearly convinced it was a bluff.

Cheon Sohwi left, wondering what kind of request she should make. At the same time, she was disappointed that it wasn't some kind of fateful pull after all.


Her disappointment lasted only a day.

The next day, I demonstrated the exact techniques the Black Fists had been practicing in front of everyone. When I executed the techniques perfectly, everyone was stunned. Cheon Sohwi's shock was the greatest of all.

[Did you really learn all that just by watching?]

Her incredulous telepathy reached me.

[Didn't I tell you I did?]

Her eyes trembled. How could she know? I was the one who passed through the Little Heaven Cave in a single day, a feat that took an average of three years and even Father two months. These weren't the Fist Demon's unique martial arts, so I could certainly execute the fist arts learned by the Black Fists just by watching.

[Don't forget, you have to grant my request.]

[Of course. I always keep my promises.]

The Fist Demon called me forward.

"Step forward."

For the first time, the Fist Demon had me stand before the Iron Fists.

"Do you know why I permitted you to train here?"

"Why is that?"

The Fist Demon's gaze then turned to the Black Fists.

"These kids have never fought a true master. Would you show them what the murim is really like?"

Surprisingly, he was asking me to give them real combat experience.

Of course, those at the level of the Black Fists would have had various experiences. The Fist Demon, like the other Demon Supremes, had duties to perform for the cult, and the Black Fists here likely went out to the Central Plains to handle them. They would have experienced real combat many times.

However, they had likely never met a true master.

My eyes met the Fist Demon's. He was genuinely concerned for his subordinates. His words were right. The Fist Demon is a smarter man than he looks. The Fist Demon is a man purely mad for martial arts.

"They still don't know the terror of a sword."

It was a difficult thing for the undefeated Fist Demon to say, but his words were for his subordinates, who were puffed up with arrogance. If he was willing to show this much consideration...

"Then I'll have to make them understand."

When I readily agreed, the Fist Demon's expression brightened.

"Will you do it with about twenty of them? Or maybe ten?"

It seemed even the Fist Demon felt bad asking me to give all several dozen of them the experience. This was certainly a difficult request, as it would be incredibly draining for the person accepting it.

"No, since I'm doing it, I'll take on all of them."

A flash of joy and gratitude crossed the fearsome Fist Demon's face. The emotion looked truly out of place and awkward on him, a sight one couldn't see often. Seeing that precious expression was payment enough for the lesson.

When I turned to the Black Fists, my qi had already turned cold.

"There are many types of masters. Decent masters, strong masters, and true masters. First, let's start with what it's like to meet a decent master. Now, come forward one by one."

The Black Fists stepped forward one by one, their faces full of confidence. Although they knew they couldn't beat me, they had the will not to lose easily.

I sent a telepathy to the Fist Demon.

[These are the men you taught, Fist Demon. Will this be alright?]

[Turn them into a disorderly mob. That is my intention for creating this session today.]

I faced them one by one.

"Your current opponent possesses the skill to defeat you in thirty moves."

The opposing Black Fist showed his resolve, as if to say, 'You think it'll go your way?' He probably wanted to teach me a lesson. He must have wanted to show this uninvited guest the true taste of a fist, especially with the Fist Demon watching.

Knowing his feelings well, I faced him in a way that wouldn't break his pride. Even if I won, I tried not to trample on his self-respect.

The first Black Fist rushed in, throwing a punch. His fundamentals were solid, and he was confident. His footwork was especially good. Martial artists who learn fist arts are naturally proficient in movement arts.

After thirty moves, the first Black Fist's side was stained with blood. It wasn't a deep cut, just enough to draw a little blood.

"It was a good lesson."

He gave a polite clasped hands greeting and retreated. Although he had shed blood, his expression was one of satisfaction from the first real fight in a long time. Considering who his opponent was, how could the duel not feel substantial?

The second Black Fist was also cut on the side in exactly thirty moves. The third was the same.

At this, the waiting Black Fists began to murmur and stir restlessly.

They tried their best to hold out, but they couldn't last beyond thirty moves, nor could they dodge the sword flying at their sides.

Having seen their comrades fall, they should have been prepared, but they weren't.

It wasn't that I suddenly increased my skill on the thirtieth move. I faced them with the same speed and power from the start, but without fail, they would expose their side on the thirtieth move. That was why everyone was so shocked.

A single emotion dominated them all.

How can this be?

Only Cheon Sohwi, who came out last, barely managed to dodge. She was cut on her thigh instead of her side on the thirty-first move. Indeed, she was the most outstanding among them.

The look in their eyes as they watched me had already changed. It was no longer 'Let's see what you've got,' but 'What will you show us now?'

"Until now, you faced a master who could defeat you in thirty moves. Now, you will face a master who can kill you in ten techniques."

The Black Fists came out one by one, their resolve even firmer. This time, I faced them much more quickly.

"This is what a master of ten moves feels like."

I pushed them back quickly and fiercely. It might not seem like a big difference between thirty moves and ten moves, but for the one on the receiving end, it would feel worlds apart.

Everyone was shocked and bewildered.

With their skills, they had been confident they could beat anyone down.

After a frantic ten moves passed, they would find a sword aimed at their neck. In an instant, a sword would be poking their heart. A cold, sharp blade would be tapping their arm. If I hadn't held back, their necks would have been severed, their hearts pierced, and their arms cut off.

Their initial confidence and arrogance were gone. This must have been the feeling the Fist Demon wanted his subordinates to experience. A warning not to get cocky just because they were the Black Fists. That masters existed who could rip to shreds the black martial arts uniform they had worked so hard to earn.

And so, I gifted them all the shock of a ten-move master.

It wasn't just my swordsmanship that surprised them. I was facing so many people consecutively, yet my breathing hadn't even become ragged.

Now, it was time to conclude the session.

"Now, for a master of a single move. They are difficult to encounter, but they certainly exist in this jianghu."

Everyone tensed at the words 'a master of a single move'.

They were about to come forward one by one again, but this time, I changed my method.

I fully released my qi. My qi dominated the space, making the Black Fists feel as if they were sinking into the depths of the ocean. The Black Fist who had been walking forward felt his breath catch, and he unconsciously took a few steps back.

"......"

The Black Demon Sword drew itself from its sheath.

CHWAAAAAAK.

It began to split apart in front of my chest.

The Black Fists were horrified by the sword qi that had split into twenty pieces in an instant. It was the first time they had seen such a thing. A sword splitting into sword-shaped sword qi.

SHWISHWISHWISHWISHWISHWISHWISHWISHWISH!

The sword qi shot out in all directions, flying as fast as light.

Screams erupted from all sides.

The sword-shaped sword qi had stopped right before the faces of the Black Fists standing at the front. It had flown so fast that they had no time to dodge. None of them could have blocked my Ominous Sky Strike, which had reached the Twelfth Star mastery.

Everyone stared with horrified faces at the sword-shaped sword qi floating before their eyes.

They wouldn't know. Stopping the sword qi simultaneously in front of their faces like this was a far more difficult, higher-level technique than simply piercing them all at once. At this moment, the only person who could comprehend that was likely the Fist Demon.

SHHHHHHH.

As the brilliant halo of light scattered, all the sword qi vanished.

The real Black Demon Sword, which had been floating in the air, was now in front of Cheon Sohwi. I had sent the real sword to her, the strongest of the Black Fists. It was a consideration and a sign of respect for her, and I imbued the sword with my thoughts.

What you see now is reality. The swords that fly toward you in the future will never vanish before your eyes. I hope you never forget this moment.

The Black Demon Sword floating before her cut through the air and returned to me. The Black Demon Sword sheathed itself.

Hearing the clear metallic click, I spoke calmly to the Black Fists.

"You were all just killed."


Chapter 186: It's Not Easy, Is It?

A heavy silence filled the training ground.

No one had died, but something had. The bluster, bluff, and arrogance the Black Fists once possessed were now completely gone.

Naturally, the way they looked at me changed completely. Their gazes held a mix of awe, fear, and anger, each emotion reflecting their individual personalities.

The Fist Demon broke the silence.

"Do you now know the terror of the sword?"

"......"

The Black Fists answered with a roar.

"When I first taught you fist techniques, I told you not to fear the sword. Now, you must know its terror."

The Fist Demon wanted to teach his subordinates that sometimes one must be fearless, and other times one must be afraid. Possessing both mindsets was today's lesson.

"That's all for today."

With those words, the Fist Demon turned and left. He did not show it in front of his subordinates, but I could feel the display of power had stirred him as well.

The remaining Black Fists did not disperse as they usually did. Instead, they stared at me with gazes full of awe. People of the demonic path were born to revere the strong, and their desire for strength was exceptionally powerful.

Cheon Sohwi stepped forward to speak for them.

"Why are you trying to learn fist techniques when you're this strong? Is this some kind of amusement for the powerful?"

It was a very provocative question.

She was still in shock from that single move. At the same time, she was furious with herself for being so helplessly defeated. Her refusal to lose to anyone was the very quality that would likely help her become the next Fist Demon.

I calmly asked her a question in return.

"How could learning fist techniques be an amusement?"

"Then why are you trying to learn them?"

Why? Because a desire has bloomed within me to shatter that cliff with these fists.

"When my sword flew at you, my hands were empty. What if I were attacked then? What should I do against a master who wouldn't even give me a chance to retrieve my sword? I want to learn for that moment. This fist, which strikes when an opponent is off guard, will be what saves me."

Cheon Sohwi stared intently at me. She must have wondered if I was sincere, but she was still too young to read my heart.

After speaking, I also left the training ground.

Just as the fates of everyone related to me were changing, their fates would also change in some way. I could only hope it would be for the better.


That night, I trained in fist techniques.

I slowly and meticulously practiced every technique I had learned, from the White Fists to the Black Fists. I needed to establish this basic foundation before I could properly learn the Fist Demon's exclusive techniques.

PAPAPAPANG!

I loved the sound of my fists striking the empty air. A desire welled up in me to quickly master the Fist Demon's fist techniques.

"You're working hard even though it's late."

The Fist Demon had come to see me. His calm voice, which always contrasted so sharply with his fearsome face, surprised me every time. Which is his true nature, his face or his voice?

In truth, I had a premonition that the Fist Demon would visit. I thought he would definitely react to the skill I had shown earlier.

"Since I started late, I must work twice as hard."

"Even if you work ten times as hard, I will not accept you as a disciple."

"May I ask why?"

The Fist Demon did not answer, but the heat in his eyes spoke for him. He wanted to fight me, and he could not fight his own disciple.

"You wish to fight me."

Just as he had lit a fire in my heart, I, too, had lit a fire in his.

"I will not fight."

The moment I fight him, I'll lose my chance to learn fist techniques. There's only one way to learn from the Fist Demon. Successor disputes and political problems are useless. We have to be connected through martial arts. I have to make him want to fight me so badly that he'll end up teaching me. That's my plan.

"What's your reason for not fighting?"

Just like him, I gave no answer. The Fist Demon stared at me, then realized the meaning behind my refusal.

"You're worried you'll defeat me."

A wave of emotion flashed across the Fist Demon's expression. After taking the name 'Undefeated', he had probably never met someone who worried about defeating him. He had only ever seen people struggling not to be killed by him.

"Second Young Lord, you don't need to have such worries. The martial arts you've learned were taught by the Cult Leader, so it would be no shame for me to lose."

I also looked into the meaning behind his words.

"Do you want to fight? Or do you want to win?"

For a moment, the Fist Demon flinched.

"Is there a difference between the two?"

His statement came less from arrogance and more from something else.

"You've become so accustomed to winning that you can't even feel the difference."

He strode over and shoved his face in front of mine. Seeing his terrifying face so up close was more potent than a fist flying at me.

"What are you trying to say?"

I recalled what the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had told me. He said I would know what kind of person the Fist Demon was when he lost.

"If you were the Blood Heaven Fist Demon or the Extreme Evil Fist Demon, it might be a different story, but as long as you are the Undefeated Fist Demon, it won't be easy for you to accept defeat."

"Are you saying I'll break my promise from the shock of defeat? What do you take me for!"

The Undefeated Fist Demon's expression twisted viciously. He looked so terrifying that it felt like the ground beside him would split open and demons would burst out from hell.

"Teach me the fist techniques first. Then I'll have a match with you."

The Fist Demon snorted as if it were a ridiculous notion.

"You'll have to fight me first."

He left those words behind, then turned and walked away.

I'm sorry, but that's not your card to play. As long as you're mad about martial arts, as long as you've built a legend of being undefeated, that card is mine.

Because I can wait, but you cannot.


Cheon Sohwi silently watched Geom Mugeuk.

Despite yesterday's huge fuss, Geom Mugeuk participated in the Black Fists' training as usual. He was completely immersed in his training, as if yesterday's events had never happened.

The Black Fists, however, were different. They appeared with ointment applied to the blade wounds on their sides, showing a new kind of fervor.

"I was reborn yesterday," one Black Fists member said openly.

Geom Mugeuk seemed unaware of this change and agitation, focusing solely on his own training.

His movements were more precise than anyone else's, and he understood the techniques better. Any suspicion that he was secretly taught because he was the Cult Leader's son had vanished with the skill he displayed yesterday.

"There's something I'd like to ask, if that's alright?"

Just as the Red Fists had done, members of the Black Fists began to ask Geom Mugeuk about the techniques.

"Of course."

Geom Mugeuk sincerely explained what the man asked.

In just one day, the atmosphere among the Black Fists had changed this much.

After training ended, Cheon Sohwi went to Geom Mugeuk.

"I lost the bet, so I'll keep my promise. Tell me what you want to ask of me."

Geom Mugeuk then said something completely unexpected.

"Make me the Fist Demon's disciple."

Cheon Sohwi stared at Geom Mugeuk for a moment with a dumbfounded expression.

"Then you make me the Cult Leader's successor," she said, thinking it was a joke.

She soon realized from Geom Mugeuk's expression that he was serious.

"You're not joking."

"Of course I'm not joking."

"I haven't even become a disciple myself, so how am I supposed to make you one?"

The Fist Demon had not yet chosen an official disciple. As a perfectionist in martial arts, he did not make such a decision lightly.

"That's for you, the loser of the bet, to worry about."

"I didn't know you'd make such a ridiculous request."

"Then why didn't you say so back then? That there should be a limit to the request."

"Well... I assumed that anyone with common sense would naturally make a reasonable request."

"Is that really why? Or was it because you thought you would win, so you didn't bother to say it?"

She could not refute his words. They were true. When they made the bet, she had intended to say he could not make an unreasonable request, but her instincts stopped her.

She had thought it was a bet she would obviously win, so she did not feel the need to say such a thing.

"Fine, I admit it."

Geom Mugeuk smiled. If she had not been so honest, he would have teased her more.

"Admit what? When someone makes such a ridiculous request, you should sternly refuse and forget about it."

She looked at Geom Mugeuk with a confused heart.

He's a truly unpredictable person.

She turned away. After walking a few steps, she stopped. She had lost the bet, and leaving like this hurt her pride. She turned back again.

"Fine, let's say I have that ability. Even so, if you become a disciple, the probability of me becoming one will decrease. Why would I help you?"

"That's where you're wrong. If I become a disciple, the probability of you becoming one will increase."

"Why is that?"

"Accepting the first disciple is difficult, but after that, it'll be like the floodgates have opened. He'll accept a second and a third, and I'll strongly recommend you as my junior martial sister."

"Me? Why?"

Geom Mugeuk stared at her and said calmly, "Because I think you'd do better than anyone else. Because you seem like the person most suited to be the next Fist Demon."

She wondered if he was joking again, but Geom Mugeuk's expression was serious.

A passion stirred in her chest. She had never heard such a thing since entering the Eastern Fist Garrison.

She, her peers, her seniors, and her juniors all ran while looking only up. From the White Fists to the Black Fists, they ran with the mindset that they would die if they were eliminated.

They were all peers who had struggled together, but she had never sincerely said anything nice to anyone. Nor had she ever heard such words.

Instead, she had secretly wished for her rivals to have a harder time, for them to be eliminated from the competition so that she could become the Fist Demon.

Yet this Geom Mugeuk, whom she had met only a few days ago, said such things without hesitation. In all that long time, they had never once exchanged such words.

She was not bitter because she had not heard them. Her heart grew heavy, as if she had just confirmed her own narrow-mindedness for never having said them to anyone.

"You don't even know me that well!" she snapped angrily and turned to leave.


That night, Cheon Sohwi could not fall asleep.

Geom Mugeuk's words kept replaying in her mind. Am I really a person suited to be the Fist Demon?

Tossing and turning, she finally couldn't bear it any longer and headed for Geom Mugeuk's quarters.

It was late, so she did not expect to meet him. She had gone only because of her frustrated heart, but surprisingly, Geom Mugeuk was practicing his martial arts.

He was so deep in his serious training that she could not greet him. She stood still, worried she might disturb him.

Finally, after finishing a round of training, Geom Mugeuk sat on a flat rock in the yard.

"Would you like a cup of tea?" he asked.

"No, I'm fine."

Cheon Sohwi sat down next to him. The scent of Geom Mugeuk's sweat was not unpleasant.

"It's late, but I came because I had to confirm this. If you really become a disciple, will you recommend me as your junior martial sister?"

"I will."

How much should I believe him? When the Black Fists colleagues gathered to drink, they always said the same thing. Trust no one. That was the first principle of surviving in the murim.

"My goal is to learn the Fist Demon's martial arts. The one to inherit the position of the Fist Demon will be my junior martial sister."

When such a powerful moment of temptation arrived, she found it hard to judge.

"My junior martial sister, who will have the Heavenly Demon as her Senior Brother."

Right, this must be how everyone falls for it. Even knowing they're honeyed words, my heart is pounding like this. I'm bound to be deceived.

What if he's trying to use me? What if I'm murdered to be silenced after he's used me to my fullest? In her mind, Geom Mugeuk's sword appeared. As it pierced her face, it would say, Naive wench.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk spoke in a calm tone.

"Life's not easy, is it?"

That single, gentle phrase struck her right in the heart.

For a moment, she wanted to scream. What do you know about me to keep acting like you do? It is easy! I'm managing my life just fine. What's so difficult? I just have to run hard and keep running while looking up.

But the words that flowed from her mouth conveyed the will of her heart, not her head.

"...It's not easy."

She answered without even realizing it. She had never shown a weak side to others. She had never told anyone that things were hard. She had endured it so well until now.

The moment she admitted it, tears streamed down Cheon Sohwi's face. She was flustered by the sudden tears, which had started flowing without giving her a chance to hold them back.

Can tears just flow so suddenly like this? Her emotions were not sad at all, so why was she crying? She had not cried since she was a child.

"Ah, no, this is..."

As she hastily wiped her tears with her sleeve, someone entered.

"I knew it! Detective Seo was right when he called you the greatest playboy under the heavens. After a fateful love, now you're even making women cry."

Seeing the person who entered, Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly. Cheon Sohwi was startled. It was the first time in her life she had ever seen such a beautiful woman.


Chapter 187: Who Said You Could Call Him Senior Brother?

A woman in pure white robes stood beneath the moonlight. Her noble beauty made her look as if she had just descended from the heavens.

Cheon Sohwi wiped her tears with her sleeve, wondering if her eyes were playing tricks on her, but the beautiful woman before her smiled brightly and introduced herself.

"It's a pleasure to meet you. I'm Lee Ahn," she said energetically. "I used to be the young master's bodyguard."

Lee Ahn had always been a bright person, but she seemed even more radiant lately. Her every action overflowed with confidence.

"I'm Cheon Sohwi of the Black Fists from the Eastern Fist Garrison."

"Ah! It's an honor to meet you."

"Do you know of me?"

"Of course. Aren't you the number one iron fist of the Eastern Fist Garrison?"

Cheon Sohwi's mood lifted. It was not just the praise. Lee Ahn's compliment lacked the usual undertone she often heard, the one that said, 'A woman practicing fist arts? How unusual.'

"What I said when I came in earlier was just a joke to tease the young master," Lee Ahn explained. "Please forgive me if you were offended."

"It's alright."

"Well then, I'll let you two talk. I'll come back later."

As Lee Ahn bowed and turned to leave, Geom Mugeuk stopped her.

"Since you're already here, stay and talk for a bit."

Lee Ahn carefully asked Cheon Sohwi, "Would that be okay?"

"Of course."

Cheon Sohwi felt a growing curiosity about this beautiful woman.

The two women were a stark contrast. Lee Ahn possessed a noble, graceful beauty, while Cheon Sohwi had a toughness that suggested she could survive anything.

"Please don't misunderstand," Cheon Sohwi said. "I wasn't crying because of the Second Young Lord."

"Really?"

"Pardon?"

Lee Ahn's eyes sparkled as she asked again. "Are you sure you weren't crying because of the young master? I cry because of him all the time."

Lee Ahn looked at Geom Mugeuk. "He makes me cry every time."

With a woman's intuition, Cheon Sohwi sensed it. She was in love with Geom Mugeuk.

"You were the Second Young Lord's bodyguard?"

"Yes, though I've been kicked out now."

"Why were you kicked out?"

"He said it was for my own happiness, but that's just an excuse, right?"

"It's an excuse," Cheon Sohwi agreed. "Be careful. Womanizers are smooth talkers."

"He's the best talker in all of murim."

Geom Mugeuk laughed. "How long have you two known each other to be hitting it off so well already?"

The two women felt a mutual liking for each other.

Lee Ahn had always admired strong women like Cheon Sohwi. She wanted to become that kind of person herself.

Cheon Sohwi, likewise, had a good first impression of Lee Ahn. A woman so beautiful might normally be unapproachable or unpleasant, but Lee Ahn was neither.

Lee Ahn asked Geom Mugeuk, "Is your training going well?"

"If the news reached someone like you, who's holed up training all day, then there must be no one in our Cult who doesn't know."

"Yesterday, even the kitchen cooks were talking about you passing the Red Fists test. I even heard people are betting on whether you'll become a disciple or not."

Indeed, Geom Mugeuk learning fist arts at the Eastern Fist Garrison was the talk of the entire garrison.

Lee Ahn asked Geom Mugeuk with a gentle gaze, "How is it?"

"It's fine."

Cheon Sohwi watched Lee Ahn smile at Geom Mugeuk's answer. She could feel their deep trust and felt a pang of envy. She did not have anyone like that.

"But what brings you here so late?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

"I was training and suddenly wanted to see you, young master."

Geom Mugeuk stared at her intently before asking abruptly, "Did it come?"

Lee Ahn nodded with a serious expression. "I think it has."

At that, Geom Mugeuk shot up from the rock and strode into the yard.

"Let's have a duel."

Lee Ahn gave Cheon Sohwi a slight bow before walking into the yard. It was rude to suddenly start a duel, but this was too important for her.

Sensing the tense atmosphere, Cheon Sohwi quickly rose from her seat.

"I should get going now."

Geom Mugeuk stopped her. "You can watch. No, you should watch. This duel will be of great help to you, Young Lady Cheon."

It was a lesson from Geom Mugeuk for the person who would become the next Fist Demon.

"Is it really okay?"

"You shed such precious tears. You should at least get your money's worth before you go."

At the words 'precious tears', Cheon Sohwi's eyes grew hot again.

What's wrong with me?

Her long-blocked tear ducts seemed to have burst open, and tears threatened to fall again. The new experience flustered her, but thankfully, Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn were facing each other, about to begin their duel.

"I'm going to fight you with my fist arts."

"......"

"Hey, Lee Ahn! Aren't you worried that I'm fighting without my swordsmanship?"

"Worried? Young master, even if you fought with no hands and no feet, I still wouldn't be able to beat you."

"That's true. As long as I have this mouth."

Watching from the side, Cheon Sohwi nodded slightly in agreement.

Geom Mugeuk, his back still turned, said to her, "Don't nod your head."

Cheon Sohwi then nodded even more emphatically. He must have eyes in the back of his head. For him, the presence or absence of a sword truly did not matter.

When the duel began, Lee Ahn could not focus. Though she said she trusted him, she worried Geom Mugeuk might get hurt fighting with his bare hands.

After a few blows, she concluded her worries were completely unfounded. Geom Mugeuk was just too fast. It felt like even ten swords would not be enough to touch a single hair on his head.

Seriously, who is worried about whom!

Geom Mugeuk relentlessly pushed her back.

A fist flew toward her face, powerful enough to shatter her jaw. She barely dodged it, only for another fist to fly at her side. She twisted her body and narrowly avoided the attack, which would have broken all her ribs.

WHOOSH! WHOOOSH!

Each time Geom Mugeuk's fist flew, it cut through the air with a sound as sharp as a sword.

She barely blocked and dodged, trying to create distance, but Geom Mugeuk stuck to her like a shadow. Once he got close, it was not easy to shake him off.

Ah, so this is how I die!

Lee Ahn was having a new experience, fighting against a master of fist arts.

She could not secure any distance, so she could not even use half the power of her swordsmanship. In contrast, Geom Mugeuk's fists mercilessly aimed for her vital points. She had to use everything she had just to dodge.

Thinking she would eventually be hit if she only dodged, Lee Ahn searched for a way to counterattack. At a critical moment, she found an opening in Geom Mugeuk's defense and used it to create distance.

"......"

There was only one chance.

Her sword embroidered the empty air. She unleashed the Soaring Sky Sword Art Second Technique, the Erratic Sky Strike, and her sword created twelve variations.

A gasp that Cheon Sohwi had been holding back finally escaped her lips.

"......"

Geom Mugeuk dodged the seemingly unavoidable attack using the movement arts of the Black Fists.

That movement art is THAT movement art?

Cheon Sohwi realized anew just how incredible the fist arts she had learned were. Her heart felt like it would burst. She wanted to jump in and fight alongside them. She wanted to perform the techniques just as Geom Mugeuk did.

The duel's impact on her was not just that.

Geom Mugeuk, a supreme master and the Second Young Lord, came to the Fist Demon to learn martial arts. Lee Ahn, whose beauty could be called the world's number one, came in the dead of night to learn swordsmanship.

A sense of shame and respect washed over her simultaneously. The image of these two was etched into her mind like a painting.

"Well done!"

Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly at Lee Ahn. He had pushed her into an extreme situation while giving her a chance to escape, and she had not missed it. It was the fruit of her harsh training.

"I still feel a sort of tingling sensation."

Geom Mugeuk could tell. She had almost reached the ninth stage and was searching for its entrance.

"Come find me every night starting tomorrow."

"Thank you, young master."

Just as his father had forcibly guided him to mastery of the Four Strides of the Wind God, Geom Mugeuk planned to throw her Soaring Sky Sword Art into the ninth stage. Once her sword art reached that level, he could rest easy no matter where she went.

When Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn finished their conversation, Cheon Sohwi spoke in a trembling voice.

"To be honest, the sword the Second Young Lord aimed at me was so surreal that I wasn't scared, but the sword that Martial Artist Lee wielded tonight, while everyone else was asleep, that was terrifying."

Could I ever win against a sword that is trained with so late into the night?

She had been secretly confident she was the strongest woman her age in all of murim. After watching the duel, she realized that was nothing but arrogance. Not wanting to lose, she clenched both her fists tightly.

A fire was lit in her heart as well.

Feeling the intense heat, Cheon Sohwi blurted out, "Please teach me too. Senior Brother."

Senior Brother.

She must have known the great trouble she would be in if those words reached the Fist Demon. She would have no excuse even if she were expelled. She had bet her life on that single phrase. Senior Brother.

Perhaps she would regret saying those words all night long when she returned to her quarters.

That was why Geom Mugeuk spoke to her warmly.

"Alright, you come too. Junior Sister."

Regret could come later. For now, joy filled Cheon Sohwi's face.

Lee Ahn could have felt that this would interfere with her own training, but she welcomed her happily instead.

For one's martial arts to change, the person must change first.

Geom Mugeuk was certain that Lee Ahn's broad-mindedness would lead her to the position of a supreme master.

And so, following the drinking club, Lee Ahn created a second group.

"Welcome to the Midnight Training Club."


My training at the Black Fists continued.

In the meantime, I was engaged in a battle of wills with the Fist Demon. It was a fight to see who would raise the white flag first.

I was confident in this fight.

My life was constant preparation anyway.

Learning the Fist Demon's fist arts was not the only way to move to the next stage. The Fist Demon's fist arts were just one part of my simultaneous preparations.

I could learn the Fist Demon's fist arts now, tomorrow, or a year from now. Why? Because I had many things to do, many things to learn, and many people to take care of. I was endlessly preparing other things as well. You think you can beat someone like me?

Our eyes met from time to time with the Fist Demon. Each time, our gazes held a conversation. Give up. You give up. I can go all the way. So can I. I am young. That's why you won't last.

He probably thought I would eventually get bored of the training and give up, but that was the Fist Demon's miscalculation. I was no ordinary young man.


When night came, I taught Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi.

On the first day, Cheon Sohwi asked me, "Senior Brother, is it okay for me to be here while Martial Artist Lee is learning such an important martial art?"

Although she had desperately asked to be taught, it seemed she felt sorry now that it was actually happening.

I told her, "You are more important than that martial art. The current Fist Demon is Father's Fist Demon and my brother's Fist Demon. My Fist Demon is you."

The future Heavenly Demon and the Fist Demon.

A wave of emotion washed over her face. Soon, she asked about the worst-case scenario.

"Then what if I don't become the Fist Demon, and you, Senior Brother, don't become the Heavenly Demon?"

"Then the three of us will just have to open a soup and rice restaurant in front of the Murim Alliance and live there."

Perhaps imagining soup bowls flying from the kitchen via telekinesis and delivered by Teleportation, Cheon Sohwi burst out laughing. It seemed to be the first time I had seen her laugh so brightly.

"But why in front of the Murim Alliance?"

Lee Ahn answered for me. "There might be a woman he wants to see."

"......"

I shouted that it was not true, but the two of them were already nodding and discussing the characteristics of a womanizer.

On the fifth day of their midnight training, Lee Ahn finally found the gate to the ninth stage.

Her sword became faster, stronger, and produced brilliant variations.

There was no need for thanks or congratulations. Lee Ahn ran and threw herself into my arms. I held her tightly. You worked hard, Lee Ahn. Now there's only one more hurdle to complete mastery.

Just then, the sound of sniffling startled Lee Ahn and me. We looked over at Cheon Sohwi.

She was crying.

"I think my tear ducts opened up that day. I've never cried in my life, but the tears just keep coming."

When she cried, Lee Ahn started crying too.

"Why are you crying?"

"Because Martial Artist Cheon is crying."

The two women turned away from each other and cried.

"Why are tough women who could beat up every man in the world acting like this?"

Cheon Sohwi wiped her tears and said, "Senior Brother, please keep teaching me."

She was deeply disappointed at the thought of the midnight training ending.

Lee Ahn spoke up for her. "Young master, let's keep this midnight training club going."

It was at that very moment. Someone spoke coldly from behind them.

"Who said you could call him Senior Brother?"

Cheon Sohwi jumped in shock, her face turning pale.

The Fist Demon was entering the area, his face as terrifying as a demon's.

I greeted him with a calm expression. "Welcome."

In truth, I already knew the Fist Demon was there. He had come and gone twice before, hiding himself to watch secretly before leaving. I wondered what he was thinking as he watched.

The Fist Demon stood in the yard, glaring at me, Lee Ahn, and Cheon Sohwi.

Cheon Sohwi, in particular, was in a state of utter shock. The Fist Demon had heard her call me Senior Brother, so there was no room for excuses. Terrified she might be kicked out of the Eastern Fist Garrison, she hung her head low, her whole body trembling. She was probably praying he would not utter the words, 'You are expelled.'

With that demonic face, the Fist Demon uttered something completely unimaginable.

"Let me join this midnight training club too."


Chapter 188: Why Get Stronger?

We were truly surprised. It was startling to hear the Fist Demon mention the 'Midnight Training Session', but we were shocked when he asked to join.

Cheon Sohwi, who had been bowing, looked up. Did I hear that right? Her eyes met the Fist Demon's, and she quickly bowed her head again.

The Fist Demon looked at me, waiting for an answer.

"I'm not the leader of this group."

I looked at Lee Ahn.

The look in her eyes said it all. No, Young Master! You're passing this to me? Despite her urgent gaze, Lee Ahn calmly greeted the Fist Demon.

"Let me introduce myself properly. I am Lee Ahn."

The Fist Demon just nodded once. Lee Ahn's beauty could not soften the Fist Demon's fearsome expression.

"I did create this group, but I'm not one to make decisions alone."

Lee Ahn looked at Cheon Sohwi. Cheon Sohwi's expression screamed, You're passing this to me now?

Lee Ahn pretended not to notice and asked her.

"What do you think, Young Lady Cheon?"

Cheon Sohwi shouted without hesitation.

"I agree completely!"

The Fist Demon nodded, then looked at Lee Ahn.

"......"

Only Father could refuse that face.

"I agree as well."

Once Lee Ahn agreed, the Fist Demon's gaze finally turned to me.

"......"

"Of course I object."

The Fist Demon's face twitched for a moment, but I did not even blink.

"......"

"Because it's awkward. I'd be fine, but think how uncomfortable they would be. Young Lady Cheon, especially, would have to see the Fist Demon all day and then again at night. It would be torture for her."

Cheon Sohwi spoke faster than my Blue Sky Strike.

"I'm fine with it. In fact, I'm happy I get to see you again."

Then the Fist Demon said to me.

"She says she's happy."

"That can't be right. Let me give you an easy example. Starting tomorrow, the Fist Demon has to train in martial arts with Father."

The Fist Demon's expression hardened instantly. It was an unconcealable discomfort. That's Father for you.

"You see him all day while training in martial arts, and then you have to see him again at night. Now, how would you feel?"

It was an irrefutable example. Father, I'm sorry.

"Then what should I do?"

Those were words that should never have come from the Fist Demon's mouth. Since he was going this far, I had to let him in. The admission fee would just be a little steep.

"Teach me the first form of your unique fist technique."

The Fist Demon's unique fist technique was the Thunder Arhat Fist.

It was a rough and domineering fist style. When a master unleashed the Thunder Arhat Fist, thunder supposedly erupted from their fists. It was the Fist Demon's unique martial art.

The Thunder Arhat Fist consisted of six forms in total. I had asked for the first technique, the first form.

"Those two are the ones who'll be uncomfortable. Why are you the one trying to learn a martial art?"

"They'll understand. I give them that much in return."

Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi, who were watching, probably thought the Fist Demon would never accept. Not just them, anyone would think so, but I decided to push my luck. It was important to take steps, one by one, toward my goal.

Of course, I had my reasons for being so bold. He had secretly visited this place twice, and now he had personally asked to join the group.

Whatever his reason, he also had a strong desire to join this group.

"Do you take me for a fool?"

"Of course not, but I think you'll pretend to be just that much of a fool for me."

I conversed with the Fist Demon through our eyes. You crazy bastard! Yes, that's me. I hear that a lot.

After glaring at me for a moment, the Fist Demon turned and left.

He could have insisted. If he had forcefully demanded to be let in, we would have had no choice. If he had used the fact that Cheon Sohwi called me Senior Brother as a weakness to pressure us, we would have had to do as he wished.

But when I objected, the Fist Demon simply backed down. He was not a petty man. He was a man worthy of the name the Fist Demon.

Relieved, Cheon Sohwi collapsed to the ground.

"Ah! I thought my heart was going to explode just now."

Lee Ahn also shook her head.

"I knew he looked intimidating, but I didn't realize it was this bad up close."

Once she had calmed down a bit, Lee Ahn asked me.

"But why does the Fist Demon want to join our group?"

She could not understand it at all, so I told her a thought that suddenly came to me.

"Because he's lonely?"

I was not joking, but Lee Ahn took it as a joke.

"Don't be ridiculous."

"How would I know what's on his mind?"

But one thing was certain.

"His ultimate goal is probably to fight me."

"With you, Young Master?"

"Yes. He probably wants to train with us and use it as an excuse to fight me."

Lee Ahn was shocked. She probably never imagined the Fist Demon would have such a thought.

"If he wants to fight, can't he just do it during the day?"

"His subordinates are watching then, aren't they?"

"He could just call you out separately to fight, couldn't he?"

"Because I told him I would never fight him."

"So he wants to join this group to find a chance to fight you?"

"Right now, that's the only conclusion I can draw."

Lee Ahn raised her hand abruptly and said.

"This dangerous group is hereby disbanded, effective immediately."

Of course, she was not serious. The Fist Demon had just asked to join and been rejected. If we disbanded right now, there was no telling what might happen.

Meanwhile, Cheon Sohwi, still sitting on the ground, was half dazed. The Fist Demon had found out she took Geom Mugeuk as her Senior Brother. How must she feel? She was probably thinking that her chances of becoming the next Fist Demon were gone forever.

"Should I leave this group, even now?"

"You think he'll let it go if you leave? I doubt it."

"Then what do I do? Since it's already happened, should I just say, 'Ah, whatever'?"

"......"

"What?"

Cheon Sohwi stared at me with wide eyes.

"It'd be better to train harder and make up for your mistake with skill."

She sighed, her expression saying that was easier said than done.

After a moment, she asked.

"He won't come back, right?"

"Probably not."

I said that to comfort her, as she was clearly in shock, but I had a feeling the Fist Demon would not give up this easily.

"I'll... I'll work twice as hard."

Cheon Sohwi seemed to steel her resolve, but then she clutched her head.

"I'm doomed!"


The next day, the Black Fists' training proceeded as usual.

I watched the Fist Demon, but he acted as if nothing had happened. This made Cheon Sohwi even more nervous, and she trained so hard it was pitiful to watch.

Separate from that incident, my popularity among the Black Fists was growing by the day.

It was only natural. I considered the Black Fists my direct subordinates. They were people who would one day fight for me and with me.

Therefore, I answered their questions sincerely and even chatted about things unrelated to martial arts.

They were often surprised by my extensive knowledge of the murim and the Central Plains. They became engrossed in my stories, losing track of time as they listened.

The Fist Demon just watched me quietly from a distance. I was also curious about what he was thinking.

That night.

Three people gathered first for the Midnight Training Session. It was me, Lee Ahn, and Cheon Sohwi.

Cheon Sohwi sighed.

"The Fist Demon didn't look at me once today."

"When has he ever?"

"......"

"You're already on his bad side. Why not just treat the Fist Demon comfortably?"

"Is that sincere advice? Or is it a trap to ruin me?"

"Of course, it's advice for my Junior Sister."

Cheon Sohwi flinched in surprise.

"You still think of me as your Junior Sister?"

"......"

Realizing I was serious, she shook her head.

"No. What are you trying to do?"

"Put yourself in his shoes. You're the Fist Demon. You have a smart subordinate you want to pass your position to someday, but this subordinate gets caught scheming with that Second Young Lord, and after that, they just keep watching you nervously. How would you feel?"

"I'd hate it."

"So act confidently."

"I think he'd hate that even more."

I could not help but laugh at her words. Lee Ahn laughed, and Cheon Sohwi laughed too.

Cheon Sohwi gathered her resolve.

"Alright! I'll do as you say, Senior Brother! What's done is done, so let the chips fall where they may. I'll confidently tell him why I took the Second Young Lord as my Senior Brother. If I speak from the heart, he'll understand, right? The Fist Demon might look scary, but his heart must be different. Thank you, Senior Brother! I'll do my best. Let's keep being Senior Brother and Junior Sister behind the Fist Demon's back, but... why do you have that look on your face? Why? Why are you looking at me so frighteningly... It's not him, is it? Please tell me it's not."

Her face crumpled as she turned toward the chilling presence she felt behind her.

The Fist Demon had appeared and was standing right behind her.

Cheon Sohwi's face went pale, as if she carried all the anguish in the world.

Just when she did not know what to say, the Fist Demon suddenly asked.

"What were you thinking, taking the Second Young Lord as your Senior Brother?"

The Fist Demon had heard everything she just said.

Cheon Sohwi conveyed her honest feelings in a trembling voice.

"I happened to see the Second Young Lord duel a martial artist using the fist techniques we learned. In that moment, I wanted to become that strong too."

She had just admitted to taking a Senior Brother on her own and trying to learn martial arts from him while the Fist Demon was her teacher. It would not have been strange if he had struck her dead with a single palm strike.

But she spoke honestly. Her mind was probably screaming, Don't do this!, but her mouth spoke for her heart.

"Why do you want to get stronger?"

"To be honest, I wanted to succeed the Fist Demon and become the next Fist Demon. Though... I guess that's impossible now."

It was a life-risking answer, but it was not the one the Fist Demon wanted.

"Yes, that's a position you want to have. I asked what you want to do by getting stronger."

"!"

For a moment, Cheon Sohwi was flustered.

She had probably never thought deeply about the difference between what she wanted to be and what she wanted to do. Having lived with the sole goal of becoming the Fist Demon, she must have been even more confused.

Listening to their conversation, I was impressed with the Fist Demon.

Yes, the Fist Demon is the kind of person who asks questions like this. This question alone proves he isn't just some brute who only uses his fists. He's smart.

I stepped in to save her.

"Why did you come here today?"

Then, a surprising statement came from the Fist Demon's mouth.

"I will pass on the first form of the Thunder Arhat Fist to you."

I was stunned. I had expected the Fist Demon would not give up easily, but I never thought he would actually offer the first form just to join our group.

For what, exactly? Does he really want to fight me that badly?

Not just me, but Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi were shocked too. No one would believe it. That the Fist Demon would offer the first form of the Thunder Arhat Fist just to join a small group called the Midnight Training Session.

My gaze locked with the Fist Demon's in mid-air. We spoke again with our eyes. You're truly amazing. Not as much as you. You won't regret this? Will you regret it? Luring me in like this. I have no regrets.

"But I have one condition."

"Name it."

"You must keep it a secret that I taught you this martial art."

"Of course."

The Fist Demon's gaze turned to the two women. How could they dare say anything else?

"Yes! Don't worry!"

"We weren't here!"

Of course, what they really wanted to say was probably this.

And we don't want to be here in the future, either!

The martial arts lesson began immediately.

The Fist Demon used telepathy to teach me the mnemonic chant for the first form of the Thunder Arhat Fist.

The first form, the Black Cloud Asura.

It was the first of six techniques, but it was more powerful than any other fist technique. You would understand why this was the Fist Demon's martial art only after being hit by it.

The Fist Demon even corrected my stance, properly teaching me the Black Cloud Asura.

He was sincere when it came to martial arts, at least. I did not know for sure, but among the Demon Supremes, the Fist Demon was probably the best teacher. He taught with a gentle voice that did not match his terrifying face at all.

Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi turned their backs so they would not see us. Since our conversation was telepathic, it would not have mattered if they watched, but they were not so rude as to observe a martial arts lesson.

And so, I learned the first form of the Thunder Arhat Fist.

파아아앙!

One day, the sound of thunder would erupt from this fist I threw.

The Fist Demon watched me perform the first form and nodded.

"You'll have to keep training to bring out its full power."

"Thank you."

There must be give and take, so I formally addressed the Fist Demon.

"Welcome to the Midnight Training Session."

Me, the Fist Demon, Lee Ahn, and Cheon Sohwi. It was the moment four completely unexpected people were bound together in a single group.

And it seemed the Fist Demon was determined to surprise us today.

"Now, let's train."

He took off his upper garment. I had not seen him shirtless since I went to the Eastern Fist Garrison, but now he started undressing as if he were truly serious about training.

The Fist Demon's upper body was revealed under the pale blue moonlight.


Chapter 189: That Island Is a Place I've Been to as Well

The Fist Demon's body was perfect.

His face looked demonic, but his body was a work of art.

The Fist Demon's muscles looked ready to burst. They were large and thick but did not seem sluggish. Forged through arduous training and perilous combat, his diamond-like physique intimidated anyone who saw it.

His body had fewer scars than expected, but a single, long sword wound across his chest stood out. If anything, it made his body look even more impressive.

His body seemed to declare something.

This is the body of a fist artist who has reached the ultimate realm.

Could I truly withstand the pressure when that body rushes toward me? Could I endure the destructive power of that large fist? Could my sword truly protect me?

I was genuinely impressed. A hint of pleasure flickered across the Fist Demon's face when he saw my reaction.

He must have been told he was magnificent countless times, and he would know it himself. So, I asked something different.

"What do you have to do to build a body like this?"

"Building your body like this would interfere with your swordsmanship, wouldn't it?"

There was a clear difference between the body of a swordsman and that of a fist artist.

"I'll just have to train in a way that my swordsmanship grows stronger as my body gets bigger."

"Then you should move your body, not your mouth."

The Fist Demon began his fist arts training.

I had thought he would not train even if he joined the gathering. His purpose for joining was likely not training.

However, he began to train in earnest. He started performing the fist arts of the Black Fists as if telling me to watch and learn.

Since he had taken off his clothes, I could not just stand by. I also removed my upper garment and stood beside the Fist Demon, beginning the technique.

I scrutinized the Fist Demon's body with the Divine Eye Technique. I compared his muscles to mine as we performed the same movements.

How are they different, and why?

Understanding that difference would be my greatest lesson.

Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi watched as the Fist Demon and I performed the technique with identical movements.

I was sure that Cheon Sohwi wanted nothing more than to throw off her clothes and join us. Her own heart was ablaze with that much passion.

Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi also began their training.

The Midnight Training Gathering. The name might suggest a social club for slackers, but the four people gathered were all on fire. The session proceeded more intensely than any other training.

The wind from the Fist Demon's fists sounded different from mine. Naturally, the Fist Demon's sounded better. How can he produce such a heavy yet crisp sound? Listening to the sound of the Fist Demon's fists calmed my mind and made me feel good.

I became purely engrossed in the fist arts. From the moment I heard him say he wanted to destroy a cliff, I stopped looking at the Fist Demon with any other intention. I only wanted to learn the fist arts from him.

Perhaps the Fist Demon was here with us now because he sensed my sincerity.

After the training ended, I delivered a piece of news to the Fist Demon.

"Tomorrow, we'll meet at the Demon Village."

"At the Demon Village?"

"We're having a welcome party for you tomorrow, Fist Demon. A welcome party for the new member."

The Fist Demon was taken aback. The look he gave me was even more severe than when I had told him he needed to teach his unique martial arts to join.

He had likely never experienced anything like a welcome party in his entire life.

"We'll assemble at the same time in front of the Alluring Inn. That is all. Dismissed!"

As the Fist Demon glared at me, I held my ground with a look that said, 'If you don't like it, you can quit.'

The Fist Demon scoffed and left.

I watched his retreating back for a moment before turning around. I flinched in surprise.

Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi stood side by side, glaring at me fiercely. The Fist Demon was not the only one who disliked the idea of a welcome party.

Lee Ahn raised her voice.

"Are you really going to do this? Do you think I'll be able to swallow a single drop of alcohol in that situation?"

"It might be surprisingly fun, you know."

Suddenly, Cheon Sohwi placed a hand on her forehead.

"Ah! I think I have a fever. I probably won't be able to make it tomorrow."

Lee Ahn chimed in.

"Oh! That's right. I have plans tomorrow. I forgot."

I looked at the two women and smiled.

"You think that'll work? Well then, see you tomorrow at the Alluring Inn!"

And so, the first day of the Midnight Training Gathering with the Fist Demon ended.


The next night.

Jo Cheonbae, the proprietor of the Alluring Inn, gave a yawn so wide his mouth looked like it might tear.

There were hardly any customers today. He was dozing off next to the counter, wondering if he should close up early. Just then.

The sense of a presence woke him, and he jumped in shock.

"......"

He screamed and fell backward.

A terrifying demon stood before him. Thinking he must have seen something in his drowsy state, he got up from the floor and froze.

It was not a demon, but a person. It was the first time in his life he had seen someone so frighteningly ugly. The man's forearms were thicker than his own thighs.

Then, he heard a familiar voice.

"It's been a while, proprietor."

Geom Mugeuk appeared from behind the man.

"Director!"

Jo Cheonbae felt like he had died and come back to life.

"This is our Cult's Fist Demon. Pay your respects."

At the words 'the Fist Demon', Jo Cheonbae's eyes widened. He had heard many rumors about the Fist Demon, but this was the first time he had seen him in person.

"I failed to recognize a distinguished guest and was rude in my drowsy state. Please forgive me!"

Jo Cheonbae's waist bent in half.

As of this moment, the record was broken. From now on, the most terrifying of all the Demon Supremes who had visited was the Fist Demon.

Lee Ahn, who followed him in, greeted him cheerfully.

"Hello."

Jo Cheonbae's expression brightened. Seeing Lee Ahn, who always greeted him so brightly, naturally lifted his spirits. With her standing next to the Fist Demon, it truly felt like two complete opposites stood together.

The three, excluding Geom Mugeuk, went up to the second-floor table where they always sat.

"Is business going well these days?"

"Thanks to you, it's going well. I heard you're training in fist arts these days, Director. The rumors must be true."

"So you know as well, proprietor."

"Anyone who doesn't know that these days must be a spy. No, a spy would have been the first to know and report it to the Murim Alliance."

Geom Mugeuk laughed at Jo Cheonbae's joke.

Compared to the cheerful atmosphere downstairs, the mood on the second floor was solemn.

Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi cautiously watched the Fist Demon. Cheon Sohwi, in particular, was frozen stiff. Not only had she failed to quit the gathering, but she had also been caught secretly trying to get Lee Ahn to call her Senior Brother and Junior Sister.

The next Fist Demon is really out of the question for me now!

To break the awkward atmosphere, Lee Ahn asked the Fist Demon.

"Have you been here before?"

At that, the Fist Demon looked at Lee Ahn.

Is that question worth looking at me so scarily for?

If the Fist Demon had known Lee Ahn's inner thoughts, he would have felt terribly wronged. He had simply looked at her, but she had perceived it as a scary glare.

"Tell them to bring alcohol."

"Yes! I'll go get it!"

At the Fist Demon's words, Cheon Sohwi quickly stood up and ran down to the first floor.

Now, only the Fist Demon and Lee Ahn remained on the second floor.

"It was truly unexpected. I never thought you would join our gathering, Fist Demon."

In truth, this was what Lee Ahn wanted to ask.

Did you really join because you want to fight the Young Master?

Instead of answering, the Fist Demon asked her a question.

"Aren't you afraid of me?"

"I am afraid."

"You don't seem afraid at all."

"If you feel that way, it's probably because of the Young Master."

"Why the Second Young Lord?"

"Because if you were truly a danger to me, the Young Master wouldn't have left me alone with you. You wouldn't have been able to join the gathering in the first place."

The Fist Demon's gaze shifted toward Geom Mugeuk, who stood in front of the counter on the first floor.

"The greater the trust, the deeper the wound."

Lee Ahn felt that if she had heard those words with her eyes closed, she would not have thought they came from the Fist Demon. Both the content and the gentle tone were uncharacteristic. Lee Ahn suddenly thought that she might have some misunderstandings about the Fist Demon.

"I don't think men know much about women. Women know everything. We only have the choice of pretending not to know, or running away beforehand."

"So? Are you the type to pretend not to know?"

"I'm actually more cunning than I look, so I'm the type to run away beforehand. The Young Master's case, however, would be the sole exception."

"Misplaced faith is what brings misfortune."

"That's a shame. Because I'll never get to experience that."

Lee Ahn's faith in Geom Mugeuk was absolute.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk and Cheon Sohwi came up to the second floor carrying alcohol.

"I apologize. The alcohol is late because I held up the proprietor for a moment."

Geom Mugeuk poured a drink for the Fist Demon first. The cup looked small and cute in the Fist Demon's large hand.

Geom Mugeuk poured drinks for Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi.

"Anyone with bad drunken habits, don't forget who we're drinking with right now!"

Lee Ahn played along with Geom Mugeuk's banter.

"As someone with bad drunken habits, I guess I'll have to risk my life."

She then looked at Cheon Sohwi.

"Do you have any drunken habits?"

"I don't have any."

"Are you sure you just haven't drunk enough for them to come out?"

Cheon Sohwi was confident she would never act out while drunk. Misbehave while drinking with the Fist Demon? That would never happen.

"Well then, a welcome to the Fist Demon. Cheers!"

Geom Mugeuk raised his cup, and everyone toasted.

Geom Mugeuk tried to make the drinking session fun and lively. It was also for the Fist Demon, who had arrived on time despite acting like he would never come.

Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn led the conversation, talking about all sorts of things. They talked about martial arts, women, and men. They talked about the Murim Alliance, the Evil Alliance, and the other Demon Supremes.

The Fist Demon did not seem to dislike the gathering either. He drank well and answered questions from time to time.

However, throughout the conversation, Geom Mugeuk could feel it. The Fist Demon was lonely. Seeing him laugh and chat in a gathering like this made it even more certain.

The four of them drank together, but only the Fist Demon was alone in a distant, faraway place.

That solitary island was a place Geom Mugeuk had been to as well.

Geom Mugeuk had been the same as the Fist Demon. He had been among people, but he could never fully enjoy that life. He only had the single-minded goal of obtaining the ingredients for the Great Regression Technique, but he had no life of his own.

Perhaps the Fist Demon was also living with the sole purpose of destroying the cliff, having already lost the joys of the present.

As he was lost in such thoughts, drinking, Lee Ahn was looking at me. Her eyes, which looked even more beautiful today, seemed to ask. What are you thinking so hard about? Just this and that.

Just then, a slightly tipsy Cheon Sohwi brought up the words she had been waiting to say.

"I thought all night about the question you asked yesterday, Fist Demon. The one about what I would do once I became strong."

She had truly pondered it seriously.

"I honestly don't remember what I thought before joining the Eastern Fist Garrison. From some point on, all I could think about was winning, and winning again, to become the Fist Demon, but even in the midst of that, I had this one thought. If I become the Fist Demon, I'll be happy. I'll be happy. If I just become the Fist Demon, all this effort will be rewarded."

Her voice trembled.

"If I become strong... I want to be happy."

Feeling embarrassed, she quickly added.

"I suppose it's not right for someone who dreams of becoming the Fist Demon to want something as trivial as being happy, instead of working for the great cause of our Cult."

It was Geom Mugeuk who responded to her words.

"I think it's fine."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Fist Demon.

"What are your thoughts, Fist Demon?"

"It's pathetic, but not bad."

"If it's pathetic, it's pathetic. If it's not bad, it's not bad. Please just pick one. If you speak so ambiguously, our Junior Sister will be up all night worrying again."

"It's not bad."

Geom Mugeuk smiled and nodded at Cheon Sohwi.

In truth, Cheon Sohwi wanted to say this.

I want to be like this martial artist.

Lee Ahn looked happier than anyone. On top of that, she had someone she trusted and liked as much as her own life.

I envy you.

We all drank together.

The Fist Demon set down his cup and asked Geom Mugeuk.

"You said you wanted to learn fist arts because you want to become strong, right?"

"......"

"What will you do once you're strong?"

It was the same question he had asked Cheon Sohwi.

"I'm going to live freely. Go where I want to go. Come when I want to come. After hanging out with the Demon Supremes, if I want to be alone, I'll lock myself in the Heavenly Demon Hall for days. If I get tired of that, I'll just up and leave for the Central Plains. If I meet good people, I'll stay in their village for a few days. I'll drink with herb gatherers on mountains with beautiful scenery. At the very least, I won't live cooped up and frustrated in the Heavenly Demon Hall like Father. He should get out and have some fun too. Why does everyone have that expression? Why are you all being so scary... It's not him, is it?"

Mimicking what Cheon Sohwi had said yesterday, Geom Mugeuk turned around.

A person entered. His mere presence changed the air. He made the ever-composed Fist Demon tense up. He made everyone nervous. The Heavenly Demon, Geom Woojin, stood right behind him.


Chapter 190: Are You Going to Let Me on That Ship Too?

"Cursing me behind my back, as usual?" Father asked.

I laughed at Father's words and said, "Cursing? You misunderstand! Even if I were to curse the Heavenly Demon, how could I possibly do it to his face? Not even the Murim Alliance Chairman could do that. Now, please, have a seat."

I was the first to notice Father enter the tavern, so I spoke loudly enough for him to hear. I wanted him to stop staying cooped up in the Heavenly Demon Hall and go out to have some fun.

"Cult Leader!" Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi shot up to greet him.

Father raised a hand to stop them before he took a seat.

Without releasing any particular qi, Father completely changed the atmosphere in the room. The second floor of the shabby inn had suddenly become the Heavenly Demon Hall.

"What brings you here?"

"I was just passing by."

He always says that, but could it be true? Did he really come to see me? Or did he come to see the Fist Demon?

Lee Ahn said cautiously, "Please, talk amongst yourselves. We'll take our leave."

"There's no need for that. I'll only be staying for a moment."

"Yes! Then we'll be as quiet as if we weren't here."

Watching Lee Ahn answer so spiritedly, Father remarked unexpectedly, "You've grown up a lot."

Lee Ahn was stunned by the unexpected words. She was so surprised she couldn't recall the last time she had been this shocked. I was surprised too. I never imagined Father would acknowledge Lee Ahn.

"Thank you." Lee Ahn's voice trembled as she bowed her head.

Though it was just a single word, Lee Ahn was deeply moved. Her gaze turned to me, her eyes seeming to say, Did you see that, Young Master? The Cult Leader remembered me from my childhood. Ah! I'm so touched. For the Cult Leader to remember me...

If it weren't for this setting, she would have been jumping up and down and screaming with joy.

Father's gaze then turned to Cheon Sohwi. "I hear you're the best fighter in the Eastern Fist Garrison?"

Cheon Sohwi was so shocked she nearly fainted. The Heavenly Demon knows about me? It was something she had never imagined.

"That's not true."

"Then was I mistaken?"

"What? No, that's not it!" Cheon Sohwi denied it out of humility, then denied it again. She was so flustered she didn't know what to do.

I stepped in to rescue her. "That's right. Young Lady Cheon is the most skilled in the Eastern Fist Garrison. I consider her a candidate for the next Fist Demon."

It didn't feel much like a rescue, as Cheon Sohwi only grew more flustered.

"No, that's not it! The next Fist Demon? That's an outrageous thing to say." She waved her hands, vehemently denying it.

Father's gaze turned to the Fist Demon, as if asking, Is that what you think as well?

The Fist Demon merely looked at Cheon Sohwi without a word, neither confirming nor denying it.

"The Second Young Lord is just teasing me, so you don't need to pay it any mind."

I didn't let it pass as a joke. "I said it because I genuinely believe it. Father, there's never been a female Fist Demon in our Cult, has there? Wouldn't that be cool?"

I said it on purpose. Being considered a candidate for the next Fist Demon in front of the Heavenly Demon would be more motivating for Cheon Sohwi than being told to work hard a hundred times.

Father understood my intention and said to Cheon Sohwi, "Continue to improve."

"......"

Cheon Sohwi wasn't getting any sleep tonight.

After dealing with the two women, Father spoke to the Fist Demon. "Have you been well?"

"Yes, Cult Leader."

No matter how fearsome the Fist Demon looked, how well-built his body was, or how large his fists were, he became as gentle as a baby before Father, the Heavenly Demon.

"I hear my son has been bothering you?"

"These days, I'm the one bothering him."

"What do you mean?"

"This gathering today is a welcoming party for a new member. I'm the new member."

Father, who seemed not to have known, looked surprised for a moment before he smiled.

This is a point that always upsets me. He shows the Demon Supremes a smile he never shows his own son.

Father said to Lee Ahn, "It must be tough, accepting such a grand newcomer."

"It's alright. The Fist Demon is..." Lee Ahn hesitated, unsure what to say. She had never properly considered how to describe or introduce the Fist Demon, especially not in front of the Heavenly Demon.

I couldn't miss this perfect opportunity to tease the flustered Lee Ahn. "Please understand. It's because Lee Ahn can't lie."

At that, Lee Ahn quickly said, "That's not true. The Fist Demon is very cool, gentlemanly, gentle, has a great body, and takes good care of us."

A sudden silence fell.

"Has a great body?"

Not expecting Lee Ahn to say such a thing, even the Fist Demon showed a flicker of bewilderment. Lee Ahn, who had said it, was flustered too.

"Did I say that?"

"Yup. That was the only truth among all your lies."

At my joke, Lee Ahn glared at me. Stop teasing me! The Cult Leader is right here!

Father poured a drink into the Fist Demon's cup. "My mischievous son must be giving you a hard time."

With an expression that said, You have no idea, the Fist Demon politely accepted the drink.

The two of them drank.

They were two people who seemed comfortable, yet weren't. It was clear the Fist Demon found Father difficult and felt uncomfortable around him.

Still, if you looked closely, Father and the Fist Demon had a certain resemblance. Regardless of their actual personalities, both gave off an ultra-hardline impression of 'smash first, ask questions later', and they both seemed lonely in some way.

"Is this the first time you've joined a group like this?"

"It is the first time."

"How is it, now that you've tried it?"

Could the reason Father came today be his curiosity about why the Fist Demon joined this group?

"Hanging out with these young friends makes me feel like I'm getting younger too, so it's nice."

"Are you already old enough to be saying things like that? It feels like just yesterday we were in the prime of our youth. Do you remember? The time we fought those bastards from the orthodox sects at Mount Wutai for three days and three nights?"

"You still remember that?"

"You were truly magnificent back then."

"That's because I haven't been able to overshadow that memory with an even more magnificent deed."

Father and the Fist Demon. I thought the atmosphere would be stiff and that they wouldn't talk much, but the two of them conversed quite well.

In fact, Father seemed a little more friendly and comfortable than when he dealt with the other Demon Supremes.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had said that among the Demon Supremes, the person Father liked most was the Fist Demon. I started to think that might really be true.

The Fist Demon, on the other hand, only answered when asked, treating Father with deference. Perhaps that was why their relationship was maintained so well. Problems always arise when both parties become too comfortable with each other.

After a couple rounds of drinks, Lee Ahn, who had been waiting for an opportunity, spoke to Father.

"I wanted to be sure to thank you if I ever had the chance to see you in person. Thank you for what you did last time."

Lee Ahn rose from her seat and gave a deep bow. She didn't specify what she was thankful for, but Father and I knew. It was for his permission to let her learn the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

Father calmly offered a piece of advice. "A great martial art is always accompanied by a great destiny."

It wasn't just because of the Soaring Sky Sword Art, but in any case, Lee Ahn was now walking a new path of destiny.

"I'll keep that in mind and do my best not to bring shame to the great grace you've bestowed upon me."

I hoped this moment would hold an even greater meaning for Lee Ahn.

"In that spirit, why don't you pass on a move to Lee Ahn?"

At my words, Father's eyes narrowed slightly. "You mean right now?"

"Well, when will we have another opportunity like this?"

Lee Ahn started to step forward and say it was fine, but I raised a hand to stop her.

"For you, Father, this may just be a drinking session, but for Lee Ahn, it could be a life-changing event, couldn't it?"

I sent the rest of my words via telepathy.

[She reached the ninth level at such a young age. You know how much effort that takes, don't you? That little kid has grown up so well, hasn't she?]

Did the last part get to him?

Father rose from his seat and said to Lee Ahn, "Follow me outside for a moment."

Father led Lee Ahn out. As she followed him, Lee Ahn looked back at me. Am I going to die?

I waved my hand as if saying goodbye. You won't die, but it'll be a killer experience.

Of course, I could guide Lee Ahn to complete mastery myself, but receiving a pointer from Father was an experience that would bring great change and help to a martial artist's life, separate from just raising one's level of martial arts.

I apologized to the Fist Demon. "I'm sorry for ruining the mood."

"When I'm with you, I always seem to experience the unexpected."

"Everyone likes me for that fun, don't they?"

The Fist Demon stared at me intently, drained his cup, and then spoke. "Earlier, I told that child that the greater the trust, the deeper the wound. That misplaced faith will bring misfortune. Come to think of it, I haven't said that to you."

He was asking what I would do if I was betrayed by the very people I took care of.

"At a glance, it might seem like I trust every single person, but that's not actually the case. I trust this person this much, and that person that much. I have my own standards and my own lines. To trust everyone completely, or to trust no one at all. I actually think that's the easier way. So I'm trying to take the harder path. The path of struggling with whether to trust or not. How much should I trust the Fist Demon? How can I make him trust me more? I intend to continue on that path of constant deliberation."

It was the first time I had revealed what kind of person I was to the Fist Demon.

"So? Do you think you can take everyone with you that way?"

"A time will come when I can't let anyone else on my ship. Either because I've become exhausted, or because the ship is too small."

"Why are you so determined to take them on board? With your current martial arts alone, you should be able to live enjoying the freedom you spoke of."

"Because it feels like the dam is about to break."

"!"

After a brief pause, the Fist Demon asked, "If the dam breaks and a flood comes, will only the people on your ship survive?"

"No. It might even be the opposite."

"The opposite?"

"My ship will set sail to stop the dam from breaking. It's possible that people might die precisely because they're on my ship."

I said to the listening Cheon Sohwi, "So you don't have to get on my ship if you don't want to."

The look in her eyes as she stared at me said, Um, I think I'm already on board?

Of course, this time, she spoke with her head, not her heart. "Of course I have no intention of getting on. I'll ride the ship steered by the Fist Demon. No, I'm already on it."

"Junior Sister!"

"Junior Sister? Why are you calling me Junior Sister? Second Young Lord!" She was drawing a clear line in front of the Fist Demon.

"Yes, Martial Artist Cheon. I sincerely hope you succeed!"

After saying that, I laughed first. Cheon Sohwi probably wanted to laugh along, but she didn't dare to in front of the Fist Demon.

Just then, the Fist Demon asked calmly, "Are you going to let me on that ship too?"

A moment of silence passed. Cheon Sohwi looked even more nervous than the Fist Demon as she waited for my answer.

"I don't know yet. To be honest, I haven't truly seen the Fist Demon yet. All I've seen is the Fist Demon's fist. Right now, my only thought is of wanting to make this baby hand of mine like that fist."

After hearing my words, the Fist Demon quietly drank his alcohol. I drank too, and Cheon Sohwi also drank cautiously.

Fist Demon, you can just get on my brother's ship. If you don't like my brother's ship, then let him ride on yours. Instead, one day, I will load the entire ship you are on onto my own. I'm doing all this because I want my ship to grow that large.

A short while later, Father and Lee Ahn returned.

Lee Ahn was flushed. I didn't know what kind of teaching she had received, but for Lee Ahn, it must have been a miraculous encounter.

"How was it? A good welcoming ceremony, right?"

Lee Ahn nodded.

"What do you say? Father, would you like to join this group too?"

Everyone was horrified by my words. Cheon Sohwi barely managed to cover her mouth with her hands to stop a scream from escaping.

I expected Father to say something like, Do I look like I have that much free time? but he had an unexpected reaction.

"Are there any benefits if I join?"

"Of course, we have to give you some. It's not just anyone, it's the Heavenly Demon who's joining. There are special benefits."

"What kind of benefits?"

"First, the four of us will hang out with you whenever you want."

At that, the Fist Demon blurted out, "The four of us?"

"It's good for you too, isn't it, Fist Demon? Spending a pleasant time with the Cult Leader."

The Fist Demon's expression flared with anger, and he cursed me with his eyes.

I pretended not to see and turned my head away. Father asked again, "The second benefit?"

"We'll receive your teachings on martial arts anytime you wish to give them."

"Isn't that a benefit for you, not for me?"

"These days, young people tend to hear their elders' teachings as nagging and let it go in one ear and out the other. They don't get many chances to show off their wisdom. So we'll listen to everything without missing a single word. Feel free to tell us your old stories as much as you want!"

"But everyone, young and old, male and female, listens well to what I say?"

Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi bit their lips. They suppressed their laughter, sharply aware that getting swept up in this joke could lead to big trouble.

"That's not all. We'll also take you on trips, Father. When that happens, it'll be goodbye to the Heavenly Demon Hall, goodbye to Strategist Sama, and goodbye to the Grand Tutor."

"More?"

"You're quite greedy. What else do you want?"

Then Father said, "Play baduk with me when I want, and go hunting."

The moment I heard those words, I felt a lump in my throat. What Father had just said wasn't a benefit for him, but one entirely for me.

"With such outrageous benefits, you're still not going to join?"

Father drained his last cup and stood up. "That's enough for today."

Just as he had arrived suddenly, Father also left suddenly.

Father said his goodbyes to the Fist Demon. "Let's see each other again soon."

"I will come to see you."

We all stood up and bowed politely to Father.

"Since you came all this way, you should buy us a round before you go!"

At those words, Father really did pay for the drinks before he left. An excited Jo Cheonbae set aside the money he received from Father.

"This is precious alcohol, a treat from the Heavenly Demon."

At my words, Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi received their cups with both hands and drank reverently.

After draining another cup, the Fist Demon asked me, "Do you know why the Cult Leader came here today?"



Chapter 191: You Said It Was Just One Thing

Why did Father come?

I sarcastically thought he must have come to support me, but I knew better. Father was not that kind of person.

Figuring out why Father came was as difficult as understanding why the Fist Demon joined our late-night training.

"Is that really so?" the Fist Demon asked, acting as if he knew something about Father's visit.

I poured alcohol into his empty cup. "Then why do you think he came?"

The Fist Demon drained the cup again, his expression unchanging.

"I think it's the opposite," he said. "He came to tell me to support the First Young Lord."

"Did you two have a telepathy session or something?"

The Fist Demon shook his head.

"But how do you know Father's mind?"

"The fact that he came here is the answer. The Cult Leader went out of his way to attend the first drinking session for a group I'm in with you. To congratulate us? Is the Cult Leader really that kind of person?"

"He's not."

"Right, he's not. So why did he come? He came to send a message. To let us know he's watching this situation."

The Fist Demon couldn't know everything about Father, but he must have spoken from a certain feeling.

"So you're saying that in the end, Father is on my older brother's side."

"You can't conclude that either."

"But didn't you just say that?"

"I said he came to tell me to side with him. Not that the Cult Leader is on the First Young Lord's side."

With those ambiguous words, the Fist Demon rose from his seat. "I've been welcomed well today."

"We're glad you've joined our group, the Fist Demon."

"Glad?"

The Fist Demon's suspicious gaze shifted from me to Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi.

Since they were frozen stiff, I spoke for them. "Those two are naturally finding this difficult and uncomfortable, but I'm sure they're also very happy."

The Lee Ahn I knew would have wanted to joke, 'No, we're not!', but instead she nodded with a resolute expression.

"We're so glad you've joined us, the Fist Demon!"

"I bet. You're the well-built Fist Demon, after all," I joked.

Lee Ahn glared at me again.

The Fist Demon pretended not to hear. Joke or not, a woman known as the world's number one beauty had just called him well-built. It couldn't have been unpleasant to hear.

In truth, Cheon Sohwi was more affected by the Fist Demon's arrival than Lee Ahn.

She spoke to the Fist Demon, her voice trembling.

"I've made many mistakes, so you might not believe me, but...... the reason I chose fist techniques over swordsmanship is because I admire you, the Fist Demon. I...... want to become like you, the Fist Demon."

Her face was flushed red from either alcohol or nervousness, but her eyes, fixed on the Fist Demon, conveyed her sincerity.

"I'm truly happy that you've joined our group, the Fist Demon."

The Fist Demon stared at her for a moment before silently descending to the first floor.

Cheon Sohwi looked as if she might collapse. I nodded to tell her she did well, then shouted to the Fist Demon as he left the tavern.

"Next time, you're buying the drinks, the Fist Demon!"

"There is no next time."

"What if we have a welcoming party for Father?"

The Fist Demon stopped at the tavern entrance. He scoffed and shook his head.

"The Cult Leader? Don't even dream of it."

With that, the Fist Demon left the tavern.

Only Lee Ahn, Cheon Sohwi, and I remained. They both collapsed into their seats as if their bodies had given out.

"Aaaah! It's over."

Lee Ahn sighed in relief and held out her cup.

"We can finally drink in peace. Let's have a drink, Young Master."

I toasted with her and drank.

Cheon Sohwi's hands trembled.

"I'll drink in a little bit. I can't even lift my cup."

She had been swept up in the hectic situation, but now that the Heavenly Demon and the Fist Demon were gone, it all felt like a dream. She had drunk with the Heavenly Demon and confessed her admiration directly to the Fist Demon. Things she could never have imagined had all happened in a single day.

"Ah, I was so nervous. My whole body feels stiff."

"How about it? Could you drink with them again?"

Cheon Sohwi's answer contradicted her physical state.

"It was so difficult...... but this tension wasn't bad."

Lately, she had shown a flustered side after meeting me, but she was still the First Iron Fist of the Eastern Fist Garrison, a woman with more grit than anyone.

"It's not a matter of 'could I', but 'I want to'."

"Stimulating things are certainly thrilling, aren't they?"

Cheon Sohwi smiled faintly in agreement.

My gaze turned to Lee Ahn.

"How do you feel?"

"How do you think I feel?"

It was the day she had received martial arts instruction from the Heavenly Demon himself.

"I wasn't just happy because the Cult Leader taught me martial arts."

"Then?"

"The fact that he taught me means he has officially acknowledged me, doesn't it?"

She couldn't bring herself to say it, but Father had acknowledged her as family by personally teaching her the Soaring Sky Sword Art. That martial art was passed down only to blood relatives.

"This will be a day I'll never forget. Thank you, Young Master."

"What did I do?"

"You said it to the Cult Leader, didn't you? That for your father it might be just one drinking session, but for Lee Ahn, it could be life-changing. This wouldn't have happened without those words."

Lee Ahn remembered my exact words to Father.

"Today, I felt like I was the one being welcomed."

I smiled brightly and patted her shoulder once. Welcome, Lee Ahn.

And so, the drinking session at the Alluring Inn ended.


The welcoming party was over, but my day was not.

An unexpected person waited for me when I returned to my residence.

My older brother, Geom Muyang, stood in the courtyard, looking up at the moon.

"When did you get here?"

"A little while ago."

I had a feeling he had been waiting for a while. What was he thinking during that time?

"I had a drink with the Fist Demon. If I'd known, we could've gone together."

Geom Muyang just looked up at the moon without a word.

I stood next to him.

"You look tired."

At my words, Geom Muyang's gaze shifted from the moon to me.

"Do I? I've been tasked with a lot lately. How about you?"

He seemed softer than usual. I could feel him trying his best. The more cornered Geom Muyang was, the harder he tried.

In a way, I felt sorry for my brother. My regression had certainly made his life harder. This fight was destined from the start. A man in his twenties was no match for me, especially since I had been growing endlessly stronger since my regression.

Still, brother, we can't live the same lives. If we continue like this, only death awaits us.

"Does it bother you that I'm meeting with the Fist Demon?"

"It'd be a lie to say it doesn't."

"I'm really into fist techniques these days. You won't believe me, will you?"

"If you were me, would you believe it?"

"You should feel free to meet with the Demon Supremes too. Meet the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and talk about books, or meet the Drunken Demon for a drink. I don't mind."

"Is that confidence? Do you think they're already your people? Let me give you a piece of advice as your older brother. Don't look down on the Demon Supremes. You're gravely mistaken if you think they're yours just because they're smiling in front of you. In the final moment, they will ultimately choose what benefits them."

I smiled at him.

"Are you mocking me?"

"No. I was just thinking about the last time you gave me advice. It's been a long time, hasn't it?"

Geom Muyang turned his head and looked at the wall, where the moon cast a shadow.

Between us lies a wall several times taller and thicker than that one.

"The Fist Demon said something. He said he supports you, and that Father would want that too."

Geom Muyang flinched in surprise.

"Really?"

"......"

"Why are you telling me that?"

"Brother. This is who I am. I'm not the type to be difficult when someone is being nice."

I revealed my true feelings, something I had not shown him for a long time.

"Do you know why I told the Demon Supremes I would fight for the succession without shedding blood with you?"

"......"

Geom Muyang was genuinely curious.

"When we were young, you did something terrible to me. You instilled a fear of the murim in me and guided me toward a psychological collapse. Back then, just thinking of the word 'murim' made me shrink in fear."

This was the first time I had ever brought this up with him. Geom Muyang's eyes trembled. He must have thought I didn't know, since he had told me all sorts of stories while pretending to be worried about me.

My brother did not deny it.

"Then you should be seeking revenge. Why say we shouldn't shed blood?"

"Because you were only a bad guy up to that point."

"!"

"If you were a worse piece of trash, you would've found a way to kill me. You would've destroyed my qi center or used some other vicious method, but you weren't the kind of person who wanted to become the successor by harming your own brother. You were just bad enough for me to understand. That's why. With my generous heart, I decided to forgive that much. You were young back then, too."

Of course, the fact that Father wanted it was also a big reason.

"Crazy bastard, you're spouting bullshit."

Curses he didn't usually use slipped out. Geom Muyang was flustered. Perhaps my brother was being bombarded with questions from the depths of his own heart.

If you weren't confident you'd become the successor, what would have happened then? Would you still have left your brother alone? Did you stop at that point only because you were confident you would become the successor?

What kind of person was my brother, really?

In truth, even I didn't know the answer. It was something that hadn't happened, and no one could guarantee what choice a desperate person would make.

"But don't let your guard down. You and I are still on trial. If I declare I'll fight for the succession without shedding blood and then kill you to become the Cult Leader, no Demon Supreme will ever truly follow me. It's the same for you. If you use some clumsy scheme to suppress me and take the Cult Leader's seat, the Demon Supremes will never pledge their true loyalty. Don't forget. They may seem like they're not watching, but the Demon Supremes are always observing us."

Geom Muyang had been staring at me quietly. He said abruptly, "Why have you become so talkative? You weren't like this when you were younger."

"I guess all my inner arts went to my mouth."

"That's not funny at all."

Did my words break even a single brick in the thick wall between us? Hoping they did, I nagged him some more. I had no choice but to unleash my nagging technique on my brother.

"Since I'm a chatterbox now anyway, I'll say one last thing. There's no coexistence for brothers in a power struggle? They'll end up killing each other? Who the hell decided that? Why should we be swayed by the precedents of pathetic bastards who can't even control their own desires?"

I moved from his side to stand in front of Geom Muyang. I looked him in the eyes and said, "So don't even dream of being swayed. If you get anxious that I might kill you, come find me. That thought will disappear when you see me. Don't think I ignored you today! Don't think you lost. Just think, 'My little brother is talkative and speaks well.' Just think that. Don't get provoked! Don't make any rash decisions!"

As soon as I finished, Geom Muyang snapped.

"You bastard! I thought my ears were going to bleed. You said it was just one thing, is this one thing? If you ever feel like killing me, you come find me! A young punk lecturing me!"

Geom Muyang strode out.

You know what, brother? I know I'm difficult for you, but it's the same for me. You're more difficult for me than Father, more than the Eight Demon Supremes.

I stood in the courtyard for a moment and looked up at the moon my brother had been watching. The night reminded me of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's words, that family can be your enemy.


We trained hard for the next two days.

We trained during the day and we trained at night in a continuous cycle.

A few days passed like that. Tonight, we were once again in the middle of our late-night training.

I was honing a technique, mirroring the Fist Demon's exact stance, when it happened.

WHOOOOSH!

The Fist Demon's fist flew toward me.

It looked like a mistake, but it was not.

"......"

My fist and the Fist Demon's fist collided in mid-air.

The sound, like a bursting drum, made Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi look at us in surprise.

We had thrust our fists from the same stance, and they had met in mid-air.

"My apologies. I was lost in thought for a moment."

"It happens."

"How about it? Since we've already exerted ourselves, shall we have a duel?"

"Nice try, but I refuse."

Finally, the Fist Demon was starting his little tricks. He wanted to fight me ten times more than I wanted to learn his martial arts.

"If you refuse, then turn away. Why are you staring at me like that?"

It must have been an unfamiliar experience for him. It was rare for anyone to stare at the Fist Demon like this.

Now, I intend to see the Fist Demon properly. I saw his fists first, but now I will see him, straight on, without any preconceptions.

"I keep looking at your face, the Fist Demon, because I think it makes you seem less scary."

The Fist Demon shook his head with a dumbfounded expression. He gathered his clothes, signaling that training was over for the day.

As he left, Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi came to my sides.

"Liar!"

"The more you look at him, the scarier he gets."

I smiled faintly at their earnest teasing.

My gaze followed the Fist Demon walking away. His large, thick back was turned to me as he walked alone into the darkness.

What caught my eye was not his face. In that lonely-looking back, I saw...... myself, before my regression.


Chapter 192: The Beauty of Slacking Off Is

The next day, after Black Fists training ended, I followed the Fist Demon.

"Please have a meal with me today."

The Fist Demon always ate alone. The other Demon Supremes were no different, but the Fist Demon never ate with his subordinates, not even on rare occasions.

"No, thank you."

"Why not?"

"It's uncomfortable."

"If I'm uncomfortable, that's one thing, but for you, the Fist Demon, to be uncomfortable? Who in the world would believe that?"

"You make me uncomfortable."

The Fist Demon strode away. The Iron Fists stared at us with surprised faces. They watched the Fist Demon, who claimed discomfort even around his own subordinates, and me, who pestered such a man for a meal.

Of course, I didn't give up. I followed the Fist Demon again the next day.

"Then how about a cup of tea today?"

"I don't like tea."

"They say drinking a lot of tea is good for your health."

The Fist Demon stopped walking.

"Just why are you doing this? Do you want to poison the tea or something?"

"Of course not! If I poisoned you, I wouldn't be able to learn the next mnemonic, would I?"

"That's right. You'd have to learn everything before you poison me."

"It's a misunderstanding," I shouted, but the Fist Demon strode away.

The next day, when training ended, I followed him again.

"By any chance, do you know how to play Go?"

"I do not. Why would a great man hold such tiny stones? It's not like little girls playing house."

"Though, that 'playing house' is what Father's completely absorbed in these days."

"......"

The Fist Demon walked away with long strides, not looking back. His pace was even faster than the day before, perhaps because I mentioned Father.

The next day, and the day after that, the Fist Demon remained an iron wall.

At this rate, it won't be easy.

I had put the Fist Demon in a boiling pot, but this big, sturdy opponent showed no signs of softening. He simply wouldn't cook, no matter how much I wanted to boil him tender.

When I feel this frustrated, one person comes to mind.

I immediately headed for the Southern Blade Sect, where the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was.


The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was teaching martial arts to Seo Daeryong.

Seo Daeryong, now a formal disciple, was learning the unique Heaven Destroying Demonic Blade Technique from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

I went to the backyard so I wouldn't disturb their training. I quietly closed my eyes, sat in the lotus position, and circulated the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

I had completely mastered the Soaring Sky Sword Art, the Twelfth Star, and the Four Strides of the Wind God. Of all the martial arts I had learned, I absolutely had to master the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

After I had been training for a while, Seo Daeryong's careful voice came from a distance.

"Training is over."

He had informed me quietly, careful not to disturb my own training.

When I opened my eyes, Seo Daeryong collapsed next to me, drenched in sweat.

"Is it tough?"

"I'm dying."

It seemed that for Seo Daeryong, who had begun training in earnest, it was a continuous series of hellish sessions.

"I'll have a word with him. Our Detective Seo is having too hard a time. Please go a little easier on him."

"Of course. There are many ways to kill a person."

I quietly looked at Seo Daeryong's side profile.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

"You've changed. Your aura."

"How so?"

"You look stronger."

That one phrase immediately lifted Seo Daeryong's spirits. Seo Daeryong clenched his fists tightly.

"Just you wait!"

"'Villains!' No, you mean 'Ladies!', right?"

"Was it that obvious?"

"Cheer up, my right-hand man! Without this time spent grinding, you'll be killed by villains and rejected by women."

"What if I grind and still get rejected?"

Seo Daeryong's deer-like eyes hoped for a 'that won't happen'.

"Then let's catch at least one more villain. Ah! The world's villains might just go extinct."

"Hey! How can you say that?"

I laughed out loud, and Seo Daeryong laughed along.

He stood up from his spot and said his farewell.

"I'll see you tomorrow then. Oh, and that thing you said about me looking stronger, please say it again next time! Whenever I'm having a hard time."

"You got it."

After sending him off, I went to the front yard. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was wiping away sweat, leaning against the Heaven Destroying Dao.

"You must be busy throwing punches. Why did you come? Are you already sick of it?"

"Yes. I'm sick of it. I deeply regret saying I'd learn fist techniques when I could've just been hanging out with you, Elder."

"Who said I'd hang out with you?"

I went and sat down next to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"No matter how much I stoke the fire, he shows no signs of cooking."

"You're trying to cook a boulder. Do you think it'll cook?"

"That's why I came to see you, Elder."

"So you're going to try adding some old ginger to the boiling water?"

"This is why I like you, Elder. You get it instantly."

"What do you want from the Fist Demon? His martial arts? Or his heart?"

"At first, it was his martial arts."

"Now you want his heart too?"

"He seems to want to break down a cliff. At first, I thought that was cool, so I wanted to break it down too, but now, I've become curious about why the Fist Demon wants to break down that cliff so badly."

"It's probably for a trivial reason, if you look into it."

"Isn't everyone like that? I am too."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at me as if I were a wise old child.

"I'm sorry to tell you this after you've come all this way, but I don't know much about the Fist Demon."

"It's alright. I just came to see you, Elder, because I was feeling frustrated."

The spicy ginger was for healing, not cooking.

"Hey, Second Young Lord."

"Yes, Elder."

"Are you okay?"

"!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was asking me if I was okay.

If someone else had asked, I would have said I was fine, but I didn't want to do that with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"I don't really know."

"Saying 'I don't know' is more dangerous than saying 'I'm not okay'. When you're tired, take a rest."

In that moment, I felt again that the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was genuinely worried about me. I find myself disarmed in front of him these days. I tried so hard to open his door, but perhaps my own door has swung wide open first.

"Then, may I also lean on your dao, Elder?"

"No. Seeing you spout such nonsense, you must be perfectly fine."

"Just once. I've always wanted to lean on it, just once."

When I pleaded, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon reluctantly gave permission.

"Then just this once."

I leaned against the Heaven Destroying Dao.

"Ah! Now I know why you always lean on this."

"Doesn't it feel sturdy, like it's protecting you?"

"No. It's incredibly cool."

The Heaven Destroying Dao had a primordial chill.

"So you were the only one staying cool on those hot summer days!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon must not have expected me to challenge him like this. He just laughed and called me a rascal.

Joking with Seo Daeryong and laughing with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon relieved a lot of my frustration. I also found a great method of healing.

"When I'm tired, I'll take a rest."

"Come anytime you're having a hard time."

The single phrase 'anytime' pierced my heart.

"How would I live without you, Elder?"

"You'd live just fine, trading punches with the Fist Demon. Stop with the silly talk and go back. You have that late-night training or whatever to do."

"Hey. How is it that there are no secrets in the Demonic Cult?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon picked up his dao and spoke as he went inside.

"Who do you think they take after, with such loose lips?"


I accepted the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's advice.

The next day, I didn't go to the Black Fists training. While training would have been in full swing, I was in the world within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

A blue sky and sea resembled my enhanced sword qi. A sun-drenched sandy beach, the shade of a broad-leafed tree, and even a cool straw mat. I was lying down in the most comfortable way possible.

Today was a day for slacking off.

After returning from the Murim Alliance and getting entangled with the Fist Demon, I hadn't rested properly for even a moment.

So today, I planned to spend time alone. I decided not to think about other people.

It was truly perfect slacking, prepared with drinks, snacks, and even a book.

I looked at the sky, then the sea, then a crab crawling on the sand. I read a book, dozed off, and upon waking, stared blankly at the sea again.

"Ah! This is great!"

It was more than great.

I lazed around like that all day long.

That afternoon, Cheon Sohwi came to my residence.

"Senior Brother, Senior Brother."

It's cute how she calls me Second Young Lord in front of the Fist Demon, but Senior Brother when it's just the two of us.

"Where did he go?"

I could see her peeking into my room through the window. She must have been worried since I, who had never missed a day of Black Fists training, suddenly didn't show up.

After lingering in the yard for a moment, she left.

I had fully expected her visit. A little later, however, a completely unexpected person visited. To be precise, he passed by rather than visited.

Surprisingly, it was the Fist Demon. He walked past my residence as if on some other business, his eyes flickering toward my home. He even raised his qi as he passed to check if I was there.

The way he pretended not to notice was so funny and, at the same time, touching.

I really wanted to release the Spacetime Manipulation Technique and run out. I wanted to ask if he came because he was worried and see his flustered expression, but I didn't.

Hey people, you should know how precious I am!

I lazed around like that until late, filled my inner arts with meditation, and then lazed around some more. It might have seemed like an insignificant day, but for me, it was a valuable time of recharging.

Then, the time for late-night training arrived.

The three of them arrived on time. As soon as she came, Cheon Sohwi asked me.

"Why didn't you come to the Black Fists training today?"

Lee Ahn was startled to hear that I hadn't gone.

"Young Master! Are you sick? How badly are you hurt!"

"Why are you making such a fuss?"

"There's no way the Young Master would skip training! What is it? What happened?"

"I'm human too. There are times I want to slack off and times I want to rest."

As I said that, I looked at the Fist Demon.

"Isn't that right?"

The Fist Demon looked at me for a moment, then shook his head.

"I have never done such a thing."

"Really?"

"If I had lived such a lazy life, someone else would be in the Fist Demon's position now."

"Isn't it hard for you?"

"Not at all."

I know. What truly makes things hard for a person isn't the difficulty of the task itself. It's that no one acknowledges that hardship, or they know and just pass by indifferently.

"If you're tired, let's hang out! I'm on standby anytime."

Of course, the Fist Demon didn't even pretend to listen.

As training was ending that day, an unfamiliar sound came from my fist.

WHOOOOSH!

It wasn't the sound of thunder, but it wasn't the sound my fists had made until now either.

"What is this sound?" I asked.

The Fist Demon looked at me with a surprised face.

"It is the sound of a coming storm."

It meant the time for thunder was not far off.

At my unbelievably fast achievement, fighting spirit flared from the Fist Demon's entire body. He looked like he wanted to charge at me right away.

He instinctively took a step forward, and I stepped back. Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi grew tense in the touch-and-go situation where a fierce battle could break out at any moment.

I quickly said to him, "Shall we make a bet?"

"What kind of bet."

"I don't like trading blows, so how about a bet on movement arts? If I win, please teach me the second form of the Thunder Arhat Fist."

"And if I win?"

"I will have a match with you, Fist Demon."

A triumphant smile appeared on the Fist Demon's lips.

"You must have thought I'd be slow because my body is so big."

The greatest masters of fist techniques always have incredible movement arts, and movement arts are intrinsically linked to fist techniques.

"Fine. I accept that bet."

The Fist Demon was full of confidence. He was so confident in his movement arts that he was willing to bet a unique martial art's second form.

"To the entrance of the Demon Village. How about it?"

"That place isn't suitable for a duel. About five kilometers from the entrance, there's a bamboo forest. Let's make that the finish line."

In the Fist Demon's mind, he had already won the bet.

Lee Ahn drew a line on the ground, and we stood side-by-side on it.

"Ready, go!"

We shot forward like arrows from a bow. I could only imagine how surprised the two women were when we vanished in an instant.

The Fist Demon was truly fast. I'm certain he's the fastest among the Demon Supremes. That must be why he accepted the bet, but he couldn't be faster than my Swift Step.

I matched his speed and ran neck and neck with him. The Fist Demon's surprise was transmitted through his rough breaths.

I arrived at the bamboo forest a few steps ahead of him. I panted for breath, acting as if I had barely won.

The Fist Demon arrived shortly after and looked at me with a shocked face. He seemed to have never imagined I could be faster than him.

"First, please teach me the second form. If you feel it's unfair, let's bet the third form and go again."

When his scary face made a scary expression, it was truly frightening, but scary is scary. He was not a man who would break a promise.

"Fine. I will teach you the second form right here."

I was inwardly surprised by his unhesitating decision. He was truly a man among men.

It was too precious a martial art to give away over a bet on movement arts. What was the Fist Demon thinking right now? Did he really not consider the possibility of losing from the start? I was curious about his intentions.

"Will you be alright?"

"Are you asking if I'm okay after luring me into a trap?"

That trap, could it be that you knowingly fell into it?

The second form was the Thunder Asura.

If the first form, the Black Cloud Asura, was about concentrating all one's power to strike a single opponent, the Thunder Asura was a technique of throwing punches so fast they were invisible. It emphasized speed over power, similar to the Soaring Sky Sword Art's fast sword style, the Blue Sky Strike.

The Fist Demon passed down the mnemonic and stances to me.

I exhausted all my mental energy to make every single one of his teachings my own.

And so, the Fist Demon's second fist also became mine.

"Thank you very much. I will never allow this fist to be used for the wrong reasons."

I bowed to him. Although we hadn't become master and disciple, I had now received up to the second form.

"Well, since we've come this far, let's get some fresh air before we go back."

The Fist Demon looked at me with an expression that asked what I meant.

"It's been a long time since you left the Cult, hasn't it? I skipped training and played yesterday, and it was great. You should slack off with me too, Fist Demon."

The Fist Demon snorted as if to say 'not a chance' and turned to walk back toward our Cult. Looking at his large, thick back, I said, "You're always there every day, so people don't realize how precious you are."

The Fist Demon stopped dead in his tracks.

"Your goodwill toward our Cult has continued for too long."

I didn't express it as goodwill toward his subordinates. This was because I didn't want to disparage the subordinates' natural fear of the Fist Demon, nor the Fist Demon's affection for them.

The Fist Demon turned back toward me.

Our gazes locked in mid-air. For a long while, we said nothing. He was a smart man, and he understood the hidden meaning in my words.

"You look tired."

This was the second time I had said that to him. Did the words finally reach him?

After a brief pause, the Fist Demon asked, "Do you have anywhere to go?"

I smiled brightly and said, "The beauty of slacking off is in having no plan. Let's go."

Before he could change his mind, I started running, and the Fist Demon ran with me.

We ran at a similar pace, matching our speeds. From his face as he ran beside me, I caught a glimpse of a kind of joy I had never seen before.

Just like that, we instantly grew distant from the Cult. We grew distant from our daily lives.


Chapter 193: Scary but Handsome

The Fist Demon and I stood on a cliff overlooking a plunging waterfall.

KWA KWA KWA KWA KWA KWA!

The waterfall's massive spray felt refreshing.

"Alright, you absolutely can't use inner arts," I said.

"You'd better not break the promise either," the Fist Demon retorted.

We were about to jump from a high place. It wasn't a bet with anything at stake, just a pure battle of pride.

When I was young, girls used to watch from below. Now, I was playing the same dangerous game with the Fist Demon in these remote mountains.

"That thin torso of yours might smash to pieces against the rocks," he warned.

"And that large torso of yours, Fist Demon, will hit the rocks twice as hard," I shot back.

Our gazes locked, both of us determined not to lose.

We jumped at the same time.

At my level, would I really be scared or feel my heart drop just from jumping without inner arts? Still, I deliberately let out a refreshing shout.

"WAAAAAAAH!"

SPLASH!

The Fist Demon hit the water first, sending up a huge spray.

He immediately poked his head out of the water.

Just then, I landed lightly on the surface using Flying Over Water. I had used my inner arts just before impact. I crouched in front of the Fist Demon's head and spoke mischievously.

"I've lost."

The Fist Demon saw the mischief on my face. He looked dumbfounded for a moment, then burst into laughter that echoed through the valley.

Right, as long as he laughed, it was a success.

I also dove into the water with a splash.

The ice-cold water jolted my senses. While I swam, the Fist Demon climbed onto a flat rock on the opposite bank.

Jumping from a waterfall without qi.

Had the Fist Demon ever done something like this in his life? No, he probably had never even considered it.

"The water is really clear," I remarked.

After swimming for a while, I also climbed onto the rock where the Fist Demon was. I could have used my qi to generate heat and dry my clothes, but instead, I took them off and spread them on the rock.

"I'm going to lie down for a bit."

I flopped down and looked up at the sky.

"You should lie down too, Fist Demon."

"I'm fine," he replied.

"How long has it been since you've lain down in front of others?"

"I can't even remember."

"So you should lie down at a time like this."

Despite my suggestion, the Fist Demon remained seated. We looked up at the sky in silence for a while.

To relieve his accumulated fatigue by slacking off, we would need to cross the entire Central Plains. That's why I planned to keep moving farther away from the Cult.

"Let's get going," he said.

"Let's stay just a little longer."

The Fist Demon looked anxious and impatient. I understood him. His life at the Cult was busy all day long, teaching everyone from the White Fists to the Black Fists. When I thought about it, it was a truly difficult life.

After sitting like that for a long time, the Fist Demon shot to his feet. He looked like he was about to perform a fist technique, unable to bear the stuffiness, but I quickly stopped him.

"You've been throwing punches like that your whole life. Just for this once, please endure it."

"Just sitting here is making my body feel sluggish and stiff. I can't stand it," he complained.

"Now, now, just sit down for now."

I made him sit down again. He was not adapting easily to this slacking off.

"That's right. They say it's harder for a person to stay still, but spacing out like this is said to be good for your mental health."

"Where did you hear that?"

"It's just something I picked up somewhere."

Beyond the Fist Demon, who looked down at me, the sky was blue.

"Fist Demon, look at the clouds drifting by behind me."

The Fist Demon turned his head and looked up at the sky. As he watched the clouds, I could see distracting thoughts enter his eyes.

"Don't worry about your subordinates," I told him.

The Fist Demon looked at me with an expression that said, 'How did you know what I was thinking?'

"They're probably all cheering right now. Tell your subordinates to relax and slack off a bit too. The leader slacks off, the subordinates slack off. How great is that?"

"Then the organization would be ruined," he stated flatly.

"So what if it gets a little ruined?"

For a moment, the Fist Demon flinched.

"'So what if it's ruined?' You've never once had that thought, have you?"

"Of course not."

"If it's ruined, there are the other Demon Supremes, aren't there? If it's ruined, there's Father, isn't there? So what if you get yelled at a little? So what if your pride gets a little hurt?"

The corners of the Fist Demon's mouth curled up slightly. It seemed like a sneer that said, 'What do you know?', but it also seemed like a somehow refreshing laugh.

"Just forget about it all. The color-coded fist-wielders, forget them all."

After some time, the Fist Demon relaxed his posture. He leaned back slightly, supporting himself with his arms. He didn't lie down completely, but he seemed a bit more comfortable.

We stayed like that, staring blankly at the sky until our clothes were dry.


After coming down the mountain, we walked along a narrow path.

"Aren't we going to use movement arts?"

"The scenery is nice, so let's just walk to the end of this path."

As expected, he seemed to be itching for action.

"Wouldn't it be better to just get to our destination and rest there?" he asked.

Hearing words like these always reminded me of myself before my regression. This was how I was when I gathered materials for the grand technique. I would run to my destination no matter what. Walking was an unimaginable act.

"They say taking a walk is very good for people."

"Spacing out is good, taking a walk is good. What on earth is not good?" he grumbled.

"There are plenty of bad things. Worrying about work when you've come out to slack off. Thinking about someone when they're not even thinking about you. Coming out to have fun and still thinking about collapsing cliffs. There are many."

After a brief pause, he asked, "Did my life seem that bad to you?"

"......"

At my unhesitating answer, the Fist Demon stopped walking and looked at me.

"It didn't seem bad because it was bad, but because it was too perfect."

A hint of relief flickered across his face.

"I know what you're worried about, but I'm not a man who collapses easily."

"Really?"

"What?"

"I'm asking if you're really someone who doesn't collapse easily. How would you know? You've never collapsed before."

The Fist Demon couldn't give any answer.

"When I look at Father's grandmaster chair, it reminds me of the platform where you, Fist Demon, stand and look down at your subordinates. I get the feeling that you are both trapped there."

"!"

Fist Demon, you've come this far with that unchanging fortitude, so isn't it okay to rest a little now?

He said nothing. We walked in silence for a long time.

Where the narrow path ended, I asked the Fist Demon, "Is there anything you want to try?"

The Fist Demon couldn't easily find an answer and asked me back, "What about you?"

"I'm doing it right now."

A faint smile formed on the Fist Demon's lips. Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi say he's scary no matter how many times they see him, but I don't find the Fist Demon's face scary. In fact, it was never scary from the beginning.

"Then, I'll leave it to you."

"Alright, then let's go eat something delicious first. It's a rule that you can't leave out good food on a trip, isn't it?"

I ran ahead first, and the Fist Demon ran with me. The Fist Demon unleashed the speed he had been holding back and started to run in the lead.


"Here we are. A famous restaurant with a two-hundred-year tradition!"

The place we arrived at was called Songmyeonggwan, which sold both alcohol and food. It was so popular that customers were lined up outside.

"How did you know about this place?"

"Is that the only thing I know? The signature dish here is a bamboo shoot dish, which you like, Fist Demon."

"How did you know that?"

"Don't look at me like that. It's not like I found out to poison your food, Fist Demon. You're the one who will become the future Master, so I should at least know that much."

The man standing in line in front of us glanced back, saw the Fist Demon, and was startled. The man trembled as he said, "Sh-should I let you go ahead?"

"It's fine."

After the Fist Demon's reply, the man turned his head forward and never looked back again.

I smiled and asked the Fist Demon, "You've never stood in line to buy food in your entire life, have you?"

Seeing the Fist Demon's expression that said, 'Of course not,' I asked again, "Isn't it fun?"

The Fist Demon looked around at the people in line, the new people lining up behind them, the people on the street, and the hawking street vendors.

"It's not bad."

Songmyeonggwan had more than ten waiters and was so large that the line shortened quickly. When it was our turn, we took a seat. I ordered several dishes and some alcohol.

"Why are you ordering so much?"

"It's been a while since I've been here, so we have to eat everything before we go."

The alcohol came out first. As I poured a drink for the Fist Demon, his displeased gaze turned towards some martial artists cursing as they passed by outside.

I reached out my hand and blocked his view.

"We're slacking off! That's a rock. That's a chair. Got it?"

"I understand."

The Fist Demon poured me a drink as well and said, "At your age, with those martial arts, it must be difficult to control your hot-bloodedness."

"That's why I'm hanging out with the Demon Supremes, isn't it? To avoid causing unnecessary trouble."

"There may be other reasons you hang out with us, but not causing trouble is a commendable thing."

"Oh! This is the first compliment you've ever given me, Fist Demon."

I raised my cup, and we toasted.

A moment later, the food arrived. The Fist Demon tried a piece of the bamboo shoot dish he liked and looked surprised.

"This is really delicious."

"There's always a reason for a place that has a line."

My gaze turned toward the kitchen.

"How about it? Should we kidnap the chef and take him to our Cult?"

"You're saying things you don't mean," he scoffed.

"Why are you so sure? If we take him, he'll come."

After staring at me for a moment, unexpected words flowed from the Fist Demon's mouth.

"I heard your demonic way is one that doesn't break the tavern's tables?"

I was shocked. I had no idea the Fist Demon knew about that.

"How did you know?"

"I have ears to hear with, too."

This is why what I told Hyung was right. It might seem like they're not watching, but the Demon Supremes are paying attention to everything.

"Yes, so if others line up, we should line up and eat too. If the chef gets kidnapped, we have to go rescue him. This is my demonic way."

The Fist Demon stared intently at me. How would my demonic way be perceived by him?

The Fist Demon, who seemed to hesitate, focused on eating again.

As we were drinking, one of the two women at the next table spoke to me.

"Master, is this your first time here?"

"Yes, it's my first time."

"Then there are some places you must visit."

"Would you care to join our table and tell me more?" I offered.

The women glanced at the Fist Demon, then readily joined our table. I ordered new dishes for them.

I could feel the Fist Demon's surprise. The natural way the women joined our table seemed to be a fresh shock to him.

A woman he's never seen before starts a conversation and joins his table?

That's why he was wary of the women. He narrowed his eyes, wondering if they were up to something, but the women were just young people who liked to have fun.

The reason I went so far as to have them join us was because of the Fist Demon. He had lived his entire life as a bachelor, with no records of him being involved with women. Perhaps he had given up on love from the start because of his appearance?

That's why I wanted to give the Fist Demon an experience he had never had before.

We drank and chatted with the women. I made them laugh with funny stories. The Fist Demon, wary at first, later began to enjoy the situation with an interested look in his eyes.

Occasionally, I would ask the Fist Demon questions he could answer better. For instance, something like this.

"Please tell these Young Ladies the story of when you broke through the Murim Alliance's encirclement in your youth."

Of course, the women didn't believe it and just laughed heartily. It was a statement that went beyond the usual bragging men do when drinking. At that moment, the Fist Demon looked at me, asking with his eyes if he should really tell them. I smiled and shook my head, conveying that no one would believe him.

After having fun for about an hour, the women got up to leave first.

That was even more surprising to the Fist Demon. He couldn't believe they were just leaving after all that, without even promising to meet again.

After they left, the Fist Demon asked, "Did you perhaps send them a telepathy message promising them money? Or did you threaten to kill them if they didn't join us? Or were they women after our wallet?"

I couldn't believe he would think something like that.

"If not, there's no way women would ask to join our table, is there?"

"Well, that's because of me."

"I figured as much. One of them was staring at your face the whole time."

"That's right. That's why I asked them to join us."

"Even with me sitting next to you?"

"You think they wouldn't have joined because they were scared of your face, Fist Demon?"

The Fist Demon nodded.

"You're unaware of two things, Fist Demon. Kids these days hang out and have fun comfortably even with strangers."

"What if they get into some kind of trouble doing that?"

"They're fearless, the kids these days."

"And you're not one of them?"

"Including me. I'm fearless too, aren't I?"

"You're more than fearless, and what's the second thing?"

"It's the fact that while your face is scary, Fist Demon, it's not an ugly face. In fact, you're on the handsome side."

The Fist Demon was startled. It was the most surprised reaction he'd had since meeting me. He had probably never been called handsome in his entire life.

"If you're going to flatter me, at least make it believable," he grumbled.

"I may be good at flattery, but what I just said wasn't flattery. To women, your face, Fist Demon, can seem attractive. They can also feel a sense of security, like you'd protect them no matter what."

To the Fist Demon, who didn't know what to say, I added, "Today's conclusion. Your face, Fist Demon, is scary but handsome!"

After emptying his cup, the Fist Demon came to a conclusion.

"You're a madman."

"Finally, I get to hear those words from you too, Fist Demon!"

Just then, a young waiter walked toward us. He looked to be barely ten years old, his eyes swollen from crying.

"I've been watching you for a while. For some reason, I felt like I could ask you for a favor, Master."

The child pleaded with the Fist Demon.

"Please help me."

In the tears welling up in the child's eyes, I could feel the weight of a pain that even an adult couldn't bear.

I gently stroked the child's head and said to the Fist Demon, "And not only are you handsome, but in the eyes of an innocent child, you also have the kind of face that looks like it would help if asked."


Chapter 194: Because He Chose a Handsome Face

"Hui-ya. You shouldn't move yet."

Mrs. Shim held her daughter Hui-ya's hand.

Hui-ya's face and body were covered in wounds as she got dressed. The girl had suffered the greatest misfortune of her life. Three days ago, a man had brutally assaulted her on her way to work. He beat and raped her.

"You heard, didn't you, Mom? He was released and says he's going to kill us all?"

The man who did this unforgivable thing was Gongpae, a thug from the Wild Beast Sect that controlled the area. He had committed the heinous act in the morning, not even at night.

Despite her battered body, Hui-ya went straight to the local Murim Alliance Branch and reported Gongpae, but less than three days later, she heard he was free. While being dragged away, Gongpae had publicly screamed that he was framed. He vowed he wouldn't let Hui-ya and her family get away with it. The Branch released that man anyway.

"We have to go now, Mom."

Hui-ya staggered to her feet, but a wave of dizziness sent her collapsing to the floor. Every single part of her body ached.

"Where can you go when your body is in this state?"

"We have to. He said he's going to kill us, didn't he?"

Tears welled in Hui-ya's eyes. She never dreamed they would release Gongpae so easily.

What are we supposed to do? What in the world are we supposed to do!

Mrs. Shim hugged her daughter tightly.

"It's all my fault. It's because of me."

After losing her husband, Mrs. Shim raised her two children alone. She lived tenaciously until a bad fall a year ago severely injured her leg.

When she could no longer work, her young son, barely ten, started working as a waiter. Her fifteen-year-old daughter, Hui-ya, who already helped at a cloth store, took an additional job washing dishes at an inn.

They were such good children, trying to earn a living and pay for their mother's medicine. Now, this tragedy had befallen her daughter.

Tears streamed from Mrs. Shim's eyes. She gritted her teeth, trying not to cry in front of Hui-ya, but the tears came on their own.

Hui-ya gritted her teeth and stood up again.

"Mom, pack your things. I'll go get your cart."

Mrs. Shim pulled her hand.

"You should go. Take your brother and escape for now."

"Mom, we don't have time for this. You know I won't leave you behind, right?"

"Where would you go with me in tow? Just go hide for a while. Please?"

All sorts of thoughts raced through Hui-ya's mind.

Where could she go with her sick mother and young brother? Should she just consider it a bite from a mad dog and beg for forgiveness if Gongpae showed up? She couldn't think of the right choice.

Someone, please tell me what to do! Please, help me!

At fifteen, the only one she could turn to was the heavens.

Just then, her younger brother, Seok-i, opened the door and ran inside.

"Mom! Noona!"

For some reason, Seok-i was flushed with excitement.

Seeing her brother, Hui-ya's mind cleared. She realized that to save Seok-i, leaving was the right thing to do.

"Pack your things, Seok-i."

"Why are we packing?"

"We're leaving. Just pack the essentials."

"Noona! Wait! Listen to me first. I asked a martial artist for help. He said he'd help us."

Mrs. Shim and Hui-ya were both startled by those words.

"Who is it? Is it someone you know?"

"No. I just met him today for the first time."

Hui-ya sighed.

"Seok-i. Listen to your Noona carefully. You can't just ask anyone for a favor like that. What if that martial artist gets killed by the people from the Wild Beast Sect?"

"No. He looked really scary and strong."

Hui-ya sighed again.

"Then where is he? Why did you come alone?"

"He told me to go on ahead."

"He's not coming. He probably just said that because a little kid like you asked and it was a bother. Hurry up and pack."

She staggered to her feet. Even walking was difficult, but she was determined to put her mother in the cart and leave.

When she opened the door and went outside, she froze in shock.

Gongpae stood in the yard, his face filled with rage.

Hui-ya was so startled she collapsed to the ground.

Gongpae said coldly, "How dare you report me? I was stuck in prison for three days because of you, you bitch."

For the past three days, whenever she thought of Gongpae, all she wanted was to kill him. In her imagination, she had stabbed him with a kitchen knife, beaten him with a hammer, and torn his throat out with her teeth. She had killed him dozens, hundreds of times.

But seeing him again, she was so terrified that her mind went blank. Her whole body trembled, and her thoughts turned to white noise.

Mrs. Shim came out from the room, dragging herself across the floor.

"Hey, I was the one who reported you. If you're going to blame someone, blame me."

Gongpae snorted.

"You should be taking care of your mother who crawls around like an insect. What's with all this reporting?"

Hearing him insult her mother, Hui-ya screamed as if having a seizure.

"Shut up! I said shut up! Who are you! Why you! Why you! Aaaaaaaargh!"

The more scared she was, the louder she screamed.

"Has this bitch gone crazy? You need a beating to come to your senses."

As Gongpae moved to strike her, Seok-i ran out of the room.

"Don't! Don't touch my Noona!"

Seok-i stood protectively in front of Hui-ya.

Hui-ya pulled Seok-i behind her. He resisted, refusing to move, and they both fell backward together.

"What a fucking mess. What's the point of living like this? You'll all die by my hand today. I'll even bury you in one spot."

As if he truly intended to kill them, Gongpae pulled out a throwing knife. The sight of the cold, blue blade made Hui-ya and Seok-i freeze.

"Please spare us, please spare our family!" Hui-ya begged.

Just then, a low voice came from behind them.

"Isn't 'spare me' something you should be hearing from that bastard?"

A startled Gongpae turned to see Geom Mugeuk and the Fist Demon walking in.

Gongpae could tell at a glance that these two were no ordinary martial artists. The moment he saw the Fist Demon looking at him like an insect, every hair on his body stood on end.

Seok-i shouted with joy.

"Sir martial artist! You came! It's him! He's here!"

Mrs. Shim and Hui-ya realized these two were the martial artists Seok-i had mentioned.

Gongpae also noticed that the little brat had brought these men.

"Sirs, I believe there's been some misunderstanding. I am in love with that woman."

At Gongpae's bullshit, Geom Mugeuk made a shushing gesture.

"Your chances to speak in this life are over. You have exactly one word left, and even that isn't your right."

Geom Mugeuk asked Hui-ya, "Young Lady, do you want an apology from that bastard before he dies?"

Before he dies?

Hui-ya stared at Geom Mugeuk with a surprised expression. Geom Mugeuk gave a single nod.

Hui-ya shook her head. Gongpae was someone she didn't even want to exchange words with.

"Even a final piece of bullshit is not permitted."

The moment Gongpae tried to open his mouth, Geom Mugeuk's finger qi bullet sealed his muting and paralyzing points. He truly wasn't given a single chance to speak.

The Fist Demon slowly walked over to Hui-ya.

Guessing what he was about to do, Geom Mugeuk covered Seok-i's eyes.

The Fist Demon stood before Hui-ya. Looking up at the Fist Demon, Hui-ya swallowed hard. She had never seen anyone who looked so terrifying.

"Hold out your fist."

A startled Hui-ya held out a trembling fist. The Fist Demon's large hand enveloped her small one. Holding her hand, he pushed it forward with his own.

Very slowly, the two of them extended a single fist toward Gongpae.

A look of 'What is this?' crossed Gongpae's face.

WHOOOOOSH!

A tremendous, ear-splitting wind roared!

CRACK! CRACKLE! CRACK! CRACKCRACKCRACKCRACK!

Every bone in Gongpae's body shattered and burst. From his toes to his arms and legs, his ribs and spine, his shoulder blades and neck bones, not a single one was left unbroken. All of them were crushed.

Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaargh!

It was an excruciating pain he had never experienced. Since his muting point was sealed, he couldn't scream, which made the pain even greater.

Only after enduring all that pain did his face finally cave in with a THUD, and he collapsed.

All of this was contained in that single move the Fist Demon had made while holding Hui-ya's hand.

But that wasn't the end. As if refusing to allow even the corpse to remain in this house, the Fist Demon flicked his finger, and the body flew into the air.

The Fist Demon's other fist shot toward the sky.

KRRRUMBLE! BOOM!

A sound like thunder roared, as if the heavens themselves were delivering punishment.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

An immense fist energy swept over the corpse. As if by magic, Gongpae's body vanished without a trace in mid-air.

"Ah!"

None of this felt real to Hui-ya. It was as if she were watching a hallucination.

Just then, the Fist Demon's hand squeezed her fist once more.

In that moment, Hui-ya felt it. The fist enveloping hers was saying this.

Live on with strength from now on.

Hui-ya looked up at the Fist Demon. The Fist Demon looked down at her indifferently.

She was no longer afraid of the Fist Demon's face. He wasn't a demon, but like one of the Heavenly King statues at a temple entrance. He seemed like a guardian deity protecting her from evil spirits.

Seok-i didn't see Gongpae turn to dust, but he could feel it. That Gongpae was dead.

Geom Mugeuk could feel Seok-i's tears running down his palm.

After taking his hand from the boy's eyes, Geom Mugeuk turned Seok-i to face him.

"From now on, just live with the same courage you showed today."

The courage to walk up to the terrifying Fist Demon and ask for help. With courage like that, he would surely be able to live well.

"......"

Seok-i hugged Geom Mugeuk. The child trembled in his arms, and Geom Mugeuk slowly stroked his head.

"Benefactor, please accept my bow."

Hui-ya tried to bow to the Fist Demon, but an unseen force prevented her.

"There's no need for that."

"Please, accept my bow. It's the only thing I can offer you."

"I only granted your brother's request."

With those words, the Fist Demon clasped his hands behind his back and looked up at the sky.

Hui-ya looked at Seok-i. Seok-i ran and hugged his Noona.

"Noona."

"Seok-i."

This time, held in his Noona's arms, Seok-i looked at the Fist Demon. Though he felt the child's gaze of admiration, respect, and gratitude, the Fist Demon simply continued to look up at the sky.

Mrs. Shim expressed her gratitude through tears.

"Thank you. I will never forget this kindness, even in death."

Geom Mugeuk said to Mrs. Shim and Hui-ya, "We know this man belongs to a gang. We will take care of everything, so don't worry from now on."

And that wasn't the only good fortune bestowed upon this family.

Perhaps feeling that since he had started showing kindness, he might as well see it through, the Fist Demon approached Mrs. Shim and asked abruptly, "Since when?"

"Pardon?"

"Your leg. Since when has it been hurting?"

"Ah, it's been about a year."

"May I take a look?"

Before the bewildered woman could answer, Hui-ya quickly said, "Yes, please!"

The Fist Demon examined Mrs. Shim's leg.

"It may hurt, but please bear with it."

Before she could say anything.

DUDUK. DDUK. DDUKDUKDUK.

The sound of bones being set echoed. As the long-stiffened bones moved, Mrs. Shim screamed. However, the pain didn't last long. The Fist Demon was more well-versed in human bones and muscles than a horse doctor.

A moment later, astonishing words came from the Fist Demon's mouth.

"If you rest for a while, you should be able to stand up and walk again."

Mrs. Shim was so shocked she couldn't close her mouth, while Hui-ya and Seok-i cheered.

"Thank you, benefactor."

"Thank you. Thank you so much."

Overcome with emotion, the three of them hugged each other and cried.

Finally, Geom Mugeuk gave Hui-ya an envelope. Inside was enough money for the family to open a small shop and make a living.

Hui-ya, startled, asked in a trembling voice, "Why are you giving this to us?"

"I'm not the one giving it to you. It's money I'll be collecting from that bastard's gang, so take it without feeling burdened."

How could this money, how could Gongpae's death, possibly heal her wounds?

This incident would remain a scar that would torment her for the rest of her life. She would have nightmares, and her distrust of men would be great.

However, this was as much as Geom Mugeuk could do. Please overcome this and live the rest of your life well.

"Why are you bestowing such a great kindness upon us?"

Hui-ya felt as if she were receiving all the blessings she had never received in her life all at once. It was to the point where she wondered if she even deserved it.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Fist Demon and said, "Because your brother chose that handsome face over there."


After leaving Mrs. Shim's residence, we headed straight for the Wild Beast Sect.

If we didn't clean up the mess completely, Seok-i's family would end up suffering.

Before going, I looked into the Wild Beast Sect and found they had committed every evil deed imaginable. They intimidated, threatened, extorted, beat, and killed the residents. They were truly a mafia that reigned like kings in this region.

While those sons of bitches were just being themselves, the bigger problem was the Murim Alliance Branch that had condoned their actions.

"The fist technique you used earlier was truly magnificent."

In truth, it was a fist technique far too profound to be used on a worthless punk like Gongpae.

Nevertheless, the Fist Demon killed him personally because of Seok-i. Since Seok-i had asked the Fist Demon for help, he had killed the man himself. This way, the boy could live with the pride of having saved his family through his own choice.

However, the scene that moved me even more was when he held Hui-ya's hand and blew the man away. I believe that thanks to the hand the Fist Demon held, the girl will be able to live well, remembering that large, thick hand whenever times get tough.

"I respect you."

"Every time you open your mouth, it's flattery."

"I'm sincere, Master."

I subtly called him Master, but he remained an iron wall.

"It was a good attempt, Second Young Lord."

And so, we arrived at the estate where the Wild Beast Sect lived.

The man guarding the main gate saw the Fist Demon, slammed the gate shut in a panic, and ran inside.

"Emergency! Emergency!"

Hearing the man's shouts, the Fist Demon said self-deprecatingly, "See that? My face alone is enough to cause an emergency."

If it were Seo Daeryong, he would have teased him about this for three days straight, but as long as the Fist Demon is with me, I have no intention of letting him feel intimidated because of his face.

"I did. I saw the look of admiration in that girl's eyes as she looked up at the Fist Demon."

Was it because he felt better after hearing that?

The Fist Demon placed his palm on the main gate. With a KABOOM, the massive gate was torn apart like paper and sent flying.

The Fist Demon stepped inside first. From behind, the Fist Demon's massive back made the large entrance look completely filled.


Chapter 195: A Gangster, Repenting? How Unsophisticated.

Gu Yasu, the leader of the Wild Beast Sect, watched his subordinates count silver. It was tribute they had collected from the marketplace.

A subordinate brought over a heavy wallet. "Three hundred taels."

"Our finances are going to be ruined because of one fucking idiot," Gu Yasu grumbled. "Where is that bastard Gongpae now?"

His right-hand man, Yang, stood beside him and answered. "He was released from the Murim Alliance Branch. He's probably off getting drunk somewhere."

"Tell him to come to me the moment he gets back."

"......"

The three hundred taels was a bribe for the Murim Alliance Branch Manager. The manager should have let the incident slide for his usual monthly payment, but he had demanded a full three hundred taels to release Gongpae.

Still, Gu Yasu couldn't just leave Gongpae to rot in prison. Gongpae was essential to the Wild Beast Sect. They needed a dog-like bastard like him to scare merchants into handing over their money obediently.

"What about the bitch who reported him? Did she run off?"

"Her mother is sick, so she won't be able to flee."

"They said she was pretty? Right. That must be why that bastard Gongpae got horny. Once things quiet down, sell her off to a distant brothel. We need to make back at least half the money we lost because of that bitch."

"Understood."

"And make sure that idiot Gongpae doesn't touch her."

"Understood. Oh, and the Jangdo Faction has invaded our territory again."

"Those bastards!"

The Jangdo Faction was a rival mafia sect from a neighboring area. They always clashed during turf wars.

"There's a rumor that they've recruited an expert."

"What kind of expert?"

"I don't know. They say he's an unknown expert. I suspect they're acting up because they're relying on him."

Just as Gu Yasu scoffed, a subordinate rushed in from outside. "We have intruders," he reported urgently.

At the word 'intruders', Gu Yasu immediately summoned someone. "Summon Martial Artist Cheon."

Gu Yasu could afford to scoff at the Jangdo Faction's new expert because of Martial Artist Cheon. Gu Yasu was the only one who knew Cheon's secret. Cheon was from the Demonic Cult.

An expert from the Demonic Cult, Cheon! He was the reason the Wild Beast Sect had grown so powerful.

When Gu Yasu and Yang went outside, the intruders were already walking across the training ground.

Gu Yasu flinched in surprise as he saw them approaching. "What the?"

There were two intruders, an incredibly muscular man and a slender young man. Their leisurely pace seemed more like a visit than an invasion. They were, of course, Geom Mugeuk and the Fist Demon.

Yang spoke quickly. "They seem to be the ones sent by the Jangdo Faction."

"The expert those bastards supposedly recruited?"

"Yes. Who else could it be?"

Gu Yasu nodded. In this region, only the Jangdo Faction would dare to attack them. "Where is Martial Artist Cheon?"

"He'll be out soon."

About twenty members of the Wild Beast Sect emerged from all sides, drawing their weapons. They surrounded the two men.

"Who are you and where are you from?" Gu Yasu demanded.

Geom Mugeuk looked around and remarked, "You've made a hell outside, but you're living quite well for yourselves in here."

The Wild Beast Sect's headquarters was a newly built estate. The building where Gu Yasu himself resided was especially luxurious, constructed with expensive materials.

"I asked who you are."

Normally, Gu Yasu would have ordered his men to kill them or make them kneel, but the words did not come.

It was because of the muscular man next to the youth. Gu Yasu had seen all sorts of nasty-looking bastards in the mafia, but he had never seen someone so terrifying.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to Gu Yasu. "Do you know why you keep asking who I am instead of why I'm here? It's because you've made a habit of first deciding whether this is a bastard you can kill or not."

After speaking, Geom Mugeuk strode toward Gu Yasu.

A startled Gu Yasu shouted to his subordinates. "Kill him!"

The members of the Wild Beast Sect rushed at Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk dodged their attacks and threw punches.

THWACK. THWACK. To Gu Yasu's eyes, the blows looked light and powerless.

Geom Mugeuk was also good at dodging. He lightly evaded the attacks from all sides and landed a single blow on each man. One in the face. Another in the stomach. The attacks were fast, but Gu Yasu felt no power behind them.

He felt a sense of relief.

He's nothing special!

That thought came to him clearly. He felt the real problem was the muscular man standing by without joining the fight.

"Get up! Get up and attack together! Stab him in the back!"

But the subordinates who had collapsed after a single hit did not get up.

"Stop playing dead and get up! Those fucking idiots!"

Gu Yasu could understand. If they thought they had to fight the muscular man next, they would probably pretend to be unconscious too.

"Sigh. To think I trusted guys like these."

In that short time, all twenty-something men who had stepped forward had collapsed.

Yang kicked a subordinate who had fallen nearby. Geom Mugeuk simply let him. "Get up if you don't want to die!"

Losing consciousness from a light tap? Anyone could see he was faking it.

The man didn't move even when kicked. Feeling something was off, Yang examined the fallen subordinate more closely.

Yang flinched in shock. The subordinate was dead. He checked the one lying next to him. He was dead too. Yang could tell. All of his subordinates were dead.

Yang slowly looked up at Geom Mugeuk.

His eyes met Geom Mugeuk's. The indifferent gaze was cold and chilling.

He's a true expert!

Yang realized that if he said even one wrong word, he would die on the spot.

Geom Mugeuk had shown no mercy. He wanted to ensure no one would survive to harm Seok's family in revenge.

Just then, Cheon appeared. His hair was disheveled as if from a long night of drinking. His unshaven beard made him look haggard, and his belly had grown much bigger since he first joined the Wild Beast Sect. Still, Gu Yasu was fine with it. So far, Cheon had handled every enemy.

"Get rid of both of those bastards."

Cheon strode forward, ignoring the fallen members of the Wild Beast Sect. The skills of those ruffians were obvious anyway.

Cheon was an Iron Fist from the Eastern Fist Garrison. He had risen to the Green Fists but couldn't endure the harsh training and fled the Demonic Cult. He had been hiding out in the Wild Beast Sect ever since. All sorts of bastards had targeted Gu Yasu, but they had all died at Cheon's hands. In return, he received enough money for a life of pleasure. With the skills of a Green Fists member, he was as good as the Fist Demon in this third-rate mafia world.

WHOOSH.

Cheon's fist, aimed to smash Geom Mugeuk's head, stopped in mid-air.

The problem wasn't that his attack had been dodged so easily. The problem was Geom Mugeuk's next words.

"Aren't these the Green Fists martial arts?"

Cheon was shocked out of his wits. It was the first time anyone had recognized his martial arts.

Just then, Cheon's eyes finally focused on one person. The large man, who had been looking at the sky with his back turned, now turned his head.

The moment Cheon saw that face!

"Uwaaaaaaah!"

A scream erupted from Cheon's mouth. He was so shocked he thought his heart would explode. The hangover that had tormented him all day vanished instantly.

Gu Yasu, standing behind Cheon, couldn't see his face, but Yang could.

Cheon's face was contorted. Yang wondered if a human face could hold such deep despair and terror.

The Fist Demon spoke softly, as if to himself. "You used my martial arts to act as a fist for some mafia bastard?"

There was no emotion in the Fist Demon's words. The moment he finished speaking.

PWAK! CRACK!

Cheon struck his own crown and committed suicide. He knew. He couldn't run, and he couldn't be forgiven. He knew dying at the hands of the Fist Demon would be a far more painful death.

At that sight, Gu Yasu's mind went blank. He couldn't think at all. Such a strange thing was happening.

Geom Mugeuk walked past Yang. "Follow me."

"......"

Yang obeyed respectfully, as if Geom Mugeuk were his leader.

When Geom Mugeuk came right up to him, Gu Yasu came to his senses. There was only one thing he could rely on now. "Do you know who is behind us? There will be repercussions if you touch us."

"Who's behind you?"

"The Murim Alliance."

"Does the entire Murim Alliance belong to you?"

"The Branch Manager here is backing me. If you touch me, he won't stand by idly."

Geom Mugeuk turned to Yang. "You can bring the Branch Manager here, can't you?"

Yang hesitated, as if it were not an easy task.

"Just bring him here, and you'll be the new leader of the Wild Beast Sect."

"I'll bring him, no matter what it takes."

Yang ran off without hesitation. Gu Yasu glared daggers at his back. "Damned bastard."

He never thought he would be betrayed so easily. He was his right-hand man, after all.

After Yang left, Geom Mugeuk said, "No need to be so angry. My offer to make him the leader was a lie."

Just as Gu Yasu's expression relaxed slightly, Geom Mugeuk continued.

"It's not like you've only been in the mafia for a day or two. You know everyone's going to die, right?"

Gu Yasu's expression hardened again. He sensed that he was included in the 'everyone' Geom Mugeuk had mentioned.

"Please spare me."

Geom Mugeuk said to him, "If you hand over the evidence of the bribes you gave the Branch Manager."

Gu Yasu's eyes darted around.

"If you don't have it, then just die."

The moment Geom Mugeuk clenched his fist, Gu Yasu shouted, "I have it! It's in the safe."

Geom Mugeuk had him lead the way. Gu Yasu's hands trembled as he opened the safe. What am I doing right now? The thought struck him, and a belated sense of fear washed over him. The fact that Cheon, whom he had trusted so much, had committed suicide was a huge blow.

"Here it is." He took a ledger out of the safe. It recorded the bribes given to the Murim Alliance Branch Manager and all the corruption the Branch Manager had committed.

"You, go move the bodies somewhere out of sight."

Gu Yasu walked toward the bodies.

This is my chance!

He decided to look for an opportunity to escape, but he found the inner arts in his qi center had been suppressed at some point, rendering them unusable.

When on earth did that happen?

With no other choice, Gu Yasu moved the bodies. Trying to move twenty-something corpses without his inner arts made him sweat profusely. This work felt like death to a man who had never lifted a finger.

After strenuously moving all the bodies, Gu Yasu returned to Geom Mugeuk. "I've moved them all."

"It's hard, isn't it? Feeling helpless?"

"...Yes."

"The people who have suffered at your hands probably felt a hundred, a thousand times worse. Individually, you're all pathetic, but you run around in a pack like dogs, scaring people, stealing, beating, and killing them."

"I'll turn over a new leaf from now on."

"A gangster, repenting? How unsophisticated. Keep doing bad things. Just do them at the place I'll introduce you to. There will be plenty of colleagues, so it should be fine."

"Where is that?"

"Here."

Geom Mugeuk's fist flew at him.

Second Fist, the Thunder Asura.

PAPAPAPAPAPAPAK!

Dozens of lightning-fast punches struck him. He died, turned into a bloody pulp, without even a chance to scream.

Geom Mugeuk tossed his corpse into the warehouse with the other bodies. He attached no meaning to the bastard's death.

A short while later, the Murim Alliance Branch Manager, Baek Chu, arrived. "What's with this smell of blood? You bastards, didn't I tell you to stop killing so many people?"

Baek Chu entered while nagging Yang. He must have frequented the place, as he acted as comfortable as if he were in his own home.

"What's so important that you had to call a busy person all the way out here?" He flinched upon seeing Geom Mugeuk and the Fist Demon. "Who are they?"

"They are the new martial artists we've recruited," Yang replied nonchalantly.

Baek Chu looked surprised. "Where did you find a guy with a build like that? He'd earn his keep just by standing there, but where did your master go?"

Yang answered calmly. "It seems he has stepped away for a moment."

Just then, Geom Mugeuk spoke to Baek Chu. "How could you just release someone who assaulted and raped a girl?"

Baek Chu glanced at Yang with a look that said, What's this? Do they not know who I am because they're new? Didn't you train them properly?

However, Yang just watched the situation silently. Seeing Yang's unusual reaction, Baek Chu sensed that something was wrong.

Baek Chu answered calmly. "Ah, that case. I released him because there was insufficient evidence."

"The girl's entire body was a wreck, and Gongpae went around bragging about it to the other mafia bastards. What do you mean, insufficient evidence? You didn't even investigate, did you?"

Baek Chu was seething with anger, but given the atmosphere, he couldn't retort.

"Would you have just released him if it had happened to your family?"

At the mention of his family, Baek Chu's face hardened instantly. "This bastard, I've been letting it slide, but..."

"Does talking about your family upset you? Are they so precious to you, while other people's families are just disgusting relatives who deserve to suffer?"

In that moment, Baek Chu considered drawing his sword, but he held back.

I'll throw you all in jail later.

Getting out of this situation was the priority. Baek Chu smiled and spoke pleasantly. "Please understand. The main alliance has its laws."

"Laws for whom? You? The Wild Beast Sect? Who, exactly?"

Baek Chu took a step back from Geom Mugeuk's cold aura. "I don't know who you are, but I am a Murim Alliance Branch Manager. If you touch me, you'll become a public enemy of the murim!"

"That won't happen. I know someone in the Murim Alliance, so I'm going to report your crimes and the situation here via messenger pigeon."

"To whom?"

"There's a high-ranking person up there. The one who wanted to make me his son-in-law."

What kind of bullshit is this? Baek Chu thought, but he held his tongue. "My crimes? Do you have any proof?"

Geom Mugeuk took out the ledger from the Wild Beast Sect. "You've taken a lot of bribes from the Wild Beast Sect. You even had them kill people for your own interests."

"What are you talking about? I've never done such a thing."

"Do you think you can just deny it? Those bastards kept meticulous records."

Baek Chu's expression stiffened. "That bastard is framing me!"

"I don't think so. He wasn't in a position to lie."

Baek Chu knew he had to get that ledger, no matter what. Getting rid of these guys would come after. "How much will it take? How much for that ledger..."

WHOOOOOOSH.

SLAM!

Baek Chu vanished from before his eyes. He flew and slammed into a distant wall, his entire body shattered. He died instantly.

Now left alone, Yang cautiously watched the situation. "Then, from now on, I'll be the leader of the Wild Beast Sect..."

WHOOOOOSH!

SLAM!

Yang also vanished from sight. He flew to the opposite side and rolled on the ground, a bloody pulp.

The Fist Demon had sent the two men flying. He had sent them to the next world with a single punch.

"Let's go." The Fist Demon's gaze seemed to ask why Geom Mugeuk was bothering to talk with such trash.

"I was going to ask for about a million taels for the ledger."

"Stop with the nonsense."

"Just a moment." Geom Mugeuk buried the ledger in a corner of the courtyard.

If he reported that it was buried there, the investigator sent by the Chairman would take care of it. He also planned to add a note in the messenger pigeon asking them to take good care of Seok's family.

Watching Geom Mugeuk, the Fist Demon commented, "You're quite meticulous."

"You have to be meticulous when helping people. It's good to help others, but if you don't finish the job properly because it's a hassle, the person who suffers is the one who received the help. I get to feel good, but they're the one who suffers the consequences. That wouldn't be right, would it?"

Unexpected words came from the Fist Demon's mouth. "I don't think you should become the Heavenly Demon."

"Why is that?"

"The Heavenly Demon has to deal with so many people. How could you endure it with a mindset like this? If you try to take care of everything so meticulously, you'll go mad first."

"Now that you mention it, that makes sense. I understand. Instead of the Heavenly Demon, I'll just be the Fist Demon's disciple."

The Fist Demon stared at Geom Mugeuk silently for a moment, then gave a faint smile. "That was the best attempt so far."

"You were almost convinced. What a shame."

Geom Mugeuk and the Fist Demon walked out of the estate side by side. Just as when they entered, the Fist Demon's back filled the entire entrance as they left.

Fortunately, the Fist Demon wasn't saying they should return to the Cult. His gaze asked where they were going next.

Geom Mugeuk smiled and said, "This time, it's a place the Fist Demon will enjoy even more than I will."


Chapter 196: Every Time I See That Scar From Now On

A passenger boat crossed the river.

The Fist Demon and I stood on the windy deck, watching the river. Our Cult grew more distant with every moment.

Some people's deviations make you anxious. What if he gets into trouble? Or what if this incident changes his life for the worse? All because of me?

But the Fist Demon's deviation didn't worry me at all. Was it because of the sincerity he had always shown? Or did I feel that sincerity was just suppressing the Fist Demon's true nature?

Just then.

TORURURUK.

A yarn ball rolled to the Fist Demon's feet.

A small child ran over, then stopped. The child looked frightened by the large Fist Demon. The Fist Demon picked up the ball and handed it to me.

"Give it to him yourself."

"Do you want to make the kid cry?"

"He won't cry."

The child hesitated to approach the Fist Demon, even as he held out the ball. So, the Fist Demon rolled it to him instead.

Kid, today is the day you received a ball from the Fist Demon.

The child who received the ball bowed deeply and ran toward his parents. Watching this, the Fist Demon suddenly asked.

"Did you say we're going somewhere I'll enjoy?"

"......"

"How would you know what I enjoy?"

"Shall we make a bet?"

"What kind of bet?"

"If you have fun, I win. If you don't, I lose."

"What if I have fun but say I didn't?"

"You wouldn't do that, would you?"

"If it's a bet, what should we wager?"

"Let's bet our pride."

It was the same when we jumped from the waterfall.

The Fist Demon gave me a strange look.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

"Don't you want to bet the Third Kwon?"

"I do want to bet it."

"Then why don't you suggest it?"

"I got the First and Second Kwon too easily because you were so generous. I have a conscience, so I can't do that again."

It was partly sincere and partly a way to score points with him.

"Alright! On a man's pride!"

I held out my fist to him.

"What's this? You want to fight?"

"When martial artists make a promise, they clash weapons, don't they? We're fist fighters, so we should clash our fists."

"I'm not clashing with a baby's hand."

I looked at the Fist Demon's hand, then glanced down at my own fist.

"Frustratingly, I can't deny that."

The Fist Demon turned his body toward the river.

In the distance, the sunset began to spread over the water.

"Nice."

It was the first time he'd ever said he liked a view. The Fist Demon watched the river. I leaned against the railing with my back to the sunset and watched the Fist Demon.

"I heard you traveled a lot when you were younger."

"I wasn't tied to the Cult."

"They say you went out with Father a lot too?"

"Did the Cult Leader tell you that?"

I quietly answered yes, but I hadn't actually heard it from Father. I learned it while investigating the Demon Supremes before my regression. That's also how I learned about the place we're going now.

"Do you still see Father often these days?"

"I hardly see him. That time at the tavern was the first time we'd met in a long while."

"Is something wrong?"

"Nothing's wrong. Can human relationships always stay passionate?"

"That's true."

I turned my body as well. The sunset that had colored the Fist Demon now shifted onto my face.

I wonder if he and I will remember this lazy moment as a passionate one.


Two days later, Geom Mugeuk and the Fist Demon entered a bustling marketplace. The Wild Beast Sect was in Murim Alliance territory. This place was in the territory of the Evil Alliance.

The Fist Demon's expression changed strangely as they walked. It hardened one moment and showed intense emotion the next.

They arrived at a shabby warehouse on the outskirts.

Geom Mugeuk paid the guard at the entrance. The guard took the money and led them inside. A passage between stacks of luggage led underground.

They descended the stairs to a large iron door. A blast of hot air and a roar of cheers hit them the moment they opened it and stepped inside.

In the center, two shirtless men traded bare-fisted blows inside a large duel ring.

"This is an underground fighting ring."

Underground fighting rings in the Central Plains varied. Some allowed inner arts or weapons. Others, like this one, were for pure fistfights without either.

"You could pay an entrance fee to just watch, or you could bet on the winner. Most people came here to bet."

"How'd you know about this place?"

"I'm interested in all sorts of things in the murim. I thought you'd like a place where they fight purely with fists, so I brought you here."

A tremor ran through the Fist Demon's eyes.

"What's wrong? Don't you like it?"

Then, a surprising statement came from the Fist Demon's mouth.

"When I was young, I was a fighter here too."

"What?"

Geom Mugeuk acted startled. In truth, he already knew the Fist Demon came from this place.

"You mean right here?"

"That's right. Right here."

The Fist Demon's life hadn't been smooth either.

"Then how did you become connected with our Cult?"

"Someone from our Cult noticed me here and scouted me."

That was something even Geom Mugeuk didn't know.

It must have been before he formally learned martial arts. Still, where would the skills of someone with the aptitude to become the Fist Demon go?

"Were you undefeated here too?"

To Geom Mugeuk's question, the Fist Demon asked back.

"I'm not undefeated even now, am I?"

"What do you mean?"

"I couldn't win a fight against the Cult Leader. It's the same with the Murim Alliance Chairman and the Evil Alliance Chairman. There are countless hidden masters, as numerous as grains of sand. I'm not even confident I could beat you right now."

"Me? I have a baby's hand, don't I?"

"The Black Demon Sword in that baby's hand is fearsome."

The Fist Demon might hate the alias 'Undefeated', Geom Mugeuk suddenly thought.

"Who knows. In a true life-or-death battle, who knows what would happen. Couldn't you possibly beat Father?"

The Fist Demon's gaze turned back to the fighting ring. He watched a martial artist get beaten to a pulp and said.

"If I fought the Cult Leader, I'd end up like that. Even if he didn't draw his sword."

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"True. He's the type to beat his own son like that."

The Fist Demon nodded seriously at Geom Mugeuk's words.

I don't actually know what kind of memories the Fist Demon has of this place. Maybe he's sick of it. Maybe he never wanted to come back.

But I brought him here anyway because he was now the Fist Demon. He had risen from the bottom of the fist-fighting world to its pinnacle.

Wouldn't he want to come here at least once? Wouldn't he want to feel that passionate heat again?

Geom Mugeuk and the Fist Demon stood in the crowd and watched the match.

The heat was so intense that no one even noticed the fearsome-looking Fist Demon standing nearby.

Geom Mugeuk could tell their crazed expressions weren't from the fight, but from the gambling. They were shouting, caring only for the outcome.

After watching for a moment, the Fist Demon commented casually.

"The one on the left will win."

How could his judgment be wrong?

The martial artist on the left won.

The matches continued without a break. As soon as one ended, three or four men instantly wiped the sweat and blood from the stage. Others brought out a large board showing the next fighters' records and recent results. People looked at it and placed their bets. The whole process happened in an instant. As if time were money, the matches continued without pause, never letting the crowd's excitement cool.

The Fist Demon correctly predicted the next match too. He was a true prophet.

"We could leave here rich men, you know?"

Despite his words, Geom Mugeuk didn't bet a single coin.

"Why not place a bet for fun?"

"I don't want to."

"......"

"Honestly, I'm regretting this. I brought you here to feel the fight's heat, but it seems the gambling's heat is even more intense."

The Fist Demon smiled bitterly at Geom Mugeuk's honest words.

"It was like that back then, too. This place... is always like this."

Just then, the Fist Demon's gaze fixed on a young man.

"That young fellow has good eyes."

The Fist Demon is projecting his own childhood onto that young man, Geom Mugeuk felt.

"Alright. I'll bet my entire fortune on that fellow."

At Geom Mugeuk's joke, the Fist Demon urged him.

"Go on, bet. He'll definitely win."

"No, thanks."

But the young man the Fist Demon picked lost the match. The Fist Demon's expression hardened slightly at the result.

"If I'd bet like you said, I would've lost my entire fortune. We almost would've been homeless tonight!"

Could the Fist Demon have misjudged their skills? No, the match was fixed.

"Should I ask to see the owner?"

It would be natural for the Fist Demon to meet the owner and give him a piece of his mind.

"The fixing probably has nothing to do with the ring itself. In fact, the management tries to catch it. They make huge money just by letting things be, so they wouldn't cause problems by fixing matches."

That meant the fixing was attempted from the outside.

"Memories should just be left as memories. I'm sorry."

"What do you have to be sorry for?"

"I brought you here to enjoy the fights, but I'm worried you just ended up feeling bad instead."

"It's fine."

"Times have changed a lot. It seems the pure fights from back then are gone."

The Fist Demon gave a strange smile at that.

"Why do you think there was no fixing back then?"

"There was?"

"Of course there was. It changed my life."

The Fist Demon's gaze followed the young man leaving the duel ring as he recalled the past.

"I was on a winning streak. One night, the head of the local mafia came to find me with his subordinates. He told me to throw the next match. Since I was on a winning streak, they could make a huge amount of money if I lost. He offered me money too. It was a pretty large sum."

"What'd you do?"

"I refused."

"They wouldn't have just let it go, would they?"

The Fist Demon nodded and closed his eyes, the past returning as vividly as yesterday. He remembered fighting, throwing punches, and dodging the mafia thugs.

He knocked down all the subordinates, but he couldn't handle the leader. The man had formally learned martial arts, while he himself had not. In the end, the man completely overpowered him.

"If you don't listen to me, you'll die."

"You fucking mafia bastard! If you're a man, fight me in the ring without inner arts!"

"Words won't work, I see."

The leader tore open the Fist Demon's clothes.

SEUEUEUEUK!

The man drew a long cut across the Fist Demon's chest with a throwing knife. The Fist Demon clenched his teeth, trying not to scream.

"You have to lose anyway, so it's okay if it hurts a little, right?"

In the end, the Fist Demon couldn't bear the pain and screamed.

"I understand. I'll lose the next match."

"It would've been better if you'd said that from the start. Then you wouldn't have gotten hurt. Whenever you get a stupid idea, look at this scar."

The man left, laughing.

After hearing the whole story, Geom Mugeuk asked.

"So what happened?"

"What do you think happened? I won the next match spectacularly. I made that bastard lose his entire fortune."

Geom Mugeuk laughed out loud. Yes, this is the kind of person the Fist Demon is.

"That's awesome!"

"It wasn't awesome. It was a time when I was reckless and fearless. I was far more fearless then than I am now, even though I'm a thousand times stronger."

The Fist Demon opened the front of his robe and showed me again.

"I earned this scar on my body like that. It's not a wound from some grand master, but a shabby, humiliating scar from some mafia punk whose name I don't even remember. It's a scar I didn't even get when I fought an Elder of the Murim Alliance."

The Fist Demon has probably never told anyone about this scar, I thought. It isn't a scar on his body, but a scar on his heart.

"Isn't it an even more prideful scar?"

"Prideful?"

"You must have been much more scared than when you fought the Murim Alliance Elder, but you endured it, didn't you?"

"You can try to frame it nicely, but to me, it's just a shame I want to erase."

"Don't say that. I've actually come to like that scar more. From now on, whenever I see that scar, I'll think of the young Fist Demon, dignified even without a shred of inner arts. I think it's a much cooler scar than one left by the Murim Alliance Chairman or the Evil Alliance Chairman."

The Fist Demon was momentarily stunned, having never thought or heard anything like that before. He had always felt bad whenever he saw the scar. He thought that perhaps, starting today, that unpleasantness might lessen a little.

Geom Mugeuk knew that someone's words are what's needed to heal a wound of the heart. He knew a scar only begins to heal when someone says something like this, not after thinking about it a hundred or a thousand times alone.

"Show me that scar often."

A warmth spread deep in his heart. The Fist Demon didn't know what to say and just looked at Geom Mugeuk in silence.

Whether he knew his feelings or not, Geom Mugeuk asked again.

"Please tell me the rest of the story. So, that mafia bastard must have come to kill you."

The Fist Demon nodded, recalling the day his destiny changed.

"That night, he came for me with all the subordinates under his command."


Chapter 197: I Will Become the Heavenly Demon

Mafia boss Chu Gaoh mobilized his subordinates the moment he confirmed the match's result.

They had him under double, even triple surveillance, so escape was impossible. The young Fist Demon waited in his home, prepared for death. He would never have spoken so boldly to Chu Gaoh otherwise.

"Did you make a lot of money?"

Chu Gaoh was furious enough to explode.

"You won't die a peaceful death."

He had suffered a huge loss. It wasn't just his own money. He had also brought in funds from other organizations. One misstep could cost him his life.

On top of that, this wet-behind-the-ears fighter was twisting his insides even further.

"I told the Chairman of this fighting arena about what happened. You know who's backing this place, don't you?"

Chu Gaoh's expression hardened. He feared their backer, the Evil Alliance, so he only fixed matches secretly when it was absolutely crucial.

He had done it well until now, but this time he was caught badly. He had never dealt with such a madman. He knew the guy had a temper but never dreamed he would pull something like this, even after receiving that huge scar on his chest as a warning.

"The young brat doesn't know the value of his own life."

"It's your life that's precious, not mine!"

The ordeal forged a resolution in the Fist Demon. He would never again have friends or family.

How great is this? I can act on my temper, even when he makes these dirty threats.

It was a shame, of course. He would die today, unable to practice his new resolution.

Chu Gaoh ordered his subordinates.

"Bring that bastard to his knees before me."

Chu Gaoh had no intention of letting this damn bastard die peacefully.

Dozens of mafia men drew their weapons at once. He was the Fist Demon, a champion in the fighting arena, but he had no inner arts. The number of opponents was too great.

Still, the Fist Demon was not intimidated.

"For every one of you I kill, I'll fight with the mindset that I'm saving one person."

The Fist Demon pulled a pair of gloves from his bosom and put them on. Sharp, awl-like points studded the knuckles.

"They're coated in a deadly poison," he announced. "A mere scratch and you'll spend the rest of your life lying down, eating nothing but porridge."

It was a lie, meant to make the men hesitate.

Among the mafia men, those who had fought the Fist Demon before flinched. The last time they fought, they had been injured and knocked out in total chaos. Now his fists were poisoned too?

"You cowardly bastard!"

At Chu Gaoh's words, the Fist Demon shouted back.

"Why? You guys get to run wild with swords, but I can't wear something like this? You trashy mafia bastards! Bring it on!"

Chu Gaoh shouted.

"Kill him! Three hundred taels to the one who kills him first!"

With a huge prize on the line, the mafia men swarmed forward, swinging their swords.

The Fist Demon fled toward the backyard. The mafia men at the front chased him excitedly, then suddenly plunged downward.

"Aaaaaargh!"

He had dug a trap in the yard, planting spear blades at the bottom.

The Fist Demon had come prepared. He would not fight with only his fists. His goal was to survive. If he had to die, he would take at least one of them with him.

A few men died in the trap, but the others were veterans. It might have been different if their opponent was a martial artist, but he was just a young man without inner arts.

They swarmed him, swinging their swords. All they had to do was plunge a sword into his body, and three hundred taels would be theirs. The men, mad for money, charged like lunatics.

The Fist Demon moved with incredible speed, dodging swords and throwing punches.

Men screamed as his awl-like fists connected.

Curses flew from all directions as the excited mafia men rampaged. They shrieked and charged, even as blood streamed from their bodies.

He rolled on the ground, avoiding blades from all sides.

He leaped up, ran toward a wall, then turned and threw a knife. The throwing knife embedded itself in a pursuer's body. He also threw stones from the ground and even snatched a fallen sword to swing.

Chu Gaoh shouted.

"So you've abandoned the honor of a fighter!"

He had provoked him, trying to stop him from using weapons, but it failed.

"I abandoned it because of you! You're the one killing your own subordinates!"

The Fist Demon fought incredibly well. He punched, kicked, rolled on the ground, and leaped up to kick. He rampaged like a wounded beast.

But there were too many of them. Despite his skill, the Fist Demon was hopelessly outnumbered.

Blood spurted from his arm and side. He had no time to check his injuries. He dodged the swords flying from all directions and swung his fists like a madman.

A sudden kick sent the Fist Demon flying. He crashed through a pile of luggage and collapsed.

It was a strike from Chu Gaoh, who had been waiting for his opportunity.

"Get those gloves off him first!"

Men rushed in and ripped off his gloves. The Fist Demon bit a chunk from one man's neck, spraying blood everywhere.

PWUK! PWUK! PWUK!

A flurry of punches turned the Fist Demon's face into a bloody mess.

Chu Gaoh looked down at the Fist Demon.

"I've never seen such a venomous bastard."

As Chu Gaoh clicked his tongue at his subordinates, the Fist Demon suddenly splashed a liquid at him from a bottle.

Chu Gaoh waved his hand to block it.

CHIIIIIIK.

The liquid burned through Chu Gaoh's sleeve. It was Bone Dissolving Acid.

PWUK! PWUK! PWUK!

Chu Gaoh's eyes widened in fury. He stomped on the Fist Demon, enraged that he had almost been hit in the face with the acid.

The Fist Demon curled up to protect his vital spots, sensing the end.

This life ends here.

Now that death seemed certain, he felt afraid. It was unfair and infuriating to be killed by a bastard like Chu Gaoh.

The beating paused. The Fist Demon opened his eyes.

Chu Gaoh took out a throwing knife.

"I'm not going to let you die peacefully."

The Fist Demon raised his dazed eyes to the night sky. He wanted to see the stars or the moon one last time.

He saw a man sitting on a distant tree branch over Chu Gaoh's shoulder, looking down at him.

The Fist Demon closed his eyes, thinking it was a hallucination, then opened them again.

But the man was still there, silhouetted by the bright full moon. He looked a few years older than the Fist Demon.

Their eyes met. The Fist Demon had never feared another person, but this man's cold gaze filled him with dread.

Is he a grim reaper here to take me?

The thought even crossed his mind.

He was not a grim reaper. One of the mafia men spotted him.

"Hey? There's someone over there!"

As all eyes turned to him, the man leaped lightly from the branch.

He landed from a great height without a sound. His incredible movement technique startled everyone.

The man walked slowly to the Fist Demon, ignoring the mafia men completely.

He asked the Fist Demon.

"Can you still fight?"

The Fist Demon nodded and pushed himself up. His body ached as if broken, but he gritted his teeth.

"I can fight."

The man then turned to Chu Gaoh.

"Is it right to be so cowardly against a fighter?"

He knew the Fist Demon was a fighter, so he wasn't just a passerby. The man seemed to understand the entire situation.

"Who might you be?"

Chu Gaoh was inwardly tense. He worried a master from the Evil Alliance had appeared because of the match-fixing.

Then the young man said something unexpected.

"Fight fair and square."

HWIIIIK.

A finger qi bullet shot from the man's hand before Chu Gaoh could dodge, suppressing his inner arts. Suppressing an opponent's inner arts with a single flick was a skill only heard of in legends.

Startled, Chu Gaoh reflexively shouted.

"Kill him! Kill this one too!"

But no one dared to move. Beyond his skill, the man possessed a dignity that made it impossible to act rashly.

The man gestured for the mafia men to form a circle. As if possessed, they complied, creating a small fighting arena.

The Fist Demon rose and clenched his fists. He didn't know his helper, but he knew this was his only chance to live.

Chu Gaoh also realized he had to kill the Fist Demon to survive. His inner arts were suppressed, but he still had his knife and sword.

In that case, I have a chance!

He had no chance. Chu Gaoh swung his throwing knife but lost his grip. He drew his sword, only to have it taken from him as well.

The fight became one of fists. Chu Gaoh couldn't win with a sword, and he certainly couldn't win with his bare hands.

PWUK! PWEOK! PWAAAK! PWAK!

The Fist Demon's furious fists slammed into Chu Gaoh's body.

"Why! Why do you torment people just trying to live! Why!"

The Fist Demon broke Chu Gaoh's jawbone and ribs.

Chu Gaoh finally collapsed, gasping for breath. The Fist Demon untied his top, revealing his scar.

"You told me to look at this scar whenever I had a stupid thought, right? Now you look at it and die."

KWANG! KWANG! KWANG! KWANG!

The barrage of fists stopped Chu Gaoh's breathing.

The Fist Demon stood up, panting, and looked at the man.

A sword floated up in front of the man.

CHWAAAAAAK.

The sword split into dozens of sword-shaped qi that rose into the sky. The mafia members stared up, fascinated.

SHWISHWISHWISHWISHWISHWISHWISHWISHWI!

The sword qi rained down on them.

The sword qi pierced their heads, faces, and chests, and they all collapsed.

The man left no one alive.


Geom Mugeuk, listening to the Fist Demon's story, exclaimed.

"The Soaring Sky Sword Art's Ominous Sky Strike! That was Father!"

"That's right. It was the Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk was stunned. He never knew his father had discovered the Fist Demon.

"He was the Cult Leader at your age," the Fist Demon explained. "This was before he was even named successor."

Geom Mugeuk felt moved that his father had saved the Fist Demon.

"Standing amidst the corpses, the Cult Leader said to me, 'Those are baby fists. How about we turn them into a real man's fists?'"

"Ah!"

Geom Mugeuk now understood where the 'baby hands' comment came from.

"So what did you say?"

"I said no. How could I follow someone I didn't know? What if he was an assassin or some great villain? I told him I was grateful he saved my life, but I couldn't go."

Geom Mugeuk thought it was amazing that the Fist Demon had refused. The young Fist Demon seemed so vibrant and alive, a quality now hidden in his heart. Who would have known that the stuffy, rigid man who silently watched their training had such a past?

"So what did Father say then?"

"He just turned away silently, with a look that said, 'Do as you please.' Watching his back, I suddenly realized I was wrong. If I didn't follow him, I'd never escape this fighting arena. I was lucky this time, but I'd eventually die from this kind of dirty treatment."

The Fist Demon recalled the moment. That brief decision changed his destiny.

"If he had tried to persuade me, I might have stubbornly refused. I thought bravado was cool back then, but as I watched his back grow distant, my body moved on its own. I ran after him. I said I was sorry and that I'd changed my mind. That's when the Cult Leader looked at me and smiled. You know the one, right? His unique..."

"You mean that sneer that looks down on people?"

"Yes, that smile."

"Father is probably the person who suits that smile best in the whole world."

"Honestly, the Cult Leader was cool that day. A different kind of cool than you."

"Am I cool too?"

The Fist Demon pretended not to hear Geom Mugeuk's words and continued his story.

"The Cult Leader brought me to our Cult, placed me in the Eastern Fist Garrison without a word, and never came to see me again."

"That's just like Father."

"I climbed from the White Fists to the Black Fists on my own. I put in a blood-boiling effort back then."

With his innate talent for fist techniques and hard work, the Fist Demon of that time must have garnered everyone's attention.

"The day I became one of the Black Fists, the Cult Leader came to find me. He arrived as if he'd been watching all along. Do you know what he said?"

"What did he say?"

The Fist Demon's voice trembled as he recalled that day.

"I will become the Heavenly Demon, so you will become my Fist Demon."

Their special bond wasn't just about martial arts. It was because of this hidden past.

Geom Mugeuk imitated his father.

"I will become the Heavenly Demon too, so..."

"Too late. I'm already the Fist Demon."

"Ah! That's right. I guess I should say that to Cheon Sohwi. Wait a moment. I'll find words that suit us."

The Fist Demon gazed at Geom Mugeuk. The image of the young Heavenly Demon, Geom Woojin, superimposed itself over Geom Mugeuk's figure.

They were two people, similar yet different. If Geom Mugeuk was light, Geom Woojin was darkness. One seemed light enough to fly away, the other heavy enough to sink forever.

But the Fist Demon also felt that this light and darkness were not so different. They were dark yet bright, and bright yet dark.

"The Cult Leader took me from this place, but you brought me here."

The Fist Demon had met two young, blood-related Cult Leader candidates in this very place. He felt it was destiny.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk looked calmly at the Fist Demon and said serenely.

"I will become your disciple, so please become my Master!"


Chapter 198: You Think That'll Be Easy?

The Fist Demon didn't say his usual words.

"It was a good attempt."

Did my attempt finally work? Or does this mean he won't even mention it anymore?

The Fist Demon silently turned his gaze to the fighting arena. Two men fought until they bled while the crowd cheered wildly for them.

"This place will look the same even after decades have passed."

"My son might come here with the Fist Demon when he's a grandfather."

The Fist Demon looked at me, startled.

"Why are you so surprised?"

"Are you thinking of getting married?"

"If I find the right person."

I had no intention of marrying, but I gave a conventional answer.

The Fist Demon said firmly, "I'd recommend against it unless it's someone you truly love."

The Fist Demon had told me stories of his youth. He had resolved to never have a family or friends, so his advice seemed natural, but there was another reason for his counsel.

"Isn't a bloodless succession struggle this difficult even for an outstanding person like you? Could your children truly manage it as you have? It's something an ordinary person would find hard to bear."

It was both a compliment to me and a worry for the future generation. Above all, it was a hypothetical based on me becoming the Heavenly Demon.

"I'll consider it carefully."

"Come to think of it, you did talk about ending the Heavenly Demon's bloodline."

"It doesn't matter. It's something that will happen after I'm dead."

Hearing my words, the Fist Demon's expression seemed to say, If it's you, you might genuinely be thinking such a carefree thought.

"Let's leave now."

"......"

At the exit, the Fist Demon looked back at the fighting arena one last time. Will he ever come to this arena again in his lifetime? The future was unknowable, but the Fist Demon likely looked at it thinking he would never return. He slowly looked around, his gaze full of complex emotions. Once he turned away, the Fist Demon strode out with long steps.

After leaving the fighting arena, we walked without a destination. The Fist Demon no longer asked where we were going. I also walked without any thought, as if having no plan was the plan.

"Have you ever gotten lost?"

"Never."

"Me neither."

Perhaps that was why this slacker's journey was all the more precious and meaningful. Neither he nor I had ever lived so planlessly. We could never have imagined the joy of getting lost in life.

"Oh, I lost the bet. I admit it."

"No. I lost this bet."

That was unexpected. I thought he wouldn't have been too pleased to see the match-fixing, even though he said it was fine.

"I had fun for the first time in a while. Thanks to you, I also reminisced about the old days."

Isn't this what he wanted to say? 'Thanks to you, I was able to show you what kind of person I am.'

"Then our battle of pride is one to one."

"We have to settle it."

"Of course."

Just then, the Fist Demon spoke.

"Before that, there's a place I want to go."

For the first time, the Fist Demon said he wanted to go somewhere.

"If it's with you, Fist Demon, I'll go even to hell!"

"The place we're going isn't that hot. In fact, it's a place where you'll need to pack thick, padded clothes."

And so, we left the fighting arena filled with the Fist Demon's old memories. We began to walk, following the lingering sunset.


After a long journey, the Fist Demon and I stood together at the summit of a snowy mountain.

WHOOOOSH.

The wind carried snow, swirling the accumulated drifts around us and lifting them into the air.

"Why did you want to come here?"

The place the Fist Demon had wanted to go was this very snowy mountain.

"This is the very place where the previous Fist Demon made me his successor."

"Ah, is that so?"

It was a fact I hadn't known.

"Truthfully, my Master and I didn't get along well. When it was time to choose the final successor, my Master wanted to pick someone else. His martial arts were inferior to mine, but that friend was much more affable and treated our Master better, but do you know why my Master chose me?"

"Was it because of Father?"

"That's right, it was because of the Cult Leader."

When he placed the young Fist Demon in the Eastern Fist Garrison, Father wasn't the Cult Leader yet. However, by the time the Fist Demon was to officially inherit the position of Demon Supreme, Father had ascended to the position of the Heavenly Demon. The previous Fist Demon must have been unable to ignore the wishes of Father, who had become the Heavenly Demon.

"I became the Fist Demon because of your father."

"Isn't that an even greater thing for you, Fist Demon?"

"Greater?"

"Because Father has a better eye for people than the previous Fist Demon. Father chose a young fighter who was throwing punches in the arena without a shred of inner arts. That fighter went from the White Fists to the Black Fists all on his own and eventually became the Fist Demon. When it comes to judging people, you should trust Father."

"There was a time when I was full of confidence. 'Who else but me could become the Fist Demon?' But now, I'm not so sure. Was the Cult Leader's judgment truly correct?"

"If that judgment had been wrong, the other Demon Supremes wouldn't have picked you as the most difficult Demon Supreme to face. Anyone can see that you are the one who befits that position, Fist Demon."

The Fist Demon silently gazed at the snowy landscape. It was an enchanting view that could only be enjoyed from this summit, standing tall in a world of pure white.

I held the Fist Demon's self-reflection in high regard. Without such a mindset, he would have hardened into a stubborn old man, like a fossil. Because he was a man who looked inward, I believed the Fist Demon could bring down the cliff.

I conveyed my honest feelings to him.

"At first, I was curious about what kind of person you were, Fist Demon. Then I was captivated by your goal of bringing down the cliff and wanted to bring it down myself. Now, I've grown to like your true self even more."

"My true self?"

"I believe your true self is the one who fought against the mafia in your youth. When I go back, I want to gather all the Iron Fists and tell them that story. 'Hey! This is the kind of person your Fist Demon is!'"

"Did you say only pleasant things like that to the other Demon Supremes too?"

"I didn't say pleasant things, I said many honest things. Things that others wouldn't say because of the position of Demon Supreme. Ah, of course, I admit I flattered them to some extent. I tried to see them in a good light if possible, and I wanted to get closer to them if possible, but I didn't make up stories that weren't there. I said the kinds of things I would want someone to say about my life someday."

Then I looked at the Fist Demon and added, "People don't really do that for you, do they?"

Even if you teach hundreds, even if you're in a place where tens of thousands of cultists come and go.

"You don't get to hear those things... often, do you?"

Will there be anyone to say such things to me later? After I've done all this for them.

The Fist Demon stared at me without a word. After looking at me for a long while, he turned his gaze to the mountain across from us for another long while.

"What do you plan to do if you become the Heavenly Demon? Is your dream perhaps the unification of murim?"

"It's the opposite."

"The opposite?"

"I will stop anyone from unifying murim. Even if that person is Father."

The Fist Demon's eyes gleamed.

"So you knew."

Those words meant that the Fist Demon knew as well.

"I know that Father dreams of unifying murim."

"Yes, there's no way a clever person like you wouldn't have noticed."

"What are your thoughts, Fist Demon?"

"I will follow your father's wishes. If he orders me to start a war and kill everyone, I will kill them all without hesitation. No matter who it is."

Now I knew for sure. Father's right hand was the Fist Demon. Then, is his left hand the Blood Heaven Blade Demon? The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had told me that the miracle herbs he gave me were from Father.

"I will stop you. Both Father and you, the Fist Demon."

After that, we stood there in silence for a long time.

HWIIIIIIING.

As the blowing blizzard swept past us coolly, the Fist Demon's decision carried on the wind.

"Mugeuk, I will take you as my first disciple."

I was startled. Although becoming his disciple was my goal, I never thought he would take me as one like this, in this place. Moreover, it was at the very moment we had confirmed our opposing views on the unification of murim.

His large, thick body turned towards me. I was now accustomed to that fearsome face, but the look in his eyes was different. With a deep and sincere Ji Han gaze, the Fist Demon said, "I will be your Master, so become my disciple."

The moment I heard those words, I felt a surge of emotion. Joy welled up inside me. I had finally succeeded in moving this man's heart. It was not just about gaining a Demon Supreme like the Fist Demon, nor was it about being able to learn his fist arts. I was just so happy that this man had become my Master.

"WAAAAAAAAAAH!"

Overjoyed, I jumped up and down on the spot. I expressed my happiness like a puppy excited by the snow.

Seeing my genuine happiness, the Fist Demon's expression softened. It softened so much that I wondered if such gentleness was hidden behind that fearsome face.

Overcome with joy, I unleashed the First Fist into the empty air, since there was a risk of an avalanche. I also poured out the Second Fist in an instant.

"Thank you. Thank you so much."

I performed the Nine Bows right there on the spot.

"Disciple Geom Mugeuk formally greets you, Master. Please guide this foolish disciple well with your great teachings from now on."

As I was prostrated, the Fist Demon's large hand rested on my shoulder. He lightly patted my shoulder a few times with his rough, thick hand. Come to think of it, this was the first time I had felt the Fist Demon's gentle touch.

"Rise."

I rose from my spot.

"Master."

The Fist Demon is the man I wanted as my Master. He is more than worthy of the title.

"Disciple."

It seemed the Fist Demon was not displeased about welcoming his first disciple either.

"From now on, I will transmit the entirety of the Thunder Arhat Fist to you."

The Fist Demon did not delay the transmission of the martial arts. He did not demand anything from me as a condition for teaching them either. This was the kind of man the Fist Demon was.

At the summit of the snowy mountain, the Fist Demon began to transmit the martial arts of the Thunder Arhat Fist, from the Third Fist to the Sixth Fist.

The Third Fist was the Heavenly Lightning Asura. It was the heaviest of the Fist Demon's punches. It was not a strike that hit a distant enemy like the Black Cloud Asura, nor an attack that threw punches rapidly like the Thunder Asura. It was a technique that struck directly with the fist, and the power in each blow was immense.

The Fourth Fist was the Iron Leg Asura. The Thunder Arhat Fist did not only consist of techniques that used fists. There was also a technique that crushed opponents with powerful kicks. The movements themselves were so flashy and cool that I was certain the Iron Leg Asura would draw admiration whenever it was performed.

The Fifth Fist was the Vajra Asura. It was a technique that temporarily made the body as hard as steel for protection. Although it consumed an extreme amount of inner arts, it was a technique that could save one's life in a moment of crisis.

I anticipated that if I used the Fifth Fist together with the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, I might be able to achieve the effect of an indestructible diamond body, even if only temporarily.

And the final, Sixth Fist, was the Hell Lightning Asura. The final fist of the Thunder Arhat Fist. It was named after the lightning bolt struck down by the King of Hell, and it was the ultimate technique that poured out all the inner arts in one's body in a single blow. It was a technique that could shatter a cliff, but if this move failed to work, you would be killed by your opponent.

You would only use the final Sixth Fist against a formidable enemy, and if the technique failed, you would have to face him without a single shred of inner arts left.

For seven days, I received the transmission of the Thunder Arhat Fist at the summit of the snowy mountain. I meticulously learned everything again, from the First Fist to the last. In the process, I also received the various enlightenments about the fist arts that the Fist Demon had gained throughout his life. Once he decided to take me as his disciple, the Fist Demon truly gave without holding anything back. I must have been captivated by this straightforward and generous side of him.

Now, all that remained was for me to train diligently and achieve complete mastery. From now on, even if I were to lose my sword in a fight, the situation would not become an opportunity for my opponent. Rather, that moment would become my opportunity to strike a blow against a careless foe.

"When we return to the Cult, I intend to make two announcements. The first is that I have accepted you as my disciple. The second is that the Eastern Fist Garrison will officially Ji Han the First Young Lord."

It was as I had expected. This announcement would surely send the Cult into an uproar again. How will the other Demon Supremes or my brother react? And what about Father?

"Everyone will see me as a greedy man with a foot on both your side and the First Young Lord's."

"So what if they see you that way? It's how you've decided to live, Master. You can just tell them, 'If you're so jealous, try it yourselves. You think it's easy? You cowards!'"

The Fist Demon laughed. I could feel that his laughter towards me had become more comfortable.

"Let's head down now, disciple."

"Yes, Master."

I walked down the snowy mountain with the Fist Demon. We left footprints in the untouched snow as we descended. Both he and I had already reached the state of Traceless, but we deliberately left deep footprints as we walked.

If I had my way, I would have wanted to press our footprints into the stone ground and erect a sign next to them.

The path where the Fist Demon and Geom Mugeuk walked down after forming the bond of master and disciple.

After descending the mountain, we naturally set our course towards our Cult. Before departing, we stopped by the West Lake Inn near the snowy mountain to check for any messages for me.

"Ah! Master. I have a place I need to stop by."

"Where?"

"A message came from my people, asking to see me."

Go Wol and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who were out in the Central Plains building an intelligence network, had sent the message asking to meet me.

"So? You're going to abandon me?"

"Abandon you?"

"Aren't you telling me to go back alone? Now that you've learned all the martial arts, is it 'You're no use to me anymore, so get lost'? Is that it? Ah! This is why they say you shouldn't give everything away at once."

I had not expected such words to come from the Fist Demon's mouth, so I laughed out loud.

"Well, if you come with me, I don't know when we'll be able to return."

Go Wol would not have contacted me over something trivial.

"What about the Iron Fists' classes? Will that be alright?"

We had already been away for quite a few days. I was trying to be considerate, thinking the Fist Demon might be secretly worried about it.

"What's there to worry about? I have a disciple now."

"You've learned how to make a person feel good very quickly."

The Fist Demon said as he strode ahead, "Of course. Whose Master do you think I am?"


Chapter 199: Do I Look Like Someone You Can Take Things From?

Go Wol sat at his desk reading documents. He asked without looking up.

"Cult Leader, is something troubling you lately?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader leaned against the window, staring outside.

"Troubling me? Why the sudden question?"

The two of them were engrossed in their work, traveling throughout the Central Plains to build an intelligence network. Go Wol was always busy, while the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader served as both a bodyguard and an aide, leaving him relatively free.

"You seem like you have something on your mind."

"Who has a life as leisurely as mine? I have no worries."

"It's usually the busy people who have no worries."

"I said I don't."

At the firm reply, Go Wol looked up from his documents at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader claimed he had no worries, but as he gazed out the window, his low spirits were obvious. He seemed troubled.

"Is it hard?"

"Hard? Not at all."

"Well, I find it hard."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader turned to look at Go Wol. Go Wol added, as if he truly meant it.

"It's hard. If you weren't here helping me, Cult Leader, I wouldn't have been able to endure it."

"Then who told you to work so hard? Since when were you so overflowing with loyalty?"

"Should I start slacking off from now on?"

"As if you could."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader turned his head back toward the window.

"Usually, it's the Cult Leader who says things like 'It's hard' or 'I'm dying'. This isn't like you."

"What is 'like me'? No, never mind. You'll just list off a bunch of insults. Don't!"

But Go Wol was not one to stop just because he was told to.

"Someone who seems petty on the outside but has a heart as vast as the sea on the inside. Someone who seems to live carelessly but is painting a grand picture in his mind. Someone who nags but is a profound person deep down. That's the Cult Leader."

"Hmph! You just said the opposite, didn't you? That I'm petty, live carelessly, and nag?"

"And someone who is quicker on the uptake than anyone else!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader made a 'that's what I thought' expression. Normally, a torrent of words would have poured out of him, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader kept his gaze fixed outside the window. Go Wol stood up from his chair and walked forward.

"Are you perhaps homesick?"

"Speaking of homesickness, I've realized for sure this time that I'm not someone who likes his hometown. I don't think about it at all. I don't feel any desire to go back either. Maybe I'll go once before I die, but I don't think I'll have any reason to go there in the future."

"So it's not homesickness. Then what could it be?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's lips twitched. He looked like he wanted to say something but changed the subject instead.

"Why isn't the Second Young Lord here yet? Did you contact him properly?"

"He's busy, isn't he?"

"Busy, my foot. We've just been pushed down his priority list. He does everything he needs to do, and then, huh? 'Oh, that shackle from back then sent word that he wants to see me. Should I meet him? Or not?'"

"If that's the case, isn't he investing too much money in that shackle from back then?"

A massive amount of funds was being poured into this project. The intelligence network had not even been fully established across the Central Plains yet, and the funds were already running low again.

"He must be rolling in money."

"Cult Leader. What are you angry about? Are you depressed because you're not losing weight?"

"Hmph! If I put my mind to it, I could lose it all in a month."

"You said that a month ago too, didn't you?"

"If you get too skinny when you're older, you look insignificant."

"You, Cult Leader, look too significant."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader whipped around and scowled. Go Wol gestured as if to say he was just joking.

"What's bothering you?"

After a brief pause, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader spoke.

"If I tell you the reason, you're just going to tease me again, aren't you?"

"Let's hear it first."

"You never say you definitely won't tease me."

Finally, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader began to speak.

"Do you remember Seokchung, the man we met a while ago?"

"I remember."

Establishing an intelligence network in the Central Plains involved a great deal of work. They had to meet countless people, and in doing so, they were bound to meet people like Seokchung.

"That bastard, he misspoke to me that day and acted rudely."

Go Wol nodded. The man would not have acted that way if he knew the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's true identity or skill. He was introduced simply as a wealthy man, so he put on airs and acted rudely, trusting in his own paltry martial arts.

"You endured it well, Cult Leader."

"I keep thinking about that bastard. I should have crushed him back then. Or, at the very least, I should have lectured him that he shouldn't act that way. I held back at the time because I wanted things to proceed smoothly, but now, it keeps coming back to me."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had no idea how many times he had killed the man in his imagination. In truth, it was not a mistake worthy of death, but a rage that made him want to kill kept welling up.

"You remember that other guy with the nasty expression? I endured it well back then, but this time, I'm not enduring it so well. Ah, I know. Don't say it. I know full well how petty I am, but what can I do if I keep thinking about it?"

"I understand."

"You understand?"

"He was a foolish bastard. Even if you had beaten him to a pulp, Cult Leader, I wouldn't have stopped you."

"Really?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was pleased.

"Then should I have beaten him up? Should I go find him and beat him up now?"

Go Wol simply watched the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader without a word. Only then did the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's excitement subside.

"Whatever you want to say, hurry up and say it."

"I have nothing to say."

"I said say it!"

"Everyone lives like this. It's because you're a Cult Leader that you've lived this long without seeing such filth. Everyone lives while enduring things like this. Beating someone up because you're angry, because you're in a bad mood, because they're rude. There are very few people who can live that kind of life."

"You're trying to say that only people like the Second Young Lord live like that, aren't you?"

"It's the same for you, Cult Leader. You used to live like that. You lived your whole life comfortably, it hasn't been long since you started enduring things, has it?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader nodded, as if to admit that much at least.

Go Wol understood why the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was struggling. How hard must it be? To have lived a life envied by all, only to now follow him around without a single attendant, acting as a bodyguard. That was why he always thought that the Cult Leader must have committed a great sin against him in a past life.

Go Wol walked over to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's side and stood next to him, looking outside.

"It's not that you keep thinking about it because you're petty. It's because resentment has been building up in your heart, Cult Leader."

"Resentment?"

"This work, traveling around the Central Plains, it's the first time you've done something like this, isn't it, Cult Leader? Meeting people, then meeting more people. It might not seem like a big deal, but it's the kind of work where anger builds up without you realizing it. You've been enduring it all for my sake until now."

"I'm glad you recognize that. Still, I feel a bit better now that I've talked about it."

"From now on, don't hold back. Just beat them up."

"No. I'm still going to endure it. If I was born petty, I should at least make an effort. Whether I live this way or that, it's a life that will end in death anyway. I won't end it pathetically."

Go Wol looked at him. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was sincere.

"Want to curse out the Second Young Lord to your heart's content and feel refreshed?"

"Can I?"

"Go for it, for the first time in a while!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, as if he had been waiting, said in a loud voice.

"You lazy Second Young Lord! If we tell you to come, you should come quickly! What are you doing that's making you so late? Have you forgotten us? Just you try and forget! You've never been eaten by a fish in your own pond, have you? I'll just GULP! Swallow you whole, head first! No matter how much you treat us like 'that Cult Leader from back then' or 'that shackle from back then', we're living just fine like this! You bad Second Young Lord! You ugly Second Young Lord! You Second Young Lord who scams people with your movement arts! Ah! Shouting like this really relieves the stress. Strategist Go, you do it too! All that pent-up frustration will vanish. As expected, cursing the Second Young Lord is the most satisfying."

Then, Go Wol spoke with a solemn expression.

"Cult Leader, what is this outrageous and disrespectful remark?"

"......"

Seeing Go Wol's sudden change, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader blinked with a 'what are you doing' expression. He soon sensed a presence behind him.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader slowly turned around.

Geom Mugeuk stood behind him, having arrived at some point.

"You were cursing me again."

Why now of all times! He had been caught cursing him before. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was flustered, but he was not one to simply back down.

"Second Young Lord! First, fix your habit of showing up when I'm cursing you! Of course, I'm not the type to hold my tongue just because you're here, but..."

Just then, the Fist Demon followed him inside.

The moment he saw him, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression instantly became serious. The playfulness vanished from his face, and he returned to being the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. He lowered his voice and greeted the Fist Demon.

"It has been a while."

"It is good to see you."

The two men greeted each other with a clasped hands greeting. The Fist Demon also revealed a different aura than when he was alone with Geom Mugeuk. They were now the Cult Leader and the Demon Supreme. This was who they originally were, but meeting Geom Mugeuk was changing them all.

Geom Mugeuk introduced Go Wol to the Fist Demon.

"This is my strategist, Go Wol, who would be perfect if only he were good at Go."

Go Wol smiled and said.

"I am refraining from learning because I do not wish to clash with the Head Strategist just yet."

He said this because the person who taught the Heavenly Demon Go was the Head Strategist. His words also held the confidence that if he were to learn and teach Geom Mugeuk, he could make him win against the Cult Leader.

"Well then, please come in."

Geom Mugeuk and the Fist Demon came in and sat down.

Go Wol brought out tea.

"This is all I have to offer you."

"You've worked hard, coming all this way to do your job."

"I am working joyfully, thinking of it as a tour of the Central Plains."

Geom Mugeuk spoke politely to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"You are working very hard. Because you are protecting him, Cult Leader, I don't worry about Strategist Go at all."

"I'm doing it because I want to."

Go Wol added to the praise for the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's efforts.

"If not for the Cult Leader, I would have died several times already."

In fact, danger had struck several times, but they had overcome the crises thanks to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader with a gentle gaze. He knew well what a great sacrifice the man had made to come to him. Of course, the reason was Go Wol, but in the end, he was the one reaping the benefits. Every time, the man called himself 'that Cult Leader from back then', but Geom Mugeuk had not the slightest intention of making him that.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said to the Fist Demon.

"I heard the news that you left the cult with the Second Young Lord."

"I was enjoying some leisure for the first time in a while."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked subtly.

"Have you by any chance had anything taken from you by the Second Young Lord?"

"Taken from me?"

"If I let my guard down for just a moment, what's mine ends up with the Second Young Lord. I was wondering if our Fist Demon has also experienced such a thing."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's gaze seemed to say, 'You must have had something taken too, right?', so the Fist Demon firmly shook his head.

"Nothing of the sort has happened."

As he said this, the Fist Demon gave him a look that said, 'Do I look like someone you can take things from?'

In the midst of this invisible war of nerves, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was inwardly upset.

Was he the only one who had everything taken by the Second Young Lord?

He still sometimes thought of the sacred object he had given to Geom Mugeuk. It was not that he had any lingering attachment or greed for the object itself, now that he had left the cult.

However, he sometimes felt a sense of doubt, wondering if he was a fool who gave away things he did not need to, if he was the only one living at a loss. These feelings also contributed to his recent depression.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk said.

"Oh, by the way, I have come to serve the Fist Demon as my Master."

Hearing this, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was startled.

"Is that true?"

"Yes, from now on, the Fist Demon is my Master."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could not hide his surprise. Soon, his mood improved as he looked at the Fist Demon.

A realization dawned on him. The Fist Demon had lost something too. In fact, he had lost his very self!

What decisively pleased the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was this.

He was not the only one suffering!

It was a great comfort to him. Of course, the Fist Demon would never admit it.

Go Wol offered his congratulations with a clasped hands greeting.

"Congratulations on forming the bond of master and disciple."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader also congratulated the Fist Demon.

"Congratulations."

"Thank you."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's mouth was itching to speak.

The words, 'I hope you don't become 'that Master from back then',' were on the tip of his tongue.

It was a remark he would have ended up making if he had been just a little closer to the Fist Demon.

"I will go and speak with Strategist Go for a moment."

Geom Mugeuk and Go Wol went outside.

Now, only the Fist Demon and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader remained. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader broke the awkward silence first.

"You have made a great decision."

"It just happened that way."

Indeed. By the time you come to your senses, things have already turned out this way. A smile formed on the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's lips.

This time, the Fist Demon asked.

"You are the one who has made a great decision, Cult Leader."

"To you, Demon Supreme, my situation might look a bit ridiculous."

"Ridiculous? Why would you say such a thing?"

"Seeing me like this, alone in the Central Plains after abandoning the Heavenly Wind Cult."

These were two men who normally would not have exchanged a single word. However, with Geom Mugeuk as a focal point, a conversation that would have been impossible before was now taking place.

"Why are you alone? You have the strategist from before, and you have my disciple, do you not?"

"According to Strategist Go, I heard you support the First Young Lord."

"That is correct."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said something unexpected.

"Do not treat the disciple carelessly."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader showed no fear toward the Fist Demon.

"You have only bet half, but we have bet everything on your disciple."

The Fist Demon did not reply and simply drank his tea.


Meanwhile, Geom Mugeuk and Go Wol went out to the courtyard. Once they were alone, Geom Mugeuk commended him for his hard work.

"You've worked hard."

"It must have been less difficult than becoming the Fist Demon's disciple."

Geom Mugeuk did not deny it and smiled.

"Before I tell you the reason I sent word to see you, Young Lord, there is a separate favor I must ask."

"Speak."

"The Cult Leader has been struggling lately."

How? For what reason? How much?

Geom Mugeuk did not ask these questions. The fact that Go Wol was bringing it up separately like this was enough for him to guess the full extent of the situation.

"I still dream of the time I was bound in shackles. Sometimes, I even converse with the Echoing Thunder Bell. It seems it is truly not an easy thing for a person to escape their past. It must be the same for the Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk smiled at him.

"I will speak with him separately."

"Thank you."

Having told Geom Mugeuk, Go Wol no longer worried about it.

"What was the reason you wanted to see me?"

Then, Go Wol brought up something unexpected.

"Have you by any chance heard of the Miracle Deity Loan?"


Chapter 200: Are You Ready to Borrow Money?

Miracle Deity Loan.

The term was the conceptual opposite of the vicious King Yama Loan. People called it the Miracle Deity Loan because it was money lent without interest, like a loan from an immortal.

A major incident involving the Miracle Deity Loan occurred before my regression, so I knew about it. The moment I heard the name, a thought crossed my mind.

So those bastards were already on the move back then.

The world would not learn of the Miracle Deity Loan incident until much later.

Go Wol explained the term.

"It's a new phrase that's been appearing recently. It means to lend money without interest. The term is spreading secretly, mainly among young martial artists."

Miracle Deity Loan.

It was also the name that signaled the beginning of an evil so wicked it would make a demon shake its head.

"When I first heard in Guizhou that they were lending money to young martial artists without interest, I just thought some wealthy magnate was acting out of goodwill, but then I heard about it in Chongqing, and in Hubei as well. Of course, I wouldn't have known if I didn't deal with information. It's spreading quite secretly."

This was where Go Wol's suspicion began.

"Who on earth would lend money without interest? And why specifically to young martial artists?"

Go Wol seemed to have already sensed there was something more to this affair.

"I looked into it. A mysterious organization called Hyeopgye was lending the money."

The name meant helping one another, but their real name, revealed later, was the black market.

"There was one decisively strange point."

"What was it?"

"They say the loan agreements have no repayment date."

"No interest and no repayment date? Then wouldn't the borrower lack a sense of responsibility and not think about paying it back?"

"That's right. That's why people started borrowing again without paying back."

It was a method to make the other party continuously borrow more money. They might all be young and smart, but they still lacked the experience to handle the treachery of a dagger hidden behind a smile.

"They must have been mistaken. The absence of a repayment date doesn't mean it can be postponed forever. It means they can come and demand the principal at any time."

What if they suddenly appeared, presented the accumulated loan agreements, and demanded the entire principal at once?

If the person said they couldn't pay, the shamelessness would begin. They would use violence or threaten to kill the target's family, depending on their disposition. They might appeal to their conscience or placate them with nice words. By then, they would have investigated every weakness. Since the money was borrowed freely without interest, public justification would also be on their side.

"It's about completely dominating a person's life with money. They probably never intended to collect the money. They'll use the debt as leverage to make them do other things. The moment they commit a single evil act to have their debt forgiven, they become the bastards' slaves for life."

Go Wol looked at me with admiration.

There's no need to be so impressed. I didn't figure it out because I'm smart, but because it actually happened. You're the amazing one for not missing this conspiracy.

The black market bastards used the indebted youths to commit countless evil deeds. As a result, many innocent people lost their lives. Many young people also took their own lives, unable to bear the suffering.

The fact that the black market was behind all this was only revealed after a long time. The story of their vicious atrocities, of how they thoroughly toyed with people using money, came to light.

When dealing with those who used the King Yama Loan, you could at least be cautious from the start. These bastards approached with smiling faces and sucked the very marrow from the bones of the youth.

By the time they were branded the public enemy of the murim, the leaders of the black market, including its head, had already earned a massive fortune and gone into hiding. In the end, they were never caught.

"I'd like to see just how much money they have to be pulling this kind of stunt."

I understood Go Wol's intention. We were suffering from a lack of funds, so he meant to take care of these villains and recover the money. He was the one spending money directly to create the organization, so he probably felt sorry toward me as well.

"We're short on cash. Shall we get some help from the immortals?"

Go Wol's expression brightened as I readily agreed.

"May I mobilize the intelligence organization?"

"This organization isn't mine, it's yours. You make the judgment, act first, and report to me later."

I gave him full authority and infinite trust in his work.

Go Wol bowed his head to express his gratitude.

"Show me what you can do."

"......"

It was the moment Go Wol first moved against an external enemy.

From here on, Go Wol would devise the plan himself. All I had to do was swing my fists on the stage he set.

Isn't this kind of peace of mind the privilege of a leader with a competent strategist?


When I returned to the room after our conversation, a heavy silence had fallen. The Fist Demon and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader were drinking tea without a word.

What suffocating awkwardness.

"What were you two talking about?" I asked.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader answered.

"I was just asking him to take good care of our Second Young Lord."

"While you're always cursing me behind my back?"

"Don't I need you to be successful so I can keep cursing you?"

"You have a point."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader seemed to be in a much better mood. Seeing his bright demeanor, I glanced at Go Wol. Go Wol also had a look that said he did not know why.

The reason was revealed that night.

I was inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique created by the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. He had unfolded the technique when I said we needed to talk. It was a field stretching out under a blue sky, an incredibly beautiful and refreshing landscape.

"Master!"

"Master?"

"Have you forgotten? Didn't we agree that within here, I would consider you my master, Cult Leader?"

The one who had passed down the Spacetime Manipulation Technique to me was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. That was why we had a conversation a long time ago where I said I would treat him as my master, at least inside here.

"Ah! That's right."

Instead of being pleased, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader lamented.

"What's wrong?"

He sighed and said, "Since it's you, I'll be honest. When the Fist Demon became your Master, I was truly happy. Not because you two became master and disciple, but because I thought, 'So the Fist Demon got completely cleaned out by you too.' I was feeling depressed because I thought I was the only one who had been fleeced by you."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was probably the only person who could say something like this so openly.

"But then I thought about it, and I'm your master too, aren't I? The one who got cleaned out first wasn't the Fist Demon, it was me. It was me."

I could not help but laugh at his self-reproach.

"Are you mocking me?"

"Mocking you? You're my master."

"Right, mock me all you want."

"Cult Leader."

"What is it?"

I stared at him for a moment, then spoke with sincerity.

"Thank you."

"For what?"

"For being by my side. For being by Go Wol's side."

"What's with you all of a sudden? I don't have any money!"

Why am I acting like this?

It was something I always tried to uphold in my relationships with people these days. Something just as important as seeing people for who they are.

Speaking.

Let's not save our words. Let's say them when they come to mind, without procrastinating. I'm putting that into practice right now.

"Thank you, truly."

As I expressed my sincere gratitude once more, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's gaze deepened.

"I'm fine, so you don't have to look after me like this."

"No, I will. I'm only human, so I'll make mistakes. If I ever become neglectful, please keep cursing me. 'Don't treat me like that Cult Leader from back then! Don't treat me like a fish you've already caught!' Please keep cursing me."

The blowing wind made our clothes flutter.

Watching the blades of grass surrender to the wind, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked, "Go Wol told you to take care of me, didn't he?"

"......"

"Why are you young people so concerned about an old man? It hurts my pride."

"Strategist Go said this. He still dreams of the time he was bound in shackles. He said it seems really difficult for someone to escape from their past, and that it would be the same for you, Cult Leader."

"He should worry about himself. Hey, Second Young Lord. Take care of your strategist, not me. He's been having a hard time lately."

"Why don't you take care of him yourself?"

Then, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader suddenly revealed his inner thoughts.

"This was Go Wol's favorite place. He really loved the fields and the sky here, but after he became a strategist, I became reluctant to bring him here."

"Why is that?"

After a brief pause, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said, "I'm afraid. I'm afraid he'll come here and think this. 'Back then, I was so oppressed that I longed for this fake world, wasn't I?'"

I understood the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's worry. Yes, the past is disgustingly difficult to shake off.

"Bring Strategist Go here."

"Bring him here?"

"It's not like the memories will disappear just because he doesn't come here. Do you think a man that smart would have forgotten this place just because he doesn't visit?"

"!"

"Rather, if he wants to forget, he'll have to do it here."

WHOOSH.

The wind blew even stronger, as if reflecting the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's heart.

"Then I'll be on my way."

Even after I left, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader did not emerge from the Spacetime Manipulation Technique for a long time.


The next day, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was still inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. He was in the same place but with a different person. Go Wol stood where Geom Mugeuk had been.

"It's been a while since you've been here, hasn't it?" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said.

Go Wol nodded with a sullen expression. Observing Go Wol's mood, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked, "What's wrong?"

"What do you mean, what's wrong? Coming here brings back old memories. There isn't a single good one, is there?"

Hearing those words directly from Go Wol, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's heart ached.

"Why did you bring me here? To tell me that I'm still wearing your invisible shackles? Is that it?"

Go Wol's cold reaction flustered the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"No. I just, after a long time..."

"Let me out."

"Alright."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who was about to release the technique, suddenly flared up. Thinking about it, anger surged within him.

"Hey! Why are you being so serious and angry? Do our old memories mean nothing? I've apologized so many times for what happened back then, haven't I? Do you really have to react so sharply? I just wanted to... with you..."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader trailed off, at a loss for words.

What was he trying to do with him, really? To reminisce? Because Geom Mugeuk told him to? Or did he want to hear Go Wol say that it was okay now? Damn it! This was a place he should never have opened.

It was then that Go Wol's soft voice was heard.

"Cult Leader. You were worried I'd act like I just did, weren't you?"

Startled, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader raised his head. The angry Go Wol from a moment ago was gone, and he had returned to his usual self. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could tell. Go Wol had been acting on purpose.

"What do you take me for, to worry about something like that? You've known me for so long and you still don't know?"

"Honestly, the more I see you, the less I know. I don't know you, and I don't know myself."

Go Wol looked around and said, "I wanted to come here. I was never happier than when I was here. I'm traveling the Central Plains now, but I preferred being here with you, Cult Leader. So I was waiting, wondering when you would ask me to come here."

At that, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader roared.

"What kind of crazy talk is that? Take that back right now! You prefer this damn fabricated world? Are you insane? This place is just... forget it! Forget it! What are you going to do if you prefer this pathetic place that was merely a breathing hole in that miserable life? Is that all your life is now? If you're that unhappy, what's the point of an intelligence organization? To hell with the Second Young Lord and everything else!"

A hot passion surged up inside Go Wol as he met the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's fervent gaze.

To have one person like this in his life, what more could he ask for?

"Aaaaaah! This feels great!"

Go Wol started running through the field like he used to. Then he lay down spread-eagled on the grass.

"This is nice."

"What's so nice about it?"

"You're finally acting like that damn Cult Leader again. Did you let off some steam today?"

"Let off steam? The anger I'd let go of just piled up again."

However, contrary to his words, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression was more at ease than before he had entered the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

Lying down, Go Wol pushed himself up.

"Cult Leader, let's go. I'm busy."

"Stay a bit longer. Rest a little more. Forget about that damn work for a bit. Forget the Second Young Lord too."

At that, Go Wol's gaze turned to the sky again.

"It's definitely better. The sky here is better."

In that moment, they shared the same sentiment, but the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said something different from what he felt.

"I'm never opening this again. Look your fill and roll around all you want."


While Go Wol was setting the stage regarding Hyeopgye, I trained in martial arts with the Fist Demon.

This time was truly precious. We had finally begun to duel with fist techniques.

The Thunder Arhat Fist versus the Thunder Arhat Fist.

The Fist Demon had now begun to teach me with his body.

Now that he was officially my Master, a simple fight was out of the question. However, we could duel as much as we wanted with the Thunder Arhat Fist.

Even if I were to win later on, it would be a matter of defeating him with his own martial arts, so there was nothing much to worry about.

And a few days later.

Go Wol showed results faster than expected. He had succeeded in making contact with Hyeopgye.

"Are you ready to borrow money from the immortals?"

I grinned broadly at Go Wol. I planned to give those bastards back exactly what they did to the young people. Those demonic fiends, I would strip them clean, leaving none behind.

"Shall we go and see just how much money our dear immortals have?"


Chapter 201: If It Weren't for the Madmen Who Occasionally Appear

"Please, spare me!"

The Third Immortal helped the kneeling, pleading young man to his feet.

"This makes me very uncomfortable."

"If you suddenly demand I repay the money, how am I supposed to do it?"

The Third Immortal sighed.

"My hands are tied. It's an order from the organization. You know how it is, right? People like us have no choice but to do as we're told."

"But I can't sell my house. If I don't have a house, where will my parents live?"

The young man's weakness was his filial piety. The Third Immortal pressed that weak point.

"You'll have to have them stay with a relative."

"What relative would welcome a pair of old folks?"

The Third Immortal sighed again.

"This is why I told you not to borrow any more money, isn't it?"

The young man sighed along with him.

"I didn't know it would come to this."

The young man had gone to a distant land to learn martial arts. After returning home, he dreamed of opening a martial arts academy. He worked hard to earn money, and the Third Immortal approached him, offering a loan from the Miracle Deity Loan.

Of course, the young man was suspicious at first.

The loan agreement, however, had nothing strange about it. The Third Immortal was also incredibly kind and treated him like an older brother.

He never forced the young man to borrow money. He even advised him that debt was difficult at a young age and that he should borrow later.

Then, just as the Third Immortal was about to lend the Miracle Deity Loan to someone else, the young man grew anxious and borrowed the money that day.

He bought an old manor and began renovations. An accident injured the workers, delaying construction and forcing him to borrow more for their medical treatment. Then, materials were stolen, so he had to borrow again.

He still planned to open the academy, run it diligently, and repay the debt, but then a fire broke out in the newly completed building.

The young man felt as if the sky was falling. To make matters worse, the Third Immortal came to demand repayment. He told him to sell the house where his parents lived.

"I'll do anything, but selling the house is absolutely not an option!"

"Anything, you say? What, are you going to commit murder or something? Don't say such useless things."

"I'm sorry."

"I'll try to plead your case with the organization somehow, so let's discuss it."

"Thank you. Thank you so much."

"Well then, I'll see you again."

The Third Immortal turned away from the young man. A smile formed on his thin lips.

It's about time.

He just needed to make the man commit one crime, and it would be over. The moment he took that first step, he could exploit the fool for life. It was a piece of cake with someone so kind, naive, and devoted to his parents.

Ambition, dreams, hope, youth, family.

These bright, warm things were bait that led young men to hell. Push forward with ambition! You have to dream when you're young. Hold on to hope! You're young! Think of your family! How could any hot-blooded young man possibly avoid this?

The Third Immortal smiled coldly and boarded the waiting carriage.

He asked his subordinate in the driver's seat.

"Who's next?"

"Someone new who wants to borrow money."

"Who is he?"

"He's said to be the son of the Justice Fist Sect's Sect Leader."

He had heard of that sect.

One might wonder why the child of a well-known sect would want to borrow money. In his experience, it was always the people who didn't need money who borrowed it, not the ones who actually did.

The Third Immortal leaned his head back in the carriage. He had been so busy lately he barely had time to breathe.

The black market was run by four sworn brothers who had committed all sorts of evil deeds. When they started the business, they abandoned their names and became the First Immortal, the Second Immortal, the Third Immortal, and the Fourth Immortal.

The First Immortal, who created the black market, was cunning and ruthless. He was born without a shred of sympathy for others.

He had suddenly acquired a large sum of money and proposed this venture. He never said where the money came from. There was surely a separate financier who had provided the massive capital.

One thing was certain. Since the ruthless First Immortal had decided to make money, they were bound to earn a fortune.

To maintain secrecy, they kept the number of subordinates to a minimum of elite members and strictly divided the work.

The Fourth Immortal led elite martial artists and only moved when force was needed. If the Fourth Immortal was the fist, the Second Immortal was the feet. The Second Immortal's role was to find potential victims.

The First Immortal decided how to use these prey. He made them do all sorts of things, from assault and murder to stealing martial arts manuals from relatives. If a secret seemed likely to leak, he would have them killed in a way that looked like a suicide.

If the First Immortal was the head, the Third Immortal was the mouth.

The Third Immortal's role was to soothe and comfort their victims. He would tell them that a better life would come if they just endured a little longer. When they gathered, they often joked that the Third Immortal was the biggest bastard of them all.

"We've arrived."

The meeting place was an inn.

The subordinate pointed to a young man in a corner seat.

"That's him."

The Third Immortal walked over to the young man while the subordinate waited a short distance away.

The Third Immortal joined the young man at his table and greeted him cheerfully.

"Sorry. Have you been waiting long?"

"It's fine."

The young man answered in a low voice. Usually, young men who came to borrow money were nervous and tense. This young man, however, seemed less nervous and more dark and gloomy.

"What's your name?"

"It's Jeong Yang."

The person who introduced himself as Jeong Yang was none other than Geom Mugeuk.

"I heard you're the successor of the Justice Fist Sect?"

The Justice Fist Sect was a real sect located nearby. Their youngest son was also named Jeong Yang.

Of course, this sect was one of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's sects managed by the All-Knowing Hall. If someone investigated, they would find a son who looked just like Geom Mugeuk.

Like the Western Blade Sect used during the Young Dragon Tournament, the Justice Fist Sect was a cover sect created for situations like this.

"Why does someone like you need money?" the Third Immortal asked, testing him.

Geom Mugeuk asked a question of his own instead of answering.

"I heard you lend money without charging interest."

"That's right. The Miracle Deity Loan doesn't charge interest."

Geom Mugeuk lifted his head and looked at the Third Immortal. He projected a gloomy atmosphere, contrary to his usual self.

He could have acted haughty or behaved like a member of a prestigious family. However, Go Wol had requested that he face his opponent with this demeanor.

"How much can you lend me?"

"How much do you need?"

"One hundred thousand taels."

The Third Immortal was startled. No one had ever asked to borrow one hundred thousand taels at once.

"What do you plan to use such a large sum for?"

Geom Mugeuk lowered his head and said nothing.

"Look here. It's your freedom to use the borrowed money as you wish, but one hundred thousand taels is a very large amount. Don't you think I should at least know what it's for?"

The Third Immortal thought to himself.

This doesn't feel right.

He was just deciding not to lend the money.

Suddenly, unable to contain his anger, Geom Mugeuk slammed his fist from his seat onto the floor.

The inn's floorboards dented without a direct hit.

The Third Immortal was shocked. More surprisingly, the act was so quiet that the people at the next table didn't notice. The young man's internal energy was profound for his age.

"Forget it. Let's just pretend this never happened."

As Geom Mugeuk tried to leave, the Third Immortal stopped him.

"Wait! Why are you in such a hurry?"

Geom Mugeuk acted as if he was still debating whether to borrow the money.

"Here, sit down first."

The Third Immortal held onto Geom Mugeuk because of his skill.

This is the man the First Immortal is looking for!

The First Immortal was searching for an expert to use for a big job. An order had been given to secure any expert they came across.

"Alright, I'll lend you the money. I won't ask what you're using it for, since that's your personal business."

A hint of joy flickered across Geom Mugeuk's face.

"I'm lending you this much money, and not even a single word of thanks?"

Then, Geom Mugeuk spoke, his voice barely audible.

"There's no such thing as a free lunch in this world. You'll probably try to get something out of me later for lending me this money."

Geom Mugeuk glared at the Third Immortal with a look that said, 'You can't fool me.'

Of all the people the Third Immortal had met, this was the first one who gave him such a feeling. He was unsettling yet strangely captivating. He seemed like the type to cause major trouble, which also meant he could earn them a lot of money.

"Alright! Let's write up the IOU."

Geom Mugeuk examined the IOU from all angles.

"It's true, just as I heard. There's no repayment date."

"If we wanted to make money, we would have invested in a Trading Company. We're investing in your youth."

At the word 'youth', Geom Mugeuk scoffed and continued to examine the IOU.

"If I dip this in water, the contents of the IOU won't change, will they?"

"If you're that suspicious, go ahead and check."

Geom Mugeuk actually splashed water on it and even brought a lamp over to heat it. The IOU remained unchanged.

This time, the Third Immortal scoffed inwardly.

He's a suspicious one, too.

Did this make him difficult to use? No. A suspicious person has aspects that make them easy to use. Once their suspicion is overcome, they tend to show a more confident belief. When you're determined to deceive someone, their personality is not an issue.

After examining the IOU for a long time, Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"I'll leave my handprint once you give me the money."

On the Third Immortal's command, the subordinate brought a bank draft. After receiving the money, Geom Mugeuk left his handprint on the IOU.

"Well then, let's meet again."

Geom Mugeuk took the money and left without a backward glance. The Third Immortal then ordered his subordinate.

"Deploy the surveillance team and find out what he uses the money for."

"Understood."

The two men left the inn and departed in the carriage.

From an alley across the street, Geom Mugeuk and Go Wol watched them leave.

"You did well."

Geom Mugeuk had projected the darkest, gloomiest atmosphere possible, just as Go Wol instructed.

"It was a good idea to check the IOU."

Splashing water and applying heat had been Geom Mugeuk's impromptu decision. He judged that an opponent with malicious intent wouldn't expect someone to inspect an IOU so thoroughly.

"Strategist Go, wouldn't it be better to just capture that guy and torture him to find out where the others are?"

At Geom Mugeuk's question, Go Wol shook his head.

"The one who planned this is a smart man. If we make a wrong move, he'll cut his losses and go into hiding."

"So what do we do now?"

"With the one hundred thousand taels you borrowed, you will purchase one item."

"What kind of item?"

Go Wol smiled, as if he already had a plan.

"An item that will give them a big surprise."


Three days later, the subordinate returned and reported to the Third Immortal.

"Jeong Yang used the one hundred thousand taels to find a local black market merchant and buy poison."

Black market merchants, also known as shadow merchants, were traders who sold hidden weapons, armaments, and poisons banned by the Murim Alliance.

"He bought poison? What kind?"

"He bought imperceptible poison."

The Third Immortal was shocked. Imperceptible poison was extremely expensive and difficult to obtain.

"Can you buy it with one hundred thousand taels?"

"It seems he bought just enough for a single use."

"Who on earth is he trying to kill?"

When the subordinate replied that he couldn't find that out, the Third Immortal was at a loss. He had lent money for all sorts of things, but no one had ever bought imperceptible poison. Perhaps this was the unsettling feeling he had gotten that day.

I have a bad feeling about this.

It was unlikely, but the imperceptible poison could possibly be used on the Third Immortal himself.

"How did he even make a deal with a black market merchant?"

"There's a capable information broker in this area. It seems he made contact through him."

"Damn it! Tell that bastard I want to see him again."

"......"

The Third Immortal sighed. He truly loved this job. The thrill of gently coaxing an opponent to their ruin gave him greater pleasure than a night with a woman. Moreover, even as they were dying, his targets relied solely on him.

The Third Immortal believed there was no greater destructive and visceral pleasure than this. If it weren't for madmen like this who occasionally appeared.

The next day, the Third Immortal met Geom Mugeuk again.

"Why did you want to see me?"

Now that he knew about the poison purchase, Geom Mugeuk seemed even more gloomy and dark.

"There's something I need to ask you."

"What is it?"

"Where did you spend the one hundred thousand taels I lent you?"

Geom Mugeuk frowned.

"Didn't we agree you wouldn't ask about that?"

"We did, but a strange rumor is going around. Someone supposedly bought imperceptible poison for one hundred thousand taels."

Geom Mugeuk flinched. His reaction was so obvious that the Third Immortal didn't need to press him.

"It wasn't me."

"Then show me the money. Or tell me where you spent it."

Geom Mugeuk couldn't say a word.

The Third Immortal spoke in a gentle, placating tone.

"The moment you bought that, we were in the same boat. If you cause trouble with that poison, it becomes our problem too. So tell me. If there's anything I can do to help, I will."

"You can't help."

"Who on earth are you trying to kill? If you use imperceptible poison, the Murim Alliance will launch an investigation. That means the problem will get bigger. If you want to kill someone, you'd be better off hiring an assassin or..."

Then, Geom Mugeuk said an unimaginable name.

"Is there an assassin who can kill the Fist Demon?"

"!"

The Third Immortal was truly astonished. He couldn't remember the last time he had been so shocked.

"Surely you don't mean the Fist Demon of the Demonic Cult?"

"Why not? That bastard who deserves to be torn to shreds."

The Third Immortal was speechless for a moment. He felt he had gotten involved with the wrong person.

Ah! This guy is a madman. A complete and utter madman.

If they got tangled up with the Demonic Cult, they would all end up dead.

"Why are you trying to kill the Fist Demon?"

"The Fist Demon touched my woman."

"Why would the Fist Demon touch your woman of all people?"

After hesitating, Geom Mugeuk revealed his family's secret, as if deciding he might as well go all the way.

"Our Justice Fist Sect is a place that belongs to the Demonic Cult. It was the territory the Fist Demon was in charge of."

The Third Immortal nearly screamed. He was already entangled with the Demonic Cult. This madman had just revealed a critical secret so easily, but the man's bloodshot eyes explained his desperation.

"The Fist Demon, who would occasionally visit our home, saw my fiancée and raped her. Damn it! Father knew about it and told me to endure it."

Geom Mugeuk's eyes blazed with a reckless fury.

"I'm going to kill the Fist Demon."

The Third Immortal made the same decision. He quickly sent a telepathy message to his subordinate standing a short distance behind him. Contact the other Immortals. We need to get rid of this madman first and get out of here quickly.


Chapter 202: A Few Days Go By Fast, Don't They?

"First, calm down."

The Third Immortal soothed Geom Mugeuk. He needed Geom Mugeuk to calm his excitement before he did anything rash.

"Could you stand it if you were me?"

"Even I couldn't have stood it. Still, if you let anger get the best of you and mess this up, you won't get your revenge, will you? Your opponent is..."

He couldn't bring himself to say the name. He never thought he would have to admit the Fist Demon was their opponent.

Whether he knew the Third Immortal's thoughts or not, Geom Mugeuk clenched his fists and trembled.

"He said he thought of me as his own son. That bastard!"

The Third Immortal had to stop Geom Mugeuk from acting before the other Immortals arrived.

"A bastard like that deserves to die. I'll help you."

"Why would you?"

"What do you mean, why? Because that bastard deserves to die."

Geom Mugeuk scoffed.

"That's not it, is it? You're just scared you'll get dragged into this, right? Don't worry. I'll never say you bought the poison for me."

Geom Mugeuk phrased it as buying the poison, not borrowing money. The promise to stay silent sounded even more dangerous. Geom Mugeuk was intentionally provoking him.

The Third Immortal suppressed the urge to scream.

Me, buy you poison? Are you crazy?

"How are you going to poison the Fist Demon?"

"I'll put it in his alcohol."

"When is the Fist Demon coming back?"

"He'll be back in five days."

Five days. The Third Immortal's heart raced. He had to get the other Immortals there within that time.

"If you get involved, you'll die too. So stay out of it."

"If you kill the Fist Demon, do you think the Demonic Cult will leave your family alone? They'll be annihilated."

"I don't care. Father couldn't even make a peep while his son went through this. I'd rather a family like this be annihilated."

The Third Immortal understood Geom Mugeuk's reckless fury, but one thought remained.

I messed with the wrong crazy bastard!

He couldn't handle Geom Mugeuk himself. Based on the skills Geom Mugeuk displayed at the inn, he was a much greater master.

Geom Mugeuk rose from his seat.

"Don't come looking for me again. If you do, I'll splash that poison on you."

With that threat, Geom Mugeuk left.


A moment later, I was on a rooftop across from the inn with Go Wol, watching the Third Immortal leave.

"A moment ago, we confirmed that the bastard's subordinate sent a messenger pigeon. Given the gravity of the situation, he must have summoned all the core members of the association. According to our investigation, their leadership consists of four people, and a man named Ilseon is the leader."

Go Wol's intelligence network was already proving its power. He truly made me feel the money was well spent.

"So we only need to take care of those four?"

"Yes. Ilseon is the ringleader. He's a suspicious man who doesn't show himself easily, but he'll have no choice now that the Fist Demon is involved."

"So this is why everyone keeps a strategist. It's so convenient."

"A strategist with a leader smarter than himself has it tough."

"That's a misunderstanding. I'm only good at the divine art of flattery."

After a brief pause, Go Wol spoke.

"Thanks to you, I've smoothed things over with the Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk looked at his face. He looked much more at ease than when he had first asked about the Cult Leader.

Geom Mugeuk thought Go Wol was truly amazing. To be so good to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader who had held him captive like that. He didn't know what kind of connection they had in a past life, but he felt anew that the bond between the two was truly deep.

"The Cult Leader was worried about you. He said you've been having a hard time lately. He told me to take care of you in his place."

"I'm fine."

"What do you mean, you're fine? I heard people who need help always say they're fine first."

When Go Wol looked at him with an expression that asked where he had heard that, Geom Mugeuk revealed his honest feelings.

"Strategist Go, I'm not fine. Dealing with the Demon Supremes, fighting for succession, acting in front of these trash from Miracle Deity Loan... it's so hard and tiring, but just saying it like this makes me feel a little better. So you should say it too, Strategist Go. If it's hard, say it's hard. If you're tired, say you're tired. Because I'm listening."

Go Wol gave a meaningful smile. He had said it to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. That it was hard. He had meant that the Cult Leader should also say so if he was having a hard time, and now, Geom Mugeuk was doing that for him.

Go Wol raised his head and looked up at the sky. He felt better without saying a word.


The person who had the hardest time among us was the Fist Demon.

"...And that's how the Fist Demon became the villain. I apologize for not telling you sooner, but the situation was urgent."

The Fist Demon flared up in anger as soon as I finished explaining.

"Not just a villain... a shameless lecher, aren't I?"

"A villainy of this level was necessary to give them a motive to poison you."

"There are plenty of other reasons! Like insulting his character or killing a subordinate he cherished!"

"Still, I didn't think anything else would be as provocative."

"It's disgusting!"

The Fist Demon had never caused trouble over a woman, so his fury was natural.

The Fist Demon brought his face right up to mine.

"Is this your idea? Or that strategist of yours who can't play Go?"

"Of course, it was my strategist's idea. Don't hold back, go and..."

GRRRROWL.

A growl emanated from the Fist Demon's clenched fist, like a distant typhoon approaching.

"This is your doing, isn't it? Your strategist wouldn't dare do something like this."

"As expected, you're brilliant. Of course, it was my idea."

"Why did you turn me into a lecher?"

"Because it's one of the strongest motives for murder. They don't doubt my killing intent at all because of it."

"Still, I absolutely hate being misunderstood."

"Master, it's just something said to men who will soon be dead. You don't need to worry. The words won't leak out."

A question suddenly occurred to the Fist Demon.

"But did that bastard believe it?"

He probably expected to hear, 'How could the Fist Demon possibly do such a thing?'

"Yes. He believed it completely."

"He believed it right away? What's that bastard's name? What is it!"

I smiled at the Fist Demon, who was pointlessly venting his anger.

"It'll all be over in a few days, and those few days will be the most valuable of your life, Master."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"Because the name of the Fist Demon was mentioned, their leaders will make a move. As a result, countless young men caught in their evil clutches will escape despair and death. If you count the people who would have fallen victim to them in the future, it will be hundreds, even thousands. You'll be saving all of them, Master."

"What am I, a divine physician? Am I supposed to be happy about saving people?"

"Then, for the sake of your disciple who enjoys saving people, please live as a lecher for just a few days."

The Fist Demon stared at me as if to pierce me, then turned away sharply, still exuding a dark aura.

"Even a few days is too long!"


Four days later, the Fourth Immortal was the first to arrive.

"What on earth is going on? Did a war break out?"

He was the Third Immortal's older brother, but they acted like friends.

The Third Immortal's tension finally loosened when he saw the Fourth Immortal, a master of martial arts.

The Third Immortal explained everything to the Fourth Immortal in detail.

"So that crazy bastard is going to poison the Fist Demon? What's the problem? Even if he's killed, that guy is the one doing the killing, right?"

"The problem is he bought the poison with money he borrowed from us."

"How is that a problem? Is the Demonic Cult going to investigate whose money bought the poison?"

"If it were an ordinary poison and an ordinary target, I wouldn't be worried. It would just end with them thinking, 'Ah, this guy got some poison and killed him.' The problem is that he bought imperceptible poison. How did he afford such expensive imperceptible poison? And the person who died is the Fist Demon. Then they'll naturally suspect there's someone behind it. If they dig into it, our existence will eventually be revealed. Do you think the Demonic Cult will just leave us alone?"

Only then did the Fourth Immortal understand the situation's gravity.

"When is the Fist Demon coming?"

"Tomorrow."

"Then we only have today. What about the Justice Fist Sect's son?"

"He's drinking at a tavern right now."

"Let's go. Lead the way."

The Third Immortal stopped the Fourth Immortal as he was about to leave.

"If we kill him in the tavern, his father will investigate. The Demonic Cult will get involved, and we'll be in even more danger."

"Then what should we do?"

The Third Immortal suggested a plan.

"We kidnap him and make him a missing person. We'll frame it like he left, disheartened about his fiancée. Before we kill him and use Bone Dissolving Acid, we'll make him write a short letter."

The Fourth Immortal agreed.

"That's a good idea."


Two hours later, Geom Mugeuk staggered out of the tavern where the Third and Fourth Immortals were waiting.

The Third Immortal appeared before Geom Mugeuk when he entered a deserted area. The drunken Geom Mugeuk slurred his words.

"You! Didn't I say I'd kill you if you showed up again?"

"Hey, I came because I have something to tell you."

Geom Mugeuk never noticed the Fourth Immortal approaching from behind.

"Something to tell me? Don't give me that! You came to stop me again, didn't you? You coward. I'm not scared! Tomorrow..."

The Fourth Immortal sealed Geom Mugeuk's vital and speech points.

Caught mid-sentence, Geom Mugeuk couldn't even dodge.

The Third and Fourth Immortal linked arms with him and ran.

The two men arrived in a deserted forest.

They released Geom Mugeuk's speech point only after they arrived.

"What? You wanna die?"

The drunken Geom Mugeuk seemed completely unaware of the situation's gravity.

The Third Immortal handed Geom Mugeuk the paper, brush, and pre-ground ink he had prepared.

"Write what I dictate."

"What? What's this?"

"Father, your son will be leaving for a while and will return."

Geom Mugeuk raised the brush with drunken eyes, then put it down.

"You bastard! You're trying to make me write this and then kill me, aren't you?"

Just then, a voice came from behind.

"Idiots!"

The Third and Fourth Immortals' expressions brightened.

The First and Second Immortal had walked into the area. The First Immortal had arrived earlier and watched the situation unfold, only revealing himself when he judged it completely safe.

"He's leaving because he's angry at his father. Why would he leave a letter? That's even stranger."

At the First Immortal's words, the Third Immortal voiced his admiration.

"As expected! You're our Big Bro. You think on a different level!"

The First Immortal approached Geom Mugeuk. He had a villain's face, and his eyes were as cold as a snake's.

"So all this fuss was because of this insignificant bastard."

He glared at Geom Mugeuk and spoke.

"Bury him alive."

He intended to inflict the horror and pain of being buried alive in the mountains.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk smiled faintly. His gloomy, dark facade vanished, replaced by his true expression.

The watching Third Immortal was startled. The change in expression made Geom Mugeuk look like a different person.

This crazy bastard really knows how to surprise people right up until he dies.

Then Geom Mugeuk asked the First Immortal.

"Did this whole thing come from your head? You don't look that smart."

The First Immortal's expression hardened.

The other three just watched. They knew the angrier the First Immortal got, the more of a spectacle it would be. Sometimes, things happened that they feared would appear in their dreams.

"Who's behind this? Who provided the money?"

Geom Mugeuk looked at the other Immortals.

"He didn't tell you guys either? Did you band together without even that much trust?"

In that moment, the First Immortal realized Geom Mugeuk's speech was no longer slurred.

"You? You're not drunk."

"I'm all sober now. Hearing you say you'll bury me alive really woke me up."

His words were as relaxed as his expression.

An unidentifiable unease made the First Immortal look around. He suspected an ambush but sensed nothing nearby.

The Third Immortal stepped forward.

"Don't pay him any mind. He was always a crazy bastard."

He decided to kill him quickly and get it over with. Since he was the one who lent Geom Mugeuk the hundred thousand taels, it was wise to finish things before the crazy bastard angered the First Immortal even more.

"I'll take care of him and bury him."

Geom Mugeuk watched him take a throwing knife from his robes and asked.

"You said you were investing in my youth?"

"You must have misheard. I said I was investing in my youth."

The Third Immortal sneered openly. He loved this moment most, when he cut off his opponent's breath and they looked at him with resentful betrayal. Of course, this crazy bastard wasn't giving him the expression he wanted.

"It was annoying, but it was a special experience. I'll remember it for a long time."

"After today, I'm going to completely erase you all from my memory."

"Farewell, you crazy bastard!"

Just as he tried to slit Geom Mugeuk's throat, a cold chill enveloped them. A shiver ran down the Third Immortal's spine. He wasn't the only one who felt the dominating chill. The Fourth Immortal drew his sword and scanned the area.

A person walked toward them.

The moon cast a long shadow, larger and wider than an ordinary person's. The approaching figure radiated an aura as sharp as frost. It was the Fist Demon.

The four men were shocked when they recognized him. Compared to the Fist Demon, the ruthless First Immortal looked like a baby.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk spoke incomprehensible words from behind them.

"He's very angry right now because you all believed it without any doubt."

Geom Mugeuk, whose vital points they thought were sealed, got up and dusted off his clothes. He smiled and asked the Fist Demon.

"A few days go by fast, don't they?"

The Fist Demon, his face haggard from sleepless nights, stood before them.

"To me, it was an eternity!"


Chapter 203: Who the Hell Did You Mess With!

The moment Ilseon saw the Fist Demon, he knew things had gone terribly wrong.

His instincts screamed at him to run, but the Fist Demon's qi froze his entire body, paralyzing his will to fight or flee.

Just then, eight masters who had been hiding nearby revealed themselves. They surrounded the Fist Demon in a tight circle.

Seeing them, Ilseon's frozen heart thawed slightly.

The Eight Handed Phantom Sword.

They were a group that had once earned great infamy in the murim by moving as one. In murim battles, two people are not twice as strong, and a hundred people are not a hundred times stronger.

However, the Eight Handed Phantom Sword became eight times stronger. While not literally true, they gave that impression. Their coordinated attacks were that perfect.

That was why they could stand confidently against the terrifying qi emanating from the muscular man, completely unintimidated.

Strictly speaking, the Eight Handed Phantom Sword were not Ilseon's subordinates. They were fixers sent by his benefactor to ensure the job was done well.

So, while they were his bodyguards and henchmen who would carry out any order, they were also his watchers.

"Kill him!" Ilseon commanded.

The Eight Handed Phantom Sword shot forward without hesitation. They simultaneously stabbed at eight of the Fist Demon's vital points.

The moment they moved, the Fist Demon also threw a punch toward the member in front of him.

KWAKWANG! PWUUUUUK!

A sound like thunder erupted with the crunch of flesh and bone. One of the Eight Handed Phantom Sword flew backward, shattering a tree as he fell. It was the First Form of the Thunder Arhat Fist, the Black Cloud Asura.

One was sacrificed, but the remaining seven swords struck the Fist Demon's body.

KAAAAANG!

A metallic sound rang out as swords struck human flesh. The Fist Demon had activated the Fifth Form, the Vajra Asura, temporarily making his entire body as hard as steel.

The Eight Handed Phantom Sword froze in stunned horror.

PUPUPUPUPUPUK!

The Fist Demon unleashed the Second Form, the Thunder Asura. His fists moved so fast it looked like a multi-armed asura was throwing punches simultaneously.

With this one move, six members of the Eight Handed Phantom Sword flew in all directions. They died instantly as they crashed into trees and rocks, tumbling across the ground.

The last member of the Eight Handed Phantom Sword lunged, aiming for the Fist Demon's eyes.

The Fist Demon's large frame cut through the air at an incredible speed. He delivered a single, properly weighted blow.

KWAAANG!

The victim's flesh and bone twisted as if caught in a whirlwind.

Struck by the Third Form, the Heavenly Lightning Asura, the last of the Eight Handed Phantom Sword flew so far away he disappeared from sight.

All of this happened in the blink of an eye.

To the Immortals, it felt as if divine punishment had descended from the heavens. They heard thunder, saw a flash, and the Eight Handed Phantom Sword were left strewn about as corpses.

A heavy silence fell.

The scene was so surreal that Ilseon and the other three men wore dazed expressions.

Over the past few years, Ilseon had witnessed the skills of the Eight Handed Phantom Sword many times. When he ordered them to kill, they killed without discriminating. They had even slain renowned masters with their perfect coordinated attacks.

Watching them fight, Ilseon had established a principle for himself.

If four of them were to fall, he would flee without looking back.

He had judged that if their perfect coordination was broken, it was time to run, but what was he to do in this situation? They were all killed in an instant.

Geom Mugeuk could tell. The Fist Demon had deliberately shown him everything, from the First Form onward, for him to see.

It was certainly different from his own fist arts. It was more domineering and even more powerful. It was not a matter of having more or less inner arts. The qi imbued in the Fist Demon's fists was more vibrant and potent.

"Ah! That was truly magnificent."

Seeing it once like this is better than hearing about it a hundred times.

Hearing Geom Mugeuk's admiration, Ilseon thought the young man from the Justice Fist Sect was lying. How could it be magnificent when he could not even see the punches? Who on earth possessed such divine might? Huk!

It's the Fist Demon! You idiot! You're only realizing that now?

Those huge fists, those thick forearms that looked like they could pry open the gates of hell. If that man was not the Fist Demon, then who could be? Who else could have sent the Eight Handed Phantom Sword to the afterlife so easily?

"Please spare me, Fist Demon!"

Ilseon prostrated himself flat on the ground. At the words 'the Fist Demon', the remaining three men also fell to the ground in terror. Realizing their opponent was a Demon Supreme of the Demonic Cult, their entire bodies trembled.

While prostrated, Ilseon sent a telepathic message to the Third Immortal.

[Didn't that bastard successor of the Justice Fist Sect try to kill the Fist Demon?]

[That's right.]

[You stupid bastard! Do those two look like mortal enemies to you?]

[I'm not sure what happened either.]

[You fucking idiot!]

Ilseon really wanted to jump up and beat the Third Immortal half to death. However, he could not.

He had lived his entire life giving in to his temper, never once holding back his anger. He had even chased down and gouged out the eyes of someone who glared at him on the street. He never let anyone who provoked him get away with it. That anger was now being well-controlled.

"Please spare us!" the four men begged.

The Fist Demon slowly walked toward them.

"So these bastards believed those words without a shred of doubt?"

Behind the Fist Demon, Geom Mugeuk laughed.

"Yes, they're the type who live that kind of life, so they assume everyone else does too."

Geom Mugeuk cleared up the misunderstanding about the Fist Demon.

"All of you, raise your heads. Straighten your backs."

The men raised their heads while still kneeling.

"You bastards! The Fist Demon messing with the fiancée of a successor from a sect belonging to our Cult? Does that even make sense? I made it all up to lure you here. Do you understand?"

"Yes! Yes."

The Immortals bowed their heads, agreeing unconditionally.

Geom Mugeuk asked the Fist Demon, "How do you feel? A little relieved?"

The Fist Demon shook his head. Right, there was no way he would feel relieved.

Geom Mugeuk thought that the Fist Demon would not have overreacted like this for any other reason. He would not have even blinked at rumors of him killing or ignoring someone.

However, the Fist Demon was a man who utterly despised those who did such things to women. Thinking about it, it made sense. He was a man who would punch a cliff, a man who had never once caused trouble over a woman. That was the kind of man the Fist Demon was.

"You came out to slack off and ended up becoming a lecher for me. Thank you."

Geom Mugeuk was genuinely grateful.

"I know that given your personality, Master, you must have really hated this. Thank you for putting up with it."

He expressed his gratitude with words. At their level of closeness, would the Fist Demon not know without being told? No! It had to be said out loud for him to know. How could he know if it was not said?

What he was most grateful for was this. The Fist Demon did not hide his displeasure and let it fester, but expressed it all, giving Geom Mugeuk the chance to soothe his feelings.

"The lecher who secretly appeared and disappeared in the murim these past few days was probably the best fighter among all lechers in the history of the murim."

At Geom Mugeuk's joke, the Fist Demon finally laughed.

Their gazes met under the moonlight. Geom Mugeuk could feel his expression relax. The Fist Demon's anger was not resolved by revealing the truth, but by hearing the words 'thank you for enduring it' and 'I'm sorry'.

That was why he could hear such words from the Fist Demon.

"You said you're saving hundreds, thousands of young people with this, right? Then I guess it's not so bad to become a righteous immortal for once."

As if he had said something unnecessary, the Fist Demon looked up at the moon. His broad back looked even bigger and stronger than before.

Meanwhile, Ilseon sent a telepathic message to the Fourth Immortal.

[The Fist Demon will never let us live. Look for a chance and take that young bastard hostage! It's the only way we'll survive.]

Judging by the atmosphere, the two were clearly close. If they could just take him hostage, they could find a way to live.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk approached them.

As he walked past the Fourth Immortal toward Ilseon, the Fourth Immortal shot up like a thunderbolt and pressed his sword to Geom Mugeuk's neck.

"Move and this bastard dies!" Ilseon shouted.

"It worked!"

After glancing at the scene, the Fist Demon looked back up at the moon and said, "You should have taken me hostage instead."

The moment the Fist Demon's incomprehensible words ended, Geom Mugeuk was already facing the Fourth Immortal.

When did he turn?

It was a question the Fourth Immortal, who held the sword to his neck, should not have had to ask.

Geom Mugeuk's fist struck lightly. TUK. However, the result was not light.

PWUK!

The Fourth Immortal's head snapped back, then returned to its original position. A neck could not bend like that and be okay. It was not okay.

The Fourth Immortal collapsed forward and did not get up. His neck was broken, and he had died instantly.

Geom Mugeuk turned to the remaining three and said coldly, "I don't like the fact that you call yourselves Immortals in the first place."

Seeing this, Ilseon realized.

Ah! This man is not the successor of the Justice Fist Sect!

The young successor of the Justice Fist Sect could not have overpowered the Fourth Immortal so easily with a sword to his neck.

Damn it! Damn it!

Ilseon regretted it again and again.

He was usually a very cautious man. He would never have shown himself in a simple clash with demonic practitioners. However, he had no choice when he heard it was related to the Fist Demon. A single misstep could have destroyed the cooperative system he had worked so hard to build.

Get a grip! Get a grip!

He was already in the tiger's jaws. Fortunately, there were three prey, not just one. It was possible that one of them might be spared.

I will survive! I must survive.

He was making so much money right now. He was going to live the rest of his life in luxury. He could not die like this.

"Who's the worst one among you?"

The three men flinched in surprise at Geom Mugeuk's question.

"Why so surprised? You guys chose people too, didn't you? Who would be good to threaten? Who should we swindle? You get to choose, so why can't I?"

He pressured the three men as if he intended to return their sins right back to them.

"If you don't choose, all three of you die!"

At that, Ilseon and the Second Immortal looked at the Third Immortal as if on cue. They had often joked that he was the worst of them, so the decision was not difficult.

The Third Immortal shouted with an aggrieved expression, "No, I did the best deeds. I gave hope and dreams to the youth."

"I know that's not true. You said it earlier, didn't you? That it wasn't for my youth, but for your own?"

"Please, spare me!"

"When those young men begged you like this, did you ever spare them, even once?"

"......"

"I thought so."

PWUUUK!

The Third Immortal's face caved in from Geom Mugeuk's punch, and he died.

THUD.

Just as he had told him earlier that he would forget everything as of today, Geom Mugeuk casually tossed his corpse aside. He thought this level of treatment was exactly what they deserved. He might say he would spare them to extract information, but he had no intention of letting any of them live.

Ilseon decided to make his final choice. He would run without looking back. Even if he died from hidden weapons in his back, he would die trying to escape. There was a sliver of hope. He was confident in his movement arts.

Just as he was about to turn, someone wrapped an arm around his shoulder and stood beside him.

"You can't escape. I'm not joking, you'd be caught even with a two-hour head start. That person's greatest skill is running."

The middle-aged man who had come up beside him and was acting friendly was none other than the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

Ilseon could not collect his thoughts.

Who is this now?

How did he approach without a sound, and how did he know that he was about to run?

In the end, Ilseon could not hold it in and roared at the Second Immortal.

"You fucking idiot! Who the hell did you mess with!"

It was because choosing the targets was the Second Immortal's role.

At that, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader laughed and said, "That's right. I used to say that to myself a lot back in the day."

Soon after, Go Wol also appeared.

"I searched that bastard's safehouse and found the ledger."

The thick ledger contained the names of hundreds of people and the amounts of money they had borrowed.

"I will take care of this ledger properly."

Geom Mugeuk nodded readily, knowing that Go Wol would handle it wisely.

Ilseon's expression twisted. How on earth did they find his safehouse? He had been so careful, so very careful. He felt dizzy. This was a natural disaster.

Geom Mugeuk sealed Ilseon's and the Second Immortal's muting and paralyzing points.

"Only one of you two will live. The one who says something more helpful to me will survive, right? If you have something to say, blink."

At that, Ilseon blinked his eyes rapidly without hesitation.

Geom Mugeuk released his muting point.

"The remaining funds, eight hundred thousand taels, are in the Central Plains Bank. The seal is on my person, and I will also tell you the password needed to withdraw the money."

Ilseon told Go Wol the password.

Seeing this, the Second Immortal was flustered. Ilseon was giving up the money this easily? No, he could understand it. Their opponent was the Fist Demon, how could they possibly resist?

What shocked the Second Immortal was this. Ilseon said it so readily without even a single apologetic glance in his direction. He did not even pretend to hesitate before handing him a death sentence like this.

Geom Mugeuk said to the Second Immortal, "It's unfortunate for you, but it looks like our first Immortal is about to achieve Celestial Ascension, doesn't it?"

At that, the Second Immortal blinked his eyes rapidly.

Geom Mugeuk sealed Ilseon's muting point, then released the Second Immortal's. Since Ilseon had so callously chosen to save only himself, the Second Immortal had no reason to hesitate either.

"There's another ledger."

Ilseon's eyes widened, but with his muting and paralyzing points sealed, there was nothing he could do.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to the Second Immortal as if he had expected it.

"The benefactor's ledger."

They must have been paying a certain amount of money back to their financial backer each month. A ledger recording when and how much.

"The ledger is hidden inside Ilseon's belt."

When Go Wol untied Ilseon's belt and searched it, a rolled-up piece of paper came out from inside. The details of the payments were written on it. It was crucial evidence if they ever needed to officially go after the mastermind.

Geom Mugeuk looked at Ilseon and said, "Looks like you'll have to yield the Celestial Ascension to our second brother Immortal, hmm?"

At that, Ilseon began to blink faster than the speed of light.


Chapter 204: You're the Ones Who Should Endure

When Geom Mugeuk released Ilseon's acupoint, Ilseon suddenly remembered money he claimed he didn't have.

"I forgot. I've got some money saved separately at the Continental Bank."

"How much?"

"About four hundred thousand taels."

"You saved up quite a bit, didn't you?"

Ilseon also revealed the password for the Continental Bank, which Go Wol noted.

They had now secured one million two hundred thousand taels, combining the eight hundred thousand from the Miracle Deity Loan with Ilseon's four hundred thousand. Iseon blinked, his face contorted with anger.

The turn passed back to Iseon.

"You gave us a measly fifty thousand taels this whole time, and you kept four hundred thousand for yourself?"

Ilseon looked defiant, not sorry, but the sealed acupoint kept him silent.

"Ilseon has more assets. I know he bought gold and hid it."

Ilseon could not hide his shock. He had clearly intended to feign ignorance about the gold until the very end.

As Iseon scored points by revealing the gold, Ilseon blinked nervously. The two brothers began a frantic war of blinking.

It was Ilseon's turn again.

"I was about to mention the gold, too! Please give me credit for it!"

"I can't do that. If it feels unfair, you should've kept track. Your second brother might try to take credit for your assets again."

Ilseon completely gave up on his wealth. He figured he could always make more money as long as he survived.

"I have some land that I bought."

"How much?"

"It's quite a bit."

Geom Mugeuk had started this to gain information, not assets, but the two men misunderstood. He found their mistake a welcome development.

The more assets Ilseon revealed, the more betrayed Iseon felt.

"Brothers? You son of a bitch! You were hoarding it all for yourself."

Iseon didn't mind hoarding money himself. He was just furious that Ilseon had done it secretly.

On his next turn, Ilseon retorted.

"Don't you know you only earned that fifty thousand taels because of me? If it weren't for me, you'd be stabbed to death in some gambling den by now. Kaak, ptui!"

Their loyalty had forged their relationship, but once that bond crumbled, it shattered instantly.

The two men proceeded to reveal all the assets of the deceased Samseon and Saseon. Their only thought was to impress Geom Mugeuk and survive. Iseon also harbored a vengeful desire to see Ilseon dead.

Once they had no more assets to reveal, Geom Mugeuk pressed both of their acupoints.

The two men, who had been hurling insults at each other, finally fell asleep.

Geom Mugeuk turned to Go Wol.

"Tomorrow morning, take these two to the banks and recover all the assets."

"Yes, I understand."

Geom Mugeuk intended to keep them alive until then, just in case Ilseon had provided the wrong bank password.

Geom Mugeuk then made a request to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Please help Strategist Go tomorrow."

"I will."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader nodded obediently.

"I thought you'd give me an earful for squeezing money out of villains like this."

"Do you have any idea how much Go Wol and I suffer because of that squeezed money?"

"I apologize."

"I didn't say it to take credit. I meant that the villain's money is being put to good, valuable use."

With the funds from the Miracle Deity Loan, the task of organizing the intelligence network could finally be completed.

"I heard all about what kind of men they are from Go Wol. Why are you letting those bastards sleep? Hang them upside down!"

"Understood. When they wake up, I'll start by pulling out their fingernails."

Of course, that was a joke. No matter the evil, Geom Mugeuk's established rule was to end it by granting death. He did this for his own sake, not for theirs.

After speaking with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, Geom Mugeuk approached the Fist Demon. The Fist Demon stared up at the moon, seemingly unconcerned with the events unfolding nearby.

Geom Mugeuk stood beside him and also looked up at the moon.

"Do you know what I realized while traveling this time? That I've lived a life too buried in martial arts. I've spent my whole life training and my whole life fighting."

Geom Mugeuk had once said something similar to Lee Ahn, warning him not to live a life of only training. The Fist Demon was now feeling that same regret.

"I realized it just a moment ago. This is the first time I've looked up at the moon for so long. Does that make any sense? To have lived my whole life without ever looking at the moon for even a short while."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze also turned to the moon.

"From now on, you should try to enjoy life a little."

"I plan to."

If the Fist Demon could keep that promise and truly step back from martial arts, perhaps he could shatter the cliff before him. For one's martial arts to change, one's life must change first.


The next day, Go Wol and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader took Ilseon and Iseon to the banks. The password was correct. They recovered the money, the entrusted gold, and liquidated all other assets.

Ilseon had amassed this great fortune in just a few years, which meant there had been many victims.

Ilseon and Iseon tried everything to get on Go Wol's good side, but Go Wol ignored them completely. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, however, did speak to them.

He only said things they didn't want to hear, like how they would go to the most painful hell or that he had bet on which of them would survive. They pretended not to hear him.

Once most of the assets were settled, Geom Mugeuk had the two men sit before him again.

"Now, I suppose we should talk about the financier?"

Ilseon believed this answer would decide if he lived or died.

I can't tell him everything! But I can't show any sign of hiding anything either!

That was the key. The problem was, he knew very little about the financier.

How can I package this to survive?

Ilseon glanced at Iseon. He thought that since that bastard knew nothing, he had a chance to score definite points here.

I can live. I offered up far more assets, and if I provide information on the financier, I will live!

Ilseon took a deep breath and began to speak.

"I've only seen the financier once."

"When?"

"It was when I first joined hands with him."

"Do you know who he is?"

"I don't. There was a screen between us, so I couldn't see his face, but I'm sure of one thing. Judging by his voice, he was a man who sounded quite old."

"I guess I'll have to start searching for every man who sounds quite old. I wonder how many of those there are in the world?"

Flustered by Geom Mugeuk's mockery, Ilseon quickly added more.

"The men the Fist Demon killed yesterday are the Eight Handed Phantom Sword. They wouldn't move for money alone, so the financier isn't just a rich man. He must be the master of a large sect or someone with great power."

Just then, Iseon blinked.

Ilseon spoke quickly.

"There's no need to release his acupoint. That bastard knows nothing about the financier."

"He says you don't. What should I do? Do you have better information?"

At Geom Mugeuk's words, Iseon blinked even more rapidly.

Geom Mugeuk sealed Ilseon's acupoint and released Iseon's.

Unexpected words flowed from Iseon's mouth.

"I've spoken with him directly. Without a screen."

Ilseon, his acupoint sealed, let out a groan and blinked frantically, trying to signal that Iseon was lying.

"Tell me in detail."

"It was the very day Ilseon met him. I was waiting in the driver's seat of the carriage in the manor's courtyard. The financier came out first, and as he got on the carriage, I saw him give a slight bow to the coachman. It was clearly a gesture of courtesy."

Ilseon struggled so hard that his sealed acupoint was released.

"That's a lie! Why would the financier bow to a coachman?"

"It's the truth. I saw it clearly."

With both men able to speak, the room grew noisy.

"He's making it up. If that happened, he would've told me then. Why didn't you say anything?"

"And say what? That you were fooled by a subordinate like an idiot? That the real financier seemed to be the coachman? What do you think you would've done? You would've beaten me up while telling me to stop spouting bullshit. Am I wrong?"

Ilseon couldn't refute it. That was exactly what he would have done.

"You bastard! What kind of trick are you trying to pull? You want to live that desperately?"

"Desperately? Where did that come from? Is that something you cooked up in that filthy mind of yours?"

I gestured for Ilseon to be quiet, then said to Iseon.

"Keep talking."

"I even spoke with the coachman while I was waiting. He was an ordinary man. He had a round, good-natured face, and oh! He had a tattoo on his chest. I happened to see it when he bent over."

"What kind of tattoo?"

"It was a golden pig tattoo. It was so strange to see a pig tattooed on a person's body that I still remember that tattoo vividly!"

Thinking he was providing important information, Ilseon stepped forward.

"This guy's specialty is lying. Don't believe him. The things he'll do to survive..."

"......"

Ilseon, who stood before Iseon, vanished. His face shattered by my strike, he tumbled into the distance, a corpse.

The startled Iseon stared at me. His shock soon turned to joy.

"I survived!"

He was ecstatic enough to fly.

"That one was clearly the worse of the two. It's only right that you die second."

Iseon flinched. Dying second? Surely he means later, when I'm old and gray, right? But it wasn't. The gaze Geom Mugeuk fixed on him was nothing but cold.

"Please spare me!"

"From the beginning, the four of you committed acts for which you could not survive. Just be content that I'm sending you off cleanly."

"Keep your promise! You son of a bitch! Who the hell are you? Who are you to..."

"......"

Iseon flew to where Ilseon lay and met his end.

Geom Mugeuk showed no hesitation in eliminating them. He neither hoped for their reform nor granted them the grand meaning of dying at the hands of the Demonic Cult's Second Young Lord by revealing his identity.

When he turned around, the Fist Demon was walking toward him.

"Weren't you planning to dig up the ones behind this?"

"I was."

"But is it alright to kill them all?"

"I've found out who's behind it."

A round build and a golden pig tattoo on his chest. It was someone I knew well before my regression. He sometimes became a coachman, a construction worker, or a waiter. He enjoyed hiding his identity and was an extremely greedy individual.

"To kill him, I need Father's permission."

The Fist Demon was startled by Geom Mugeuk's words.

"Who in the world is it?"

A single name flowed from Geom Mugeuk's lips.

"It's Jisaeng."

The Fist Demon immediately thought of one person.

"Don't tell me? The Golden Pig of the Evil Alliance?"

"Yes. That's him."

"He's behind this incident?"

The Fist Demon's expression hardened. It wasn't because his opponent was Jisaeng or belonged to the Evil Alliance. It was because Jisaeng was the loyal servant of one man.

Jisaeng was the head of the Extreme Army, the Evil Alliance's most elite organization, which took orders only from the Evil Alliance Chairman. He was also the man most favored by the alliance's second-in-command, Yayul Han.

Jisaeng was one of the four most cherished subordinates of Yayul Han. Those subordinates had pledged their loyalty by getting tattoos on their chests, and Jisaeng was said to have tattooed the Golden Pig, vowing to earn a never-ending supply of money for life.

"That money ultimately goes to Yayul Han."

Geom Mugeuk felt as if fate itself was leading him, and not just because of this incident.

Yayul Han.

He was the enemy of one person, someone with whom Geom Mugeuk also had a deep connection. That person was Demonic Physician.

The person Demonic Physician had asked him to kill someday, when he performed the Divine Eye Technique, was Yayul Han. Although Demonic Physician hadn't mentioned the name directly, Geom Mugeuk already knew.

Yayul Han had massacred Demonic Physician's family right before his eyes. From that day on, Demonic Physician had lived for the sole purpose of killing Yayul Han. When he had heard Demonic Physician's request, he had vowed to move when his skills were sufficient. He felt that the time had now come.

The Fist Demon noticed that I was not going to give up.

"You can't touch Yayul Han!"

"Why not?"

"If you mess with him, a war could break out."

"A war won't break out. There will be a commotion and all hell will break loose, though."

"You're serious."

In the past, Demonic Physician had asked Father to kill him, but Father had refused.

Yayul Han held the absolute trust of the Evil Alliance Chairman. He was a figure whose significance went beyond that of a mere villain from the unorthodox sects.

"I considered the mastermind of this incident to be the most vicious. Hiding in the shadows, he used underlings like Ilseon to suck the lifeblood of young people until they died. In a few days, it will probably be reported to Jisaeng that all his pawns are dead. Then Jisaeng will just create other pawns and repeat the same thing. Even if Jisaeng dies, another Jisaeng will take his place."

These were precisely the kinds of people, the absolute evil that Geom Mugeuk envisioned.

It was an evil that the orthodox sects couldn't touch and that ordinary people couldn't even approach.

His father had once asked him what he thought the Demonic Path was. At that time, he had answered like this.

[I believe it is our Cult's unique conviction to strike down absolute evil.]

To capture the great evils that even the orthodox sects were helpless against, that was the Demonic Path as he saw it. The name of the Demonic Cult should make those evils tremble in fear. That was the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult he wanted to create.

"An ordinary person would have to back down and say there's nothing they can do. They'd have to endure it, but we're not ordinary people, are we? We don't have to endure, do we? The reason I trained and worked myself to death was so I wouldn't have to endure in times like these. Why should we endure? They should be the ones to endure. They should stop tormenting people and stop their damn bullshit."

The Fist Demon stared at Geom Mugeuk without a word. Geom Mugeuk stared back silently.

In terms of personality, the Fist Demon was the person most likely to be swayed by this argument. In terms of his relationship with his father, he was the least likely.

Finally, breaking the long silence, the Fist Demon announced the end of their journey.

"Let's return to the Cult. This slacker's journey is over."

The journey that had begun so suddenly came to an equally sudden end, but it was too soon for disappointment. As the Fist Demon turned his broad back, he added something unexpected.

"To get the Cult Leader's permission, all the Demon Supremes will have to step up."


Chapter 205: Please Grant Me Permission

Go Wol worked in his room.

He drew up a budget, deciding how to use the funds from the Miracle Deity Loan. He calculated, organized, and planned. The work was endless.

Just then, the person who made this hardship easier rushed in.

"The Second Young Lord and the Fist Demon are returning to the cult," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader announced.

Go Wol's brush paused for a moment, then started moving again.

"When?"

"It seems they're planning to leave right now."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader watched Go Wol focus only on his work. "The Second Young Lord is leaving. Aren't you sad?" he asked.

"Sad? He's a busy man. When it's time to go, he has to go."

"I'm going with them."

Go Wol remained engrossed in his work.

"I'm really going! I'm not kidding!"

"If the Cult Leader goes, I'll return with you."

He had only said it mischievously because Go Wol was only working, but Go Wol's reaction was unexpected. He really meant it.

"Really?"

"Yes. If the Cult Leader goes, I go too. I won't do this alone."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader smiled.

"Even if you don't mean it, it feels good to hear. Alright, where would we go? We have to finish the work."

"I'm telling you, let's go."

"It's fine. I've already been there and back."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was the type of man who would fly to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and back at a single word from Go Wol.

"Besides, it'll be chaotic if we go back now."

"......"

"The Second Young Lord says he's going to kill the second-in-command of the Evil Alliance."

Go Wol flinched. Of all the news the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had delivered, this was the most shocking.

"Yayul Han?"

"Yes, that bastard!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader knew about Yayul Han. He had even met him in the past.

"Even for the Second Young Lord, that guy won't be easy."

Go Wol had never met Yayul Han personally. He knew from rumors that Yayul Han was not a foe to be taken lightly, but that was not the problem.

"The Cult Leader will never allow it anyway."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader recalled what Geom Mugeuk had said earlier about his demonic path and his attitude toward evil.

"When the Second Young Lord becomes the Heavenly Demon... he's going to change a lot."

Go Wol paused his brushstrokes for a moment. "Hasn't he already changed a lot?"

And they themselves stood at the center of that change.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk entered.

"It seems you've already delivered the news that our Cult Leader is leaving. I think we should be on our way."

"Please travel safely," Go Wol said.

"I'm leaving you behind to suffer again."

"There isn't much work left. I'll finish it up well and return."

"What about the funds?"

"I think I can finish up with the money collected from the Miracle Deity Loan."

"That's good. Let's keep in touch via messenger pigeon."

"Yes. Please take care, Young Lord. Ah, and you can use the completed regional information network anytime."

Geom Mugeuk felt reassured just hearing those words. If the information networks of the All-Knowing Hall and Go Wol were combined, he would become the person who could get the most information the fastest in the murim.

"Have you thought of a name for this intelligence organization?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

"Please decide, Young Lord."

"I'd like to name it the Hidden Moon, after your name. What do you think?"

Go Wol's eyes wavered. He was grateful for Geom Mugeuk's consideration.

"I like it very much. Thank you for your thoughtfulness."

"I'm the one who should be thanking you. I'm sorry for entrusting you with such a difficult task from the very beginning."

"On the contrary, I'm grateful that you entrusted me with such a heavy responsibility from the start."

While Geom Mugeuk and Go Wol said their goodbyes, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and the Fist Demon also shared a brief farewell.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader greeted the Fist Demon first.

"It was good to see you this time."

"I didn't know you were so dedicated to my disciple, Cult Leader. I thank you."

In truth, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was not close to any of the Demon Supremes. He had been somewhat close to the Demonic Buddha, but their relationship had soured. He had a chance to get closer to the Fist Demon this time but had been too reserved to have any deep conversations.

"Let's have a drink next time we get the chance," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said sincerely.

"Hey, Second Young Lord. You absolutely have to get that permission."

This, too, was sincere.


The Fist Demon and I ran using movement arts.

We had taken our time on the way here, enjoying ourselves, but on the way back, we dashed forward at a frightening speed. We ran without rest until it grew dark, covering a distance that had taken several days in just half a day.

"Let's camp here for tonight. Please sit down for a moment."

I skillfully cleared the area. I spread out leaves to make a comfortable place for the Fist Demon to rest.

I was grateful to him. I had never imagined he would permit this. Considering his relationship with Father, he should have been the most opposed, but he had prioritized his relationship with me instead.

While the Fist Demon circulated his qi with his eyes closed, I built a campfire in front of him.

I caught some game and cooked it. I had stopped by an inn before we left and bought seasonings, so I was able to serve him a rather delicious meal.

"You brought seasonings too?"

"Of course. This is the most important thing when traveling a long way. How does it taste?"

"It's delicious."

"Do you know whose recipe this seasoning is?"

"It tastes like what the Cult Leader used to make."

I was startled by his words.

"You've had Father's cooking?"

"I had it once or twice a long time ago. There was a time when the Cult Leader and I traveled around a lot. We fought a great deal back then."

For a moment, I imagined Father and the Fist Demon.

Two men, the Heavenly Demon and the Fist Demon.

An image of Father in his youth comes to mind. Next to him, I can see a young Fist Demon. The boy who fought in the fighting pits became the Fist Demon, and the young man who chose that boy became the Heavenly Demon.

I pictured the two most blunt, manly, and belligerent men in the murim roaming the jianghu. They would have feared no one and been intimidated by no one. Just as I fought back-to-back with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, those two must have also fought while relying on each other.

At night, they would have built a campfire like this, eaten meat, and drunk alcohol. They probably would have spoken very little.

Perhaps the Fist Demon was now reminiscing about his younger days during this camp with me.

"I have alcohol here, too."

I took out the alcohol I had brought and poured him a cup. Sharing a cup with the Fist Demon across the campfire had a certain charm.

"The return journey is always the more important part of a trip," the Fist Demon said.

"Why is that?"

"Do you know when a journey is finally complete? It's when you open the door to your room, think, 'Ah! I'm finally back!' and throw yourself onto your bed. So right now, we're running toward that final moment. This is even more important than the excitement of setting out."

The Fist Demon looked at me with a strange expression.

"How do you know that so well?"

Because my past life was a series of long journeys, and I had no room of my own to return to.

My room back then was the yard of the Ghostly Sage's house. I remember seeing his surprised face when I brought back the materials for the grand technique. I felt a brief moment of relief, thinking, Ah! I did it!

"This journey with you, Master, was wonderful."

I get along well with this straightforward and quiet man. I may be talkative, playful, cheerful, and loud now, but my original self was very similar to the Fist Demon.

"By the way, when you get back, you should start by reducing the time you spend participating in the Iron Fists' training."

The Fist Demon, perhaps intending to do just that, asked for specifics.

"Should I participate in just one each day? The White Fists today, the Green Fists tomorrow. Like that."

"No. Then you'd have to see them every day, wouldn't you, Master? Don't do that. Supervise all four groups in a day as you usually do, but only participate once every five days."

"Five days?"

"For the other four days, do whatever you want, Master. Make that time entirely your own."

"What about the late-night training sessions?"

"Do as you please with those. Come if you want to come, rest if you want to rest."

The Fist Demon nodded. This slacker's journey had changed the Fist Demon's life. I looked forward to the results of that change.

When day broke, we ran and ran again. When our inner arts ran low, we would sit together and circulate our qi to recover. We ran without pause and returned to the cult.


When I returned to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, Father was in the smithy.

Our Cult's smithy boasts the largest scale in the murim. Inside the massive smithy, hundreds of bare-chested men melted iron and hammered steel. The sweltering heat, the smell of sweat, and the scent of iron filled the air.

CLANG! KANG! CLAANG!

I had always found the sound of hammering steel pleasant. The perilous intensity of clashing swords was contained in that sound. That was why it always sounded so fiery.

The men who met my gaze bowed their heads. I gave them a light nod and walked through the place.

I could see Father in the distance. His presence was distinct even here, with so many people coming and going. He stood out like a single red dot in a picture where everyone else seemed to be in black and white.

Father stood with Chief Gwak, the head of the smithy, also called the Divine Hand. Chief Gwak showed Father a newly forged sword. Whenever he created a new weapon, he always sought Father's opinion before mass-producing it.

The two of them were so seriously examining the sword that I waited at a slight distance.

The man who wields a sword best in the world and the man who forges a sword best in the world shared their opinions. Could there be a more moving scene in this smithy?

If a newly forged sword like this was approved, it would be mass-produced to replace the swords of our Cult's martial artists. The smithy usually improves its swords about once every five to ten years. These improved swords are distributed to all our martial artists. Though they can use other swords, most use the ones from our smithy. The quality is just that good.

Just then, Father turned this way. Our eyes met. A short, simple, yet welcome greeting passed between our gazes, a silent exchange of 'You're here?' and 'Yes, I've returned.'

I greeted Father in a loud, resonant voice.

"Have you been well in my absence? Your son has completed his important mission in the Central Plains and has returned."

Father replied, "Important mission? I heard you went to slack off with the Fist Demon."

"I have no idea who could be spreading such disgraceful rumors."

Of course, it was me. Whenever I left for the Central Plains, I sent news of myself through the All-Knowing Hall. I had to cooperate with them to ensure their active help later.

Chief Gwak looked at us with a slightly surprised expression. The sight of Father and me conversing so comfortably must have been unexpected.

"Come here and look at the new sword."

I examined the sword Father handed me. After inspecting it closely, I shared my thoughts.

"It's a bit lighter than the previous sword, and the length is just a little longer."

A look of admiration flickered in Gwak's eyes. "It's a subtle difference, but you noticed."

"Of course. I've trained so much with the swords you've made, Elder."

"What do you think of it?"

"Lately, I've been doing more fist-fighting than swordsmanship, so I honestly don't know."

I laughed it off. I could have made a suggestion if I wanted to, but with Father present, there was no need.

Father conveyed his thoughts to Chief Gwak.

"I think it would be good if it were just a little lighter. The current length is perfect."

"I understand, Cult Leader."

Father's thoughts were the same as mine. He then pointed out something I had not even considered.

"Make the grain on the sword's hilt a little finer. It seems more slippery than before."

"I understand, Cult Leader."

"You've worked hard."

"I will contact you again when it's complete."

Father left the smithy. I bid farewell to Chief Gwak and followed him out. The men standing along Father's path all stopped their work and bowed. Their respect and fear for Father were like the scorching fire they handled.

"When did you arrive?" Father asked.

"I just got here."

"Where is the Fist Demon?"

"He'll arrive in about seven and a half minutes."

"Didn't you come together?"

"He suggested we have a movement arts race at the last minute."

After a brief pause, I spoke to Father.

"Um, I've become the Fist Demon's disciple."

Father's steps paused for a moment. I had told him about this in advance and even received his permission, but I felt tense for some reason.

I wonder what Father is truly feeling.

Is he displeased? Or indifferent? Or does he think it's a good thing?

No matter how hard I tried, it was truly difficult to know Father's heart. This matter certainly held some meaning for him, but he showed no emotion about it whatsoever.

"What about the fist techniques?"

"I've been taught the Thunder Arhat Fist up to the sixth fist."

"It seems that man still doesn't know how mischievous you are. He should have taught you the last two fists only after seeing how you progressed."

"Father. Martial arts are lost to history because Masters get needlessly petty like that."

We walked across the Grand Training Ground toward the Heavenly Demon Hall. Passing cult members bowed to Father.

"Father. I have a favor to ask. It's very important."

We stopped in the middle of the Grand Training Ground. I wanted to speak to him here in this open space, not in the Heavenly Demon Hall. This was a matter of the Central Plains, something outside our Cult.

"I want to kill Yayul Han of the Evil Alliance. Please grant me your permission."

He could have roared at me.

Instead, his signature sneer formed on his lips.

"Absolutely not!"

He even added 'absolutely' before 'not'. With that firm refusal, Father turned and walked away.

"I'm going to start working to get your permission now. That's what I wanted to tell you."

Father just walked away without a word. His back seemed to say it for him. That no matter what I did, he would not give his permission.

I had declared war on Father. From now on, I had to find a way to persuade him. Getting his permission would perhaps be even more difficult than killing Yayul Han.

In any case, watching Father's back as he walked toward the Heavenly Demon Hall, I felt like I had truly returned to the cult.

"Ah! It's good to be home!"

I had returned to my delightful home, where giant demon statues brandished swords and daos from all directions.


Chapter 206: The People Who Refused

After meeting Father, I went straight to the physician's clinic.

He was treating a critically ill patient. The patient must have been severely injured, because the entire area was a sea of blood. The first scent of my return was iron from the smithy, followed by the smell of blood.

I asked, "Is there anything I can do to help?"

"It's fine."

I stood back and watched the physician work. Covered in blood, he did everything in his power to save the patient's life.

People who reached the pinnacle of their field, like Chief Gwak of the smithy or the physician, felt similar. The physician's effort, concentration, and absolute will to save a life resembled Chief Gwak's determination to forge a good sword.

The treatment had been like a war. When it finally ended, the physician walked over to me.

"Have you been waiting long?"

"Not at all. Is it really okay for me to witness the miracle of a dying person being brought back to life for free?"

"He was going to live anyway."

How can that be, when he worked so hard to save him? The patient's life was saved by the luck of having him as his physician.

The physician washed his hands and face with water from a basin in the corner. Seeing his skinny arms, I felt a pang of sympathy.

"I haven't been able to visit often, using being busy as an excuse. I apologize."

"No, it's fine. Seeing you once in a while like this is enough. I've been hearing news of you. Thank you for making me think, 'I made the right choice,' every time."

"It's all thanks to you."

"Are your eyes okay?"

"There are no problems at all. The only issue is that I can see too well."

"That's a relief."

The moment I decided to kill Yayul Han, I wanted to see the physician.

I also came to see the physician to muster up my courage after hearing Father's 'absolutely not'. If I had my way, I'd tell him right now that I plan to kill Yayul Han, but I have to get Father's permission first.

"Since you've come all this way, have a cup of tea before you go."

"I'd like that."

I chatted with the physician about various things. I planned to tell him everything that had happened, but another patient arrived, so I had to get up.

"I'll visit again."

"You're busy, there's no need."

I will definitely be back soon.


The next person I visited was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sat in his yard, leaning against his Blood Heaven giant dao, which was planted in the ground. He circulated his qi, and the heat from his training lingered in the air. While I was slacking off with the Fist Demon, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had not stopped his training.

"Elder! I've returned."

I greeted him excitedly, as if returning in glory, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon received my greeting nonchalantly, as if he had just seen me yesterday.

"If you've returned from a long journey, you should be resting. Why did you come here?"

"What do you mean, why? I might not greet others, but I have to pay my respects to you, Elder, and I have something to report."

"What report?"

I sat down facing the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"I've become the Fist Demon's disciple."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon glanced at me but said nothing.

"What's with this dry reaction?"

"What kind of reaction were you expecting?"

"'You became a disciple without my permission?' and getting angry. Or, 'If you were going to become a disciple, you should have become mine,' and getting jealous."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon then said something unexpected.

"Other than the Fist Demon, no Demon Supreme would take you as a disciple."

"What do you mean by that?"

"In terms of personality."

"What about you, Elder?"

"I like disciples like Daeryong. A disciple I can teach by working him to the bone."

"Ah! Poor Detective Seo."

"That's the price for recklessly grabbing another man's pant leg."

He said this because their master-disciple relationship began at the Alluring Inn, where a drunk Seo Daeryong had grabbed the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's pant leg.

Of course, I knew. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon talked like that, but he cared a lot for Seo Daeryong. If he did not, he would not have chosen him as the next Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"If I took you as a disciple, I'd get an ulcer in less than a month."

"I can't deny that."

"On the other hand, the Fist Demon wouldn't get an ulcer."

"Why is that?"

"Because he's not the type of person who thinks about working someone to the bone in the first place. If the Cult Leader and I are fire, he is water."

I thought the Fist Demon was fire, like Father, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon sees him as water. Perhaps he's right. Maybe that's why they get along so well with Father, because they're fire and water.

"To be honest, I was worried you would be disappointed, Elder."

"Worried this narrow-minded old man would get sulky?"

"Narrow-minded? Not at all. It's just that your affection for me is deep."

"In the past, I would have been. The me before I met you would have definitely been disappointed."

"And now?"

"Now, I've changed. Because of you."

"Because of me?"

"You're the one who made it so that a narrow-minded old man like that couldn't walk with you, yet you ask such a thing?"

"......!"

I never dreamed he thought this way.

"After forming a bond with you, I began to reflect on myself. You constantly stimulated me. At first, you were irritating. Later, you were surprising, and now, you are moving me."

"Is your training also a part of that?"

"Yes. I have a premonition that if I just strut around, relying on my existing skills, I'll be swept away by the storm. You have already begun your ascension."

When I first met him, he told me that an ascending dragon brings a storm. He had spoken metaphorically, but those words had now become reality.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at me with an intense gaze. I did not joke around like before, calling myself a slippery loach.

He's right. If we just wander around, trusting in the skills we possess, we'll all die.

That was why I had to keep moving forward.

"I will use the first of the thirty-three favors I can ask of you."

At my words, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon blinked and asked, "Thirty-three favors? Was there such an agreement between us?"

"Of course not. I just feel like I'll need your help thirty-three times in my life, Elder. I decided on it arbitrarily."

"By whose authority?"

"You can't even catch a cold until you've granted all thirty-three favors. Do you understand?"

My stubbornness also contained my wish for him to live a long life, so the Blood Heaven Blade Demon just laughed shortly, as if he found me hopeless.

"What is the favor?"

"Please persuade Father."

"The Cult Leader? How?"

"I want to get his permission to eliminate Yayul Han of the Evil Alliance."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was not surprised. He was so calm it made me wonder if it was okay for him not to be surprised.

"Why aren't you surprised?"

"Because you're a madman, so I figured you were capable of pulling something like this."

"Not the storm of an ascending dragon?"

"No. This is just madness."

"Please let me commit this act of madness just once."

"Let me at least ask the reason. Why are you trying to kill him?"

I told the Blood Heaven Blade Demon how Yayul Han used his subordinate, the Golden Pig Jisaeng Miracle Deity Loan, to lead the young people of the murim to ruin.

I can't tell him about the physician's revenge. It's a deeply personal matter.

"For a reason like that, the Cult Leader will not give his permission."

"That's why I'm asking you, Elder."

After a brief pause, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked, "If you get permission... are you confident you can kill him?"

"I'll have to try."

"He's one thing, but the martial arts of the subordinates protecting him are also formidable. On top of that, if things go wrong, it could escalate into a war between our Cult and the Evil Alliance."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was also worried about a war.

"Is it worth taking such a risk?"

"Young people who have just stepped out into the world are being deceived by those weathered scoundrels, forced to commit all sorts of evil deeds, and in the end, they die as cannon fodder or take their own lives. You ask if it's worth it? Yes, it is worth it."

Even without my promise to the physician, Yayul Han's evil deeds would continue.

In my life before regression, I was too busy searching for ingredients for the Great Art to pay much attention to the Evil Alliance. Even then, however, I consistently heard rumors about the evil deeds of Yayul Han's subordinates.

If fate has placed me before him now, I believe it's right to deal with him.

"Why was someone like you born in our Cult? And not as the son of the Murim Alliance Chairman."

"It was probably so I wouldn't have to fight you, Elder."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sighed lightly.

"There is someone in the Evil Alliance who will help me."

"......"

"It's the heir of the Evil Alliance, Bi Sayin."

Bi Sayin will surely help me, if only to repay our past debt and grudge. He'll be an excellent ally.

After contemplating for a moment, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said the same thing as the Fist Demon.

"To change the Cult Leader's mind, all eight of the Demon Supremes will have to step forward. If you can demonstrate that much influence, the Cult Leader will have a reason to bend his own will."

My heart grew heavy. This was the opinion of the two people who knew Father best.

"The Eight Demon Supremes will be difficult. The Demonic Buddha and the Poison King support my brother, so they won't help."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon pulled his dao from the ground.

"I wonder, will they be the only two who refuse?"

He went inside his house and added, "Your real relationships might just be starting now."


The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's prediction was right.

The Flower Sword Supreme refused flatly. Her refusal was as clean as her swordsmanship.

"That won't do."

Her reason for refusing was also clean.

"Second Young Lord, I'm telling you this honestly because it's you. I don't want to fall out of favor with the Cult Leader over something like this."

I could understand. Since her youth, her respect for Father had been higher than anyone else's. She did not want to ask for something Father would never permit.

"I understand, Senior."

Honestly, I somewhat expected the Flower Sword Supreme to refuse. I feel more distant from her than the other Demon Supremes. We never had a chance to form a deep relationship outside of our duel.

"Are you disappointed?"

If I answer too stiffly, I'll truly disappoint her.

"Yes, I'm disappointed. This is too much!"

The Flower Sword Supreme smiled.

"You'll have to understand."

Only then did I manage a half-joking, half-serious smile.

"I understand. Father isn't an ordinary person, is he? I know how great the pressure must be, Senior."

"Thank you for understanding."

"I'm sorry, but this might not be the end of it. I may come to persuade you again."

"I suppose so."

However, it was not easy to get permission even from someone I considered a step closer than her.

Next, I visited the Drunken Demon. When I asked him to persuade Father, he suddenly pretended to be drunk.

"Ah! I'm suddenly feeling drunk."

The Drunken Demon slammed his head on the table and pretended to sleep.

As I drank my alcohol in silence, he spoke while still facedown.

"I'll grant any other favor. What do you need? If you want me to buy you drinks for life, I'll buy them. Need money? Should I go to the Valley of Evil and beat those guys up again?"

"Forget it. Just persuade Father."

At that, the Drunken Demon shot up from the table and jumped into the lake with a SPLASH.

The Drunken Demon swam frantically across the lake like a madman, then climbed back into the pavilion. He sat in his original spot, dripping water, and spoke with a tragic expression.

"I'd rather quit drinking."

The Drunken Demon vowed to quit drinking. I could not help but laugh hollowly.

"Is it that hard for you?"

"If I go to him, what do you think the Cult Leader will think? 'Look at this bastard. He knows full well I'm against it, yet he comes to persuade me?' The Cult Leader already dislikes me as it is."

"Why does Father dislike you, hyung?"

"He does. The Cult Leader hates drunkards, and he hates guys who use poison. The Cult Leader is a man of clear likes and dislikes. I can't do it! I absolutely can't! I'm sorry, little brother."

I did not press him any further.

It's one thing if it were another matter, but how can I not understand when it's about Father? Even if that wasn't the reason, you can't force someone to do something they don't want to do.

"If you're sorry, then no drinking for ten days starting today!"

"I'll quit drinking! I'm sorry!"

"Why are you sorry, hyung? I'm the one who should be sorry for pushing you with an unreasonable request."

"Our relationship can't turn sour over this!"

"Hyung, our relationship won't turn sour because I asked a favor, or because you refused it."

"Then why would it?"

"When we're not honest. You could have just said, 'I can't do it for this reason,' and that would be fine, but imagine if you had agreed just to please me. Trying to do something you don't want to would lead to irritation and anger. Eventually, you'd even come to hate me, wouldn't you?"

The Drunken Demon nodded with an expression that said he would have.

"You did the right thing by refusing, hyung. I'm going to ask you for a lot of favors in the future. 'Help me beat someone up,' 'I'm lonely, drink with me,' 'I need to persuade that person, help me.' You have to be honest like this then, too. You can't ever think, 'I refused last time, so I have to force myself to do it this time!' That's when our relationship will fall apart, understand?"

The Drunken Demon stared at me quietly, then said, "Starting today, you be the hyung. I'm serious."

"No, thank you. What are you saying to your little brother who lives for the fun of teasing his hyung? Hyung-nim!"

"Aigoo, I'm such a shameful hyung."

"It's one thing for other matters, but being afraid of Father is nothing to be ashamed of. I'm leaving. I'll probably be back about this again. See you then."

With that, I left the Drunken Demon's residence.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was right. Persuading the Demon Supremes might be even harder than persuading Father.

So all eight of them have to talk to him for Father to give his permission? A sigh escaped me, but this was no time for despair. I had to find a way.

The next place I headed was to my fighting comrade. I was curious about his reaction.


Chapter 207: I Intend to Respond to His Courtesy

When I entered the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's room, I saw a long line drawn on one wall.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon faced the opposite wall, his back to the line.

"I definitely like the color of this wall better," I joked.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at me. My gaze met his through the eyeholes of his mask. I saw a flicker of gladness in those holes.

I only communicated with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon through his eyes, but we shared a connection deeper than anyone else.

"Your mask changed," I noted.

"As expected, the Second Young Lord noticed right away."

The reason for the change was unexpected.

"Green Mask brought several masks he had made. He gave them to me and said he wanted to live a new life now. He said he was going to his pretty heart."

Green Mask had finally accepted the position of the Ghost Shadow Squad's First Division Leader.

"So, did you cut off Green Mask's arm?" I asked. He had once sworn he would not let Green Mask go without at least cutting off an arm.

"I didn't cut it."

"Why not?"

"Didn't he ask me to be sure to tell the Second Young Lord before cutting it? But since the Second Young Lord was away from the cult, I couldn't cut it."

How could that be the reason? He had let Green Mask go to live the life he wanted.

Well done, my Smiling Demon. If things had continued like this, Green Mask would have lived an unhappy life until he grew old, never becoming a Demon Supreme.

"That's admirable."

"Do you really think so?"

"Yes. You're truly admirable."

"Now that I've received such a compliment, I suppose I won't be able to cut off his arm in the future."

His eyes smiled through the mask's holes. In his relationship with me, he was not the extreme evil, but the Smiling Demon.

"I heard the news that you left the cult with the Fist Demon."

"I went out to slack off, but I came back as the Fist Demon's disciple."

At my words, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon shot up from his seat.

"You must be better at fighting now!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had no interest in my Master being the Fist Demon. He was excited that I had become stronger.

"Yes, I've gotten a little stronger!"

The one I could say such things to most comfortably was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Our relationship was like Father's and the Fist Demon's when they were young.

"Smiling Demon, I have a favor to ask."

I trembled inside.

How would the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon receive my request?

"I want to kill Yayul Han of the Evil Alliance. To do that, I need Father's permission. Please persuade Father."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon answered without hesitation.

"I will."

He asked nothing. Not why I had to kill Yayul Han, nor how I would do it.

My heart surged at his attitude. He would have granted any request I made.

He was the only person in this world who would grant my request simply because it was mine.

I was happy. This pure joy was a feeling I had not experienced in a very long time. I was so happy I felt the urge to jump up and down.

"Thank you so much."

Even while understanding the other Demon Supremes' refusals, a part of my heart must have been disappointed. I knew this because of how good I felt now.

I didn't know you would accept so easily.

I was about to say those words but stopped. It felt like no words could possibly express my gratitude to him.

Instead, I conveyed my gratitude in a different way.

"If I get permission for this, please help me then."

Smiling Demon, let's go. Let's go fight magnificently together again. That is all I can do for you, and... thank you so much.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon saw my fervent gaze and laughed pleasantly.

"Very well."

The more dangerous our fight, the more his blood would boil.

"Who has agreed so far?" he asked.

"The only one who has said he will definitely persuade Father is the Smiling Demon."

"Am I number one?"

"That's right. The Smiling Demon is the first."

Neither the Blood Heaven Blade Demon nor the Fist Demon had directly said they would persuade him. Of course, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would step up. The Fist Demon would step up as well. Right now, three Demon Supremes would definitely help.

"I feel good for some reason," the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said.

"Thank you for being my first."

I looked at the long line drawn on the opposite wall. The Smiling Demon's gaze followed mine.

I hope that wall stays for a long time.

I did not say this either. Even without words, he would feel the same way.

Later, when I become the Heavenly Demon, I plan to take that wall and hang it in the Heavenly Demon Hall.


I found the Fist Demon standing at the bottom of a cliff.

I stood next to him.

I wonder if this cliff looks different to him now that he's back from his journey.

"The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said he would step up for me," I said.

The Fist Demon looked at me with a surprised expression.

"The Smiling Demon? That man?"

The Fist Demon seemed to find it unexpected that it was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and not someone else.

"Are you two close?"

"We are."

"He's not an easy person to get close to."

"If we're going by that, are you an easy person, Master?" I asked, looking up at the cliff. "You're someone who's trying to bring this cliff down in one blow."

The Fist Demon's gaze followed mine to the cliff. The wall we saw now was not this cliff. It was a wall higher and harder than this one.

"The Cult Leader won't permit this. Saving those young kids might be important to you, but to the Cult Leader, it's not important at all. To be honest, it's the same for me. It's probably the same for the other Demon Supremes too."

I understood Father and the Demon Supremes. They were always like that. Even now, they had changed so much you could say they were different people.

Nevertheless, I strive for change because I believe that if we change, the martial arts will change, and our destiny will change. If I just let everything pass by like in my past life...

Because they are not important to me. Because it has nothing to do with me. If I live a life letting everything pass by like I did before my regression... I feel like I will be swept away again by Hwa Mugi, who appeared like destiny.

Master, you cannot bring down this cliff unless you yourself change.

"As we discussed on the snowy mountain, the Cult Leader dreams of unifying the murim," the Fist Demon said. "If you kill Yayul Han, it will create a variable in the grand picture the Cult Leader is painting. There's no way the Cult Leader will permit it easily."

"Then I must create even more variables. Because I am determined to stop Father's unification of the murim at all costs."

I was resolute. The Fist Demon silently gazed at my stubbornness.

"Will you persuade Father, Master?"

The Fist Demon sank into his final deliberation.

Why would the Fist Demon not want to avoid clashing with Father? No, because he is the Fist Demon, that feeling would be the strongest.

Finally, the Fist Demon nodded.

"I will."

"Thank you, Master."

This is why. This is why I made you my Master. Because you are a man who does not back down, no matter how difficult it gets.

I had not heard an answer from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, but I would not go to confirm it again. I was certain that he would definitely help me.

And my certainty was correct. The first person to see Father was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.


Walking the path of blood, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon stopped below the grand throne.

"It has been a long time."

At the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's polite greeting, the Heavenly Demon Geom Woojin spoke.

"Are you the one to fire the first shot?"

Geom Woojin had already guessed why the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had come.

"What can I do? A young man wants to try something big, so an old man like me should at least help out."

"If a young punk is about to cause reckless trouble, shouldn't we old folks stop him?"

"That's right. Thinking back to when we were young, those were truly immature times, but then again, wasn't that also the most passionate time we ever had?"

"Do you have no passion now?"

"If these burnt-out embers can be called passion, then yes, I have some."

Though the words were exchanged calmly, the Heavenly Demon Hall filled with a tense energy.

Geom Woojin rose from the grand throne and slowly descended the stairs.

"Shall we take a walk?"

"Very well."

Geom Woojin walked the path of blood with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and exited the Heavenly Demon Hall. The two of them walked together in the courtyard.

"He made his request in the middle of the grand training grounds over there. Asking for permission to kill Yayul Han. It wasn't a request, it was a declaration."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked in a more relaxed tone, "Children are a pain, aren't they?"

A smile that he never showed to Geom Mugeuk formed on Geom Woojin's lips.

"You should experience it too. It's a shame."

"That's the one area where I'm happier than you, Cult Leader. Please don't say such things, even as a joke."

There was a time when the two of them conversed more comfortably than this. If he had known time would pass so quickly, he would have spent more time with the Cult Leader. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon felt a renewed sense of regret. What on earth had he spent all that time doing?

"I don't know about the other Demon Supremes, but I never thought you would fall for the boy like this. What exactly do you like about him that made you switch sides?"

"I've thought about that several times myself, but I have nothing to say other than this. Your son has a strange charm."

"A strange charm, you say."

This time, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke.

"Haven't you felt it? I think you must have felt it too, Cult Leader."

"I called that a cheap sentimentality, perfect for getting oneself killed."

Geom Woojin did not go so far as to say that his description of 'cheap sentimentality' had changed to 'naive sentimentality'.

"I've fallen completely for that cheap sentimentality."

A faint smile also formed on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's lips. Although he had come on a sensitive and important matter, this conversation after such a long time felt good.

"Cult Leader, please just give in this once."

At the casually tossed remark, Geom Woojin firmly shook his head.

"In the future, when Bi Sayin takes the seat of the Evil Alliance Chairman, Yayul Han will become a lingering source of trouble for the Evil Alliance. The current Evil Alliance Chairman might deal with Yayul Han before he dies. There's no reason for us to eliminate him."

"Instead, Bi Sayin will be greatly indebted to the Second Young Lord because of this. There will be gains to match the losses."

"The people of the unorthodox sects only hold onto grudges for a long time. They are not the type to remember favors."

"But the Second Young Lord will remember that his father made a great concession for him."

Geom Woojin clasped his hands behind his back and silently looked over the grounds of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon did not push any further. He had said all he needed to say.

Just then, a person appeared.

It was the Fist Demon, who had been on his way to the Heavenly Demon Hall.

"Are you planning to take me on in succession?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon laughed and replied to Geom Woojin's joke.

"I wonder why that big fist switched sides."

In the meantime, the Fist Demon approached them.

"Have you been well?"

The Fist Demon politely greeted Geom Woojin, then also greeted the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"You came first."

"I thought you would come too, Fist Demon. Oh, and congratulations on taking the Second Young Lord as your disciple."

Then Geom Woojin interjected.

"Is that something to congratulate? It's something to offer condolences for."

The Fist Demon's gaze met Geom Woojin's in mid-air. It was a look filled with a deep trust that only the two of them could feel. That was why this situation was difficult for the Fist Demon. Fortunately, with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon present, the atmosphere did not become too serious.

"I have a rough idea of why you've come, so let's see your joint attack."

"I don't know if a joint attack is a wise choice. Because you're someone who gets stronger the stronger your opponent is."

With an expression that said, 'And you know that!', Geom Woojin asked the Fist Demon.

"Why did you switch over to the boy's side?"

"I guess I lost my mind while slacking off for the first time in my life."

Geom Woojin was not satisfied with that answer.

"Tell me the real reason."

The Fist Demon was lost in thought for a moment before revealing his honest feelings. It was an unexpected answer.

"I suppose I've been lonely all this time."

"!"

Both Geom Woojin and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon were startled. They truly never expected to hear the word 'lonely' come from the Fist Demon's mouth.

"On our way here, we had a movement arts bet at the end. He was so fast I couldn't catch up. As I was trudging along by myself, do you know what I thought? I was bored. For the first time in my life, I felt the emotion of boredom."

The Fist Demon looked at Geom Woojin and added, "I suppose that's why I switched sides."

The gazes of the Fist Demon and Geom Woojin locked in mid-air. The Fist Demon carefully said what he had been thinking the entire way here.

"He is my first disciple, and as his master, I wanted to be of help, so I have come to commit this rudeness. I apologize, Cult Leader."

The Fist Demon bowed deeply in apology. His loyalty to the Heavenly Demon was incomparable to any other Demon Supreme, so Geom Woojin did not reprimand him at all.

Just then, Geom Woojin's gaze went over the Fist Demon's shoulder.

"I can somehow understand you two, but that man over there... I can't understand him at all."

A man was walking toward them. Wearing a white mask, it was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon politely greeted the Heavenly Demon, then also exchanged greetings with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon.

And then he said something unexpected.

"I was number one, but it seems you two cut in line."

It was already incomprehensible that he had stepped forward, and now a joke like this?

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke, representing the feelings of the three people who were already there.

"I guess getting involved with the Second Young Lord makes everyone go crazy like this."

Geom Woojin asked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, "What on earth is your reason?"

The moment he heard that question, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon recalled the moment when the boy had supported his slipping mask. That was all it took.

If anyone else had asked, he would not have answered, but because it was Geom Woojin's question, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon replied.

"The Second Young Lord is a person who knows courtesy."

At those words, not only Geom Woojin, but also the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon were startled. The word 'courtesy' coming from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's mouth? Since when did the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon care about courtesy?

The three of them could feel it. The courtesy the extreme evil spoke of was not general etiquette, but contained a more fundamental meaning. It was courtesy toward a person.

"I intend to respond to the courtesy the Second Young Lord has shown me."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon turned around and took off his mask. Then, after putting on a new mask he had brought from his robes, he slowly turned back.

It was not the pure white mask he had worn until now. It was a gruesome mask of a smiling evil spirit. The red-painted eyes were torn long like a ghost's, and the crimson mouth was also smiling up to his ears. This mask was the Undying Ghost Mask, which the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon wore when going to war.

"Please grant the Second Young Lord's request."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had come here with the mindset of going to a battlefield. He was prepared for the Heavenly Demon's wrath and did not shrink from the possibility of falling out of favor. He had come here today prepared to die.

As if to say this much was necessary to persuade the Cult Leader, the two eyes behind the mask were shining more intensely than ever before.

"This is the first and last request I will ever make."


Chapter 208: The Sword Supreme Said She Wouldn't Come

A heavy silence fell.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon played his strongest card by calling it his last request.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon hadn't expected the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to make such a move. The mood was now too serious for jokes.

The Fist Demon's heart pounded, and he unknowingly clenched his fists. He felt like he was standing with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon on the battlefield the man had just created.

Geom Woojin stared at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon without a word.

The air grew cold. Geom Woojin's pressure, heavy as a mountain, crushed down. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon felt a suffocating tightness, his body aching as if being torn apart. He felt like he was falling into a pit lined with sharp blades.

Feeling the pain, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon closed his eyes and saw a vision. He stood on a battlefield where blood flowed like a stream and shouts echoed all around. Flames soared and hidden weapons flew everywhere. In the middle of it all stood the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The person before him was not Geom Woojin, but Geom Mugeuk. With his mask pushed up, Geom Mugeuk looked at him and spoke. The words were inaudible, but he could read his lips.

I want to see more of the Smiling Demon's world.

The moment Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly and pulled his mask down, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon returned to reality.

Geom Woojin now stood where Geom Mugeuk had been.

Their eyes met. At the same time, the immense pressure crushing him began to slowly disappear.

Geom Woojin said sternly, "I can tolerate seeing your back while you wear the Undying Ghost Mask, but don't look at me with that mask on."

The Undying Ghost Mask was worn for the battlefield. It was the Heavenly Demon's solemn warning to never point a blade at him under any circumstances.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon bowed his head.

"Please forgive me, Cult Leader."

Though Geom Woojin had warned him sternly, his expression showed no displeasure. Forgiveness was already written on his face. He would overlook it this one time.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon could feel it. This incident had actually made Geom Woojin look favorably upon the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. His manliness had pleased him. That was precisely the kind of person the Heavenly Demon liked.

As if to prove it, Geom Woojin added a word.

"What will you do if you have another favor later in life, calling this your last request?"

"Even if I have a favor to ask, I will endure it."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had given up the opportunity that would be granted to him.

"I will only accept it as your first request."

It was Geom Woojin's consideration, a promise to grant his next request as well. Though it was a rude act, Geom Woojin embraced the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon with great magnanimity.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon bowed his head, his eyes filled with emotion.

"Thank you."

He turned around again, took off the Undying Ghost Mask, and put his original white mask back on.

To the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, that blank white mask now felt more terrifying than the demon-painted Undying Ghost Mask.

Just then, two more people appeared. Surprisingly, they were the Drunken Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme.

The Drunken Demon was completely drunk.

"We greet the Cult Leader."

The Drunken Demon and the Sword Supreme stood side by side and greeted the Cult Leader.

"It would be proper to see you after sobering up, but I didn't have the confidence to face you sober, so I had a drink. Please forgive me."

The Drunken Demon immediately looked out for the Flower Sword Supreme.

"Ah, the Sword Supreme said she wouldn't come, but I dragged her here by force."

This was the Drunken Demon's friendship. He wanted to prevent her from being the only one who didn't help Geom Mugeuk, without straining her relationship with the Heavenly Demon. There was a clear difference between coming here and not coming.

Although she had followed him, the Flower Sword Supreme felt troubled. Her head screamed, You absolutely shouldn't come! but her heart worried, Is it okay for me to be the only one left out?

To her, the Heavenly Demon was always a difficult and respectable person, but the three Demon Supremes who had arrived earlier now caught her eye.

Why did they all accept Geom Mugeuk's request? Aren't they afraid of the Cult Leader's fiery wrath?

She felt a pang of disappointment, wondering if there was a relationship she didn't know about. At the same time, she wondered if she was being too selfish. Even looking at the Drunken Demon now, she honestly couldn't understand why he was struggling so much.

Geom Woojin asked the Drunken Demon, "Did you also come because of Mugeuk?"

The Drunken Demon had told Geom Mugeuk that the Cult Leader disliked him, but Geom Woojin showed no sign of it.

The Drunken Demon spoke as if to excuse his late arrival.

"I refused the Second Young Lord's request to persuade you, Cult Leader."

"Then why did you come?"

"I came because I was ashamed. I was the one who first pestered him to become sworn brothers, yet I was ashamed of myself for backing down when he actually needed help."

The Drunken Demon's voice trembled. Considering how talkative and good at joking he usually was, it was clear how nervous he was now.

Geom Woojin did not ask the Drunken Demon why he had fallen for Geom Mugeuk. Did he really dislike him?

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked instead.

"How did you end up falling for the Second Young Lord? We've all spoken, so you should speak too."

The Drunken Demon glanced at Geom Woojin before speaking cautiously.

"The Second Young Lord makes me drunk. When I see him, I think of alcohol. It's fun to drink with him, and when he's not around, I miss him and drink again. To be honest, there have been several people like that in my life. However, the Second Young Lord has something else special about him."

"What is that?"

"While making me drunk, he also constantly sobers me up. Just like when I'm standing before you now, Cult Leader. He gets me drunk, then sobers me up. Then gets me drunk again. The Second Young Lord is the only one who does both of these things at the same time."

The Demon Supremes quietly listened, each recalling their own Geom Mugeuk.

Just then, Geom Woojin abruptly asked, "If he's so special, why did you refuse Mugeuk's request?"

"I'm sorry, but may I answer after having a drink?"

It was a rude request, but one only the Drunken Demon could make.

When Geom Woojin nodded, the Drunken Demon chugged the alcohol from his waist. As the liquor went down, life returned to his eyes.

The Drunken Demon stared intently at Geom Woojin and said, "It's because of you, Cult Leader."

Tension began to fill the air again.

"Because of me?"

"Yes, because of you, Cult Leader, I became a worthless older brother who couldn't even look after his younger brother."

"Why is it because of me?"

"Because my desire for you not to dislike me was greater, Cult Leader."

The Drunken Demon thought that if he didn't say it today, he never could. He had wanted to say it to the Cult Leader just once. Why do you hate me so much? Please don't hate me like that.

"Did you think I disliked you?"

"Do you not?"

The atmosphere grew increasingly tense.

The Flower Sword Supreme's telepathy flew to the Drunken Demon.

[Are you crazy? Stop it!]

The Drunken Demon glanced at her.

[If I don't say it now, I'll regret it on my deathbed.]

The Drunken Demon took out his alcohol again and drank deeply. Then, he brought up a story he had never told anyone.

"I tried hard to look good to you, Cult Leader! But you never once acknowledged me!"

He never thought he would say it in front of the other Demon Supremes, but emotions always burst out at moments like this. Or perhaps he wanted someone to listen to his feelings.

Geom Woojin said nothing.

"Shut up! You drunkard!"

The Flower Sword Supreme shouted. Just as the Drunken Demon had looked out for her, she was now the only one looking out for the Drunken Demon.

"You drunkard! Why did you come here? Did you come to whine about your pathetic life? You said you had to step up for your younger brother, didn't you? That you would step up even if it meant being hated by the Cult Leader and getting kicked out? You said I had to be here too? That it was the only way you'd have something to say to the Second Young Lord later? So what is this? Why are you having a drunken tantrum instead of saying what you need to say? In front of whom, do you dare!"

She was not normally a person who got this angry, nor did she talk this much. However, she deliberately acted angrier, hoping it would somehow appease Geom Woojin's wrath.

Whether he knew her heart or not, the Drunken Demon yelled back.

"Seeing the Cult Leader's face, I forgot everything! What are you going to do about it!"

"Don't pretend to be drunk! You're still a long way from being truly drunk!"

At that, the Drunken Demon flinched.

"You drunkard! Even I would dislike you. Babbling on, borrowing courage from alcohol. Why does he hate you? Because you do hateful things, that's why."

"Yeah, you're so great! Our lofty Sword Supreme! You're just so high and mighty! As for me, I'm already on his bad side, so it's fine, it's fine!"

Just then, Geom Woojin spoke abruptly.

"I do not dislike you."

A moment of silence fell. Everyone's gaze turned to Geom Woojin.

"I disliked your Master."

The Drunken Demon was stunned. It was the first time he had heard such a thing. Even his master had never said anything of the sort.

Geom Woojin said nothing more. He didn't scold the Drunken Demon for his rudeness, nor did he apologize for the misunderstanding. He also didn't say why he disliked his master.

The Drunken Demon stared at Geom Woojin and asked, "Did you truly not have even a shred of dislike for me?"

"I did not."

A wall that had been blocking the Drunken Demon's heart crumbled down. A ray of light streamed in from beyond the collapse.

"If I had known this, I would have thrown a drunken tantrum sooner."

As if he had never been throwing a tantrum, the Drunken Demon was calm and serious.

"Not even knowing this was the reason... On days I came back from seeing you, Cult Leader, I would drink too much. Why does he look at me so coldly? What mistake did I make? I couldn't sleep, lost in all sorts of thoughts."

The Drunken Demon could now look Geom Woojin in the face. Ever since he started thinking the Heavenly Demon disliked him, he hadn't been able to look at Geom Woojin properly.

"I apologize to you, Cult Leader, but the drunken fit I threw today will likely remain the best one of my life."

Geom Woojin asked, "So? Are you also going to ask for a favor regarding Mugeuk?"

The Drunken Demon answered resolutely.

"No. I will not ask for a favor."

Geom Woojin looked around at the five Demon Supremes.

Since he had become the Heavenly Demon, this was the first time five Demon Supremes had come to him because of one person.

"That boy is rewriting the history of our Cult."

Geom Woojin spoke into the empty air.

"Bring Mugeuk here."


When I arrived, Father and the five Demon Supremes were lined up, staring at me.

I thought they would try to persuade him individually, so I didn't expect all five to be in one place. Moreover, even the Drunken Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme, who had refused, were there.

"Your son has come, answering your call."

Fortunately, Father's expression wasn't that bad. I made eye contact with each of the five Demon Supremes.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon gave a slight nod, signaling that the situation was okay.

The Fist Demon conspicuously clenched his fist just for me. With that action, he conveyed what this place had felt like.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was smiling. From the relief in his eyes, I could tell he had just gone through a major ordeal.

The Drunken Demon was looking at Father. I could sense that another change had occurred in his life. Standing beside him, the Flower Sword Supreme smiled at me.

"The five people I like are all here!"

At that, the Drunken Demon, still looking at Father, said in a voice full of intoxication, "Why are you leaving out the Cult Leader? It's six."

"I was leaving you out, Hyung."

"...Ah."

The Drunken Demon took a drink. Seeing him drink so openly in front of Father, it seemed a real storm had indeed broken out. I could just hear about today's events from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon or the Drunken Demon later.

I stood before Father. I was inwardly nervous about what the outcome would be.

It was at that moment.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon slowly walked over and stood next to me. This single action told me what kind of display he had put on today.

His eyes behind the mask smiled at me.

I've done everything I can.

Thank you so much, Smiling Demon.

We exchanged feelings with our eyes.

Next, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon sighed and stood beside me.

"I don't know what all this fuss is about in my old age."

"I'm sorry."

The next person to move was the Fist Demon.

"You're my first disciple, so I can't help it."

Three Demon Supremes came and stood on my side.

Their eyes, as they looked at Father, were filled with apology. They were not confronting Father. They were showing their will to protect me.

Just then, the Drunken Demon, who had been looking at Father, walked over to my side.

"Looking at Mugeuk, I just can't do it. I have to help too. By any chance, did you dislike my Master because he was fickle?"

Geom Woojin answered the Drunken Demon's question.

"It was the opposite. When he got drunk, he would never yield his stubbornness."

"Then that's a relief. I'm probably the most easily swayed among the Eight Demon Supremes."

"Isn't that a problem in its own right?"

"Then please tell the next Drunken Demon. That you disliked his master for being too easily swayed."

Before the Heavenly Demon, the Drunken Demon finally became at ease. He had to build enough trust to become the only person who could have a drunken tantrum in front of the Heavenly Demon. That was the path the Drunken Demon had to walk in his relationship with Father.

And I had a premonition that this change in relationship would change the person known as the Drunken Demon.

This time, the Drunken Demon looked at me and smiled.

"Wait until this worthless hyung becomes cool."

The Drunken Demon was speaking from the heart.

"If you promise to become less cool than me."

The Drunken Demon handed me his flask. A promise with the Drunken Demon is made with alcohol. I drank from it and returned it to the Drunken Demon. The Drunken Demon drank as well.

After drinking, the Drunken Demon walked over to the Flower Sword Supreme.

He took her hand and brought her over to this side.

"I believe the Cult Leader's decision is right."

"I know. Still, your place to stand today is here."

It was enough that her intentions had been conveyed to the Cult Leader.

Even in the midst of this, the Drunken Demon placed her next to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and returned to his own spot.

And so, five Demon Supremes lined up to my left and right. When we struck the Valley of Evil, there were four, but now with the Fist Demon joining, there were five.

Father silently looked at me and the Demon Supremes. He didn't seem pleased or displeased. Then again, this was probably a first for him too.

That ridiculous sneer formed on Father's lips as he looked at me. Yes, in a situation like this, no smile was more fitting.

"Fine. Normally, I would have only permitted it if all eight Demon Supremes had come, but today, the extreme evil one did the work of three."

If the extreme evil one counted for three, that made seven in total.

"Bring just one more person before me, and I will permit this matter."

"Who is it?"

A name flowed from Father's lips. The very person I had not met even once since my return, the name of the final Demon Supreme.

"The Poison King."


Chapter 209: The Cult Leader Has No Intention of Losing That Bet

The person Father wanted was the Poison King.

The Demon Supremes' expressions hardened at the mention of the Poison King. They glanced at each other. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sighed, a sound only I could hear, which told me this task would not be easy.

Father seemed confident the Poison King would never step forward, just as the Demon Supremes' reactions suggested.

"Can you do it?"

"I will try."

Father looked at me with a provocative gaze.

Can you really pull this off? If you truly accomplish this, I will acknowledge you.

Father's gaze turned to the Demon Supremes.

His eyes held no emotion, yet I sensed subtle differences in that impassive gaze.

The way Father looked at the Fist Demon was different from how he looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and different still from how he looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

If only Father knew how much the Flower Sword Supreme respected him. It would be nice if he gave her even a slightly warmer look.

His final gaze rested on the Drunken Demon. With a calmer gaze than ever before, the Drunken Demon met Father's eyes.

After this silent exchange with the Demon Supremes, Father turned and walked toward the Heavenly Demon Hall.

The Demon Supremes and I bowed our heads in respect.

What is Father thinking right now? Will a day ever come when I can sit across from him and hear him openly share the feelings and thoughts he had at this moment?

Once Father left, I bowed my head to the Demon Supremes.

"Thank you so much."

The Flower Sword Supreme said, embarrassed.

"There's no need to thank me. I was dragged here by the Drunken Demon."

"Even that was a great help."

"What do you mean?"

"If all five of you had pushed him, Father, being only human, might have gotten very angry. However, since the Drunken Demon and the Sword Supreme Senior acted as a buffer, his heart must have softened."

The Drunken Demon fussed needlessly.

"I'm ruined. Acting like a drunk in front of the Cult Leader!"

At that, the Flower Sword Supreme snatched the liquor bottle from his waist and gulped down some alcohol.

"I'm the one who said too many useless things in front of the Cult Leader."

The Drunken Demon took the bottle back and drank.

"It's because of this worthless friend."

"As long as you know."

I cut into their conversation.

"No, you all gathered because of me, so it's my fault."

I bowed respectfully to the Demon Supremes once more.

"I'll repay you for today's events for a long time to come. You can't imagine how reassured I feel having the five of you here. Thank you so much. Since we're all gathered today, let me just say one thing... Ah, wait! I'll make it short. I'm not that talkative. Let's all get together and plan a strategy to recruit the Poison King...."

The five Demon Supremes had already departed in five different directions without a single glance back.

"You're all too much!"

Since I did not have five bodies, I launched myself after one of them.


I chased after the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

He seemed pleased I had followed him, yet he acted needlessly grumpy.

"Why didn't you follow the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?"

"To me, Elder is always the best."

"I thought extreme evil was the best for you?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon recounted what had happened.

"Earlier, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon risked everything. The Cult Leader, myself, and the Fist Demon... none of us knew he would go that far."

I didn't know the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had come on so strong. Lord Smiling Demon, I have received your response loud and clear.

"I should have been there."

"That's what made it even more amazing. The fact that he did it even without you there. You can't do something like that unless you genuinely care for someone."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was amazing in that moment. He had every right to be jealous of my relationship with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, yet he relayed everything exactly as it happened, even calling it amazing. How could I not like this man?

"When on earth did you two get so close?"

"I'm not sure myself. We just sort of became friends."

"Friends? What's the age difference between you two?"

That is what I am saying. I am so much older. I have lived even longer than you, Elder.

"Isn't there such a thing as a friendship that transcends age?"

"This great friendship is making me thirsty. Go get some tea."

I brought the teapot from the bedside table and poured a cup for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. The sight of his still-gaunt arm pained my heart.

"Have you been eating well lately?"

"Why the sudden talk about meals?"

"To me, Elder's health is the most important thing. What does the Poison King matter, and what does some silly permission matter?"

"Such insincere words."

Still, he seemed pleased. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon drank his tea with a faint smile.

"You were the first one to go to Father today, weren't you?"

"That's just because I'm impatient. Don't read any meaning into me going first."

"I will read meaning into it. The Elder who rushed to Father first for my sake!"

"Alright, honestly, I was planning to boast a little about being the first one there, but today, I was completely defeated by that masked fellow."

It seemed that masked fellow had moved the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's heart today.

"Even so, it seems like everyone's efforts were in vain."

He sighed when he brought up the Poison King. The other Demon Supremes' expressions had reflected a similar sentiment.

"Is it that difficult to bring him in?"

"It would've been easier if he had said to bring all of the Eight Demon Supremes instead. We could have held a Demon Supreme assembly and pushed for it politically. However, by specifically naming the Poison King, he prevented that from happening. The Cult Leader... he's surprisingly clever."

"Do you know anything about the Poison King?"

"I have no personal connection with him. From what I've seen, he's a man with a firm world of his own, and he's very prideful. He's crazy about poison. That's all I know."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's worry was not about those personality traits. It was about this.

"In the face of the Poison King's poison, can you still be yourself?"

Can I be myself in the face of the Poison King's poison?

I understood his worry. Poison instills a fundamental fear, the fear of dying without a proper fight. For that reason, martial artists were most reluctant to face the Poison King, along with the deceased Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

"No matter how silver-tongued you are, or how good you are at flattery, can you really be so bold in front of the Poison King, a poison user? He's someone who could poison you without a trace and make you die of illness years later."

In fact, I could be the boldest. Since poison did not work on me, he was, to me at least, the weakest of the Eight Demon Supremes.

That was actually why I was worried.

The moment I wrongly wounded his pride, bringing him before Father would become impossible forever.

Before my regression, the Poison King was already dead when I returned to our Cult for materials for the Great Art. The next Poison King was in the Demon Supreme's seat.

I know how he died, and I know how many people he took with him when he died.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at me as I was lost in thought.

"Do you have a method in mind?"

"Of course. I must somehow learn the secret to making the Poison King my ally from you, Elder."

"If you use the methods I have, you'll become estranged even from those you're close to."

As he said this, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared intently at me.

"If I had to give you advice, I'd say do what you do best."

"What's that?"

"The Cult Leader called it a cheap sentimentality that's perfect for getting yourself killed."

I burst out laughing. It was surprising that Father and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had such a conversation. The fact that Father used that expression with someone else was proof that we had grown one step closer.

"Unleash it, just as you did with me and the other Demon Supremes."

Look the other person straight in the eye, and if you have something to say, say it without delay.

I dealt with people based on those two beliefs. Whether they would work on the Poison King was another matter.

"I understand, Elder."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon took something from his robes and held it out to me. It was the highest-grade Antitoxin Bead I had given him as a birthday present.

"Take this with you. I've washed it clean, so don't say it's dirty."

I looked down at the Antitoxin Bead in silence. This was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's heart, and lately, that heart kept shaking my own.

I took out two Antitoxin Beads from my robes and held them in my cheeks.

"I'll go with my cheeks full like a squirrel! You keep this one, and if I fall to the Poison King, bring it and save me."

"No way! I'm never going to that filthy pit of poison."

I knew he would be the first to come running, so I would not let that happen.

"Please rest. I'll be on my way now."

"Don't overdo it. It might seem like a grand affair your destiny hangs on right now... but when you look back, it's all nothing."

"Yes, I'll keep that in mind."

The day had already grown dark by the time I left the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence.

The pressure to do well sometimes weighs me down when everyone is watching me, observing what path I will take.

At times like these, there is always someone who comes to mind. Forgetting the Poison King and Father's permission, I followed the pull of my instincts, seeking solace as I slowly made my way.


Lee Ahn was once again dedicating herself to tireless training.

A maturity born from painstaking effort showed in the nine forms of the Soaring Sky Sword Art she performed.

CHWARAK.

Her sword qi split into two in front of her chest. Her inner arts were still insufficient to divide it further, but she had succeeded in accurately executing the Ominous Sky Strike.

SHWIIIIK. SHWIIK!

The two streams of sword qi shot through the air like arrows and embedded themselves to the left and right of my face. Her sword was on my left, and the sword-shaped sword qi was on my right.

The girl who used to be too engrossed in training to notice my arrival now launched the Ominous Sky Strike at me.

"I can finally send you out to the Central Plains with peace of mind. It's time for you to descend the mountain, Lee Ahn. Try not to kill too many people."

"I refuse, Young Lord. I'm going to stick right by your side and live comfortably like this forever. Ah! Although that comfort is about to end."

"Congratulations."

"You heard, right? Green Mask Senior has finally joined as the First Division Leader of the Ghost Shadow Squad."

Her voice trembled. This was a major event in her life, aside from matters related to me. The successor to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had become a Division Leader in the organization she led.

"How do you feel?"

"Nervous."

"The most important thing is to believe in yourself. People know these things instinctively. 'Ah, that person has no confidence to lead us. We're screwed. We're all going to die like dogs in the end.'"

Lee Ahn sighed.

"I believe in myself, of course. I'm just worried if my abilities will be up to the task."

"If you can't trust yourself, trust your backer."

At that, Lee Ahn lifted her head and grinned.

"That's something I can trust."

"Consult with Green Mask and start building the organization in earnest. There's one principle. Create the most elite organization in our Cult. Look at their skills, and look at their character. You're not creating a group of butchers who are merely skilled, but a trustworthy elite force. Fill it with people like Jang Ho or Detective Seo. Got it?"

"......"

"From now on, your eye for people is more important than your technique. That's what will save you."

Lee Ahn's life as the head of an organization was just beginning.

I talked with her about various things, and being with her put my mind at ease. The moon, which had looked forlorn when I arrived, now warmly illuminated the world outside the window.

As I left, I did not forget one last joke. She had endured all those side effects to become beautiful, yet all she did was train. I had to say something.

"I thought you were the world's number one beauty, but I guess not."

For a moment, Lee Ahn tensed up, wondering what I meant.

"You've gotten even prettier than before you left the Cult. If you're the world's number one beauty, you're not supposed to get any prettier, right?"

I left her there, her face turning red. Lee Ahn was not getting any sleep tonight.


The next day, on my way to meet the Poison King, I stopped by to see the Insect Physician.

He happened to be free of patients and looked surprised to see me.

"Second Young Lord, I've been seeing you often lately."

"Watching you save people, Physician, just makes me feel good for some reason."

How could the Insect Physician not know I had come with a purpose?

"I don't know when another patient might rush in, so state your business quickly."

"There's something I'd like to ask you, Physician."

"Speak."

"Do you happen to have any dealings with the Poison King?"

I asked as if I did not know, though I was aware the Insect Physician was the only person the Poison King interacted with. It was one of the few pieces of information I had about the Poison King.

"One of you is a person who saves lives, and the other is a person who kills with poison, are you not? They say opposites attract, so I thought perhaps you two might share a friendship."

"Why the Poison King?"

"There is something I want from Father, and he has set a condition that I must persuade the Poison King to come with me."

The Insect Physician shook his head.

"In that case, the Cult Leader has no intention of losing that bet."

The Insect Physician also believed I could not persuade the Poison King.

"I know you are a remarkable person, Second Young Lord. However, the Poison King will not be easy."

"Do you have any words for me?"

The Insect Physician hesitated for a moment. He was likely contemplating how much he should say, caught between his friendship with the Poison King and his relationship with me.

"In all my life, I have met many poison users, but I have never seen someone as sincere about poison as the Poison King. His pride is just as strong. He's a man who believes the only person he cannot kill with his poison is the Cult Leader."

This was also why I could not carelessly reveal my Myriad Poison Immunity. The moment I wrongly wounded his pride and self-esteem, I would ruin everything.

"Wait a moment."

The Insect Physician left for a moment and returned with a small medicine bottle.

"This is the best antidote I have. I can't guarantee it will neutralize all of the Poison King's poisons, but it should be helpful."

I returned the antidote to him.

"Please use this medicine for something more important."

"Why is that?"

"For the Poison King to poison me would only be possible if he were plotting a rebellion at the risk of his own life. At that point, he would use a poison that no antidote could cure."

"You are right."

The Insect Physician nodded.

"Then I will see you again."

I visited the Insect Physician because he would be the most helpful person in persuading the Poison King in the future.

There will be something you can help me with in the future, and that task will not just be for my sake, but for yours as well, Physician.

As I got up to leave, the Insect Physician said one last thing.

"Do you know what the Poison King's dream is? It's to achieve complete mastery of all the poisons in this world and leave them behind in a book. Even now, he is silently researching poisons all by himself. The key will be getting him to come out of his laboratory. He's a man with no interest in the world."

The Poison King had lied even to the only person he interacted with. His dream was not to achieve complete mastery of the world's poisons.

He was a man who dreamed of becoming the World's Best Poison Master, one who would bring the murim to its knees with his poison.

Leaving the infirmary, I headed toward the southwest of the Cult's territory. There lay the Thousand Poisons Forest, where the Poison King lived.


Chapter 210: In the Middle of the Grand Martial Arts Training Ground

An old man with stark white hair sat at the entrance of the Thousand Poisons Forest. He had an extraordinary aura and wore several poison pouches on his waist. The pouches symbolized the poison masters of the Thousand Poisons Forest.

The old man had nine pouches in total.

A person wears a single pouch when they first learn poison arts, while the Poison King has twelve. The nine pouches on this old man showed he was a great master.

"I am Geom Mugeuk. I've come to see the Poison King."

I greeted him politely, and the old man identified himself.

"This old man is called Sangseon."

He was the Poison King's right-hand man and one of the four great poison masters of the Thousand Poisons Forest.

"A person of high standing has come out to greet me."

"Since a distinguished guest has arrived, it's only right for this old man to greet you personally."

I had sent word in advance that I was coming, but I didn't expect Sangseon himself to come out.

"Follow me carefully."

I followed Sangseon into the truly dense forest.

"Among the territories of the Eight Demon Supremes, this Thousand Poisons Forest is the largest."

It was vast enough for him to boast.

SSSSSS.

I saw a snake with a peculiar appearance on the path.

"That's the White Blood Snake. Its blood is uniquely white. If you're bitten by that thing and don't take an antidote, you won't last even a moment before you die."

A thousand kinds of poisons supposedly existed here. The Thousand Poisons Forest was a place where a single wrong step among the poisonous herbs, insects, and snakes meant your corpse would never be found.

Along the way, I also saw poison masters gathering poisonous herbs. The poison masters here were called Poison Fangs, and the number of pouches on their waists varied.

After passing through the dense forest, I arrived at the Poison King's residence. It was a circular building, low but incredibly spacious.

"I'll wait here. Have your talk and then come out."

"Thank you."

I went inside the building.

The interior was not divided. It was one large, single space.

Everything was there. Dozens of bookshelves and desks, all sorts of contraptions with unknown purposes, a bed and table, a wardrobe, a display cabinet, and even a wooden tub for bathing. Everything a person needed to live was in this space. This was the Poison King's room.

The Poison King squatted in the middle of the room, surrounded by scattered items, reading something.

This was my first meeting with the Poison King.

Before my regression, I had only seen him once or twice from a distance in my youth. When I returned in my old age to find materials for the Great Dharma, he was already dead. So, today was the first time I saw him up close.

My first impression was that he looked youthful and scholarly.

People often imagined the Poison King as a stooped old man, or someone whose face and body were ravaged by poison, with boils, inflammation, and peeling skin. The current Poison King, however, was very neat.

Despite being middle-aged, he looked truly young. If our Cult held a competition for the most youthful-looking face, I'm certain the Poison King would win first place.

He looked so young that people would think we were friends if we walked together. He also exuded an incredibly intelligent aura. Just by his appearance, he looked even smarter than Head Strategist Sama Myeong.

If not for his dark green robes and the twelve pouches on his waist, anyone would have mistaken him for a scholar. No, he looked like a handsome youth who could be a scholar's student.

Ah, so the Poison King was this youthful-looking.

Perhaps his growth stopped at some point because of the poison? The thought was plausible.

With such an innocent face, he committed those acts? He dreamed of becoming the World's Best Poison Master and dominating the murim?

The Poison King had truly lived a life that did not match his appearance.

As I approached him, the Poison King spoke, his eyes still fixed on his book.

"Bring me the blue bottle on the desk over there."

The Poison King's voice was as young as his appearance.

I picked up the blue bottle he mentioned and walked over to him.

"Be careful. If even a single drop of the Blue Poison splashes on you, you'll die."

I won't die! Even if you poured every poison in this room on me, I wouldn't die!

The Poison King mixed the poison I handed him with another poison in front of him.

The moment he mixed it!

BANG! A loud noise erupted as poisonous smoke billowed up. I stepped back and quickly waved my hands. It was a boisterous welcoming ceremony.

WHOOOOSH.

I released my qi, gathering and trapping the billowing poisonous smoke between my hands.

I was about to guide it out the window.

"No! Wait!"

The Poison King ran and brought a large sack.

"Put it in here."

I funneled the poisonous smoke I had gathered into the sack.

The Poison King tied the sack's mouth tightly with a string, then tossed the sack filled with poisonous smoke next to a table.

Then he started rummaging through his books again.

"What on earth went wrong?"

He was lost in deep thought. He still hadn't given me a single glance. He wasn't deliberately ignoring me. He was completely immersed in his own world.

I slowly looked around the interior. Countless bottles stood on the display cabinets lining the walls. I could tell they were all either poisons or antidotes. It was like a study where poisons were shelved instead of books.

"Ah! Was this the problem? Hey, bring me the Evil Poison Grass over there."

From the countless poisonous herbs scattered on the desk, I brought him the Evil Poison Grass.

He showed no reaction, even when he saw I had correctly brought him the right one from among the numerous herbs.

"Put that here and go get a bucket of water."

He kept sending me on errands. Bring this, bring that. I moved about busily. In the meantime, he pounded and ground the herbs.

When he mixed the Blue Poison into the new combination, it didn't explode this time.

"It worked! It worked! The Evil Poison Grass was the problem!"

The Poison King was overjoyed that the mixture had worked properly.

Then he noticed me standing next to him.

"But who are you?"

Our dear Poison King, asking so soon.

"Did you know who I was when you ordered me around like that?"

"I thought you were one of my boys. Who are you?"

"I'm Geom Mugeuk."

"Ah, right. You said you were coming today. So it's you. The talk of the Cult, Geom Mugeuk. What brings you here?"

His tone and attitude didn't change at all, even after learning my identity.

He acted like a frantic eccentric, but a faint green glow had emanated from his eyes since I entered this room. It meant his emotions were consistently controlled. This alone was a reminder that a Demon Supreme is, after all, a Demon Supreme. One should never forget it.

"I have a favor to ask."

"What favor?"

"Please persuade Father."

The Poison King suddenly thrust his face toward mine. His skin was fair and smooth. How can someone who handles poison have such good skin?

"No."

The Poison King refused flatly without even hearing the details.

"It's okay for me to refuse, right? This isn't some kind of pressure from the Cult Leader's son, is it?"

"It is not."

"Good, a young punk shouldn't learn such nasty tricks. Your business is done, so why are you still here?"

The Poison King was bewildering, but he was no pushover.

"No, I'm leaving. I'll see you again."

I bowed politely and walked out. Sangseon, who had guided me earlier, waited for me at the entrance. He didn't ask a single thing about what had happened inside.

"Please send word that I'll visit again tomorrow."

"I will."

I memorized the path as I followed him out of the Thousand Poisons Forest.


The next day, I went to the Thousand Poisons Forest again.

Sangseon again guided me to the Poison King's residence, but he took a different path from yesterday. I understood his intention. He was trying to prevent me from learning the way.

It was a futile attempt. He didn't know how good my memory and sense of direction were. Today, I learned one more path to the Poison King's residence.

When I arrived, the Poison King was digging in the ground near the house.

"I'm sure it was here?"

The ground was dug up in several places. It seemed he had buried something and couldn't find it.

He looked cute with dirt on his face and body like a child. The cuter he looked, the more bizarre I felt, knowing what he would do in the future.

In the future, thousands of martial artists would die by his poison. He had literally caused a massacre.

The Poison King ignored my greeting, completely absorbed in his digging.

I borrowed a shovel from Sangseon and started digging too.

A peculiar light flickered in Sangseon's eyes as he watched me.

The Poison King, on the other hand, only cared about finding what he was looking for. It wasn't an act. He was genuinely engrossed, even bursting out laughing by himself. At a glance, he looked like a complete madman.

Now I clearly saw why the Demonic Physician said the key was to get the Poison King out of his laboratory. I also understood why everyone said the Poison King would be difficult to persuade. This man lived completely in a world of his own.

I dug in a few spots nearby and gathered whatever I found to the side. All sorts of things came out. A box, bugs and larvae, a snake, trash, and strange tools.

Just as I was digging in another spot.

"Ah! Why is that over there?"

The Poison King shouted and came over to where I was digging. What he was looking for was among the things I had gathered.

The box he picked up contained a sticky, foul-smelling liquid.

"Kyah! It has aged well!"

"Was this what you were looking for?"

The Poison King looked at me and gasped in surprise.

"When did you get here?"

This was both an act and not an act. He had recognized me, and he had also forgotten me.

"I arrived a while ago. It looked like you were searching for something, so I started digging too."

"Good job, good job."

He laughed cheerfully, then his expression suddenly turned serious.

"I'm sure I refused you yesterday."

"Today, I came purely to help you, Poison King. After seeing you yesterday, it seemed you needed someone to help."

"Is this a scheme to steal and learn my poison arts?"

"Can one steal and learn the Poison King's arts that easily?"

"Not a chance."

"Then it should be fine."

The Poison King stared at me intently. The green glow in his eyes felt like it was digging into my own. Of course, that light had no effect on me, as I had mastered the Divine Eye Technique.

Instead, I sensed something about him. In that moment, I pictured an image in my mind.

The Poison King strode out of his own world and stood on the borderline with the outside world.

In this moment, he was not an eccentric.

I could tell. The man before me now was the one who sought to become the sole poison master of the murim. He had crossed that borderline only once, and thousands of people died at that time.

"Let's see how well you work."

His feelings showed on his face. I'll make it so hard for him that after just one day, he'll never want to come back!

The Poison King gave me work. He gave me real work with the intention of chasing me away.

"Unpack the poisonous herbs over there and sort them here."

I did as he ordered. I brought the poisonous herbs piled in sacks and sorted them.

I abandoned my intention to persuade the Poison King. I also discarded any desire to make a good impression on him. My only thought was to stay with him and figure out what kind of world he lived in. I would never be able to persuade him if I couldn't understand his world.

"Now, organize the newly arrived poisonous herbs over there too."

Once a day, poisons procured by the Poison Fangs from the Central Plains were brought here. It would have been fine if it were just poisonous herbs, but there were also many kinds of disgusting poisonous creatures.

I handled the poisonous herbs and creatures skillfully. After achieving Myriad Poison Immunity, my aversion to poison had completely disappeared. Before, just the thought of poison would make me frown and want to stay away, but I no longer felt that way.

He seemed surprised that I was so good at the tasks he gave me.

"I thought you'd act all high and mighty since you were raised in luxury, but you can actually work, huh?"

I was originally well-versed in poisonous herbs. That is why I easily passed the gate related to poisonous herbs at the Little Heaven Cave trial in the past.

Of course, the poisonous herbs handled here were so vast that they far surpassed my knowledge. Whenever an unfamiliar poisonous herb came in, I asked the Poison King. What is this? What is that? I kept asking until he was about to say, "Stop asking!"

When the day's work was done, the Poison King asked me about the poisonous herbs he had taught me. Since he couldn't find fault with my work, he attacked my memory.

"What did I say the name of this poisonous herb was?"

"It's the Wild Orchid. It's a poison that's usually ground up and added to spicy food. That way, it's completely unnoticeable."

I even repeated the explanation he had given me exactly.

"Then what about this poisonous herb?"

"That is the Black Mountain Hundred Days Grass. Once poisoned, the effect lasts for a hundred days, causing the victim to slowly sicken and eventually die."

I explained it exactly as he had told me.

"You brat! Why are you so smart?"

His eyes blazed with the determination to find fault with me tomorrow for sure. In that moment, he looked just like a childish brat my own age.

"I'll see you tomorrow!"


I visited him again the next day.

'He'll probably come for a few days and then stop,' was the Poison King's great miscalculation. He would never know what kind of person I am when I set a goal, and what efforts I make to achieve it.

Today, too, I finished the day's work by doing what the Poison King ordered.

I made no effort to deliberately get closer to him. I didn't start conversations, nor did I try to make a good impression. I didn't even use my flattery skills.

That must have been why the Poison King was the first to bring this up.

"Doing this won't change my mind. I never go back on my word. If I were to go back on it, I'll shout 'I am a dog' in the middle of the grand martial arts training ground in front of everyone and bark five times."

It was a moment of him steeling his resolve to never give in. He said it to make me stop coming, but I also steeled my own resolve.

"Since you've set such a condition, Poison King, I must set one too. If I fail, I'll also gather everyone in the grand martial arts training ground and shout. I'll shout 'A tiger father has a dog son' and bark five times."

Perhaps because it was an unexpected response, the Poison King laughed out loud.

"I look forward to seeing the Cult Leader's expression then."

As I made the bet, the Poison King, perhaps excited, brought out paper and a brush.

"Alright, since you'll be coming often, let's write a pledge first! A pledge stating that you came to the Thousand Poisons Forest of your own free will, and that you won't hold me responsible even if you get into an accident and are poisoned while working. How about it? Do you have the guts to write it?"

Looking into his excited eyes, I provoked him back.

"Only if you write one too, Poison King."


Chapter 211: A Single Plan Within No Plan

The Poison King guessed my intention. "What kind of agreement?"

"Is it something like, I have to teach you one poison art a day in exchange for you writing an agreement?"

I shook my head. "No, that's not it."

"Then is it an agreement that says I won't hold you responsible if you, Second Young Lord, steal my poisons or secretly learn my poison arts here?"

"Poison King, I'm afraid of your poisons and poison arts. I'd rather stay as far away from them as possible."

"Then what in the world is this agreement about?"

The agreement I wanted was something the Poison King could never have predicted.

"It's an agreement that if you lose this bet, you'll come out of your world, Poison King."

The Poison King flinched, his expression twisting strangely.

"What kind of world is my world?"

"A world where you research alone, mix alone, think alone, and laugh alone. A world where you dig in the ground alone. That's the world I'm talking about."

He thrust his face close to mine. His unbelievably young face was right in front of my nose.

In that moment, I felt it. His body moved closer, but the person known as the Poison King retreated from me. He stood on the borderline between his world and the outside, then stepped back to hide himself away.

"All you have to do is take me with you and get the Cult Leader's permission, right?"

"That's right. That's why I came."

"Then whether I'm in a world like that or not has nothing to do with you, does it?"

"It does."

"How so?"

"Because I'm the one who will become the Heavenly Demon. The next Heavenly Demon wants our Cult's Poison King to roam the world, not be a lonely man all by himself."

"!"

"Now, will you write the agreement?"

The Poison King didn't answer for a moment. He must have been curious about my true intentions and my motive for setting such a condition.

But he'll never find out. He can never know I'm thinking of preventing that terrible incident in the future.

"Why are you hesitating? It would only happen after you've become a dog anyway. It doesn't matter, does it?"

I had even added the condition 'if you lose the bet'.

He hesitated even though he thought he couldn't possibly lose. Leaving this place was clearly a great burden to him.

I didn't push him. I just picked up a brush.

"Anyway, fine. I'll write it. There's so much to learn from you, Poison King, so of course I should write an agreement."

I wrote an agreement stating that if I was poisoned by any substance in the Thousand Poisons Forest, it would be my own responsibility, not the Poison King's. I even stamped it with my hand seal.

The Poison King looked genuinely surprised that I actually wrote the agreement. He clearly hadn't expected me to write one when I first brought it up.

"Are you an idiot? Now I won't be responsible even if I poison you to a painful death."

"That won't happen."

"And what's with that confidence?"

"Because only smart people can master poison arts. You, Poison King, are the smartest among the Demon Supremes, so you wouldn't do something so reckless."

I looked around as I spoke.

"Now that I'm here, I understand. The one who masters poison arts is the smartest person of all. You have to memorize countless poisonous herbs and substances. To create a poison, you have to test hundreds, even thousands of combinations, don't you? On top of that, you have to create the antidotes, and you also have to master the art of administering poison. Would the person at the pinnacle of such intelligent people do something so foolish? No way. You might laugh while digging alone, but you wouldn't do something like that."

The Poison King's eyes widened. His reaction was as cute as his appearance. He blinked his large eyes a few times before saying in amazement.

"You talk a lot, and you talk well."

The Poison King was genuinely impressed.

Poison King, I haven't even started yet.

"You won't be bored with me around. Now, I'll get back to what I was doing."

I handed him the agreement and continued my work. I brought over a sack of poisonous herbs and untied it. The Poison King watched me organize the herbs, then suddenly spoke.

"What should I write? You wrote one, and I didn't. That just makes me look petty, doesn't it?"

He had finally decided to write the agreement.

"Ah, it's nothing much. Just 'Leave the Thousand Poisons Gate once every ten days.' That's enough."

"That's all it takes?"

"......"

"Can I just stand in front of the Thousand Poisons Gate entrance and then come back in?"

"That's fine. As long as you leave this place."

"What's the point of that?"

"Because the scenery you see from here and the scenery you see from the main gate will be different."

The Poison King stared at me silently.

He's probably wondering what this is all about. If he's a madman, then I'm also called mad. Let's do this, Poison King. Let's see who's crazier.

The Poison King wrote the agreement and stamped his seal.

"Second Young Lord, you've lost. I'll never be persuaded, so this agreement is just a scrap of paper. How are you going to break a will like mine?"

In truth, I had no special plan to persuade him. I would just treat him the same way I had been, as the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said.

"I'll have to do my best."

"Do you really think I look like someone who would bark in the training grounds?"

"At least once in your life."

"How did the other Demon Supremes fall for someone as careless as you? I don't understand."

The Poison King's eyes filled with confidence and intelligence. He was a different person from the one who had been digging in the ground with a dirt-covered face.

"Be careful. From now on, I'm not responsible even if you die."


The next day, I worked hard as if nothing had happened.

The Poison King considered my every action intentional. Whenever I spoke, he would habitually say this.

"Even so, I know it's all a trick to get on my good side. It's a waste of effort!"

But I didn't care what he thought.

If I had one plan within my lack of a plan, it was this.

Don't focus on the person, focus on the work.

I learned the work with sincerity. I wasn't trying to learn poison for any particular use. I did it because working here was a new experience for me, and a first experience always has something to teach.

"When else would I get to carry sacks of poisonous herbs on my back and sort them? This is a valuable experience for me."

I was trying to live differently than before. It was something I had never experienced, even before my regression.

Think differently, use the body differently.

I hope this will positively impact my life and martial arts. Sometimes you can't come up with an idea no matter how hard you focus, but then it suddenly pops into your head while you're taking a bath or walking down a road.

It's the same. I hope this unfamiliar work in the Thousand Poisons Forest will have a fresh impact on my life and martial arts. I hope to achieve the Twelfth Star complete mastery of the Four Strides of the Wind God while sorting poisonous herbs. I hope to realize a new aspect of life while mixing poisons.

With those thoughts, the work here was no longer nerve-wracking, but enjoyable.

I believed that if I continued like this, an opportunity to move the Poison King's heart would surely come. That opportunity would arrive when I became genuinely immersed in the poison arts.

"Be careful! This time, you have to pour in exactly half!"

When else in my life would I get the chance to mix the fifteen ingredients of the Soul Shattering Acid?

"That's it! It's done!"

I followed his instructions precisely. With my level of martial arts, my actions were nothing but precise. I could probably work more to his liking than anyone else in the Thousand Poisons Gate.

"By the way, do you always do all this work by yourself?"

"......"

"That must be difficult."

I knew why he didn't carelessly allow poison masters in here.

His residence was filled with so many deadly poisons that a careless disciple causing an accident would become a huge problem.

In fact, the All-Knowing Hall strictly surveyed and investigated the Thousand Poisons Forest. Any use of poison had to be reported, and its inventory was always inspected.

After finishing the Soul Shattering Acid mixture, I smiled with pleasure and honestly shared my thoughts.

"This is fun! What poison are you going to mix next?"

Of course, he didn't believe me.

"I think you'd be a better street actor than the Heavenly Demon."

"Next time we go to the Central Plains, how about we join a performance troupe? With your looks, Poison King, I think you could even aim for a leading role."

The Poison King looked disgusted. His expression clearly said, I don't even want to leave this place, and you want me to what? Take the lead in a play?

"I see that in your imagination just now, Poison King, you poisoned all the actors on stage and everyone in the audience to death."

"And do you think you would've survived, Second Young Lord?"

As he spun around, I shouted after him.

"The performance is canceled!"

He walked away, pretending not to hear.


The Poison King had little interest in other people's affairs.

Since this was the level of interest he showed me on such an important matter, I could guess how he usually viewed others. To him, people probably existed somewhere below his poison herbs.

Of course, he sometimes asked questions impulsively. Just like now. The Poison King was grinding poison herbs when he suddenly asked.

"Hey, Second Young Lord, be honest. You're trying to steal and learn poison arts here to poison your brother, aren't you?"

I answered while transferring water into a large container.

"Everyone knows I'm here with you, Poison King. If my brother were poisoned to death, who would they suspect first? I'm the one who should be worried about my brother being poisoned."

THUMP, THUMP! Instead of a rebuttal, the sound of the Poison King grinding his poison herbs grew louder.

"I have no interest in poisoning people. If I were to learn just one thing from you, Poison King, I'd want to learn something else."

"What is it?"

He still didn't look at me, focusing only on grinding the poison herbs. He could drift into his own world again at any moment, but my answer was sure to pull him back to this one.

"I want to learn the art of detoxification. Isn't the pinnacle of the poison arts detoxification, not administering poison?"

For a moment, the grinding stopped. His gaze fixed on me. It was the most surprised expression he had worn since we met, because I had stated exactly what he was thinking.

"It's only been a few days, but I've felt that creating a perfect antidote seems more difficult than creating the poison itself. That led me to this thought. A person who can create an antidote to surely detoxify their own poison. A person who can instantly detoxify an opponent's poison. Isn't that person the true master of the poison arts?"

This meant one could only grasp the ultimate secrets of the poison arts when they perfected detoxification as well as administering poison.

"Where did you hear that?"

From the next Poison King, who learned the poison arts from you.

"It's just my own thought. The analogy might be a bit strange, but it's the same with martial arts. Capturing someone alive is harder than killing them."

I threw down the gauntlet. It was a challenge most advantageous to me, with my Myriad Poison Immunity.

"Choose a poison and teach me its detoxification method. I'll detoxify, and you, Poison King, will administer the poison. How about it? Let's have a match!"

You've practiced the poison arts your whole life, so you can win something like this, can't you? Isn't this a matter of pride?

I didn't provoke him like that. A rash provocation would only be counterproductive.

Poison King, just agree to it. Say let's have a match!

If he just agreed, this bet would be my victory.

But the Poison King was not so easily swayed.

"No."

I asked, "Why not?" to the Poison King's firm refusal.

"Do you think I don't see your little trick? You're hoping I'll say something like, 'If you can detoxify my poison, I'll consider it my loss in the bet.' Right? That's what you want to hear, isn't it?"

I didn't deny it. In fact, if this wasn't about me, I would have wanted to applaud him.

"You just have to win the bet, don't you?"

"How can you guarantee I'll win? The detoxification method is also my method."

The Poison King started grinding the poison herbs again.

"Go practice your barking, Second Young Lord."


That evening, I went to see Father.

The more I knew the Poison King, the more frustrated I felt. At times like this, I needed someone to strengthen my resolve. No one was more suitable than Father.

I visited him just before he slept, so I saw Father's pajamas once again.

"That's a different flower pattern from last time. This must be the greatest protective armor in all of murim. Enemies will see it and think, 'Nah, there's no way the Heavenly Demon would wear pajamas like this,' and just walk on by. That outfit is the safest one you have!"

Father gave me a look that asked how long I would spout nonsense, but he seemed to have known I would come eventually.

"You knew, didn't you, Father? That the Poison King wasn't someone who would be swayed by me."

"Have you given up already?"

"Of course not. It's just that I've never seen someone so trapped in their own world."

That characteristic sneer formed on Father's lips.

Yes, I came today to see that very smile.

Seeing that smile gave me strength. In fact, it made me feel better.

Yes, enjoy yourself for now. I will definitely bring the Poison King before you.

I asked the question I had wanted to ask for a while.

"Father, you dislike the Poison King, don't you?"

Father neither confirmed nor denied it. As a man who truly loved martial arts, he naturally disliked things like poison arts or soul-manipulation techniques.

"If you dislike him, why do you let him live? You should just kill him."

"Because he is most threatening to our enemies."

"Couldn't he start a rebellion, or go mad and poison the people of our Cult?"

"If we are to use the Poison King as a weapon for our Cult, we must accept that level of risk."

"What if my brother or I die in the process?"

"That, too, must be accepted."

"That's the kind of thing you say when you have about ten other children hidden away somewhere."

"Why do you think I don't?"

"You'd better not. Dealing with just one brother is already such a headache."

A faint smile touched Father's lips. If Sama Myeong or the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had said that, he might have burst out laughing.

"It's always been like this, but whenever I face a solid wall, I think of you first, Father. Seeing your face like this is enough. I'll take my leave now. Oh, and if things keep going this way, I might end up showing you a bit of filial impiety at the grand training grounds soon."

After that banter, I was about to turn and leave when Father suddenly asked, "Do you think the Poison King is trapped in his own world?"


Chapter 212: The Poison in Which Pouch

Do I think the Poison King is trapped in his own world?

"Isn't he?" I asked Father, thinking it was obvious.

Does Father not think so? What kind of person does he think the Poison King is?

Father hadn't brought it up to describe the Poison King or his world. He said it to ask me a question.

"How open is your world?"

Father looked at me for a moment, then silently returned to his residence.

I stood there thinking about what Father had said, and then I understood. I understood the meaning behind his words.

Father was asking me this.

What's the difference between you, who preaches a new demonic path, and the Poison King? To others, aren't you also trapped in your own world?

Of course, this didn't mean I was the same as the Poison King, who disliked meeting people and preferred to be alone. It meant my approach to the Poison King was wrong. From such a perspective, the Poison King would never open his heart.

The Poison King must have felt it. He must have sensed that I saw him as someone trapped in his own world. Countless people must have looked at him that way. I was no different. Demanding a written promise that he would leave the Thousand Poisons Forest was a mistake from the start.

"Thank you, Father! As expected, you are the wisest and most magnanimous person in the world..."

Before I could finish, the lights inside the house went out.

"...and the coldest."

I bowed respectfully toward Father's residence before turning back to my own.

Giving me a clue put Father at a disadvantage, but he still enlightened me. It was an act of affection for a son who, beyond their wager, was asking for his help.


The next day, I went to the Thousand Poisons Forest, but the Poison King was not in his residence.

I searched the surrounding forest for him. After a while, I found the Poison King deep within the woods.

He was lying face down on the ground, having a staring contest with a snake.

The Poison King could carry a conversation just fine, but once he became absorbed in something, he wouldn't notice if someone died right next to him.

Even now, he was lost in a state of self-forgetfulness, unaware that I had approached. This was why I thought he was trapped in his own world. I considered him an eccentric and, without realizing it, subconsciously thought I was superior to him.

This was what Father had made me realize. He told me not to think that way. The Poison King wasn't trapped, he was simply living his own life.

As I got closer, I saw it was no ordinary snake.

It was a Flower Queen Seven Steps Snake, a spirit beast with one of the deadliest poisons. It was called the Flower Queen because it loved flowers, and Seven Steps Snake because even a martial artist with profound inner arts would die before taking seven steps if bitten.

Just then, the Poison King spoke to the snake.

"Hey, you've gotten arrogant now that you're bigger. Since when did you start holding your head up so stiffly and defying me?"

At that, the Flower Queen Seven Steps Snake, which had been flicking its tongue, lowered its head. It seemed impossible, but it truly looked as if it understood his words.

"And I told you, I don't care about other things, but don't eat the Gwihwacho fruit without permission, didn't I? Why don't you listen? Do you want to be soaked in fiery liquor to come to your senses?"

The Flower Queen Seven Steps Snake coiled up and tucked its head inside its body.

Does it really understand human speech? It must be a coincidence, right?

I had seen all sorts of things in my life, but this was a first.

Just then, another snake slithered past them. This one was the Yin Yang Blood Viper, whose poison was just as potent as the Flower Queen Seven Steps Snake's. This too was a snake not easily seen.

"Wola!"

The Yin Yang Blood Viper stopped and looked at the Poison King. As the creature flicked its tongue, the Poison King said, "You know this guy, Wangi, is a player, right?"

The Yin Yang Blood Viper looked at the Flower Queen Seven Steps Snake and hissed, flicking its tongue.

"If Wangi bothers you, come and tell me. Got it?"

I couldn't tell if it really understood him, but as soon as he finished speaking, the Yin Yang Blood Viper disappeared into the undergrowth.

"You can go now, too!"

With that, the Flower Queen Seven Steps Snake vanished into the forest.

It was truly a sight that was hard to believe even after seeing it.

The Poison King got up from his spot and was startled to see me.

"Whoa! You scared me!"

"I'm the one who's more surprised. How can you be so startled, as if you never expect anyone to be near you?"

Of course, if someone had approached with killing intent or malice, the Poison King would have noticed instantly. One should never underestimate the martial arts of a Demon Supreme. A Demon Supreme is, after all, a Demon Supreme. If they were to go on a rampage, no one could predict who would defeat whom. They simply do not reveal their true abilities.

"If you asked a group of assassins which of the Eight Demon Supremes they'd like to kill, they'd all line up for the Poison King! Even an assassin on his first kill would succeed and leave."

"If they did, they'd get bitten by Wangi and die."

"Don't tell me, you've even given the snakes names?"

"Is this the first time you've seen a Poison King who names his snakes?"

The Poison King strode away.

Of course it's the first time! I thought, following closely behind him.

"Since when have you been so close with snakes?"

"I started wandering around catching snakes when I was seven. Wangi and Wola were around even back then."

"You were young."

"In our time, everyone started at that age."

A mix of sorrow and joy filled the Poison King's eyes as he recalled his childhood. This was a clue as to why he hated the idea of leaving this place.

"If you've been here since you were seven, then this place must be your world, Poison King."

The Poison King stopped walking and glanced at me.

"And you said you wanted to take me out of this world?"

"No. I now regret saying that."

"......"

"My desire to show you the outside world is still the same, but I shouldn't have said it that way. I sincerely apologize for being arrogant."

When you're sorry, you apologize sincerely. I didn't add any excuses for why I had to act that way. Excuses are for the one who forgives to attach to their forgiveness.

However, I couldn't tell if he had heard me. He had already stopped walking and was staring at a poisonous insect on a tree.

I smiled unknowingly at the sight of the Poison King getting lost in something again.

What is he thinking about now? Perhaps he's trying to communicate with that poisonous insect.

This is his world, and it is an open world.


A few more days passed.

I silently focused on my work, and the Poison King still enjoyed getting lost in his own world.

The thing that changed over those few days was my attitude toward the Poison King's world. Now, I tried to understand his world, the world where a seven-year-old boy went around catching poisonous snakes.

Today, the Poison King was lost in thought again, staring at poisonous mushrooms growing in a wooden box.

Then, he casually turned his head and shouted, "You scared me!"

I was standing quietly beside him, also looking at the wooden box he had been staring at.

"Are you going to keep scaring me?"

"Seeing those poisonous mushrooms grow so well puts my heart at ease. Doesn't this mean I've become a poison master too?"

"How long has it been that you're already talking about being a poison master?"

"I think I'll just live here too. The Thousand Poisons Forest feels like my home now."

"It's a mistake to think anything will change just because you're acting all friendly like this."

"It's better if you don't change. You're perfect just the way you are now, Poison King."

"What?" the Poison King shouted, looking at me.

"It won't work! These cheap tricks won't work on me!"

The volume of his voice gradually increased as he denied me. It was proof that I was getting closer to him.


Sangseon always guided me from the entrance of the Thousand Poisons Forest to the Poison King's residence.

"I can go in by myself now."

"Still, dangerous poisons could appear."

That probably wasn't the only reason. He still guided me through various confusing paths, never letting his guard down around me.

I felt this stemmed from a deep loyalty to the Poison King. The eyes of someone who genuinely likes and is loyal to another person are bound to show it.

"Elder, there's something I'd like to ask you."

"Speak."

"Since when have you known the Poison King?"

"I've known him since he was a child."

"What was he like in his childhood?"

Sangseon stopped walking. "Why do you ask?"

"I'm curious."

"He wasn't much different from how he is now. He was intelligent, thoughtful, cheerful, and bright. He also had the qualities of a leader."

I forced myself to swallow the words, Isn't he completely different from how he is now?

I felt Sangseon wouldn't take my joke as a joke. His affection for the Poison King wasn't simple loyalty, but more like that of an uncle or a parent.

Seeing him reminded me of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.


I didn't know if the Poison King was intelligent, thoughtful, cheerful, bright, and had the qualities of a leader, but one thing was certain. He was cute. It wasn't just because of his youthful appearance. For instance, there were things like this.

The Poison King wore twelve pouches on his waist, and each pouch had a picture drawn on it. They were the twelve animals of the zodiac, anthropomorphized in a colorful and cute style you would expect on children's clothing. I had overlooked them at first, but now I could see.

"You picked these out yourself, didn't you?"

"I drew them."

I was shocked. He drew all of these himself?

"No one in the world would ever know that the Poison King's deadliest poisons were inside such cute pouches."

Shouldn't the poison pouches of the Poison King be decorated with evil spirits, or fearsome characters like 'demonic', 'kill', 'evil', or 'death'? When all those pouches opened, hell would unfold. In fact, that contrast made them feel even more bizarre and terrifying.

"Which pouch contains the most fearsome poison? Surely it's not the one in that cute rabbit pouch, is it?"

"Should we check and see?" he asked, moving to put his hand in the rabbit pouch.

"I'll pass!" I waved my hands dismissively and scrambled backward.

The Poison King broke into a smile at the sight but then quickly composed himself. It was the first time he had smiled brightly at me. It seemed he was surprised at himself for smiling. I pretended not to have seen any of it.


The next day, we had an important poison concoction to make.

Unlike usual, the Poison King explained today's poison-making process with a serious expression.

"This Heavenly Heart Poison here is an ingredient for the Dark Soul Poison, one of the deadliest poisons I use. A single drop can easily kill dozens of people. Now, you stand far over there... you've already backed away."

I was standing by the door, ready to bolt at any moment.

The Poison King looked for something on his desk. "It was here, where did it go?"

"What are you looking for?"

"My gloves." He was looking for the green leather gloves he used when handling poison.

"Are you perhaps talking about these?" I held up the gloves I was wearing.

"Why are you wearing them?"

"Because you said it was such a dangerous poison."

"Then what about me?"

"Why does the Poison King need gloves?"

"Aren't you going to bring them here right now?"

I quickly took them off and brought them to him.

"What's in your mouth?"

I took out the Antitoxin Beads I was holding in both cheeks and showed them to him. The Poison King shook his head with a dumbfounded expression at the sight of me holding two.

"With all this, I don't think even I could kill you."

Of course, he was joking. If the Poison King decided to kill me, I couldn't block his poison even if I held a hundred Antitoxin Beads.

I was also playing a prank on him. It was part of my effort to get closer. If he truly was a bright and cheerful person when he was young, then those parts of him must be dormant somewhere in his heart.

The Poison King put on the gloves and began to concoct the poison in earnest.

"If the amount is off even slightly, blue smoke will rise. Then it's a failure. You have to be really careful and focused. This is a method that only I can perform."

The Poison King showed me how to mix the Heavenly Heart Poison to create Amheunjeoldok. Since I couldn't identify the other ingredients, it was more like he was showing me how carefully the process had to be carried out, rather than teaching me how to make it.

He could have sent me out and done it alone, but it seemed he wanted to show off.

"Did you see that? How carefully and cautiously it must be handled."

"......"

Just then, blue smoke billowed up from behind him.

"Poison King!"

"You, get out of here!"

I quickly dashed outside. The Poison King drank an antidote from his robes and then poured a nearby liquid onto the source of the smoke.

CHIIIIIIK!

The smoke billowed up even more.

"Poison King! Poison King!"

He wasn't coming out quickly. I hesitated, wondering if I should run in and save him.

Just then, the Poison King emerged, waving away the poisonous smoke.

"Are you alright?"

"Of course I'm alright." He fanned away a puff of poisonous smoke that came from his mouth.

"The path of the poison arts is truly not an easy one."

"I failed on purpose. To warn you that you have to be careful."

"......"

"......"

"Of course you failed on purpose. There's no way the Poison King, the best poison user in all of murim, would fail at concocting a poison he uses all the time..."

"Enough."

"......"

I smiled brightly at him. The Poison King looked back at me with a face that didn't know how to react.

Oh, Poison King, you don't know yet. You don't know who will be standing in the training grounds.

It was at that very moment. Sangseon ran to where we were and reported urgently.

"An investigator from the Sanzu River Hall named Seo Daeryong has come looking for the Second Young Lord, saying it's an urgent matter."


Chapter 213: Because We Are Demonic

"I wouldn't have come all this way if it weren't truly urgent."

I quickly explained my situation to the Poison King.

Since this was the first time one of my subordinates had sought him out, the Poison King told Sangseon to bring Seo Daeryong quickly.

Sangseon returned a moment later with Seo Daeryong.

"Director, I think you need to leave immediately."

"What is it, Detective Seo?"

"A major incident happened in the Demon Village. A martial artist, who was just drinking normally, suddenly started swinging his sword, killing or injuring dozens of people."

I shouted in shock.

"Where?"

"At Yanghwaru."

Yanghwaru was one of the many brothels in the Demon Village.

"Was it a drunken brawl?"

"No, sir. Witnesses said blood suddenly poured from the killer's eyes and nose before he went berserk. The damage was worse because his martial arts skills were exceptional."

The moment I heard that, I recalled an incident from before my regression.

I immediately said goodbye to the Poison King.

"Poison King, I must take my leave for today."

Seo Daeryong and I hurried out.


Execution Martial Artists were controlling the area around Yanghwaru when Seo Daeryong and I arrived. The thick stench of blood hit us before we even stepped inside.

A young boy among the onlookers caught my eye. The boy, who looked about thirteen or fourteen, shouted at the Execution Martial Artists.

"My mom and my little sister are in there! Please, go check on them. They work in the kitchen! Mom! Su-ya!"

I left the boy behind and entered with Seo Daeryong.

The inside was a sea of blood. Bodies lay everywhere as Execution Martial Artists checked for survivors.

"Everyone was drunk, which made the damage even worse."

The dead were not just martial artists. Courtesans and cooks had been killed too.

A dead, middle-aged woman lay in a corner of the kitchen, clutching a young girl. The girl looked just like the boy shouting outside.

I looked down at the mother and daughter's bodies and sighed. This was a child who would have been running around helping her mother in the kitchen.

Beside me, Seo Daeryong turned his head away, unable to watch.

"Where is the bastard?"

"On the third floor."

I started walking again. The gruesome scene continued all the way there.

The man was dead, slumped against a wall at the end of the third-floor hallway. He was a young man in his early thirties. Blood from his eyes and nose had dried on its way to his chin. He died with his eyes rolled back, the whites stained blood-red.

Seo Daeryong followed me and said in a trembling voice.

"I've never seen such a horrific sight."

I knew. I knew the cause of this incident.

Gwangpok!

Gwangpok was an inner arts amplifier that temporarily boosted one's inner arts when consumed.

Depending on the dose, these amplifiers could boost inner arts for fifteen minutes to an hour. The increase was usually ten to twenty percent and would return to normal after time passed.

Gwangpok became explosively popular because it increased inner arts by a much greater amount. Gwangpok provided an increase of thirty to fifty percent.

But its side effects were as deadly as its benefits were great. What I saw now was that side effect.

The Evil Alliance was selling this Gwangpok. They also sold Heukbi, the Qi Dispersing Poison I faced at the duel tournament after my regression. Gwangpok and Heukbi were the Evil Alliance's two main products.

"What's his identity?"

"He's a Demonic Sword from the Northern Heaven Sword Sect. They say he never caused trouble and was even promoted last year."

That must have been the problem. He must have secretly taken Gwangpok for that promotion.

"Send his body to the Insect Physician immediately. You're in charge of the cleanup here."

"Director, I don't know why this happened, but I'm determined to find out."

The look in Seo Daeryong's eyes was the same one he had when I first met him as an investigator for the Sanzu River Hall. It was the look of a man determined to uncover the truth behind his senior's death.

I looked at Seo Daeryong and nodded once.

"Take good care of the boy outside."

Seo Daeryong nodded vigorously.


I watched the Insect Physician perform the autopsy.

The Insect Physician examined the body from all angles and surmised the cause of death.

"His qi center is severely swollen and damaged, so it looks like a powerful inner arts amplifier was used. Losing his mind and rampaging seems to be a side effect."

The Insect Physician had accurately identified the corpse's condition.

"Actually, this isn't the first time I've seen a body like this. One came in late last year in a similar state. Back then, he just went wild on his own before dying. This time, he caused a catastrophe."

Gwangpok had not yet fully spread throughout the murim. Its side effects, initially hushed up, were now becoming a serious problem as more people used it.

"He probably wasn't in his right mind when he caused this. This man... he should've increased his inner arts through training. What kind of greed drove him to this?"

She spoke to the corpse as if scolding it, then turned away. This was one of the reasons Gwangpok continued to spread. 'He shouldn't have taken it in the first place.' Since the user bore the primary responsibility, the Evil Alliance rode that sentiment to make even more money.

The Insect Physician covered the body with a white cloth and washed her blood-stained hands. The news of so many innocent deaths had dampened her spirits.

The Insect Physician changed the subject.

"How are things with the Poison King?"

"We've been meeting every day."

The Insect Physician looked startled.

"Every day? Really?"

"I'm learning his work in the Thousand Poisons Forest."

"As expected. You really are different. So, what's the Poison King like?"

"He's brighter than I expected."

The Insect Physician nodded, as if she had sensed that bright side of him too.

"It took me a while to realize that, but you've noticed it already."

"Well, we're stuck together almost all day."

"Do you really want to win your bet with the Cult Leader that badly?"

I looked down at the cloth-covered corpse and said softly.

"Now I have one more reason I must win."


Father and Head Strategist Sama Myeong waited in the Heavenly Demon Hall.

I strode down the Path of Blood to report to them.

"The Insect Physician identified the cause as the side effect of an inner arts amplifier."

Neither of them seemed surprised, which meant they already knew about the side effects.

"You already knew, didn't you?"

Sama Myeong answered.

"Yes, several incidents, large and small, have been reported in the Central Plains."

"It's the Evil Alliance's work, isn't it?"

"How did you know?"

"I was hit with a Qi Dispersing Poison during the last Shinma-jaengtu. My investigation revealed it was Heukbi, a poison made by the Evil Alliance. I had a feeling this was their doing too."

"It's an inner arts amplifier sold by the Evil Alliance called Gwangpok."

As expected, Sama Myeong knew about Gwangpok.

I asked him again.

"Who in the Evil Alliance makes Gwangpok? You know, don't you, Head Strategist?"

Sama Myeong glanced at Father. Father looked at me for a moment, then nodded.

Only then did Sama Myeong reveal the name.

"It's Aecha."

I knew Aecha very well.

"The Black Snake."

"That's correct."

He was one of Yayul Han's four subordinates. While Jisaeng, creator of the Miracle Deity Loan, had a Golden Pig tattoo, Aecha had pledged his loyalty with a black snake tattoo.

This is my chance to speak. As you can see, Yayul Han is behind all sorts of evil deeds. That man is absolute evil.

But I didn't. If I couldn't win the bet and bring the Poison King before Father, the Black Snake would be beyond my reach anyway.

I remained silent. My silence expressed my fury and strengthened my resolve.

"The main department will submit a detailed report on the incident. I'll report again if anything else is confirmed."

I walked back down the Path of Blood and left the Heavenly Demon Hall.

This was probably the first time I had met them and left without a single joke. On top of my fury over the Miracle Deity Loan, I quietly piled my fury over Gwangpok.

Father and Sama Myeong silently watched me leave.

I engraved the lesson Father had taught me into my heart.

From someone else's perspective, my world is also a closed world.

Yes, I admit it. Establishing a new demonic path to eliminate absolute evil is still something that exists only within my own world.


That night, I stood alone before the Fist Demon's cliff.

I stared at the cliff, just as the Fist Demon had.

I clenched my fist and infused it with inner arts.

HWIIIIING!

The air swirled around my fist, sounding like an approaching storm cloud.

SHWIIIIIIK!

I started to throw a punch at the cliff but stopped at the last moment.

I knew I couldn't destroy it yet. The day I throw a real punch at this cliff will be a once-in-a-lifetime event.

Just then, a welcome voice spoke from behind me.

"If you hit it with those baby hands, you'll only hurt yourself."

I smiled and turned around.

The Fist Demon walked toward me.

"Master!"

Seeing him after so long felt welcoming. After seeing the Poison King's fresh face, this fearsome face and massive torso truly made me feel like I was in the Demonic Cult.

The Fist Demon's gaze fell on my clenched fist.

He read my anger and said calmly.

"Disciple."

"Yes, Master."

"When you're truly angry, open your clenched fist like this."

The Fist Demon's enormous palm opened before me, bigger than my face.

"And then!"

CLAP!

The Fist Demon clapped his hands loudly.

"Clap once, then clench your fist again. That punch will hurt more."

"There'd be no need to clench it again. An enemy between those palms would be crushed just the same."

The Fist Demon, of all people, was telling me to open my fist. I engraved this deep and profound lesson into my heart.

I made the joke to the Fist Demon that I couldn't make in front of Father and Sama Myeong.

"Master, when you used to stand here, I thought you were just planning to destroy this cliff."

"......"

"Weren't you just standing here whenever you got angry? Am I right?"

The Fist Demon couldn't deny it and laughed.

I bowed to him and walked away, my tightly clenched fists now open.


The next day, I went to the Thousand Poisons Forest as usual.

The Poison King strolled through the woods near his house, holding a collection container.

"About yesterday's incident..."

Just then, the Poison King said something surprising.

"Gwangpok, right?"

The Poison King had also known it was Gwangpok just from hearing about the side effects.

"You knew?"

"Of course, I know. My poison apprentices travel all over the Central Plains gathering poisonous herbs and substances. The bastards from the Evil Alliance also wander around looking for medicinal herbs to make their drugs. That's why we know their movements best."

The Poison King frowned.

"I even warned them not to make that crap."

"Do you know who makes it?"

"I do. There's an idiot called the True Venom Sage."

The True Venom Sage. He was a famous poison arts master in the unorthodox sects. The Poison King scowled deeply, as if the very thought of him was repulsive.

"Even among people who use poison, there are lines you don't cross, but this bastard's methods are just too third-rate."

"Many innocent people died because of those third-rate games. A woman even died holding her child. A fact like that won't even make it into our Cult's report. It'll just say, 'Total number of deaths, so-and-so!' The mother and daughter's deaths will be buried in that single line. If their vengeful spirits watched over this world, the child would ask her mother, 'Why doesn't anyone care that we died?'"

The Poison King stared at a poisonous insect on a tree, ignoring my words. I didn't get angry. Just as I lived in my own world, he lived in his.

"What's that poisonous insect's name?"

I asked about his world, and he answered with mine.

"What's the point in avenging them?"

"I remember it's an ingredient for Cheongsaldok, but I can't recall the name."

"It's hypocrisy. Just self-satisfaction from helping someone."

We spoke past each other, neither of us listening.

"Ah, what was it? The name's on the tip of my tongue."

"The dead are dead. That's the end of it."

The Poison King looked at me, and I looked back. We stared at each other in silence. It was the longest the Poison King had ever looked at me.

Then, we returned to our respective worlds.

"It's Su. The name of the little girl who died in her mother's arms."

"That poisonous insect is the White Spotted Bug. It's not an ingredient for Cheongsaldok, but for the Five Poisons Perfume."

The Poison King then asked with the most serious face I had seen on him yet.

"Tell me the real reason you're doing this."

"When I say it, everyone says the same thing. 'Are you from the orthodox sects?' 'Are you some righteous hero?' When that happens, I ask a question, just like that child's vengeful spirit. A helpless woman dies, a child dies, young people are dying, and we're supposed to not care because we're the Demonic Cult? If that's what those orthodox sect bastards think, then what in the world are we supposed to think as we live?"

The Poison King didn't answer.

I didn't press him. I clapped my hands once and said energetically.

"Let's go. We have a lot of poisonous insects to catch today, don't we?"

But he didn't move. He sank to the ground right where he stood.

I had no choice but to sit down next to him.

The Poison King watched poison ants crawl past his feet. Since I was already sitting, I finished what I wanted to say, whether he was listening or not.

"The dead child has an older brother. He was outside the blood-soaked brothel, shouting for his mother and sister. I want to tell that boy I came back after killing every last person who killed his family. Normally, no one can kill those people, but we could kill them because we are demonic."

The Poison King kept his gaze on the ants and said.

"I really can't understand you."

"You should never support me. If you're not careful, someone like me could become the next Heavenly Demon."

"I wouldn't support you even if I died."

But the Poison King was the truly incomprehensible one, because he added this.

"Does it really have to bark five times?"


Chapter 214: We Are the Hounds of Hell

For a moment, I could not say anything. It was a silence of surprise and joy. His words meant he had lost the bet.

"Watch out! You'll step on the ants!"

I flinched, nearly stepping on an ant.

I could not understand why he was letting me win. Was it because of the relationship we had built? Was it because of the Evil Alliance's True Venom Sage, whom he disliked? Was it because of that boy who lost his family? Or maybe it was because of those poison ants marching in a line.

In any case, the reason did not matter.

"The Poison King!"

I threw my arms around the Poison King and hugged him with all my might.

"Thank you, thank you so much."

The Poison King suddenly dangled a poison pouch from his waist next to my face.

"Do you want to die? Are you going to let go?"

"......"

I scrambled back.

The Poison King stood up.

"Let's go. Let's go bark, and then go to the Cult Leader."

He meant to act on it immediately.

"The Poison King, I'll bark in your place."

"......"

"You've given your permission so readily, so I should repay you. Haven't I only been learning from you until now, the Poison King?"

"You'll really bark for me?"

"......"

At my sincere reply, the Poison King smiled.

"Aren't you smiling a little too brightly?"

"I've gone from a dog to a human, of course I should be happy."

"Let's go."

We had to move before he changed his mind. We headed straight for the grand training grounds.

"Please wait here at a distance. I'll go and give a good, hearty bark."

As I was about to head to the training grounds, the Poison King stopped me.

"You stay here. I'm the one who's going to bark. I'm not a man who breaks his promises."

"Will you be alright?"

"Will you be alright? You're someone who could become the Heavenly Demon."

"Didn't you say you wouldn't support me even if you died?"

"I won't."

My gaze and the Poison King's locked in mid-air. His face still looked so young, but his eyes were deep. He would not support me, but he had the maturity to worry about what would happen if I became the Heavenly Demon. This was the true nature of the man called the Poison King.

"I'll bark. You stay here."

The same the Poison King who hated even stepping outside the Thousand Poisons Forest started walking toward the training grounds.

Watching him, I added a new principle to my life.

Never rashly judge anyone's world.

I resolved to look people in the eye, say what needed to be said without delay, and never judge anyone rashly. I was adding principles to my life, one by one.

As soon as the Poison King appeared, all eyes in the vicinity focused on him. He drew their gazes naturally, without revealing any particular qi. The presence of a Demon Supreme was beginning to make itself felt.

The cultists were shocked. The rarely seen the Poison King had appeared in the middle of the grand training grounds.

Not only did people stop in their tracks, but they also poked their heads out of building windows. A crowd began to gather around him. Among them were some who were seeing the Poison King for the first time.

At first, they approached, thinking, That's the Poison King? He's that young? Then, they would belatedly cover their noses and mouths and retreat far away.

The Poison King waited for as many people as possible to gather. He could have barked quickly when there were few people around and claimed he had kept his promise, but he did not. He too was a man among men. Just a man who hated going outside.

Hearing the news, people continued to flock to the area.

Among them was the Demonic Army General Jang Ho. It had been a while since I had seen him, and Jang Ho looked as reliable as ever. I gave him a nod, and from a distance, he respectfully bowed his head.

Having heard the news, Seo Daeryong, the Sanzu River Hall investigators, and even the execution martial artists all rushed out. Seo Daeryong sent me a telepathic message with a shocked expression.

[Director, what's going on?]

[I'm on my way to reveal the mastermind.]

[What? What do you mean?]

[You said it yourself at the brothel where the incident happened, didn't you? That you wanted to find out why something like this occurred.]

[I did.]

[I'm on my way to find out.]

[At the training grounds?]

[Yes, this is the starting point.]

Seo Daeryong wore an expression that asked what I meant, but I did not explain further.

And so, the grand training grounds became crowded with people. Everyone's gaze was fixed on the Poison King. The Poison King who conversed with snakes with a youthful face, the Poison King who fell into contemplation while looking at poisonous insects, the Poison King who drew cute pictures on his poison pouches, stood proudly without batting an eye under the gazes of so many cultists.

Everyone knew. If the Poison King decided to kill everyone present right now, if those twelve poison pouches at his waist were opened, everyone here would be annihilated.

When he judged that enough people had gathered, the Poison King raised his hand. The murmuring instantly died down.

In that moment, when so many people did not even dare to breathe, the Poison King let out a loud bark.

Everyone was stunned. They never imagined that the Poison King would gather people just to bark like a dog. Some even fled in shock, thinking the Poison King had gone mad and was about to release his poisons.

Right then, another shout echoed through the place.

"A tiger father has a dog son!"

The one who shouted was, of course, me. I also let out a loud bark as I walked toward the Poison King.

The Poison King looked at me, his expression asking, What are you doing?

How could I let him bark all alone?

"Let's bark together."

"No! You're..."

"It's alright."

I gave him a confident smile of self-respect. It showed that something like this could never touch my dignity as the future Heavenly Demon. This was not a matter of self-respect. It was about my friendship with the Poison King, a sign of my gratitude. I would not let him bark alone.

The second time, I barked first.

The Poison King looked at me, completely baffled, but an unconcealable smile touched his lips.

I will grow closer to the Poison King. So that later, when I reveal, 'I have Myriad Poison Immunity!' I will see joy on his face, not some other emotion. That is my goal. It is by no means an easy one. After all, the Poison King and Myriad Poison Immunity are polar opposites.

We barked together.

Since we were barking anyway, we barked long and coolly, like the howl of a wolf. Are all dogs the same? We were not some neighborhood mutts, but magnificent dogs loyal to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult! We are the hounds of hell that tear evil apart.

The onlookers murmured. They all wondered what was happening, but no one dared to laugh at us.

It was right then. Someone in the crowd who had been watching started barking along with us.

It was none other than Seo Daeryong. When Seo Daeryong barked, the Sanzu River Hall investigators barked, and the execution martial artists barked. The Poison Fangs began to bark, and Jang Ho barked too. Everyone was surprised when the Demonic Army General barked, and then the loyal Demonic Army soldiers also began to bark.

Other cultists followed suit. In an instant, the grand training grounds became a complete madhouse.

In that pandemonium, we barked together amicably five times.

This moment of barking together was far more exhilarating than watching the Poison King lose the bet.


After creating a huge ruckus, I entered the Heavenly Demon Hall with the Poison King. Before we opened the doors and entered, the Poison King took out several pills and swallowed them.

"What kind of medicine are you taking?"

His answer was unexpected.

"It's medicine to calm the mind."

I asked him, bewildered.

"You didn't take any when you were barking in front of all those people?"

"This is ten times more nerve-wracking than standing in the training grounds. Right now, I'm not going to meet the Cult Leader. I'm going to defy the Cult Leader."

Father had been certain that the Poison King would never come over to my side. For him to have been won over so easily, it was tantamount to picking a fight, going beyond mere defiance.

"Besides, the Cult Leader hates me."

"Father is a martial artist to the bone, so he tends to be harsh toward anything unorthodox, but he dislikes poison arts, not you, the Poison King. Father is often misunderstood in matters like this."

"I refuse your consolation."

"It's not consolation. Think about it. If he truly disliked you, the Poison King, would he have proposed this bet? Would you, the Poison King, allow such an important bet to be made with someone you truly hate?"

That seemed to make some sense, as the Poison King did not offer a rebuttal.

"And so what if Father dislikes you a little? You can live with being disliked a bit."

"Do that, and you'll get dragged away without a soul knowing."

"Don't worry. He might boil all the other Demon Supremes in a cauldron, but he won't boil you, the Poison King."

"Because he can't eat me due to the poison?"

"No. Because if you weren't here, the Poison King, the Murim Alliance would invade immediately."

"You don't have to suck up to me anymore. I'm going to keep my promise anyway."

"I refuse. I'm going to keep sucking up. The impression you made on me today will last forever."

"You're saying that because you know I won't survive today, aren't you?"

We stepped into the Heavenly Demon Hall and walked side by side down the path of blood toward Father. It seemed Father had already heard the news that we had barked in the grand training grounds. The atmosphere was solemn and frigid.

After paying his respects, the Poison King looked at Father and spoke politely.

"Cult Leader. Please grant the Second Young Lord's request."

Father glared fiercely at the Poison King.

"You were the one I trusted."

The Poison King wore a troubled expression.

"I apologize."

"What on earth swayed you?" Father asked with a genuinely curious expression.

The Poison King seemed to ponder his answer for a moment.

"I was moved by the Second Young Lord's mourning."

At his unexpected words, both Father and I were surprised.

"Many people died in this incident. I was moved by the Second Young Lord's mourning for those unknown individuals."

I had not known the Poison King was thinking such things. He had acted as if he was not paying attention, but he had heard everything and was thinking deeply about it.

"I believe you can tell what kind of person someone is by seeing how they mourn for others."

The same the Poison King who had been trembling before the door spoke eloquently and confidently in front of Father.

Father's gaze turned to me.

"Are you happy?"

"I feel like I could fly. With the Demon Supremes supporting me together, I've achieved something for the first time. This will be a day I'll never forget for the rest of my life."

I conveyed my joy honestly. In truth, this was all thanks to Father. Thanks to his sharp rebuke.

How open is your world?

With that one phrase, I had realized that the Poison King's world was not a closed one, and in reality, it was not. If he were someone who truly lived in a closed world, he would not have barked in the training grounds, nor would he be standing in this place right now. I had simply been looking at him with a closed perspective.

It's thanks to you, Father.

However, I did not say those words here and now. This was a moment when I had to give Father a chance to be angry.

I believe it. I believe that at least half of Father's heart had been hoping for me to win. I chose to believe that.

As always, Father kept his promise.

"Fine. I grant your request."

I performed a deep bow on the spot.

"Thank you, Father."

I know this wasn't an easy decision for Father either. That's why I have to handle this matter well.

"If you've made such a request, it must be because you're confident you can handle it without leaving any evidence that we were involved, right?"

"Yes, I will do my best."

"Your best isn't enough. You must handle it without leaving any sign that we were the ones who killed them."

To deal with the Evil Alliance's second-in-command, Yayul Han, and his four limbs, without them knowing it was our doing. This too was a near-impossible mission, but I answered energetically.

"Yes! I will do so."

To receive this permission, all the Demon Supremes had stepped forward, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had even risked his life, and the Poison King had barked in the training grounds.

Then I have to pull it off, perfectly.

Father had already returned to his usual self. He was not the type to look back once he made a decision. He did not hold grudges.

"Who will you go with?"

"I will go with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

"The two of you might not be enough. With three, I can rest assured."

Just as the Poison King made a horrified face, Father's gaze turned to him.

"You will accompany him and help."

"I can't! Cult Leader!" the Poison King jumped, horrified.

"You can't?"

At Father's low question, the Poison King quickly replied.

"No. I can."

Father's expression seemed to say, You thought you'd get away with that so easily? Have a taste of this. I stand corrected. Father does hold grudges.

Father rose from his seat.

"The Poison King, listen."

As Father revealed the qi of the Heavenly Demon, the Poison King bowed his waist to show respect.

"Yes, Cult Leader."

"From this moment on, I permit the use of the Twelve Absolute Poisons."

"I accept your solemn command."

The Poison King's primary poison, the Twelve Absolute Poisons, could only be used with Father's permission. That was a testament to how terrifying the Poison King's poisons were.

After respectfully bidding farewell to Father, the Poison King and I left the Heavenly Demon Hall.

"You said you were nervous, but you spoke even better than I did."

"That was all the medicine's effect."

The Poison King let out a sigh so deep it seemed the ground would collapse. The man who hated even leaving the Thousand Poisons Forest was now being sent out to the Central Plains.

"It's dangerous outside the Thousand Poisons Forest!"

"Actually, you're the most dangerous one here, the Poison King."

The Poison King glared at me, his eyes screaming, This is all your fault.

"I'm sorry. I didn't know it would turn out like this either."

"I'm not going. I refuse."

"Alright. I'll go with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. You can hide well in the Thousand Poisons Forest."

"If I did that, I'd really get dragged away."

The Poison King threw a tantrum at nothing in particular.

"When I go out, I'm going to kill everyone. I'll stop by every village and annihilate them all. You don't think I can do it?"

He really, really did not want to go out.

"It seems you were worried about me, considering our opponent. I can tell, since you're sending out our Cult's greatest hidden weapon."

"That's not enough to console me, not at all!"

With slumped shoulders, the Poison King walked toward the Thousand Poisons Forest.

I shouted after him.

"We'll be leaving as soon as possible, so please get ready, and thank you so much for today!"

At that, the Poison King walked away, barking. He was a very angry dog.

Smiling at his retreating back, I turned my steps toward the Valley of Evil.


Chapter 215: Participate From the Beginning

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sat alone in the white room again, staring at the wall.

My worries that he might go mad disappeared once I learned the white wall helped his martial arts training.

Upon entering his room, I spoke.

"The Smiling Demon, let's go fight."

The Smiling Demon's eyes smiled brightly behind his mask when he heard I had permission. This was the same Extremely Evil Smiling Demon who wore the Undying Ghost Mask to meet Father and help me.

"Excellent."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon readily agreed. He showed no fear, even knowing his opponent was Yayul Han. He was simply delighted to fight alongside me.

"We'll be dealing not only with Yayul Han, but also with the four subordinates under his command."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes smiled through the mask's eyeholes. He was the type who rejoiced when the enemy was stronger, but that didn't mean he was arrogant or failed to assess his opponent accurately.

"Yayul Han is a strong man. This could be a tougher fight than any we've had before."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon wasn't letting his guard down. He understood the danger better than anyone, which made me even more grateful. He had stepped forward knowing exactly what the task entailed.

"The problem is, we have to finish them off without leaving any evidence that we were the ones who killed them."

"The Second Young Lord is smart, so you'll find a way."

"You have to help me, the Smiling Demon."

"I'll just handle the killing."

He said it easily, but I could feel the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze deepen. The opponent forced deep thought. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke to me in a calm tone.

"Sometimes, when I fight, I forget who I am. That's when it's most dangerous. The Second Young Lord I know is someone who knows himself better than anyone. That's why I'm not worried."

"And I'm not worried because I have you, the Smiling Demon."

We looked at each other and smiled, treating each other with goodwill and gratitude.

I feel the urge to banter with him. I want to joke around.

But I held back. Mistakes happen at times like this. Etiquette should be maintained when you're close, but it becomes harder the closer you get. So, I treated him with even deeper respect.

"Oh, and another Demon Supreme will be joining us for this task."

"Who is it?"

"By Father's command, the Poison King will be coming with us."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked slightly troubled when I mentioned the Poison King.

"I have no personal acquaintance with him."

Who did? That was true for both the Poison King and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"In the process of arranging this, I got to know a little about the Poison King. I thought he was a decent person."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon still seemed uncomfortable. Liking me was one thing, but his relationships with the other Demon Supremes were another matter entirely.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon walked to the opposite wall and stood before a line he had drawn.

"The Poison King... he's probably around here."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon pointed to the beginning of the line.

"Still, he's on the line."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed at my words. Since it was already decided, he accepted the situation.

"We'll just have to hope the Poison King's poison doesn't kill us by mistake."

I can't quite picture the two of them together either. The combinations of the Demon Supremes are difficult to match. Which two would be the best fit?

"When can you depart?"

"I'm ready anytime."

"Then let's depart tomorrow morning."

"Very well."

As I turned to leave, I spoke to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"This was all thanks to you, the Smiling Demon. Thank you once again."

"If we don't return alive, you'll have to use the word 'responsibility' instead of 'thanks'. Save your greetings for after the job is done."

After speaking, the Smiling Demon looked at the wall again.

I stared at the white wall with him for a moment, then bid farewell and left the room.

As I walked out of the Valley of Evil, the Faceless Warriors I encountered looked at me with greater favor. Some even bowed and greeted me, saying they enjoyed what happened earlier. My popularity had risen even more after I barked in the grand training grounds. They were a group that preferred strange antics anyway.


After leaving the Valley of Evil, I went straight to the Thousand Poisons Forest.

The Poison King was in the middle of packing. I came to tell him we were leaving tomorrow morning, but he was already busy gathering things as if he expected it.

"How'd you know we're leaving tomorrow morning?"

"After all the fuss you made to get this chance, of course you'd leave right away."

"As expected, you're brilliant."

"If I were so brilliant, would I have gotten myself into this crisis?"

To him, the crisis wasn't facing Yayul Han. The crisis was leaving the Thousand Poisons Forest.

The Poison King packed poisons into a shoulder bag. He packed all sorts of poisons in pouches, containers, and bottles.

"Is it necessary to bring so much poison?"

The poisons the Poison King already carried were enough to kill countless martial artists, yet he packed an excessive amount of spares.

"You never know what might happen."

Despite wanting to die rather than go, his preparations were thorough. It was his personality. Without such a meticulous nature, he could never create so many poisons and antidotes.

The Poison King put on a thin robe to hide the poison pouches on his waist. The robe also had several inner pockets, which he filled with more poisons.

"I'll be carrying a leather pouch, so if you give me some, I can carry them too."

"Are you planning to destroy the Evil Alliance? Forget it."

"You look like you're ready to do just that right now."

He pretended not to hear and packed something else. Next, he wrapped a leather belt around himself. It held about twenty poison-coated throwing knives.

"You throw throwing knives too?"

"Better than you, I bet."

That's unlikely, but I'm surprised the Poison King uses throwing knives.

On top of that, the Poison King also packed a fan.

It was his unique poison weapon, the Emptiness Fan, used mainly for administering poison. Killing everyone by spreading poison is easy. Killing just one person in a room of dozens is difficult.

One had to be careful when the Poison King gently waved the Emptiness Fan. You never knew where the wind to hell would blow.

In the future, the next Poison King would evaluate his master, the current Poison King, like this.

The greatest master of poison arts in the last three hundred years.

"I'm telling you now, I'm not killing Yayul Han. I'm just tagging along. I'm just going to watch!"

"If you're just going to watch, why are you packing so much poison?"

"So I can watch with peace of mind."

This was his personality. Both the meticulousness and this anxiety.

"How long will it take?"

"I don't know. I plan to handle it as quickly as possible, but I don't know what the situation will be when we get there."

"Let's handle it as fast as possible and come back. Got it?"

"It would be faster if you helped."

"I don't know about anything else, but that bastard, the True Venom Sage, I'll have to deal with him myself."

The Poison King seemed annoyed about this particular incident.

"If you're going to sell medicine, at least make it properly before you sell it. This is why we get a bad name. It's why the Cult Leader hates me."

"But you can't leave any trace that you used your poison arts, the Poison King."

"Am I going to leave a corpse behind for display?"

He meant he would melt the corpse without a trace.

In any case, if the Poison King takes care of the True Venom Sage, I won't have to reveal my Myriad Poison Immunity.

"Then I'll see you tomorrow morning."

I left him to finish packing and exited the Thousand Poisons Forest.

As he led me out, Sangseon spoke.

"Please take good care of the Poison King."

I knew how much Sangseon worried about and cherished the Poison King. He must be even more concerned since it was his first time leaving the cult in a long time.

"I think I should be asking the Poison King to do that, but yes. I'll escort him well and bring him back."

"Today is the last time I'll guide you. From now on, you'll have to come alone."

He had always guided me through confusing paths, but today he led me out using the easiest and best route.


After leaving the Thousand Poisons Gate, I visited the physician's office.

I could finally say the words to the physician.

"Tomorrow, I leave to kill Yayul Han."

The physician stood blankly, shocked, then staggered. I released my qi to envelop his body, sat him in a chair, and brought him water.

The physician asked in a trembling voice.

"How did you know it was him?"

He had asked me to kill a man but had never told me his name.

I said nothing. Soon, the physician cried out, 'Ah!'. He must have realized I heard the name from Father, since he had asked him for this favor before and been refused.

"Did the Cult Leader permit it?"

"Yes. Six Demon Supremes helped me with this task. My recent visit to the Poison King was also to get his permission for this."

"Why didn't you tell me?"

"I wanted to tell you after I received permission."

Passion flooded the physician's face.

"I have lived only for this day."

His life was one of torment. He lost his family before his eyes and survived alone, dreaming of revenge while treating patients as self-punishment. He probably never slept peacefully. He probably couldn't taste even the most delicious food.

I've never had a child, but I can't even imagine the depth of sorrow and resentment from watching your child murdered before your eyes.

"I could have killed him and told you after, but I'm telling you now because I know how important this is to you, Physician. I'm telling you from the beginning that it's starting now. This way, you can participate from the very beginning."

The physician would tremble, tense, and worry until I returned. He wouldn't be able to sleep.

Still, I believe telling him was the right thing to do.

The physician recalled the day he desperately wanted to forget but never could.

"It was when I was young. I was treating a critically ill patient when Yayul Han barged in. He demanded I immediately treat the person he brought. I told him I couldn't. That if I stopped the treatment now, this person would die. Even with a sword to my neck, I upheld my principles as a physician, and that day, I saved them both. I saved the person I was treating, and I saved the person that bastard brought."

"But why?"

"He said he never let anyone who disobeyed his orders live. It was his own principle, and he would uphold it. He said he would spare my life since I saved his subordinate. In exchange..."

Tears streamed from the physician's eyes.

"I regret it. I should've just done what he said. I regret it dozens, hundreds of times a day. If I could only go back to that day... I'd follow his orders. I'd follow his orders even if the patient I was treating died."

I said nothing. I knew no words could comfort him.

He led me to his personal quarters within the physician's office. The room was so small and shabby it was hard to believe it was his. It contained only a single hard bed, a small desk, and a chair. The few books on the desk and a single old lamp seemed to show his entire life.

There was a secret door in that room. He opened a small door hidden in the wall, and we went inside.

The hidden space perfectly recreated the physician's old home.

The place where his wife used to cook, the place where his son used to run and play, and the room where the family of three used to sleep.

He was still there, in that place, on that day. He hadn't left it for a single moment.

"My young son always wanted to play with me. Every time, it was because Daddy was busy. Because Daddy had to save a patient. Because Daddy had to go buy medicinal herbs. I kept putting it off and putting it off, but still, my son never hated me. That little boy said to me, 'When you're not busy, you'll play with me, right? Right? You're working so hard for us, right?' I still can't forget the look in his eyes that day. At times like that, my wife would say, 'Don't overwork yourself. Take care of your own health first.' How can I call myself a physician when I couldn't even save my own child, my own wife!"

Finally, the tears the physician held back streamed down his face. He tried hard to stop them, but they only flowed more. It was the first time I had ever seen the physician cry.

I went and hugged the physician. I held him tight and patted his bony back as he squeezed his eyes shut and wept silently. I wasn't hugging him as the Second Young Lord. It was my pre-regression self, who had lived a much longer life, hugging a younger brother living this difficult, lonely life. Physician, you can stop suffering now. I will end it for you.

A moment later, the physician calmed himself.

Our gazes met. His face looked relieved, in a way. It was a pain he had suppressed alone for so long.

"...I'm sorry. For making you do such a dangerous thing for my revenge."

I told him firmly.

"I will kill him and return without fail."

Today will be the last time I see his tear-streaked face.

"That bastard has probably forgotten I even exist."

That fact would probably infuriate him even more.

"I will make him remember."

I don't usually attach meaning to a villain's death, but this time is an exception.

"And so, I will whisper in the dying bastard's ear. That this death is the physician's answer to your pathetic principle."


Chapter 216: Are You Afraid of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon?

At dawn the next day, a carriage departed secretly from the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

The carriage carried Geom Mugeuk, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and the Poison King.

Two people watched them from a distance. They were the Heavenly Demon Geom Woojin and Head Strategist Sama Myeong.

"I should step down from my position as Head Strategist."

Geom Woojin looked at Sama Myeong, his expression questioning. Sama Myeong smiled self-deprecatingly.

"I never imagined the Second Young Lord would make the Poison King bark in the grand training grounds. I knew the Second Young Lord was extraordinary, but I didn't know he'd even bring down the Poison King."

Geom Woojin nodded.

"I feel the same way."

"And there's one more shock. I never thought the Cult Leader would permit this."

"What could I do? I made a promise."

Sama Myeong knew Geom Woojin was not a man who broke promises. That was why Geom Woojin should have refused from the start, but he had left an opening with the Poison King.

Could it be that the Cult Leader anticipated this outcome?

Sama Myeong thought that might be the case. He could never fathom Geom Woojin's heart when it came to Geom Mugeuk.

"During this mission, give my second brother full access to all information," Geom Woojin ordered.

"Yes, the All-Knowing Hall will provide its full support."

"And prepare for any unforeseen circumstances."

Two severe unforeseen circumstances loomed. The first was the mission succeeding, but the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult being exposed as Yayul Han's killer. The second was Geom Mugeuk and the two Demon Supremes failing and ending up in danger. Either outcome would have a severe aftermath. The Evil Alliance couldn't wage war on the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, but they would demand compensation. Refusing could push them to join the Murim Alliance. The death or serious injury of Geom Mugeuk or the Demon Supremes was an equally grave problem.

How could Geom Woojin not know this? Yet, he had given his permission.

Are you perhaps hoping this incident will destabilize the state of murim?

Sama Myeong knew Geom Woojin would one day draw his sword against murim. The thought suddenly struck him that perhaps Geom Woojin intended for this incident to be the beginning.

One thing was certain. It was not just the Demon Supremes who had changed. The Heavenly Demon had also changed, though Sama Myeong could not pinpoint how. The fact they stood here together watching the carriage depart, something that would not normally happen, proved it.

Second Young Lord, you must succeed and return.

The winds of change were blowing not only within the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, but toward all of murim.


Seo Daeryong drove the carriage.

Last night, I went to Seo Daeryong and told him we had to leave together tomorrow. He immediately started complaining.

"No way! What kind of dangerous place are you trying to drag me to this time?"

"It's nothing big. You just need to drive the carriage and run a few errands later."

"That makes it even more suspicious. It reeks of danger."

"That would be the smell of adventure. The smell of growth, and also the smell of memories."

"When you mix all that together, it becomes the smell of danger. I'm sorry, but I'm not going! I told you, winning the Young Dragon Tournament was the end of all my adventures for a lifetime. I'm going to spend the rest of my life just bragging about that, remember?"

"It has to be you."

"But there are so many demonic practitioners in our Cult."

"Because the fates of myself, our Cult, and murim are on the line. I need someone I can trust to keep the secret until death. At least there won't be any villainesses trying to seduce you."

"You're hitting me where it hurts again."

The one sentence that finally moved him was this.

"I'm going to handle that incident."

At that, the playful look vanished from Seo Daeryong's face.

"Then I have to go."

And so, Seo Daeryong came to the carriage this morning, determined to punish the mastermind behind the incident.

"But why are you taking a carriage? Shouldn't the two of you just go using movement arts?"

"Because it's not just the two of us."

"What?"

Seo Daeryong peeked inside the carriage and startled. He pulled me away and whispered.

"Why are those two in the carriage?"

"Because they're coming with me to help."

"You didn't tell me the carriage I have to drive is carrying the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Poison King! Hurry up and tell me everything. Who is the enemy?"

"Yayul Han."

Seo Daeryong blinked for a moment, then asked.

"I only know one Yayul Han... It's not him, right? Come on, why are you making such an extreme joke? Please tell me it's not him."

Just as he spun around to flee, I spoke.

"You can be the one to tell that child. Tell her we've returned after avenging her family."

Seo Daeryong turned back around. He walked toward the driver's seat with slumped shoulders.

"If you put it like that, how can I not go!"

I knew Seo Daeryong was just putting on a show. He might be scared, but he was not the type of man to back down from something like this.

He would want to avenge the child. Above all, it was a journey with me. On our last trip out of the cult, he became a disciple of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the winner of the Young Dragon Tournament.

Seo Daeryong was necessary for this mission. Take this carriage, for instance. If I had been driving, a truly suffocating silence would have filled the carriage with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Poison King inside.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Poison King had not said a single word to each other since their initial greeting. They really were not close.

I had expected as much and made no effort to force them to get along. If an opportunity arose for them to become friends, they would. If not, they would return in this same chilly atmosphere.

"We've received all current information on our targets from the All-Knowing Hall, and we're scheduled to receive additional information."

I had not told the two of them, but the Hidden Moon, led by Go Wol and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, was also actively gathering information. Those two had also agreed to join us on-site and help with the mission.

"Our current destination is the location of the Golden Pig Jisaeng, the creator of the Miracle Deity Loan. I'll explain the plan once we arrive."

"We will follow the Second Young Lord's plan," the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon replied politely.

The Poison King glanced my way. He looked like he wanted to say something but was holding back because of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

[Let me ask one thing. Why does the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon like you so much?]

[But why are you sending me a telepathy instead of just saying it?]

[I'm not even close with that guy, so how can I ask? Does he have some dirt on you? Why is he being so nice?]

[I won't answer if you use telepathy. Be a man and just ask!]

The Poison King turned his head to the window.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon noticed the Poison King sending me a telepathy and looked at me. I smiled and gave him a nod. Just exchanging glances like this felt good. It was truly surprising.

The Poison King asked about something else, unrelated to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Does a plan that doesn't exist now suddenly appear when we arrive?"

"It will when the strategist who isn't here now arrives."

"A strategist? Strategist Sama?"

The Poison King did not know that Go Wol and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had become my people.

"No, I have my own strategist."

"You already have a strategist?"

"You need a strategist to survive in this harsh murim. Doesn't everyone have at least one strategist who can't play Go?"

The Poison King looked incomprehensible. Normally, a harsh remark would have followed, but he seemed to be holding back because of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. There were some benefits to having these two together.

[Are you afraid of the Smiling Demon?]

I expected him to tell me not to be ridiculous.

[Of course I'm afraid. Just looking at that mask makes my heart tremble.]

It was an unexpected answer. I never thought the Poison King would fear the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon this much.

[Right now, the Smiling Demon is probably trembling while looking at your poison pouch.]

[No way. That man is not afraid of death.]

I did not know he held the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon in such high regard.

[What about you, Poison King?]

[I'm afraid of dying. Isn't that why I'm the guy who never even leaves the Thousand Poisons Forest?]

Are you afraid of dying? Or are you afraid of killing?

Instead of asking what I wanted to, I asked the Poison King something else.

"How does it feel to be out of the cult after so long?"

The Poison King's gaze turned to the scenery outside the speeding carriage.

"What is there to feel? I, too, once roamed the Central Plains until I was sick of it."

"You, the Poison King?"

"Do you think I earned the title of the Poison King in the Thousand Poisons Forest? In my youth, I traveled all over the Central Plains in search of poisons."

Why would a man like that hole himself up in the Thousand Poisons Forest?

I did not ask. When we reach a point where we can share our hearts, I will naturally find out. Let's hear it on the day I reveal that I have Myriad Poison Immunity.

Just then, a horse neighed urgently, and the carriage jolted to a halt.

An ordinary person would have been thrown forward, but the two Demon Supremes calmly kept their positions.

From the driver's seat, Seo Daeryong spoke urgently.

"I'm sorry! A deer suddenly jumped out from the bushes by the road."

"Since we've stopped anyway, let's take a short break. The horse seems startled too."

I got out of the carriage with the two Demon Supremes.

Seo Daeryong bowed to the two Demon Supremes, apologizing once more.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, whom he feared the most, could have been thrown into the front of the carriage. What if the impact had chipped a corner of his mask? Seo Daeryong's face was pale, as if he was imagining just that.

To ease the tension, I formally introduced Seo Daeryong.

"He is the head disciple of Elder Blade Demon. He is currently learning the Elder's unique martial arts."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was not surprised, as if he already knew. The Poison King, however, was startled.

"A disciple of the Blade Demon?"

The fact that this small, frail-looking man was the next Blood Heaven Blade Demon seemed to have surprised him.

I gave Seo Daeryong more backing.

"He's also my right-hand man."

The Poison King's gaze shifted to me. His eyes seemed to ask, 'He's even your right-hand man?' and I replied forcefully.

"Having him around is very reassuring."

At that, the Poison King's gaze returned to Seo Daeryong. Naturally, Seo Daeryong felt a hundred times more burdened.

"You praise me too much," Seo Daeryong said, bowing politely.

At the same time, a telepathy flew in.

[Don't do it! Please stop making me stand out to the Demon Supremes! Just treat me like I don't exist!]

As Seo Daeryong raised his head, I smiled.

"He also won the Young Dragon Tournament, a competition among the best prodigies of the orthodox sects."

Seeing Seo Daeryong curse at me with his eyes, I made sure to add a finishing touch.

"You two will meet him again in the distant future at a Demon Supreme assembly."

Having given up on everything, Seo Daeryong looked up at the sky with an enlightened face and laughed. I was done teasing him.

"Alright, let's depart."

We got back into the carriage.

Seo Daeryong, who had been driving cheerfully just moments before, now drove the carriage cautiously, like a novice coachman. He was afraid of having to stop suddenly again.

I shouted toward the driver's seat.

"If you're going to drive this slowly, you'll have to switch places with me. You want to come in here?"

The next moment, the carriage began to race forward at a furious speed.


The carriage ran and ran.

To avoid leaving a trail, we camped out instead of stopping in towns. When the alcohol and food ran out, I hunted and cooked myself to serve the Demon Supremes.

The Poison King, tasting my cooking for the first time, marveled that I was good at everything.

We continued driving until we arrived in the region where the Golden Pig Jisaeng was located.

Go Wol and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader greeted us at a safehouse there.

The Poison King saw not only Go Wol but also the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader and asked me.

[Why is the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader here?]

[He has a special relationship with my strategist.]

[I heard the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader left his position as Cult Leader. So it was because of you.]

[But why do you keep sending telepathies? Speak confidently. 'Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, what are you doing here?' What is the great Poison King so afraid of?]

[Am I afraid? No, it's just awkward.]

[And barking in front of all those people was fine? Being defiant in front of Father was fine?]

[That was because I had to. I'm just uncomfortable around all these people.]

Still, I felt my relationship with the Poison King had progressed. He was being honest with me about his feelings.

After letting the two Demon Supremes unpack in their rooms, I met with Go Wol separately.

"You are incredible. To think you even moved the heart of the Poison King."

"Their actions are driven less by loyalty to me and more by goodwill or curiosity."

"I believe that goodwill can exert a greater power than loyalty."

"I hope so."

I believed my relationship with the Demon Supremes was just beginning.

Truly getting close to someone is difficult. Maintaining that relationship is even harder. In the space left when novelty fades, boredom and disappointment are bound to creep in. I still have a long way to go with the Demon Supremes.

"This matter must be handled more cautiously than any other," Go Wol said.

He knew the gravity of this situation better than anyone.

"Frankly, considering the skills of the Young Lord and the Demon Supremes, dealing with his four underlings won't be difficult. The problem is not leaving any trace of our Cult in their deaths, and also not making Yayul Han tense up as a result."

Go Wol already seemed to have given this a lot of thought.

"I will follow your plan."

I was not just saying that to make him feel good. I fully intended to follow Go Wol's words. How to nurture a good strategist? It's simple. Follow his plan and make that plan succeed. The more a strategist's confidence grows, the more brilliant his next plan will be. I just need to handle any deviations with improvisation.

"Our first target, Jisaeng, is creating a new Miracle Deity Loan. He recently found someone to entrust with the task."

This is why it is useless to just get rid of the underlings. Only by eliminating Jisaeng, who has tasted the money from the Miracle Deity Loan, will the Miracle Deity Loan itself disappear.

Go Wol's expression showed that a plan was already in place.

"It is said that he who chases a deer cannot see the mountain. In the end, it will be his own greed that kills him."

I guessed his plan and smiled.

"We'll have to teach the guy who likes immortals that among them, there are also evil immortals."


Chapter 217: May I Step In?

"Chairman Yang, didn't I tell you? A person can't live only for profit. Sometimes you have to take a loss, but you lost a few measly coins and ran to the Murim Alliance for help? Is the Murim Alliance your personal problem solver? You tattle to them at the drop of a hat. The Murim Alliance is busy too, lining their own pockets. So don't do this ever again. Got it?"

The man called Chairman Yang, collapsed on the floor, gave no answer. He was already dead. The Golden Pig Jisaeng continued to nag the corpse.

Jisaeng looked irritable. He was bone-thin, nothing like his moniker, the Golden Pig. He did not tolerate mistakes, so his subordinates could barely breathe around him.

"Search this man's house and take anything valuable. Get rid of anyone who might cause trouble later."

"......"

The subordinate who received the order went outside. As always, they would make it look like a mercenary raid and then set the place on fire.

For now, Jisaeng had to squeeze his surroundings like this. The reason was the damned Miracle Deity Loan.

Jisaeng pressed another subordinate.

"Have you found them?"

"We haven't found them yet. We've dispatched more people, so there should be news soon."

The bastards in charge of Miracle Deity Loan had taken all the assets and fled. Their escape had caused a major disruption to Jisaeng's financial situation.

The investigation revealed that Ilseon and Iseon, who ran Miracle Deity Loan, had come to the battlefield themselves to collect money. The bastards had even liquidated all their other assets and disappeared. Just thinking about them made Jisaeng's anger flare.

Stupid bastards!

If they had just kept working under him, they could have made much more money.

He didn't know about the other one, but he never thought Ilseon, who was smart and cautious, would kill the goose that lays the golden eggs.

Jisaeng couldn't know their specific thoughts or circumstances. They might have fought among themselves, or another problem could have arisen. Perhaps someone else had taken them out.

The smell of money was like the smell of blood. It always attracted packs of hyenas. Whatever the reason, if Jisaeng caught them, he planned to tear them to death with a mountain keep. Even if others had already killed them, he would kill them one more time.

"Find them no matter what! If you can't, you'll be the ones to die."

"Yes! Understood."

The subordinate's face turned pale. He knew it wasn't a joke and ran out.

Just then, another subordinate came to report.

"Big Tiger is waiting at the Seojangwon."

The Four Iron Sword Tigers.

Jisaeng had recruited individuals with notorious reputations in the unorthodox sects. He intended to put them in charge of Miracle Deity Loan.

It would have been better for his direct subordinates to handle the job, but the nature of Miracle Deity Loan made that impossible. They needed people completely unrelated to the Evil Alliance in case problems arose. It would be especially troublesome if the Murim Alliance took issue with the matter.

Jisaeng exited the building and walked to a carriage. A man with a round face sat in the driver's seat, looking up at the sky.

When Jisaeng came out, the driver greeted him politely.

"Let's go to the Seohogwan."

The carriage departed, and the subordinates followed on horseback.

Jisaeng sent a telepathic message to the driver.

[Elder, please see if the Four Iron Sword Tigers are suitable.]

His tone was exceedingly polite and respectful.

This man, posing as a driver, was the real Golden Pig Jisaeng.

Previously, Iseon had told Geom Mugeuk about a tattoo on Jisaeng's driver. That person was this very man.

[Aren't you good at judging people by now?]

[I haven't learned even one-hundredth of your insight, Elder.]

[Excessive humility is flattery.]

[I apologize, Elder.]

[Trust your own eyes and make the judgment.]

The man had lived as the fake Jisaeng for over a decade. He thought like Jisaeng and lived like Jisaeng. Sometimes, he even felt he was the real Jisaeng.

During those years, no crisis had ever endangered his life. One might think it was fine to reveal himself and live openly now, but the real Jisaeng lived by thoroughly concealing himself.

The man thought Jisaeng was truly amazing. From what he knew, Jisaeng had amassed a fortune so vast he couldn't spend it all in a lifetime. If it were him, he would never be able to wear such shabby clothes and act as a driver.

[How are the finances for this month?]

[We are still short twenty thousand taels for the payment to the higher-ups.]

He couldn't report to the higher-ups that the tribute for the month couldn't be delivered because of some problem.

That's your problem.

That was always the stance of the higher-ups.

[Do not worry. I will handle it somehow so that it does not affect the higher-ups and you, Elder.]

[Do so.]

When things like this happened, the real Jisaeng never once offered to cover it with his own money. The man usually thought Jisaeng was a truly great person, but this side of him was disappointing. Did he have to be so obsessed with money?

Then again, this was also remarkable in its own way. He was a man with a firm philosophy on money. He lived for the fun of earning and saving it. To him, money was everything.

So, he had asked him once before.

"Why don't you become independent?"

He thought that with the real Jisaeng's mind, he could build an enormous fortune anywhere. Currently, he paid more than two-thirds of his earnings as tribute to Yayul Han.

At that time, the real Jisaeng had answered.

"No matter how much money I earn, people like me will eventually rip it all away."

It meant that someone with a powerful backer would eventually take it.

"Excessive greed brings disaster."

Hearing the greediest person he knew say such a thing, the fake Jisaeng felt a strange emotion. If excessive greed truly brought disaster, then Jisaeng would be disaster itself.

The carriage arrived at the Seohogwan.

The fake Jisaeng and his subordinates went inside first. The real Jisaeng got off the carriage. In truth, this was his favorite moment, second only to making money.

Watching the world while hiding his identity.

He felt a strange pleasure knowing no one recognized his true self. He enjoyed the joy of becoming like a god, manipulating humans like pieces on a game board.

The real Jisaeng clasped his hands behind his back and began to wander around the courtyard.


Big Tiger, the first of the Four Iron Sword Tigers, waited for Jisaeng in the reception hall.

A special screen hung between them. Set up by the subordinates, it allowed Jisaeng's side to see out, but not the other way around.

"I am honored to meet such a distinguished person."

This was the moment the fake Jisaeng had to become the real Jisaeng.

This fake also felt a strange pleasure. He became the grand figure known as Jisaeng, one of the four members under the Evil Alliance's second-in-command, Yayul Han.

Everyone bowed their heads before him. He wished the pleasure that power gave him would last forever.

"You've worked hard coming all this way."

"When the Elder summons, one must run a great distance in a single breath."

Jisaeng looked at the man sitting before him and felt inwardly pleased.

Just perfect.

He had liked this one most among the various candidates from the start. In Jisaeng's eyes, he looked less like a tiger and more like a wild dog. That made him perfect.

Someone with a sane mind could not handle a job like Miracle Deity Loan. Only those who felt no guilt destroying a person's soul could do it. Thus, it was a job for wild dogs, not tigers.

In that respect, the Four Iron Sword Tigers were suitable. Their pasts spoke for them. They were men who had committed evil deeds so vile they were hard to even speak of.

"I'll be honest with you. The ones who handled this job before had other ideas, so I dealt with them myself."

The fact that the bastards had run off with the money must never be known.

"Betrayal is death."

"I will offer my loyalty until death."

"After the work officially begins, even mentioning the main alliance means death."

"I will keep that in mind."

"If you just abide by those two things, you'll be able to earn a great deal of money."

"I will work as hard as an ox."

Big Tiger laughed. His laughter revealed a vulgarity he could not hide.

"And soon, I'd like to see your brothers as well."

"They are here with me. Please contact me anytime."

"I will be in touch soon."

"Understood."

Big Tiger bowed politely and excused himself.

After he left the Seohogwan, the fake Jisaeng came out and boarded the carriage.

[How was he?]

[Judging by his face, he is full of greed and pettiness, but at least he doesn't seem the type to betray easily, so he seems suitable for this job.]

[Then I will proceed.]

The carriage then left the area.


Big Tiger returned to his residence.

He was in a good mood. Though he went around saying he was evil from birth, he was getting tired of his wicked deeds. Jisaeng had chosen them just when he was thinking of pulling off one big job and retiring.

"You bastards! We did it!"

Big Tiger opened the door, stepped inside, and flinched in surprise.

Second Tiger, Third Tiger, and Fourth Tiger sat side-by-side on chairs, fast asleep.

A young man he had never seen before sat among them.

At first, he thought it was a young man his younger brothers had invited.

I told them not to bring in outsiders.

But another thought immediately followed. They invited someone over and then fell asleep? Or are they trying to prank me? They're doing something they've never done in their lives?

These thoughts flashed through his mind in an instant.

Big Tiger's deliberation did not last long. He turned his body as fast as lightning to flee.

Big Tiger's entire body froze.

A man in a white mask stood behind him, having appeared from nowhere. Their eyes met, and the icy gaze behind the mask paralyzed him. He had met all sorts of villains, but he had never seen such a terrifying gaze.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon slowly reached out and lightly suppressed Big Tiger's inner arts. Big Tiger had been around the murim long enough, but he couldn't even lift a finger as his opponent touched his qi center.

Two more men entered behind the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. They were the Poison King and Seo Daeryong.

"I'm not going to interfere. I'll just watch."

The Poison King walked past Big Tiger, went inside, and sat perched on the desk. Seo Daeryong closed the door.

Geom Mugeuk called to Big Tiger.

"Come closer."

Big Tiger slowly walked toward Geom Mugeuk.

I have to keep my wits about me to survive!

That was his only thought.

When he got closer to Geom Mugeuk, he could finally see the other Tigers clearly. Their bodies were already stiff.

They're all dead!

Big Tiger's heart sank. Their bodies had no wounds. It looked as if they had been taken down without even drawing their swords. Who in the world were these people?

"Do you know who we are?"

"The Four Iron Sword Tigers, and you're the first, Big Tiger."

Hearing them identified so accurately, Big Tiger quickly spoke.

"We've been entrusted with an important job. You've made a big mistake."

"Being entrusted with the Miracle Deity Loan job by the Evil Alliance? What's so great about that?"

Big Tiger was shocked by Geom Mugeuk's words.

"You're doing this even though you know who's behind us?"

Just then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stepped forward, stared intently at Big Tiger, and said, "Let's not waste any more time. Just give me a few minutes. I'll turn him into an obedient dog."

Every hair on Big Tiger's body stood on end, and his whole body trembled.

At that moment, the Poison King spoke politely to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"May I step in?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at the Poison King. The Poison King could not meet the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon readily nodded and took a step back.

"Please do."

It was the first time the two had shared a moment of understanding since leaving their Cult.

The Poison King fumbled in his bag, took out a medicine bottle, and said to Geom Mugeuk, "Why would you trust a man like that to get the job done? On the other hand, a Gu poison can certainly be trusted."

A hideous insect squirmed inside the medicine bottle.

"Once this thing settles in his brain, he'll cut off his own arm if you tell him to."

At those words, Big Tiger's face turned ashen. The thought of that disgusting thing entering his head already made him feel nauseous.

Geom Mugeuk smiled and asked the Poison King, "I thought you said you weren't going to get involved?"

"Seeing this guy made me want to test it out. It's been a while since I've tested it on a person."

"Unfortunately, we don't have time to test a Gu poison."

"Then feed him this at least."

The Poison King took another poison bottle from his bag.

"It's a poison that will cause all his internal organs to melt and kill him if he doesn't take the antidote every day. Tell him to try betraying us if he wants."

"It must not leave any traces of poison later."

"Whose poison do you think this is, that you'd worry about something like that?"

"Then this is perfect!"

The next moment, Big Tiger shouted urgently.

"Please spare me! What do I have to do?"

The gazes of the four men turned to Big Tiger. His whole body trembled. It was a bizarre combination of men who seemed to be neither villains nor righteous heroes.

He had experienced all sorts of villains, but these were the first to evoke such a primal fear. They seemed like opponents against whom no trick would ever work.

Geom Mugeuk approached him and said in a gentle tone, "Big Bro, I'll be in your care from now on."

The moment he heard those words, Big Tiger understood. They intended to take the roles of his brothers. That was why they had already killed his three younger brothers.

Geom Mugeuk held out the Poison King's poison to him.

"Big Bro, drink this first, and then let's talk about what needs to be done."

"I don't have to drink it! If you just spare my life, I'll do whatever you say! I'll swear on my name, on my parents, no, I'll swear to the gods of heaven and earth! If I don't keep my promise, may I be struck down by divine punishment and die!"

At that, Geom Mugeuk forced his mouth open and poured the medicine in.

"I don't believe you. Now, drink up!"


Chapter 218: To Invite Someone Over Just to Serve Cheap Liquor

A searing liquid burned down Big Tiger's throat.

He had never tasted anything like it. The moment he swallowed, Big Tiger knew he had ingested something forbidden.

The Poison King approached and handed him a black pill.

"Chew it thoroughly and swallow. Or all your insides will melt."

Startled, Big Tiger snatched the pill. A cooling sensation spread through him as the antidote took effect.

"You must take this antidote once a day until I completely detoxify you. For every two hours you're late, one of your organs will melt. Your heart will be the last to go."

Big Tiger's vision went dark, but a sliver of hope remained. They were keeping him alive for a reason.

"What should I do now?"

"You'll take us to Jisaeng. He's the second, I'm the third, and he's the fourth."

Geom Mugeuk first pointed to Seo Daeryong, then to the Poison King.

The Poison King asked with a surprised expression.

"Why me?"

"We need three people. As you can see, he can't step forward because he's wearing a mask."

He deliberately avoided using the title 'the Smiling Demon' in front of Big Tiger.

The gazes of the Poison King and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon met again.

"Given the circumstances, I'm asking this of you."

It was not something the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would normally ask, but he spoke politely to the Poison King.

Just as the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had stepped back earlier, the Poison King readily accepted.

"Very well. I'll do it."

Just then, Big Tiger spoke cautiously.

"They all look so young. I don't know if he'll believe it."

At that, Geom Mugeuk said something meaningful.

"Making him not believe is the core of this job."

Big Tiger did not understand. He asked the one question that had been bothering him.

"Since I've even taken poison, let me ask one thing. Who in the world are you people?"

"Who else? We're the beloved younger brothers of our Big Bro."

Geom Mugeuk pressed his acupoint, and Big Tiger collapsed into sleep.

After putting him to sleep, Geom Mugeuk addressed the two Demon Supremes.

"Strategist Go is proceeding with the plan. We should hear from Jisaeng within a few days. He's thrown out a sparkling, dazzling bait that Jisaeng can't possibly refuse."

This operation proceeded exactly according to Go Wol's plan. Geom Mugeuk had told Go Wol not to feel pressured and to plan comfortably.

Go Wol's enemy was not the Evil Alliance or Jisaeng. It was the pressure he felt as a strategist to handle things perfectly and thus look good in front of Geom Mugeuk.

Seo Daeryong tucked the corpses of the dead Four Iron Sword Tigers under his arms.

"I'll take care of the bodies."

"I'll help you."

Geom Mugeuk tucked the last corpse under his arm and followed Seo Daeryong outside.

He and Seo Daeryong dug a deep pit in the backyard and buried the three men. Considering their evil deeds, they should have been thrown on a mountain for beasts to eat, but since they had to impersonate the men, they could not.

"As expected, when I'm out with you, Director, the bodies pile up."

"It might be because of you."

"Because of me?"

"When we first met, you said our Cult would never change. Because of that, I resolved to make it change."

Seo Daeryong stared silently at Geom Mugeuk, then spoke softly.

"I only gave you one thing, but you, Director, repay me with ten."

This meant his words had been that thankful and encouraging.

Geom Mugeuk thought that for someone who knew gratitude like this, he could give not just ten, but a hundred.

Seo Daeryong looked at the corpses in the pit.

"Sorry. It seems you died because of me."

After covering them with dirt, Seo Daeryong tamped the ground with his feet. When he finished without leaving a trace, Seo Daeryong spoke to Geom Mugeuk.

"Aren't you going inside?"

"Let's go in a bit. Let's give those two some time to get acquainted."

Seo Daeryong looked at the building.

"Come to think of it, the two scariest people in our Cult are in there."

Seo Daeryong was inwardly curious how Geom Mugeuk would describe the two of them.


The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked out the window while the Poison King needlessly organized the poisons in his bag.

Then, they both spoke at the same time.

"The Poison King..."

"The Smiling Demon..."

"Ah, you speak first."

"No, you speak first."

Silence followed until the Poison King spoke first.

"I never thought I'd end up in a place like this with you."

"The same goes for me."

"Do you know? When the Second Young Lord talks about the Demon Supremes, his eyes sparkle most when he mentions you, the Smiling Demon. It's like he gets excited. That's the feeling I get."

The eyes within the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyeholes smiled pleasantly, perhaps because he heard something he liked.

"It's the same for me. I think I also get excited when I'm with the Second Young Lord. I don't know why."

He would never know that in Geom Mugeuk's life before regression, he had wanted to befriend him. He was the only person who had shown his face while dying by Geom Mugeuk's sword. He would never know their deep connection continued from before the regression.

The Poison King, however, felt something different.

"I feel uneasy when I see the Second Young Lord. It's like he's a poison with no antidote."

This meant that once addicted, there was no solution. It also meant he did not want to fall into such a relationship.

"When we make poisons, we consider a poison without an antidote a failure."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze returned to the window. Far in the yard, the poison with no antidote walked this way, talking with Seo Daeryong.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke in a small, almost inaudible voice.

"I don't mind."


A few days later, a subordinate reported to Jisaeng.

"I've heard a strange rumor about the Four Iron Sword Tigers."

"What rumor?"

"About a month before they came here, they supposedly robbed an escort mission and got three top-grade Luminous Pearls."

Jisaeng startled at the words 'top-grade Luminous Pearl'. They were not only incredibly expensive but also so rare that money alone could not buy them. The wealthy magnates of the jianghu bought them as soon as they appeared, and the Four Iron Sword Tigers had obtained three?

"There's also a rumor that several of the Four Iron Sword Tigers died in the process."

"When we investigated them before, there was no such incident, was there?"

He had several candidates for the Miracle Deity Loan. After a thorough investigation, he had finally chosen the Four Iron Sword Tigers.

"It seems to be because it was a recent event."

Yet Big Tiger had shown no sign of it. When asked to see his brothers' faces, hadn't he said he would show them anytime? If several of only four had died, that meant everyone except Big Tiger was dead.

"It won't be difficult to confirm. We had to meet once anyway. Go tell the Four Iron Sword Tigers I want to meet."

One hour later, Jisaeng met the Four Iron Sword Tigers again at the same manor.

Again, a screen was lowered in front of Jisaeng, allowing only him to see the faces on the other side.

"We greet the Elder. These are my younger brothers. Now, greet him."

The three men removed their bamboo hats at Big Tiger's words. Jisaeng flinched in surprise the moment he saw them.

The young man to Big Tiger's left was handsome, with a clear, deep gaze that made it hard to believe he was one of the evil Four Iron Sword Tigers. The man on the other side was small and also did not fit their image. The last man looked so young he seemed to have just stepped into the jianghu, far from being one of the Four Iron Sword Tigers.

"You're younger than I thought."

"Being young, won't we work more passionately?"

Geom Mugeuk, the Poison King, and Seo Daeryong had not even bothered with a simple disguise. Fake beards might have avoided suspicion, but they deliberately chose not to wear them. This was all part of Go Wol's strategy.

Jisaeng asked Geom Mugeuk.

"Since when have you been one of the Four Iron Sword Tigers?"

Geom Mugeuk glanced furtively at Big Tiger and spoke in a trembling voice.

"It's been quite a while."

Jisaeng's mouth lifted at the corners when he saw Geom Mugeuk trail off without a precise answer.

The rumor might be true.

He thought that Big Tiger's brothers had died robbing the escort mission, and he had recruited new people.

Big Tiger spoke confidently, as if he had nothing to hide.

"Recently, my younger brothers were injured or left, so I took in new ones. They're all trustworthy men, so you don't need to worry about the Miracle Deity Loan."

Jisaeng concealed his fierce inner thoughts and spoke pleasantly.

"Seeing such young and gallant tigers gives me confidence. Please devote yourselves to the great cause. I'll reward you with the wealth of the Ghost Shadows."

"We will give our utmost loyalty."

And so, the first meeting between Jisaeng and the Four Iron Sword Tigers ended.


Three days later, the fake Jisaeng sent a telepathic message to the real Jisaeng from a moving carriage.

[The one called Big Tiger among the Four Iron Sword Tigers has top-grade Luminous Pearls.]

The real Jisaeng stopped the carriage. He was a man who would exchange telepathic messages even while driving, no matter how important the topic, but now he had stopped completely.

[Is that true?]

[Yes.]

The real Jisaeng could not hide his excitement. Top-grade Luminous Pearls were his favorite treasure, and he collected them by any means necessary.

Among treasures, two had prices that only ever rose: the Luminous Pearl and the Antitoxin Bead.

Jisaeng bought Luminous Pearls whenever he accumulated money. He did not buy cheap ones. He only sought top-grade Luminous Pearls.

He did not keep his money in a private bank, because Yayul Han or the Evil Alliance could one day search it and take everything. They had the power and capability to do so.

So, he kept only a portion of his money in the bank and converted the rest into Luminous Pearls. He chose them over gold, paintings, or art because they were small and light, making them easy to store and transport.

[Could it be that someone is trying to pull a trick?]

The fake Jisaeng answered confidently.]

[That's why I confirmed it again through an information broker. It's certain. They attacked an escort shipment, and three of the Four Iron Sword Tigers died in the process.]

He did not know that Go Wol was the one who spread the rumor and controlled the information in this region.

[The one strange thing, however, is that he took this job even after earning so much money.

[Have you ever seen that thing called greed be satisfied?]

That was something the fake Jisaeng felt every time he saw the real Jisaeng.

[Perhaps the man intended to hide in the Elder's shadow.]

[How many does he have?]

[He says three.]

Not one, but three. He did not need to hesitate for even a moment.

[Get rid of them as quickly as possible and retrieve the Luminous Pearls. Find others to entrust with the Miracle Deity Loan.]

[The Central Plains are full of trash like the Four Iron Sword Tigers. I will find new ones soon.]

He was a man whose greed for wealth could not be stopped by anyone.

[I was trying to get deer meat but ended up with a tiger's hide!]

Jisaeng laughed heartily and started the carriage again.

Only one thing could make him laugh so boisterously.


The Four Iron Sword Tigers received an invitation from Jisaeng.

When they arrived, food and liquor were set out. The side dishes were meager, and the liquor was so cheap it was hard to bring to one's lips.

Geom Mugeuk smiled, guessing the meaning behind the spread.

"Now that we're one family, how about removing the screen? I'd like to see the Elder's esteemed face."

Jisaeng laughed from beyond the screen.

"As expected of the young, you have spirit. Good."

The screen between them was removed. Jisaeng showed his face without concern, as he intended to kill them all anyway.

Geom Mugeuk raised his cup high.

"Come, let's have a drink together!"

Jisaeng did not raise his cup. He revealed a cold emotion, and the atmosphere chilled.

"Big Tiger, there's a rumor going around about you."

"What rumor are you talking about?"

"I hear you landed a big score?"

"I'm not sure what you're talking about."

"We're family now. Let's just have a look."

"I really don't know what you're talking about."

Big Tiger flatly denied it.

Jisaeng nodded.

"Yes, that's to be expected. I would've done the same. I understand."

As soon as he finished speaking, four martial artists entered the room. They were filled with killing intent, their skills superior to the Four Iron Sword Tigers.

They were Jisaeng's most cherished limbs. He mainly used them when he needed to kill people secretly.

"The three new guys don't know anything anyway, so kill them first."

At that, Geom Mugeuk said to Big Tiger.

"Our poor Big Bro is about to lose all his younger brothers again."

Big Tiger sighed at Geom Mugeuk's words and looked at Jisaeng. His gaze said it all.

You're in big trouble now.

An unknown unease made Jisaeng's heart turn cold. He shouted to his subordinates.

"Hurry up and kill them!"

The moment he spoke, the four men collapsed in unison, as if crumbling.

Jisaeng's face turned pale with shock. All four subordinates had died without even swinging a sword. His order was 'kill them', not 'die'. So why in the world did you guys...?

"Poison!"

The Poison King already waved a fan gently. It was his unique poison weapon, the Emptiness Fan.

Even though four people were poisoned at once, the others in the same space were perfectly fine. This admirable move was a poison art only the Poison King could execute. When he used poison, he lost all trace of cuteness or freshness. He became cold and ruthless, a completely different person.

Jisaeng shot up and drew his sword.

Just as he was about to shout and alert the real Jisaeng and the others outside, Geom Mugeuk brought an index finger to his lips.

"......"

He had only gestured for silence, but Jisaeng's muting point was already sealed.

"To invite someone over just to serve cheap liquor. This will be better."

Jisaeng stared at the small poison vial extended toward him and felt it. The greatest crisis of his life had arrived.

And it was a crisis far too great to have arrived.


Chapter 219: To Avoid Ending Up Like This

Big Tiger watched Jisaeng forcibly swallow the poison and felt a sense of relief. Another person now shared his predicament.

Treating a subordinate of Yayul Han, the second-in-command of the Evil Alliance, like this?

It was a sight Big Tiger found hard to believe, even as he witnessed it himself. His curiosity about these people grew stronger.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to Jisaeng.

"If you don't take the antidote daily, your organs will melt and you'll die. You'll feel the greatest pain a human can endure. Scream if you want to."

Geom Mugeuk released Jisaeng's mute point. Jisaeng's mouth, clamped shut like a clamshell, remained closed.

Jisaeng was so shocked and bewildered that his mind went blank. He had the same thought as Big Tiger.

Just who are these people to treat me this way?

A new idea suddenly flashed through his mind.

Ah! Could this be a test of my loyalty?

The more Jisaeng considered it, the more plausible it seemed. They would torture him, demand the Alliance's secrets, and test his loyalty.

His gaze then fell upon his four subordinates, lying cold in death.

They'd test me by sacrificing them?

That couldn't be possible. What was the reason then?

Geom Mugeuk approached and held out an unexpected box.

"Open it."

When Jisaeng opened the box, he found three luminous pearls of the highest quality inside. These were the same pearls Geom Mugeuk had received for saving the Golden Manor Master, his daughter, and his grandson.

Jisaeng could not comprehend the situation.

Geom Mugeuk then said, "Take this to the real Jisaeng. I know your coachman is the real one."

The fake Jisaeng was too stunned to speak.

"You were planning to kill us and take these, weren't you? Am I wrong?"

That was true, but he never imagined he would receive them like this.

"You can either do as we say and just give this to him, or you can give it to him and reveal everything that just happened. The choice is yours."

"Why are you doing this?"

Why were they giving him a choice?

"Choose knowing this. You won't find an antidote for that poison anywhere else. Only that person over there has it."

The Poison King sat in his original spot, gently fanning himself. He paid no mind to the matter.

"Ah, and one more thing. Think about how your master will react if you reveal the truth. Do you really think he'll risk negotiating with us to save you? He'll assume he'd have to return these three luminous pearls and offer up even more."

The fake Jisaeng's expression remained rigid as he listened. He knew better than anyone what choice the real Jisaeng would make.

"Die for your loyalty, or live by giving him the luminous pearls. I'm not telling you to kill him. Just give him the pearls."

"Aren't you trying to harm the Elder?"

"Wouldn't that be a good thing for you? The higher-ups would probably put you in his position to replace Jisaeng."

"!"

It would be a lie to say he had never considered such a scenario. The words sounded tempting, an opportunity born from the worst possible situation.

"You can think it over on your way back."

Geom Mugeuk gave him no time to deliberate.

They're letting me live? And I'm supposed to give the luminous pearls to the Elder? Why?

His mind was not working properly in his flustered state.

The fake Jisaeng walked out of the building as if kicked out and headed for the carriage in the courtyard. The real Jisaeng sat in the driver's seat, staring blankly at the night sky.

The fake Jisaeng climbed into the carriage.

"Let's go!"

The carriage set off. The real Jisaeng ignored the absence of his direct subordinates, assuming they had stayed behind to deal with the corpses of the Four Iron Sword Tigers.

A telepathic message came from the real Jisaeng.

[How did it go?]

[It's been handled.]

The fake Jisaeng passed the box through the small window connecting to the driver's seat.

The fake Jisaeng knew the real Jisaeng was not a man who would suffer a financial loss to save him. That truth would not change even after a hundred years of service.

Jisaeng, in the driver's seat, opened the box of luminous pearls and broke into a wide grin. His eyes looked as if they were being sucked into the pearls.

Even now, the fake Jisaeng was still pondering.

What on earth are their intentions?

Why just give away the luminous pearls like this?

However, the moment he uttered the words, "It's been handled," the matter became irreversible. If he revealed the truth now, he would be killed for entertaining the thought of betrayal, even for a moment.

The carriage, carrying the two Jisaengs and their conflicting emotions, returned to their lodging.


There were moments when Jisaeng stopped being a coachman and became his true self. Meeting Yayul Han was one such time, and now was another.

A secret place was set up in the basement beneath the stables. In a space of a little over thirty-three square meters, he kept everything he owned. A small chair sat in the middle of the room, and display cabinets on all four walls held dozens of the finest luminous pearls. This was the fortune he had amassed over a lifetime.

Jisaeng added the three new luminous pearls to his collection. His hands trembled. One would think he would be numb to it after amassing so much wealth, but he savored this moment. With each new pearl, he felt the thrill of being alive. Nothing else brought him this much joy. He would sometimes turn off the lamps and scream like a madman as he watched the pearls glow in the darkness.

He lived a merciless life for this joy. He had to become even more vicious and cruel because he had to offer money to Yayul Han. A guilty conscience? He didn't think he'd ever felt one. Whenever someone mentioned guilt, his first thought was, Who told you to live like such a fool? If you think it's unfair, then try living like this yourself.

Just as he was sinking into that ecstatic joy again today, Jisaeng sensed a presence behind him.

He spun around like lightning, startled, to see someone standing at the door. It was the fake Jisaeng.

The fake Jisaeng finally understood. He understood why they had given the luminous pearls to the real Jisaeng. They had waited for this moment, for him to bring the pearls here, all to find this secret vault.

But how did they know he was collecting luminous pearls?

The real Jisaeng was just as shocked. No one would ever suspect this secret space beneath the old, shabby stable. Who would imagine treasure was hidden in such a place? Furthermore, the door only opened if one activated a series of hidden mechanisms throughout the stables in the correct sequence.

Jisaeng had checked his surroundings repeatedly before entering. He was certain no one was there. The fake Jisaeng shouldn't have been skilled enough to approach so closely without being noticed. Unless someone had an animal's night vision, they could not have seen what he was doing.

Damn it! Damn it all!

A wave of self-blame washed over him. He had grown complacent, letting his guard down after so many years without incident.

Regardless, one thing was certain.

Betrayal!

If he had been plotting for a long time to steal his fortune, perhaps it was possible to infiltrate this secret place.

Instead of asking how he got in, or why he was there...

"......"

A throwing knife flew from Jisaeng's hand in a surprise attack. He was a master of knife throwing arts. Posing as a coachman was easier for him since he did not need to carry a sword or dao.

The throwing knife, aimed at the fake Jisaeng's neck, stopped in mid-air.

Someone had reached out from behind him and caught the flying knife. It was Geom Mugeuk.

Rage surged within the fake Jisaeng. He had served him loyally for over a decade, only to be killed without a single question. Jisaeng should have at least asked why he betrayed him before trying to kill him.

Geom Mugeuk emerged from behind the fake Jisaeng, followed by Seo Daeryong and Big Tiger.

"You goddamn bastards!"

Upon seeing Big Tiger, Jisaeng mistook the intruders for the Four Iron Sword Tigers. It was a natural assumption. He believed the fake Jisaeng had conspired with the Four Iron Sword Tigers to steal his fortune.

SHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIK!

Once again, throwing knives flew from his hand.

However, Geom Mugeuk caught every one of his unerringly accurate throwing knives.

Jisaeng was aghast. This was not an attack the Four Iron Sword Tigers could have possibly blocked.

Geom Mugeuk gave him no chance to throw another knife. He closed the distance with the Hell Step and sealed Jisaeng's blood points. In a flash, Jisaeng's body went rigid. Terror seized him as he found Geom Mugeuk standing right in front of him.

"You're not the Four Iron Sword Tigers!"

"Of course we're not. How could the likes of the Four Iron Sword Tigers possibly handle you?"

Geom Mugeuk walked past him to admire the display cabinets.

"You've collected quite a lot."

"Who are you? Who are you!"

When Geom Mugeuk did not answer, the real Jisaeng's fury turned on his double.

"You damn fool! You idiot!"

The fake Jisaeng yelled back.

"I served you like a dog for fifteen years! And you throw a knife without even asking for a reason? You should have asked first! You should have asked if I was being threatened, you... you son of a bitch!"

Their once-good relationship shattered in an instant. The real Jisaeng's dignity and composure as an Elder vanished.

"Because you're not supposed to be here!"

"And why not? This is a filthy fortune you amassed by stealing, deceiving, and killing. Why can't I be in a place like this!"

"Did I do those things? You're the one who committed all those acts."

"How can you say that!"

The veins on both men's necks bulged as they shouted.

"You pathetic fool. Do you really think they'll let you live?"

"I'm going to take your place."

"Do you think the Alliance is that naive? They won't let you live, but even if you did survive them, the Alliance wouldn't let you live. With me dead, why would they leave a loose end like you? They'll just wipe the slate clean and start over. Just like we did when we created the Miracle Deity Loan."

The fake Jisaeng could not offer a rebuttal. The real Jisaeng had just dragged out the fear he had tried so hard to ignore, a fear buried deep in his heart.

"So I get devoured in the end. I was so careful to avoid this fate."

At Jisaeng's lament, Geom Mugeuk stepped forward.

"If you were truly that worried, you should have curbed your greed instead of just being more cautious."

Geom Mugeuk fired off a series of finger qi bullets, sealing the blood and mute points of the fake Jisaeng and Big Tiger. It was a clear signal for everyone to shut up and listen.

"Here's what's going to happen here today. You hired the Four Iron Sword Tigers for the Miracle Deity Loan, but they betrayed you. They were after your fortune from the very beginning."

Geom Mugeuk glanced between Jisaeng and Big Tiger.

"Of course, there's a significant difference in your martial arts skills, but we can solve that problem with this."

Geom Mugeuk opened a small vial right under Jisaeng's nose.

SSSSSS.

Smoke wafted from the vial and was forced into Jisaeng's nostrils.

"You've been hit with paralysis powder. You know what that is, right? It's a favorite tool of you unorthodox sects. It's a poison that lingers in the body, easy to find in an autopsy. Poisoned, you stagger and collapse."

Geom Mugeuk moved the immobilized Jisaeng like a puppet.

"Then, Big Tiger stabs you in the back with his sword."

Seo Daeryong did the same, manipulating Big Tiger's body. He placed a sword in Big Tiger's hand and moved his arm. Big Tiger's sword pierced Jisaeng's back.

Jisaeng's face contorted in pain, but with his mute point sealed, he could not even scream.

"Poisoned and stabbed, but you're not one to go down without a fight. You counterattack with a throwing knife."

This time, Geom Mugeuk pulled a throwing knife from Jisaeng's robes and threw it. The knife struck Big Tiger squarely in the heart. He collapsed, dead on the spot.

"You succeed in killing Big Tiger, but the wound in your back is fatal. You collapse here and die, forced to watch as someone steals the fortune you spent a lifetime amassing."

As if on cue, Seo Daeryong began stuffing all the luminous pearls into a sack he had brought.

"This must be worse than death for you, wouldn't you say?"

Jisaeng's eyes were bloodshot. He struggled to shake his head, pleading for them to stop.

"This is how everyone you stole from felt."

This would not resolve the grudges of the countless youths who had suffered because of the Miracle Deity Loan, but Geom Mugeuk intended to inflict the greatest possible agony.

"Yayul Han will send people to investigate your death. The culprits will be identified as the Four Iron Sword Tigers. Your subordinates will testify that you were trying to hire them, and we'll be leaving Big Tiger's corpse here."

Jisaeng looked as if he had much to say, but Geom Mugeuk did not release his mute point.

"We're taking everything you've collected your entire life. We'll put it to good use for you! Thanks!"

Jisaeng's whole body trembled. He died filled with nothing but rage and indignation. That was exactly how Geom Mugeuk wanted him to die.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze then shifted to the fake Jisaeng. The man stared back at Geom Mugeuk, his eyes pleading that he would never reveal what happened today. His face was filled with the hope of survival and the anticipation of becoming the real Jisaeng.

However, Geom Mugeuk shattered that hope.

"But there's one problem with this plan. The Evil Alliance won't believe that Jisaeng was taken down by the likes of the Four Iron Sword Tigers. So, we need a plausible mastermind. Someone who knew his identity, could poison him with paralysis powder, and could find his secret vault. What do you think, his right-hand man of fifteen years?"

Bewilderment and rage bloomed on the fake Jisaeng's face. However, the next words plunged him into even deeper despair.

"That's right. You're going to be the one who ran off with these luminous pearls, and they will never find you."

Geom Mugeuk's fist slammed into his chest. The single blow shattered his insides, killing him instantly. Geom Mugeuk never intended to spare the man, who had committed all manner of evil deeds. He would be buried where no one could ever find him.

The dying Jisaeng looked at the fake's corpse and laughed, a 'serves you right' look on his face. The sight of him laughing while bleeding from the mouth was grotesque. However, he was not fated to die with a smile on his face.

Just then, Seo Daeryong, who had finished collecting the luminous pearls, let out a deliberate sigh.

"Is this always the fate of a right-hand man?" he asked.

"I think my right-hand man is too smart to end up like this."

"If you keep saying such nice things, how can I ever quit this perilous job as your right-hand man?"

"That's how they all get tricked and end up like this."

After that bit of banter, Seo Daeryong approached the dying Jisaeng.

"By the way, why did you keep looking over there? Even while you're so busy dying?"

For a moment, Jisaeng looked flustered. He suddenly coughed up a mouthful of blood.

"Now that's really suspicious."

If he had just glanced at it, Seo Daeryong would not have thought anything of it, but Jisaeng had stared at the wall with such deep regret, and that had caught Seo Daeryong's eye.

Geom Mugeuk and Seo Daeryong exchanged a nod and began to inspect the wall.

As Geom Mugeuk slowly ran his hands over the wall, his fingertips caught on something, and a crisp metallic click echoed.

In that instant, Jisaeng despaired as if his world were collapsing. It was a despair even greater than when they had taken his luminous pearls.

His mute point was sealed, preventing him from speaking, but his lips formed the words.

Anything but that.

JIIIIIING.

The floor in front of the wall opened up, and something began to rise from below.


Chapter 220: You Have to Be You

A dais rose from the floor.

A flat box covered with a green cloth sat on top of it.

Seo Daeryong and I gasped at the dazzling object inside the box.

It was a phosphorescent pearl, but unlike any we had collected. It was larger than a top-quality pearl and shone with a more brilliant light.

"It's a Top-Quality Phosphorescent Pearl!"

This was the king of phosphorescent pearls, the finest of them all.

Seo Daeryong's eyes widened in admiration. He stared at the object, which had only ever been a rumor.

"So it really did exist!"

A groan escaped from the floor. Jisaeng's eyes were bloodshot, the shock driving him to the brink of madness. All the other phosphorescent pearls combined could not buy this single one. Its value wasn't just in its brilliant light, but in the fact that it was the only one of its kind.

I calmly watched Jisaeng suffer.

The pain was not yet enough. He was paying for his sins, but his victims had their perfectly fine lives destroyed. If Jisaeng made hundreds, thousands of lives miserable, he deserved at least this much pain.

It would have been a mercy for him to simply die. Instead, he experienced terminal lucidity, forced to endure his final agony with a clear mind.

I carefully picked up the Top-Quality Phosphorescent Pearl.

"Director, you're holding what's probably the most expensive object in the world. Please, let me touch it just once. Ah, no. I might drop it. I'll just look."

As I gazed at the mesmerizing light, I squeezed my hand.

"......"

A crack appeared on the Top-Quality Phosphorescent Pearl.

The sight made the dying Jisaeng try to jump to his feet. Jisaeng's eyes flew open so wide they looked like they would tear.

Seo Daeryong screamed in his place.

"Aaaaaaaargh!"

He probably wouldn't have screamed like that even if a knife stabbed him.

"I don't need to touch it! Why're you doing this!"

I squeezed a little harder.

CRUNCH.

The Top-Quality Phosphorescent Pearl began to shatter in my hand.

"Aaaaaaaargh."

Seo Daeryong screamed again. If Seo Daeryong reacted like this, I could only imagine how Jisaeng felt. Tears streamed from Jisaeng's eyes.

Seo Daeryong's voice trembled.

"I know you want to make that man suffer, but breaking the Top-Quality Phosphorescent Pearl?"

His expression seemed to say, 'But this is going too far'.

"Quick, take off your shirt!"

"You really seem like you've gone mad!"

Despite his words, Seo Daeryong hurriedly took off his shirt.

"Spread it out in front of you!"

PATTER PATTER PATTER.

Shattered pieces of the phosphorescent pearl pattered onto Seo Daeryong's clothes.

I searched for something among the fragments.

Here it is!

I picked up something from among the pieces.

It was a single pill, black and lustrous like a pearl.

The Myraid Extreme Poison Divine Pill.

The Myraid Extreme Poison Divine Pill was the greatest of all poisons, a miracle herb created by combining countless extreme toxins.

"This Top-Quality Phosphorescent Pearl is a fake. It was made to hide this, the Myraid Extreme Poison Divine Pill."

Before my regression, I heard that the Myraid Extreme Poison Divine Pill was discovered inside a Top-Quality Phosphorescent Pearl. The fact came to light by chance after unorthodox martial artists fought fiercely over the pearl.

I knew who had the real Top-Quality Phosphorescent Pearl, but I had no idea Jisaeng possessed this fake one.

"It's the safest way to hide something in the world. No one would have the courage to break this."

Seo Daeryong and Jisaeng both looked stunned. They could never have imagined such a thing.

"How did you know?"

I answered the astonished Seo Daeryong as I always did.

"Is there anything I don't know?"

As always, Seo Daeryong shook his head and asked no more.

"If it were any other miracle herb, I'd share it with you, but only I can consume this. Only someone with Myriad Poison Immunity can take it."

Seo Daeryong is the only one who knows I have Myriad Poison Immunity.

"Even if I could take it, you should have it, Director."

Seo Daeryong glanced at the fake Jisaeng's corpse.

"If I were threatened like that man, I'd immediately run to you, Director, and tell you everything. I'd ask you to save me. I'd ask you to take responsibility. To save me then, you need to get stronger."

Seo Daeryong would likely yield to me with such words even if it were an ordinary miracle herb. He says I'm a person who returns ten for every one I receive? What about you?

"I wouldn't have gotten this miracle herb if it weren't for you. Thank you, Detective Seo."

If I hadn't noticed Jisaeng's regretful gaze at the wall, it would have stayed buried in this basement forever.

"You should name that miracle herb 'Right-Hand Man's Keen Eye'."

"I'll add 'who also has a keen eye' to your introduction."

"My introduction is so long now, I can't even memorize it anymore."

Seo Daeryong laughed pleasantly. How could anyone dislike someone attaching so much meaning to them? It is difficult enough to gain even a single meaning in our lives.

"I'll stand guard, so please take it now, Director."

I sat down on the spot and crossed my legs.

Jisaeng groaned again at the sight. He was in genuine agony, suffering a pain greater than seared flesh, but the heavens would not let him go easily.

I swallowed the Myraid Extreme Poison Divine Pill in one gulp.

I considered it fate to acquire Myriad Poison Immunity and then find this miraculous poison pill here.

An energy hotter and more intense than any miracle herb I had ever taken passed down my throat. The pill's energy was so potent that my internal organs felt like they would burn away.

I circulated my qi to control my body and began to dissolve the pill's energy. The energy rushed through my blood vessels, spreading to the smallest capillaries in every corner of my body. I could never have handled such an energy without the final stage of the Meridians Strengthening Art and my Myriad Poison Immunity Constitution.

After I completely dissolved the pill's energy and circulated the true qi for one full cycle, an incomparably profound and pure inner arts filled my qi center.

The fullness in my qi center felt different from previous miracle herbs. It wasn't just a sense of having more inner arts, but of having climbed one step higher to the next level.

My inner arts itself seems to be telling me. I am now ready to face a new world.

"Congratulations, Director."

"I'll say it again, this is thanks to you. Thank you, my right-hand man."

I feel truly good. I have to get stronger. I must become stronger to protect everyone.

I composed my gaze, which had grown clearer and deeper. I neatly folded the green cloth that had wrapped the pearl and tucked it into my robes. It would be revealed later, but this cloth was also a very important artifact.

Just then, Jisaeng snapped his eyes open. I had thought he was dead. He was tenaciously alive, his gaze pleading desperately.

He pleaded for me to release the pressure point sealing his voice, just once.

He had so many questions and so much he wanted to say. I remained resolute.

"Have you ever once listened to the pleas of those who begged you?"

His regret and resentment peaked, and then the life faded from Jisaeng's eyes. His lips moved one last time.

It's all mine.

With those last words, he breathed his last.

He could have realized the futility of greed and put his life in order, but he clung to his avarice until the very end. Even in death, he boarded the ferry to the underworld shouldering all the phosphorescent pearls and chewing on the Myraid Extreme Poison Divine Pill.

This is why the orthodox sects can never handle such venomous desire and malice. Someone would be deceived by that pathetic gaze and give him another chance. They would reason that he was begging so desperately, that he was facing death, that he was still human.

Evil doesn't simply grow on its own. It grows by feeding on the goodwill of others. Trying to sow malice in the heart of someone who showed kindness, even while dying, is absolute evil.

With this, all the villains related to the Miracle Deity Loan had finally met their end.

"I don't think I could do what you do, Director. I don't know if I could punish villains so resolutely."

"You shouldn't do it like me."

"What do you mean?"

I stared intently into his eyes.

"You have to be you."

A faint smile touched Seo Daeryong's lips.

"Yes, I will be me."

Seo Daeryong grabbed the sack of phosphorescent pearls. I tucked the fake Jisaeng's corpse under my arm.

I looked down at the real Jisaeng's corpse.

"Your death is only the beginning."

Everything vanished. The villains' lives, their greed, their shallow faith, their betrayal and lingering attachments, the wealth they amassed over a lifetime, and even Seo Daeryong and me. All of it, so intricately entangled, disappeared.


"The Second Young Lord is so outstanding, it seems we aren't needed."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon glanced back at the Poison King.

The two had found it difficult to speak at first, but now they conversed quite often.

"Isn't that so?"

Geom Mugeuk had taken only Seo Daeryong, saying he would handle the finishing touches himself.

"Did you want to follow them?"

"Not necessarily, but."

In truth, the Poison King had wanted to follow. He felt disappointed that only the two of them went, as he wanted to see how things were handled.

"There will be many things in the future that require us to step up. Yayul Han especially isn't an easy opponent for the Second Young Lord to face alone."

A flicker of worry crossed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes. The Poison King nodded in agreement. Even without going outside, he saw and heard things as a Demon Supreme.

"You could say Yayul Han is the most dangerous of virulent poisons, an extreme poison."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's worries didn't end with Yayul Han.

"I've heard there are absolute masters protecting Yayul Han, separate from the four. Yayul Han is strong, but those masters will be formidable too. We might have to risk our lives then."

Their opponent was the second-in-command of the Evil Alliance. He surely had hidden blades, but no one knew how sharp or numerous they were.

The Poison King asked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Can you really risk your life for the Second Young Lord?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon paused for a moment before answering.

"I enjoy fighting alongside the Second Young Lord."

To the Poison King, that sounded like he could risk his life for the Second Young Lord.

The Poison King felt envious. He had no one for whom he could risk his life, and no one who would risk their life for him.

That's why he said something unnecessary.

"As for me, I had no choice but to come out because I received an order from the Cult Leader..."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared silently at the Poison King. His gaze asked, Is that really it?

The Poison King was about to agree, but he paused, lost in thought. Perhaps it was the Second Young Lord's condolences, his efforts, or the enjoyment of meeting him.

He realized other reasons might have influenced him. In the end, he couldn't answer.

"The weather is hot."

The Poison King needlessly opened his fan and began waving it gently.


Geom Mugeuk and Seo Daeryong returned to their residence.

"The job is finished."

Geom Mugeuk told the Demon Supremes everything that had happened and what he had obtained. He didn't have to share the information, but he told them everything honestly, leaving nothing out.

He excluded only one thing, the matter of the Top-Quality Phosphorescent Pearl and the Myraid Extreme Poison Divine Pill. Explaining how he knew it was inside the pearl was a problem, and it was not yet time to reveal his Myriad Poison Immunity.

"We'll leave early tomorrow morning."

The Poison King asked.

"Who is the next target?"

"It's Aecha, the one with the black snake tattoo. He's also the head of the True Venom Sage, whom you, Poison King, are so eager to see."

"So I'll finally meet that third-rate poison monger."

Only the Poison King could make such a disparagement. The True Venom Sage was not an opponent to be taken lightly. He was a master of poison arts who represented the unorthodox sects.

Aecha had partnered with the True Venom Sage to sell drugs like Gwangpok and Heukbi.

"Poison King, have you ever met the True Venom Sage?"

"Never."

The Poison King shook his head.

"That's a relief. It would be hard to approach him secretly if you knew each other's faces. This time, I'll definitely need your help, Poison King."

The Poison King nodded. He had already decided to help actively. He truly disliked the True Venom Sage for creating and selling drugs with side effects. Putting everything else aside, this was a matter of a poison user's pride.

"According to Strategist Go's information, the True Venom Sage produces Gwangpok and Heukbi in the deepest part of Aecha's residence. Naturally, the security is iron-clad, making infiltration impossible."

Seo Daeryong carefully asked.

"But Gwangpok aside, is it okay to eliminate Aecha? Jisaeng is dead, so if Aecha dies right after, Yayul Han will get suspicious."

"We must give him a death that can't be suspected. One that seems like a coincidence."

"......"

Everyone's gaze turned to me. I had one method in mind, though I didn't know if it would work.

"Since this started with Gwangpok, I intend to end it with Gwangpok."


Chapter 221: Anyone Else Want to Say Who They Are?

That evening, I trained my martial arts in the mountains away from my residence. I devoted myself to training whenever I had a spare moment, even after leaving the cult.

The Poison King watched me with a suspicious look at first. He wondered if my training was just for show, but when he saw I didn't waste even the smallest pocket of free time, he shook his head and called me relentless. My training was far from ordinary.

For one's martial arts to change, the person must change first.

This was one of the ultimate martial arts principles I believed in, but it came with a condition. A person striving to change must also train to the point of death. If the will is there but the training isn't, the person may change, but their martial arts will not.

First, I trained in the Thunder Arhat Fist. Then I polished the Four Strides of the Wind God. I didn't neglect the Soaring Sky Sword Art either.

Finally, I trained by mixing all three martial arts. The key to victory against a truly powerful enemy would be how efficiently I could use these three styles.

My inner arts had risen thanks to the Myraid Extreme Poison Divine Pill, and its quality had also changed. My inner arts felt deeper and purer. As a result, the same technique executed with the same amount of inner arts was now much stronger.

To finish, I stood on a high rock and watched the setting sun, concluding my training.


After finishing a round of training, Geom Mugeuk stopped by the marketplace.

He entered the home of an old woman said to have the best craftsmanship in town.

"Is it done?"

"It's all done. What do you think?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled after checking the item the old woman handed him.

"It's absolutely excellent."

Geom Mugeuk paid the promised price and left the house.

He returned to his residence and headed for the Poison King's room.

The Poison King was pacing his room alone, lost in thought. Something occurred to him, and he rushed to his desk to pick up a brush.

He wrote diligently about his thoughts, but when he got stuck again, he stood up and paced. He fell back into deep thought, then suddenly bolted up and wrote something down.

"You're not asleep yet?"

As Geom Mugeuk entered, the Poison King closed the booklet he was writing in.

"It's late. What brings you here?"

"I came because I have something to give you."

Geom Mugeuk held out what he had commissioned from the market.

It was a pair of gloves.

"What is this?"

The gloves exuded an unusual aura even at a glance.

"They are gloves made from the Heavenly Antivenom Silk."

The Poison King was startled.

"The Heavenly Antivenom Silk?"

The Heavenly Antivenom Silk was a cloth that blocked poison incomparably better than ordinary green leather gloves. If Top-Quality Heavenly Silk resisted external impact, then the Heavenly Antivenom Silk was an item that resisted poison.

"Where did you get something so precious?"

"I found it in Jisaeng's secret warehouse. I had the most skilled old woman in the market make them into gloves. Try them on. I had them made in the same size as the gloves you wore in the Thousand Poisons Forest, so they should fit well."

The green cloth wrapped around the fake Top-Quality Phosphorescent Pearl had been the Heavenly Antivenom Silk. It protected the energy of the Myraid Extreme Poison Divine Pill inside. The person who hid the pill must have been a master of poison arts.

"Why are you giving something so precious to me?"

"Because it's precious. It's stranger that you, the Poison King, haven't had something like this until now."

"Have you ever seen a master calligrapher blame his brush?"

"A brush doesn't kill people. From now on, please use these when you handle potent poisons."

He also gave the Poison King the remaining cloth.

"I brought the rest separately, thinking you might have another use for it, Poison King."

After generously handing him the remaining Heavenly Antivenom Silk, Geom Mugeuk turned to leave.

"Well then, get some sleep. We'll be leaving early tomorrow."

Geom Mugeuk said his farewell and left the room.

It all happened so suddenly that the Poison King couldn't even thank him properly.

He stared blankly at the gloves and the cloth. Then, something caught his eye. Words were embroidered on the gloves.

On the back of one glove.

天上天下.

On the other glove.

唯我毒尊.

It was 'Yua Dokjon', but the original character for 'alone' (獨) had been replaced with the character for 'poison' (毒).

A look of deep emotion crossed the Poison King's face.

Becoming the Poison Sovereign was his dream, a dream he had never revealed to anyone. He had never even told Sangseon, who served him so devotedly.

Finally, the Poison King shook his head and said, "So this is why everyone falls for it, even when they know. Truly, a poison with no antidote."

However, he couldn't hide the pleasant emotion that touched the corners of his eyes.


A snake tattoo etched on the man's chest extended to his neck, its long tail wrapped once around it.

The man with the snake wrapped around his neck.

He was Aecha, one of Yayul Han's four key members. He had chosen a snake for a reason. He possessed the eyes of a snake. Seen alone, his eyes could be mistaken for a snake's. His cold and ferocious aura made him seem even more like a serpent.

Aecha spoke as he read the messenger pigeon.

"It says Jisaeng is dead."

The person who looked startled was the True Venom Sage.

"......"

The True Venom Sage was dressed neatly like a scholar, but his dark, wrinkled skin ruined the scholarly appearance he desired. His voice was also a grating, unpleasant rasp.

"As you know, that man used a fake as his front for a long time. It seems that fake bastard killed Jisaeng and ran off with his fortune."

Aecha delivered the news calmly, with no trace of mourning in his voice. He conveyed only facts, not emotions.

"That man was so cautious. He wasn't someone who would die easily."

Jisaeng's death was truly unexpected. He was the kind of person who wouldn't die easily, even if everyone else did.

The alliance's investigation, however, concluded that it was definitely the fake's work. They must have investigated thoroughly since the deceased was Jisaeng.

The True Venom Sage, who had been listening quietly, said something unexpected.

"Perhaps it was only natural."

He had said what Aecha wanted to say.

"That man pretended to be a stableman, acting like some great, mysterious figure, but in my eyes, he was nothing but a coward. A coward's end is never a good one."

A strange smile formed on Aecha's lips.

"Now that he's dead, the overdue evaluations are coming out."

It was a taunt, a rebuke for only saying this now.

For a moment, the True Venom Sage's irritation flared.

If I say what you wanted to say, you should at least not spit on it, even if you don't agree.

It was always like this. Aecha always said something unpleasant in these situations.

The True Venom Sage considered it a twisted desire for dominance. Aecha was a man who gained the upper hand by ensnaring others with negative words. This was how he handled his subordinates.

The True Venom Sage hid his discomfort and said with a smile, "Isn't that why they say only the dead are pitiful?"

Aecha had a cruel nature. The True Venom Sage had seen many times how those who fell out of Aecha's favor ended up dead. However, he had no intention of being intimidated.

HWAREUREUK. Aecha burned the messenger pigeon in the lamp's flame. He uttered no word of condolence.

When the pigeon had turned to ash, Aecha abruptly asked, "Have you still not dealt with the side effects?"

The corner of the True Venom Sage's eye twitched. This bastard must live as if he has three lives. It wasn't easy to consistently put someone in a bad mood like this.

"I'm working on it."

"You need to handle it quickly. An incident occurred on the Demonic Cult's side the other day. It will become a headache if the family of a key figure in the Demonic Cult or the Murim Alliance is affected."

In truth, Aecha feared neither the Demonic Cult nor the Murim Alliance. He feared the reprimand that would follow from Yayul Han. Yayul Han was the only person in the world he feared.

"I will resolve it as quickly as possible."

"By when can you do it?"

"Just give me six months."

"I'll give you one month."

The True Venom Sage's expression hardened.

He had asked for six months, anticipating the deadline would be shortened. He thought he would be told to finish within three months, but one month? This was blatant disrespect.

A tense atmosphere flowed between the two men.

The True Venom Sage felt the urge to unleash poison on that face. For some reason, Aecha did not fear his poison. It was probably because of this that Yayul Han had assigned Aecha to keep him in check.

"I will resolve it as quickly as possible."

"Let's do that."

The True Venom Sage backed down for now, but Aecha needed to know. He was backing down because of Yayul Han, not because he was afraid of Aecha.

"Then I will take my leave."

"I'm counting on you."

Aecha glared with his snake-like eyes at the True Venom Sage's departing back.

So needlessly proud.

If he couldn't fix the Berserk Pill's side effects, they would have to give up on it, but they could never give it up, since most of their income came from the pill.

Old man, shouldn't admitting you were wrong be the first step?

The True Venom Sage had yet to admit his mistake in creating it.

Aecha, for his part, had his own accumulated frustrations.

Outside, the True Venom Sage asked a waiting subordinate.

"How many of those bastards for the experiment are left?"

"Seven are left."

"And the next test subjects?"

"They are on their way."

The Evil Alliance sent martial artists for the True Venom Sage's experiments. They were all individuals from the Evil Alliance's prison, scum of the earth who had crossed the line long ago.

"When are they scheduled to arrive?"

"It will take about twenty days."

"Too slow! You go and bring them as fast as possible. Whatever it takes, get here within ten days!"

"Understood."

The subordinate rushed outside.

The subordinate faithfully carried out his duty. He missed only one thing, that someone was watching him.


Ten days later.

"Uwaaaaaaah!"

A man rampaged madly, blood pouring from his eyes and nose.

Watching this, the True Venom Sage sighed again.

The last of the seven test subjects had also failed. No matter how he varied the combination of medicinal herbs, he couldn't prevent the side effects.

The problem was tolerance.

At first, one pill was enough, but the more one took, the more tolerance they built, requiring larger doses. Side effects appeared as the dosage increased. Right now, this happened to about one in several hundred who overdosed, but it could become one in dozens as more people developed tolerance. If that happened, the murim would become a scene of utter chaos.

Just then, a subordinate came to report.

"The new subjects for the experiment have arrived."

"How many?"

"Twenty."

The True Venom Sage went outside with his subordinate.

Two Big Bro carriages were parked in the courtyard. Prisoners got out. The windowless carriages had transported them like cargo. They also had black sacks over their heads. With their inner arts suppressed, their frustration must have been immense.

Martial artists removed the sacks from their heads. The prisoners looked around. The martial artists surrounding them had an extraordinary aura, but not one prisoner showed any fear.

As always, when about twenty people with dead-end lives gathered, someone fearlessly stepped forward.

"You bastards! I am the Blood Snake, Yang Goeng!"

He was a villain once notorious in the unorthodox sects.

"I know the jianghu has lost its sense of righteousness, but is it right to treat a Senior like this!"

He was furious about being transported like cargo. They had covered a twenty-day journey in just ten days, so their suffering had been immense.

This level of complaint could have been overlooked, since they were short on people for experiments.

However, he was unlucky. In fact, several pieces of bad luck had overlapped.

First, the True Venom Sage was in a bad mood from another failed experiment. Second, Aecha happened to be watching from the other side.

The final piece of bad luck was that his alias included the word 'snake'.

The True Venom Sage walked toward him.

"So, Senior, you are the famous Blood Snake."

"That's right, it's me. Who are you?"

"I am this kind of person."

The True Venom Sage casually waved his hand.

Everyone watched, wondering what he was doing.

"Uwaaaaaaaack!"

Suddenly, the Blood Snake screamed.

He couldn't bear the pain and rolled on the ground. It was not a pain a human could endure.

Most people present had committed all sorts of evil deeds, yet they had never seen someone in so much agony. They couldn't imagine what was happening inside his body.

"Kill me... please!"

The words 'kill me' came from the Blood Snake's mouth.

The True Venom Sage looked down at him coldly.

The Blood Snake begged.

"...Please kill me!"

The True Venom Sage casually waved his hand again.

Then, the Blood Snake's body began to melt. With a single light gesture, a man dissolved into a pool of blood. This was the skill of the greatest poison master in the unorthodox sects.

No one there dared to even breathe loudly.

The True Venom Sage glanced at Aecha in the distance and gave a slight bow. His posture was polite, but the meaning was clear. Mess with me, and you'll end up like this too.

In response, Aecha snorted pointedly and turned back toward his residence.

Watching his retreating back, the True Venom Sage smiled with satisfaction and said, "Is there anyone else who wants to say who they are?"

No one dared to step forward.

However, the True Venom Sage would never know. At this very moment, one person wanted to reveal who he was.

The martial artists led the prisoners into the building.

Among those being led away in fear were Geom Mugeuk and the Poison King.


Chapter 222: Why Do I Feel So Bad When I Look at You?

The underground was set up like a prison.

The prisoners were each locked in solitary cells. Since Geom Mugeuk had been next to the Poison King, he was assigned the cell across from him.

"You all saw what happens to those who cause trouble," one of the martial artists threatened before they left the area.

A palm-sized window on the iron door provided a small relief. It allowed the prisoners to see into the cells, look at each other's faces, and even talk.

"Damn it! To get out of one prison just to be locked up in another!"

"This place is even filthier than where we were before."

"I heard the guards talking. They said prisoners are taken out and sent to a place for secret experiments."

"Damn it! We're all going to die like dogs at this rate!"

"We have to get out of here, no matter what!"

The prisoners cursed, each one adding their own complaints.

Geom Mugeuk sent a telepathic message to the Poison King, whose face was visible in the window across from him.

[Have you ever been locked in a prison before?]

[Never.]

[I'm sorry for making you go through such an ordeal.]

[It's fine. When else would I get to have an experience like this? Don't worry about me.]

The Poison King truly sounded as if it were no big deal. He seemed like the type of person who would hate this kind of situation, but his calm face now suggested he could endure it better than any Demon Supreme.

[I saw earlier that the third-rate poison monger's poisoning skills were quite impressive.]

It was the first time Geom Mugeuk had praised the True Venom Sage. There must have been something only the Poison King could see.

[Well, he is the top poison arts master of the unorthodox sects, isn't he?]

[That's what makes me even angrier. With skills like that, he should have been making proper medicine.]

About two hours later, a meal was served. It was a splendid meal, like a last supper for those condemned to die.

Everyone began to eat ravenously. They had been intentionally starved on the way here, and the food was so excellent that one's chopsticks would move even on a full stomach. The reason for providing such delicious food was simple.

[The food contains Gwangpok.]

[They're already feeding us Gwangpok?]

[It's not just Gwangpok. They've thrown in all sorts of other drugs.]

[Seeing as they're starting the moment we arrived, it seems Yayul Han or Aecha ordered them to proceed quickly.]

That much was clear just from the fact that they had brought prisoners from twenty days away here in only ten days.

[This is actually better for us. It means we can escape this suffocating place a day sooner.]

[If you take the medicine I gave you beforehand, the Gwangpok will be neutralized immediately.]

Of course, even without it, they could not have poisoned him in the first place. If even an imperceptible poison did not work on him, there was no way these miscellaneous drugs would.

Like livestock being fattened, they ate only the food provided.

Those who had been spewing complaints before the first meal now found themselves subtly looking forward to the next. With excellent dishes and even alcohol one would only see at a top-class inn, the prisoners, who were used to eating garbage, ate and drank with wild abandon.

[You do have a solid plan, right?]

[Didn't you say you would leave everything to me?]

[It's because you look too carefree. Training your martial arts in a place like this?]

Whenever I had a spare moment, I would sit cross-legged in the middle of the prison and cultivate the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

Opportunities to be left undisturbed all day like this were rare. Since I had not yet achieved complete mastery of the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, I focused on cultivating it whenever the chance arose.

The Poison King seemed curious about my actions.

[What martial arts are you cultivating?]

I could not honestly tell him that I was practicing the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

[I'm cultivating my internal arts.]

[Why are you training so diligently?]

[Because I believe one must be strong to be free.]

[Aren't you strong enough already?]

[Not enough to enjoy the freedom I desire.]

[And what is the freedom you desire?]

After a brief pause, I told him.

[A life where I can stop my steps wherever I wish.]

Perhaps it was an unexpected answer, as the Poison King said nothing for a moment. It sounded like something anyone could do, but he knew well that it was something no one could do easily.

[The path you walk... is not one where you can stop your steps as you please.]

[That's why I'm trying. So I can stop my steps when I want to and look up at the sky.]

A life where, despite having close companions who have shared life and death, they do not bind each other. That was the freedom Geom Mugeuk desired.

The Poison King stared at Geom Mugeuk without a word.

This time, Geom Mugeuk asked.

[Do you have a dream, Poison King?]

What kind of dream did the Poison King have now?

[A dream, at my age? Don't be ridiculous.]

As if he did not want to answer, the Poison King disappeared from the small window.

Poison King, if you hadn't met me, things might be different, but now that we've met, I won't let you live your previous destiny.

That was why Geom Mugeuk had carved the characters for 'Dokjon' onto his gloves. He wanted to prevent his dream from becoming a dark ambition and make him think about what it truly means to be supreme under the heavens, out in the light.

Geom Mugeuk sat down and began to cultivate the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.


"Please have your meal!"

Seo Daeryong entered the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's room. On the tray in his hands were several neatly arranged dishes. Some were bought, and some he had cooked himself.

Had he ever been this nervous in his life? He probably had not trembled this much even when he reached the final duel of the Young Dragon Tournament.

"Thank you."

The words were low but gentle. The favor the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon held for Geom Mugeuk was extending to Seo Daeryong.

"Please let me know if you need anything!" Seo Daeryong bowed so low his back nearly folded.

Just then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said, "There's no need for such excessive courtesy. You, too, are a man who will one day become a Demon Supreme."

At the words 'Demon Supreme', Seo Daeryong's heart began to pound again. Could I really become a Demon Supreme on the same level as this terrifying Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? Could I really?

He was about to just leave, but Seo Daeryong could not control the sudden surge of emotion and began to speak.

"I don't know if I'm worthy of that."

In that moment, his reason screamed at him. Hey, what are you doing? Shut that mouth!

His head urgently tried to stop him, but his mouth, won over by his heart, was already letting the words pour out.

"I became the Master's disciple by a stroke of luck, but I honestly don't know if it was because of my own abilities or because of the Director. I don't know if this is the right destiny for me, or if I'll end up tearing myself apart and dying by overreaching like this. Right now, I just feel like I'm being swept along. Can someone like me really become a Demon Supreme? Can I become like the Smiling Demon?"

After he finished speaking, Seo Daeryong felt as if he were floating in the air. What have I just done?

Ah! I've finally gone and done it. Of all the people in the world, why did I have to complain about my life to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? Asking if I can become like the Smiling Demon? Is that a challenge?

Seo Daeryong hurriedly bowed his head. "I'm sorry. I must have lost my mind for a moment."

As he hastily turned to leave, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said, "The Second Young Lord seems to care for you a great deal."

Startled, Seo Daeryong turned back to look at him. The two eyes within the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eye sockets were staring right at him.

"Yes, I know!"

After saying it, Seo Daeryong realized his mistake. 'I know!' What do I know? I should have said, 'Thank you for telling me.'

He was so nervous that words were just slipping out. "That's not what I meant, my words just now were..."

Then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said, "I know that, too."

It sounded as if he was saying he knew exactly what kind of state Seo Daeryong was in as he spoke.

He met the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes. Those eyes were smiling. It was the first time Seo Daeryong had ever faced the Smiling Demon's smile. Seeing those smiling eyes filled him with fear.

"I made many mistakes today. I'm truly sorry."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said calmly, "If you made no mistakes in front of me, wouldn't that be the real mistake?"

Leaving the room, Seo Daeryong let out a sigh. He could not think about what had just happened. Did I at least say goodbye? It felt like he had been in a dream. To have such a long, one-on-one conversation with the most terrifying person in the world, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, was both an honor and terrifying.

Director! Please come back soon! Your precious right-hand man is going to cause trouble at this rate!


Three days after being locked in the prison, one of the prisoners began to show symptoms.

"Uwaaaaaaack!"

He screamed and pounded on the door, but it was no ordinary iron door and did not break. His face was visible through the small window. Blood streamed from his eyes and nose. He had lost his sanity and was rampaging wildly.

The prisoners did not know they had been brought here because of Gwangpok, so they just thought he had gone mad from being unable to bear the confinement.

"You crazy bastard! Stop it!"

"Shut up! You want to die?"

However, he only rampaged more fiercely. Seeing this, the Poison King grew angry.

[That third-rate poison monger sold this kind of drug for money?]

Speak of the devil, the True Venom Sage soon arrived and watched the rampaging man through the small window. The man rushed forward and slammed his face against the window opening, his killing intent exploding.

KWANG! KWANG!

He slammed his head against the iron door. The sight of blood streaming from his eyes, nose, and forehead was gruesome, but the True Venom Sage's gaze remained cold as he watched.

In the end, the prisoner slammed his own head against the wall and collapsed, dying instantly.

His subordinates, who followed him, skillfully carried the corpse away as if this was not the first or second time they had witnessed such a thing.

The True Venom Sage looked into the other prison cells. He checked the condition of each prisoner one by one.

He glanced into the cell where Geom Mugeuk was. Geom Mugeuk sat against the wall with his head bowed low, revealing no particular energy.

After Geom Mugeuk, he peered into the Poison King's cell. The Poison King sat in the middle of the cell and glanced toward the window.

The moment their eyes met, the True Venom Sage felt something different from him compared to the other prisoners.

Is he sneering at me?

No, that could not be, but he did not like the look in his eyes.

The Poison King lowered his head, casting his eyes down, and the True Venom Sage moved on to inspect the next cell.

After checking all the cells, as the True Venom Sage was turning to leave, he glanced into the Poison King's cell one more time. This time, the Poison King was sitting with his back turned, lost in a daze.

The True Venom Sage watched him for a moment before leaving with his subordinates. As soon as he was gone, Geom Mugeuk sent a telepathic message to the Poison King.

[How did it go?]

[What are you asking? Of course, it was a success.]

[As expected! You're amazing.]

In that brief encounter, the Poison King had managed to poison the True Venom Sage with Gwangpok. This was necessary so that when the Evil Alliance later conducted an autopsy, they would discover that he had been poisoned by Gwangpok. It was one of the main reasons they had infiltrated this place.

[To poison the top poison arts master of the unorthodox sects while looking him in the eye! Who in the murim would dare attempt such a feat, let alone succeed? You are the true Dokjon!]

[I only administered a minuscule amount so it won't be noticeable yet. I'll have to increase the dose little by little.]

The Poison King's words were humble, but his expression said, 'This much is nothing'.

Sensing that he wanted to boast more, Geom Mugeuk added to the praise.

[And you did it to a target outside while you were inside a prison cell. I'm going to boast about this to everyone when I get back! I'll tell Father about this magnificent feat. The Poison King's poison art was a masterpiece, Father!]

[There's no need to tell the Cult Leader.]

Hearing that I would tell Father, the Poison King acted shy but seemed to be subtly looking forward to it.

Was that why? The Poison King seemed more confident and dignified.

[I'll poison him a little more each time that bastard comes down here.]

The True Venom Sage thought he was the one conducting the experiment, but in reality, he himself was the test subject.


When a second and then a third victim appeared in succession, the prisoners realized something was being put in their food. Only then did the prisoners stop eating.

Then, the True Venom Sage appeared again. He walked slowly down the prison corridor and said, "I heard some people aren't eating their meals?"

Though all sorts of curses had been thrown around about tearing him to pieces if he came down, no one dared to step forward now. The image of the Blood Demon melting into a pool of blood was too shockingly seared into their minds.

"If you leave any food, you will die by my poison. I will show no mercy, even if you beg me to kill you."

He cracked a merciless whip, then threw them a rotten carrot.

"If you survive this place, I won't send you back to prison. I'll just let you go. Maybe one or two of you will survive."

No one believed him. However, the words were clearly effective. In the despair of watching their numbers dwindle one by one, this rotten carrot would ultimately become their only solace.

Just then, the True Venom Sage stopped in front of the Poison King's prison cell. Peering inside through the small window, he spoke to his subordinate.

"Open this door."

The subordinate opened the iron door to the Poison King's prison cell.

"Come out."

The Poison King walked out of the prison. It was an unexpected development that neither Geom Mugeuk nor the Poison King had anticipated.

The True Venom Sage stared at the Poison King and said, "Why do I feel so bad when I look at you?"

He, too, was an absolute master of the unorthodox path. It seemed he sensed some ominous fate in his encounter with the Poison King.

The True Venom Sage used his fingers to unpleasantly tilt the Poison King's chin upward. "Strangely, I don't like the look in your eyes."

Even in this moment, the Poison King's expression showed no fear at all.

Even if I sent a telepathic message saying, Poison King, put on a scared face!, there was no way he could make an expression he had never made in his life. Especially not in a situation where his mood was already as foul as it could be.

The True Venom Sage slowly raised his hand to slap him across the cheek. The Poison King's lips twitched. Don't. Not if you want to live. It was a hair-trigger moment where such words seemed about to burst forth.

Geom Mugeuk shouted from his small window.

"It's because you two look alike."

The Poison King and the True Venom Sage simultaneously looked toward Geom Mugeuk. One spoke with words, the other with a fierce expression.

"What? We look alike?"


Chapter 223: Dealing With a Poison Master Is Always a Dirty Business

Were the two of them similar?

The Poison King would have protested. They had nothing in common.

I said it to turn the True Venom Sage's attention to me.

I achieved my objective. The True Venom Sage's attention shifted from the Poison King to me.

That's right, deal with me.

"Don't people feel bad for no reason when they see someone who looks like them?" I asked.

The look in the Poison King's eyes said it all.

Me and this ugly bastard?

The True Venom Sage shared that question.

"Where exactly do we look alike?"

He clearly thought they didn't resemble each other at all.

"In my eyes, you two look very similar. Even your gazes and auras are the same. You're both rebellious in a way, yet you have depth."

The True Venom Sage frowned. His expression screamed, You're saying this crap in a situation like this? Rebellious? Depth? In this underground prison where people are dying?

"Weren't you that handsome when you were young?"

Why would he be upset about resembling a handsome person? The problem was that he didn't believe me.

"Cut the crap. Tell me why you stepped up to save this man."

The True Venom Sage blatantly revealed his killing intent. He looked ready to poison me if I spouted any more nonsense.

"I received his help in the prison."

"How much help did you receive to risk your life?"

I looked at the Poison King.

"When I was fighting like a dog, that man became a dog and fought alongside me."

The Poison King's face flickered with surprise and emotion. He hadn't expected that reason.

Fortunately, my words worked on the True Venom Sage better than any long explanation.

"What's with all this talk of loyalty among prisoners? If you act presumptuously one more time, you'll disappear into a pool of blood."

"Yes! I'll be careful."

The True Venom Sage looked between me and the Poison King with a displeased expression but didn't escalate the situation. Every one of them was an important test subject.

The True Venom Sage locked the Poison King back in the prison and left.

I sent a telepathic message to the Poison King.

"You did well to endure."

"Why'd you step in? I could've handled it myself."

"I know."

"You were worried I'd cause trouble, weren't you?"

"No."

"Don't lie!"

After a brief pause, I told him.

"On the contrary, I was afraid you would endure it."

"!"

The Poison King stared at me, startled.

"I was afraid you'd endure it. That you'd take the slap and endure that bastard's humiliation. The Poison King would've probably endured it for our plan."

The Poison King's large, clear eyes widened.

"What if your flattery didn't work and that bastard tried to kill you?"

"Then we would've had to flip the table. We'd stage it to look like that bastard killed everyone here from Gwangpok's side effects, then died himself. Then we'd leave."

"Then what about Aecha? He's the type to hole up in his den and rarely come out, isn't he?"

"If we think about it, we'll find a solution."

"The reason you took such a risk... was just because you didn't want to see me suffer?"

"Just? That's a very important reason. It's a big enough deal to be worth flipping everything over and going back."

He gave me a look that asked, is this more flattery? I revealed my true feelings.

"The proportion of sincerity in the mix of flattery and sincerity is steadily increasing."

The Poison King stared at me, then disappeared from the small window.


Every day, prisoners died.

Each time, the True Venom Sage came to the prison, confirmed their deaths, glared at the Poison King, and left. The Poison King's existence was still a thorn in his side.

He should have trusted his instincts more and questioned why that clear gaze grated on his nerves so much.

However, he was tired from continuous research failures and failed to examine the sense of crisis that constantly sent him signals.

On the contrary, Gwangpok poisoned him every day. The Poison King had administered the poison with such exquisite skill, and since the True Venom Sage had no reason to use his inner arts intensely in his daily life, he failed to recognize it.

As the True Venom Sage left, the Poison King asked me.

"If our plan works, will Aecha show up here?"

"He'll definitely show up. According to Strategist Go's investigation, Aecha and the True Venom Sage don't have a good relationship. If he hears the experiment was a success, he'll come to see for himself."

"Based on the trend so far, we should have a conclusion within about ten days."

The end was in sight.


For ten days, I focused solely on the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

Sometimes, chaotic surroundings lead to unexpected focus. That was the case for me. In this cramped, squalid prison where prisoners died every day, I focused on my training more than ever before.

Finally, I progressed with the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

It was the result of recent changes in my body from my rising inner arts, combined with the training here. Slowly but surely, the Heavenly Demon Defense Art advanced toward complete mastery.

The Heavenly Demon Defense Art had risen a level and was certainly different. It reacted to danger more quickly and sensitively, and it felt more closely connected to me.

The prisoners continued to die even as I trained.

I overheard the martial artists delivering food. If this attempt failed, they planned to continue the experiment by kidnapping ordinary martial artists.

These people didn't care about the lives of others if it was for their own goals. No, from the beginning, they had no regard for the lives of others.

They were absolute evil. Who could possibly stop masters like the True Venom Sage and Aecha conducting secret experiments in a place like this?

"Stopping such evil deeds is my demonic path."

For the first time since I had said those words, someone asked me about the next generation.

The Poison King asked me.

"And after you die? Do you think the next Heavenly Demon will be able to protect that demonic path? I'm asking if another person like you could possibly appear."

"Why should I worry about what happens after I die? The people who are left will figure it out."

"You worked so hard to establish a new demonic path. Wouldn't it be a waste if the next generation ruins it?"

Yes, they might ruin it. However, I believed that was something I couldn't control. No, I thought it was right not to get involved in the first place.

"It's not like they'll listen just because you order the future generation, is it? Will they listen if you ask them? They'll just watch how we live. If they think it's cool, they'll follow. If they don't like it, they'll change it."

Just as I did.


Just as the Poison King predicted, all the prisoners were dead on the tenth day.

Only Geom Mugeuk and the Poison King remained.

Food was provided for several more days, and naturally, the two did not die.

A few days later.

The moment the two had been waiting for arrived.

Finally, Aecha visited the underground prison with the True Venom Sage. Aecha, who had been secluded in his den, showed himself for the first time.

"Did you really succeed?"

"I did! See for yourself. Two successful formulas have been developed. We just need to research them further to make a more stable formula."

"Let's have a look!"

Aecha peered through the iron door's peephole into the prison where Geom Mugeuk and the Poison King were held.

His joyful eyes turned into snake eyes.

"They're both too young. Does it only work on young people?"

For a moment, the True Venom Sage almost cursed. It was always like this, but he didn't expect Aecha to pull this crap today of all days.

"Aren't you looking down on me too much?"

A cold wind blew between the two men.

"I was just saying. No need to get so worked up."

After that annoying remark, Aecha looked between Geom Mugeuk and the Poison King in the prison.

No matter how I look at it, they seem too young?

At that moment, Aecha's heart pounded. His sense of crisis activated fiercely.

What is this? This ominous feeling?

Like a gambler changing cards before an addict, the pinnacle of the Poison King's martial arts was unleashed on the unorthodox sects' greatest poison master. A small hole was all he needed.

"!"

Instantly, Aecha's expression hardened. He forced a smile and approached the True Venom Sage.

"You've truly worked hard!"

The moment he drew near.

SHWIIK!

Aecha drew his sword like lightning and stabbed the True Venom Sage's arm.

The surprise attack caught the True Venom Sage completely off guard.

The moment the True Venom Sage reflexively tried to spray poison, Aecha subdued his demonic acupoints a step ahead.

"Are you crazy?"

At the True Venom Sage's shout, Aecha grabbed him by the neck.

"What's wrong with you? Did you take Gwangpok?"

The True Venom Sage thought Aecha had gone berserk from Gwangpok. Otherwise, there was no reason for him to suddenly try to kill him.

Aecha couldn't be trying to get rid of him after the experiment's success. In preparation for such an event, only the True Venom Sage knew how to make Gwangpok. He hadn't written it down anywhere. It was only in his head. Knowing that, Aecha had no reason to kill him.

"The antidote! Give me the antidote!"

Aecha suddenly coughed up blood.

His face turned black. Only then did the True Venom Sage realize he had been poisoned. Aecha had attacked, misunderstanding that the True Venom Sage had poisoned him.

"You bastard! I knew you'd betray me like this someday!"

"It wasn't me! I'm telling you, it wasn't!"

If the two had been on good terms, they would have calmly assessed their surroundings, but their relationship was like that of enemies, so they could only think that the other was trying to kill them.

Just then, the subordinates of Aecha and the True Venom Sage rushed in from outside.

"What's going on?"

"The True Venom Sage has betrayed us! Kill them all!"

Aecha's subordinates drew their swords and stabbed the True Venom Sage's subordinates to death. It happened in an instant. Surprised by the claim that their leader had betrayed them, the True Venom Sage's subordinates couldn't immediately counterattack with poison.

After they were all dead, Aecha's subordinates rushed toward Aecha and collapsed one by one.

Aecha thought the True Venom Sage's subordinates had used poison. In reality, Geom Mugeuk had fired finger qi bullets to press their blood points and put them to sleep. They were the best witnesses to explain this situation.

Both the poisoning and the pressing of the blood points were done inconspicuously from inside the prison through the small window.

Aecha's eyes went wild as he saw his own subordinates collapse.

"You traitorous bastard! Give me the antidote before I kill you!"

Aecha gripped the True Venom Sage's neck even tighter. A little more force and it would break. Unable to breathe, the True Venom Sage choked out his words.

"If I'd really intended to kill you, you'd already be dead."

Since that was true, Aecha was momentarily confused.

Right, if he wanted to kill me, wouldn't he have used a stronger poison to kill me instantly? He wouldn't have allowed a counterattack like this either.

It was at that moment.

"......"

The key hanging from the waist of a fallen subordinate of the True Venom Sage floated into the air.

The True Venom Sage saw it first and his eyes widened.

The key flew through the air and opened the iron door of the Poison King's cell.

CHAK!

Startled by the sound, Aecha also looked in that direction.

The key flew through the air again and opened the iron door of Geom Mugeuk's cell.

At the sound of the CHAK, the hearts of Aecha and the True Venom Sage sank.

As the doors opened, Geom Mugeuk and the Poison King walked out of the prison.

Aecha was momentarily dazed.

Am I seeing things because of the poison?

Geom Mugeuk and the Poison King walked side by side toward the two men.

The True Venom Sage grasped the situation first.

"Kill them! This is their doing!"

Aecha snapped to his senses and swung his sword at Geom Mugeuk.

How could an attack that wouldn't have worked as a planned ambush possibly work now? Aecha's sword thrust futilely into the air. Geom Mugeuk closed the distance with the Steps of the Yama King and subdued Aecha's demonic acupoints.

Aecha stared at Geom Mugeuk with a shocked expression. It finally hit him. Something had gone terribly wrong. He shouldn't have subdued the True Venom Sage and stabbed his arm.

The Poison King strode forward and opened the poison pouch at the True Venom Sage's waist. The True Venom Sage inwardly rejoiced.

You dare touch my poison pouch? Good, hurry up and die!

Of course, he would die. If it could be touched so carelessly, would it even be the True Venom Sage's poison pouch?

However, his opponent handled the poison more skillfully than he did.

A gust of wind carried the True Venom Sage's poison to Aecha's face.

"No!"

Aecha's desperate cry turned into a horrific scream.

"Aaaaaaaargh!"

Since it was a unique poison that only the True Venom Sage used, he would be the one who killed Aecha.

Then who would kill the True Venom Sage?

An unseen force moved Aecha's hand, which held the sword.

PUK!

It plunged into the True Venom Sage's chest.

"Aaaaaaaargh!"

"Uuuuuggghhh!"

The two men let out wretched screams at the same time.

Geom Mugeuk went over, poked the True Venom Sage's eyes below the sockets with his fingers, and then flicked his nose.

Blood flowed from his nose and eyes. Since his body already contained enough Gwangpok administered by the Poison King, the conclusion would be that the True Venom Sage went berserk from Gwangpok's side effects, and the two destroyed each other.

"...Why, of all things?"

The Poison King gave a curt reply to the True Venom Sage's pained question.

"Because you made your medicine like shit."

Geom Mugeuk added nothing. He didn't say that a sword fight broke out and many innocent people died because of his medicine, or that a child who lost his family was left all alone. Those words would have been wasted on him. They wouldn't have left even a small scratch on his conscience.

However, for a man so full of pride, the Poison King's words must have been a deep wound.

This time, Aecha, his face half-melted by poison, asked Geom Mugeuk with difficulty.

"...Who are you? Who are you people?"

Geom Mugeuk stared at him silently before speaking softly.

"That man is Gwangpok, and I am Heukbi."

He named the two main drugs they sold.

He wanted to say more, but Aecha's life ended there. Just fifteen minutes ago, he would never have imagined his life would end so meaninglessly.

The True Venom Sage watched Aecha's head fall and spoke to the Poison King.

"...I have something to say."

The Poison King moved closer to his side.

The True Venom Sage bit the inside of his cheek and spat out blood mixed with a potent poison.

CHWARRRRK!

The Poison King opened the Emptiness Fan to block it.

Blood trickled down the fan. Besides the True Venom Sage's blood, the fan bore the marks of many battles. The Poison King seemed to leave those marks as they were, without removing or replacing them.

"A third-rate poison master's poison won't work."

Thoroughly toyed with until the very end, the True Venom Sage trembled in agony and shame before his head finally slumped.

Geom Mugeuk looked down at the two dead men in silence. This meant more than just killing one of Yayul Han's four subordinates.

This moment saved countless lives that would have died from Gwangpok in the future, and it achieved revenge for the boy who lost his mother and younger sibling. He could now go to Seo Daeryong. He could tell him to go back and tell the boy that his revenge was fulfilled. That no evil can stand before our Cult. So now, he should live happily, at least for himself. Their deaths held such meaning.

Geom Mugeuk bowed his head respectfully to the Poison King.

"You've truly worked hard."

He had suffered a great deal in this cramped, suffocating place. While Geom Mugeuk himself had spent all his spare time training, the Poison King, who was used to living in the nature of the Thousand Poisons Forest, must have felt truly stifled.

"Dealing with a poison master is always this difficult and dirty."

"I enjoyed it. Being with you, the Poison King."

"Stop releasing the poison. It's already enough."

"Pardon?"

The Poison King left the clueless-looking Geom Mugeuk and strode out first.

Just before leaving, Geom Mugeuk fired a finger qi bullet to release the blood points of Aecha's subordinates he had put to sleep.

A moment later, they heard a commotion behind them. "The True Venom Sage has gone mad!" "He betrayed us!" "Inform the higher-ups!" The two silently disappeared from that place.


Chapter 224: This Time, I Will Assist You

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon lay on the roof, looking up at the sky.

He had only ever stared at white walls, so looking at the sky felt very unfamiliar.

Someone spoke from beside him.

"Even when you look at the sky, you only pick out the white clouds to see, don't you?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon recognized the welcome voice, and his eyes smiled brightly behind his mask.

"Did you have a good trip?"

"Thanks to you, it went well."

The speaker was Geom Mugeuk.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sat up. The Poison King followed, entering the courtyard. The Poison King always had a clear and fresh appearance.

Geom Mugeuk now knew for certain how terrifying the Poison King was, despite his bright and youthful appearance. His use of poison was an art with fatal results. He was skilled enough to reach into the poison pouch of the greatest poison master in the unorthodox sects.

The Poison King sensed their gazes. He entered, snapping his fan open with a CHWAAAK and fanning himself gently.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon rose and gave him a light clasped-hands greeting.

"You've worked hard."

"Don't mention it. I just followed the plan. The plan was excellent."

Geom Mugeuk then said, "If it weren't for the Poison King, we never would've accomplished this."

Geom Mugeuk now understood why his father valued the Poison King and why the murim feared him.

The Poison King looked up at Geom Mugeuk and asked, "Are you going to say that to everyone you meet?"

Geom Mugeuk knew what the Poison King meant. This was what the Poison King wanted to hear.

"Yes. Until the very last time I report to Father."

A flicker of satisfaction crossed the Poison King's eyes. He had heard what he wanted to hear.

CHWAREUREUK. The Poison King snapped his fan shut and went inside.

Geom Mugeuk said, "Ah, it feels so good to see the sky after being in prison."

Geom Mugeuk sat down. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon remained standing. Together, they looked up at the sky.

After a moment, someone entered through the main gate.

"I'm back."

It was Seo Daeryong, returning from the market. His arms and chest were full of cooking ingredients.

"I'll prepare the meal. Please wait just a moment."

Seo Daeryong spoke while looking at the ground.

A long green onion covered his face, but that was not why he looked away. He could not meet the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes.

"There were a lot of fresh ingredients today. I learned a new dish from an inn's cook that I haven't made for you before. I'll make it delicious for you."

Geom Mugeuk smiled, watching Seo Daeryong babble without meeting their eyes. Seo Daeryong did not even know Geom Mugeuk was there.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said, "Thank you, as always."

At the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's words, Seo Daeryong's gaze dug into the ground.

"It's only natural I do my job. Ah, and yesterday, I dreamt you returned, Director. Our Director has a knack for making people miss him."

Geom Mugeuk said to him, "I should've waited to come back until you missed me desperately."

Seo Daeryong looked up, surprised.

"Director!"

The ingredients tumbled from the wide-eyed Seo Daeryong's arms.

"......"

Geom Mugeuk used his telekinesis, and the falling ingredients floated in mid-air. In the prison, a key had floated. Now, it was green onions, vegetables, and meat.

Seo Daeryong hurriedly gathered them.

Seo Daeryong held the food, unable to hide his delight. Geom Mugeuk could tell. If the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had not been there, Seo Daeryong would have flown to the roof and hugged Geom Mugeuk tightly, burying him in green onions.

Geom Mugeuk said, "Go to that boy and tell him we've taken revenge, so he should go and live his life."

Seo Daeryong felt a surge of emotion. He had been thinking of that boy throughout this vacation.

"Yes, I'll be sure to tell him that this is the demonic path of the next Heavenly Demon."

Geom Mugeuk said with a smile, "That might reach my brother's ears."

At that, Seo Daeryong quickly corrected himself.

"I'll be sure to tell him that this is the demonic path of the Second Young Lord."

Geom Mugeuk leaped down lightly.

"Let's eat. I'm hungry, but are you crying?"

"Crying? No. It's because the onions are so strong."

Seo Daeryong went inside with the unpeeled onion.

Before following, Geom Mugeuk looked up at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon on the roof.

Their eyes met. They gave each other a slight nod.

Geom Mugeuk always ate separately from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, but he always made eye contact like this before a meal. It made Geom Mugeuk feel like they were eating together.


That evening, Go Wol and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader joined us.

"Young Lord!"

"Second Young Lord!"

The two of them were unchanging, as always.

"I suppose a filthy and dangerous drug won't be circulating anymore."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader praised my efforts and the Poison King's.

"You also worked hard, Poison King."

"It was a good experience."

"It must have been fun."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was inwardly envious.

He's been so devoted to me. I should make time to be with him separately someday.

After finishing our greetings, we all sat down.

While we dealt with Aecha and the True Venom Sage, Go Wol had finished investigating the next target.

"The next target is Yeo Bulgae."

Before Go Wol explained, I asked a necessary question.

"With two people dead in a row, won't Yayul Han be suspicious?"

"Of course he'll be suspicious, but what can he do? Plenty of subordinates saw the two of them fighting with swords. Plus, one was addicted to Berserk. In the end, he'll have no choice but to think it was just a string of bad luck."

"So there's no chance he'll recall the remaining two?"

"No. Besides, Yayul Han's personality is one that hates bending to external pressure."

Go Wol took it a step further.

"Since it's already happened, he'll probably look for someone new to fill the positions. He's not one to look back."

"There must be plenty of people. Masters from the unorthodox sects will be lining up to join the second-in-command of the Evil Alliance."

Just then, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stepped forward.

"Once Yeo Bulgae is also dead, he'll think differently. He won't believe a coincidence can happen three times."

At those words, Go Wol presented the next part of the plan.

"Therefore, I propose we eliminate Yayul Han before he learns of Yeo Bulgae's death."

"What about the last one of the Four?"

"He's always by Yayul Han's side. We'll have to deal with him at the same time anyway."

Kill Yeo Bulgae, then eliminate Yayul Han and his last subordinate before the death is known. In other words, Go Wol suggested we handle all three almost simultaneously.

"Good! Let's do that."

I accepted his opinion without hesitation.

"Thank you. I'll present the detailed plan soon."

The Poison King, who had been listening, suddenly asked a question.

"Once we kill Yayul Han, the Evil Alliance will suspect us, won't they?"

I answered instead of Go Wol.

"I have one solution for that. I don't know if it'll work yet, though."

The Poison King gave me a look that asked if I could really pull it off. In truth, I did not know either. I could not know what events awaited me.

"First, tell us about Yeo Bulgae."

Go Wol began his explanation.

"Yeo Bulgae has a rat tattoo on his chest. He manages hundreds of brothels in the Central Plains and is truly called the king of the night. The rat tattoo shows his will to earn money at night without sleeping."

"What's his personality like?"

"This man is also incredibly vicious. He built the current Nightless City by kidnapping women, taking daughters from families indebted to King Yama Loan, and using all sorts of vile methods. Furthermore, his lust is incredibly strong, and countless women have suffered at his hands. There are even rumors he sells the bodies of aged courtesans to practitioners of bizarre evil arts."

Just as Jisaeng died because of the Miracle Deity Loan, and Aecha and the True Venom Sage died because of Berserk, this man also deserved to die.

Father had given me permission to handle Yayul Han and all of the Four, so I intended to deal with every single one of them. If not me and the Demon Supremes, who else could eliminate a man who had become the king of the night? Especially one protected by the Evil Alliance's second-in-command.

"He's been expanding his brothels throughout the Central Plains and is now trying to expand his territory into Guizhou."

At that very moment, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke.

"Did you say Guizhou?"

"......"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes turned cold.

The Thousand Flower Palace was in Guizhou. The woman who liked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman Yeo Jong, was also there.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at me. I spoke without a second thought.

"This time, I will assist you, Smiling Demon."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded, then rose and left.

Everyone looked at me, wondering what was happening, but it was not my place to say.

"We'll depart for Guizhou early tomorrow morning. Everyone, get ready."


After the meeting, I had tea alone with Go Wol.

"We need to be extra careful with this one."

I told Go Wol everything about the Thousand Flower Palace, Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman Yeo Jong, and her relationship with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Others might not know, but the strategist had to.

"Truly, the net cast by heaven misses nothing."

I nodded silently.

Go Wol grew worried when he learned of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's deep connection to the Thousand Flower Palace.

"One wrong move and our identities could be exposed."

"The Smiling Demon is well aware of that. There's no need to worry too much."

"When someone you care about is involved, unexpected variables can arise."

"There won't be any variables. You can trust me."

Go Wol smiled at my conviction.

"Why are you smiling?"

"I was just wondering if there was anyone the Young Lord trusted this much."

"There's you, isn't there? There's Detective Seo, too, and Lee Ahn, and General Jang. I trust them all the same."

Still, Go Wol seemed to sense a special difference in how I thought of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"May I ask you one thing?"

"What is it?"

"Have you never considered that the people you just mentioned might betray you?"

Go Wol seemed worried because I tended to form such deep relationships with people.

"Betrayal that's planned from the start isn't common, is it? Unless someone is swayed by another, don't people usually come to feel betrayed for one reason or another as they live their lives?"

Go Wol nodded, listening intently.

"The feeling of betrayal can be perceived differently depending on the person. Someone might leave because they're disappointed in the other person, but they could be branded a traitor just for leaving. It might be that the person letting them go is the real traitor."

I revealed my beliefs about parting with people to Go Wol.

"If someone wants to leave me, I'll send them off with more courtesy than when we first met. I won't make the person who leaves into a traitor."

A smile spread across Go Wol's face.

"At times like this, you seem more like an older brother than I do."

"It's because I'm an old soul."

I need to have many sincere conversations with Go Wol. The more accurately he knows what kind of person I am, the better a strategist he'll become. If I just hope he becomes a good strategist without this effort, that's when a traitor is made.

Just then, someone appeared.

"Can I join you?"

It was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"Of course."

He sat down with us.

"Come to think of it, you seem to have lost some weight."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's expression brightened, as if he had been waiting for me to say that.

"Someone nags me so much. I have no choice but to lose it. A man should have a dependable charm, you know."

Go Wol, who had been so serious with me, showed a different side.

"The Cult Leader was fat."

"I know. That's why I'm training so hard!"

The nature of his martial arts meant the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader did not move much, which caused him to gain more weight.

"You need to lose more. You're not there yet."

"Enough nagging! Bring me alcohol and meat! I'm going to devour it all today!"

If you only heard this conversation, who in the world would think this man was the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader? Who would think he was the man who was shackled back then?

Seo Daeryong joined us then.

"How was it? With the Smiling Demon?"

"It was scary."

"It didn't seem like it was just scary, though?"

"What do you mean?"

"You were talking a lot when you came in with food from the market?"

"Don't you know that people talk more when they're scared?"

However, it seemed it was not just scary.

"Honestly, I'm a bit sad about it too. Every time I brought the Smiling Demon his meal, my heart pounded so hard I could hear it in my ears. That strange tension was addictive."

Just then, someone else spoke from behind.

"Addiction is my specialty, isn't it?"

I turned and saw the Poison King.

"What are four men doing gathered around drinking tea?"

The Poison King sat down, commenting even though he did not particularly like alcohol.

"We were just talking about how our Detective Seo is addicted to the Smiling Demon."

"It couldn't have been easy to please that man."

Seo Daeryong seized the opportunity to tattle.

"I wasn't going to say this, but... the Smiling Demon is pickier about food than he looks. He doesn't really eat the same food twice in a row. So I had to wander the market forlornly like a wolf in the rain, wondering what side dishes to buy today and what to cook for him tomorrow..."

Just then, Seo Daeryong saw it. Everyone was looking behind him.

Seo Daeryong said with a mournful face, "...He's not here, right? Please tell me he's not."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sat down next to Seo Daeryong.

"I was raised preciously, so I'm a bit of a picky eater."

Seo Daeryong hung his head low.

"And I have a big mouth. Please kill me."

"Your lifeline has shortened as much as my mouth has, so it's fine."

Seo Daeryong clutched his head at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's joke, and everyone laughed.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not look offended at all. In fact, he seemed a little more cheerful and in a better mood than usual. That was how I knew.

Yeo Bulgae, you're in big trouble.


Chapter 225: A Precious Guest Will Arrive Today

The next morning, I went to see the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon before we left.

"What is it?" he asked.

"Let's have only you, the Smiling Demon, and I go to the Thousand Flower Palace."

I believed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's personal relationship with the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was a private matter that needed protection.

However, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon gave an unexpected answer.

"There's no need for that. Let's all go together and proceed with the original plan."

"You don't have to do something you're reluctant about. We can have Strategist Go and the others cooperate from the outside."

"That's not why," he said, revealing an unexpected reason for his suggestion. "I want to introduce them to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman."

He meant the Poison King, Seo Daeryong, Go Wol, and even the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman is a very ambitious person, but she has been holding back on many things she wants to do because of me. Meeting and interacting with these people will be a great help to her."

I could tell the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon genuinely cared for the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. He viewed her with a deep affection that went beyond simple fondness.

"And above all, they are people the Second Young Lord trusts, aren't they? So it's fine."

I think the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's decision is wise. There are times to hide things and times to bring them into the world. This was the latter. I did not think anyone in our group would harm the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. We looked at each other and smiled, sealing our decision.

When I left the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's residence, I found Go Wol in the courtyard preparing for our departure. He loaded luggage onto a carriage, his face full of worry.

"Strategist Go, don't worry so much. Enjoy it. As a strategist, you'll make countless plans in your life, but you won't often get to have me, the Smiling Demon, and the Poison King carry them out. So enjoy this situation."

Go Wol bowed his head with a grateful expression. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who stood beside him, added a jealous remark.

"The points I earn with a hundred words, you always get with just one."

"Trust Strategist Go. He'll give me one point and give you a hundred, Cult Leader."

After comforting my one and only strategist and the Cult Leader, I shouted.

"Alright, let's depart!"


The room was lavishly decorated. A specially made bed was large enough for ten people, and expensive furniture crafted by master artisans filled the space. Even a single doorknob was startlingly expensive, not to mention the rare ceramics and paintings.

A dozen women knelt in this splendid room. They wore thin clothes that revealed their skin, and though their ages and beauty varied, their expressions were identical.

Despair.

They stared at the floor with eyes that held all the despair in the world.

Yeo Bulgae sat in the center of the women, who were lined up on his left and right. His hair was white and his face was wrinkled, but his eyes radiated a passion that rivaled a young man's.

Yeo Bulgae was reading a message from a pigeon. It reported that Aecha had died, not long after Jisaeng's death.

A wrinkled, gnarled hand crumpled the message and threw it at one of the women's heads. The woman picked up the fallen paper and burned it in an oil lamp.

"What do you think of this?" Yeo Bulgae asked.

Hwang Yeom, who sat before him, answered politely. "They didn't show it outwardly, but they were the types who secretly looked down on us for being in the business of selling women."

He was indirectly saying they were better off dead. As Yeo Bulgae's right-hand man, Hwang Yeom knew his master better than anyone.

Indeed, Yeo Bulgae's feelings were no different. The deceased Jisaeng and Aecha were nobodies with excessive pride who often ignored people. He had never once seen them greet him first. Their deaths concerned him less than another possibility.

"I'm saying, isn't it possible an outside force has struck?"

"It's best to rule out that possibility."

"......"

"The investigation concluded that they definitely died due to internal conflict. The higher-ups must have investigated with keen senses. If someone had the skill to deceive them, would we even be alive?"

The wrinkles on Yeo Bulgae's forehead deepened.

"Are you anxious?" Hwang Yeom asked.

"Because the next target could be me."

He did not know that the women with bowed heads on either side of him held a single wish.

Please, let him be next!

"Just in case, I will summon all the experts we can mobilize," Hwang Yeom said.

Yeo Bulgae nodded. He usually joked, "Even the King of Hell wouldn't take me. He'd say I'd dirty up his hell."

That was a joke he only made when he felt confident he would not die. Now that he felt real danger, he reacted more sensitively to death than anyone.

"Just in case... contact the Yin Yang Ghost as well."

Hwang Yeom flinched at the name but soon answered obediently. "I understand."

In the past, this would have sparked a debate. Moving them cost too much money, and they might cause trouble if unleashed in the murim, which the higher-ups would not like. Now, it was good that such a process could be skipped.

Hwang Yeom knew him so well it felt like he had a second body. For instance, just by looking at Yeo Bulgae's eyes, Hwang Yeom could pick the exact woman he had chosen from among dozens.

"I'm not afraid of dying, but I haven't achieved all my dreams yet."

Yeo Bulgae's dream was to establish his brothel throughout the entire Central Plains, without exception. He had used all sorts of methods to expand his business, building brothels himself and stealing them from others.

He employed all kinds of methods in the process. He sent troublemakers to cause a ruckus, spread false rumors, drugged food to make customers sick, and even set fire to rival establishments.

One might wonder if such crude methods worked, but they were surprisingly effective. He would ruin a rival brothel's reputation to eliminate it or buy it for a pittance. Whenever he saw a brothel owner commit suicide, Yeo Bulgae felt a sense of pleasure.

"You must live tenaciously and achieve your dream. Here, this is a new dream for you to have, Pavilion Master."

Hwang Yeom held out a document containing information about the Thousand Flower Palace. Since the Thousand Flower Palace was the most famous brothel in Guizhou, where they planned to expand, they had decided to take it over first.

Yeo Bulgae's eyes gleamed with greed as he examined the contents.

"The estimated profits are enormous."

"It makes more money than any of our other locations in the Central Plains."

"Are the courtesans beautiful?"

"That, and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman is known to be very resourceful."

"You said the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman is a woman, right?"

"That's right. She handles the courtesans well, and the customers well. Even the martial artists under her command respect her."

"Still, she's just a worthless bitch."

Looking down on women was his innate nature. He despised and hated them so much that Hwang Yeom suspected Yeo Bulgae might have been severely abused by his mother or another woman as a child. His pathological lust was clearly born not of affection, but of hatred.

"Her beauty?"

"I've heard she is quite beautiful."

Yeo Bulgae's eyes grew languid as he revealed his lust. His gaze turned to the women. All of them had once been Pavilion Masters of a brothel. To the world, they were known to be missing or dead.

They were women who had suddenly handed over their brothels to Yeo Bulgae overnight and disappeared. Their families and friends could never find them, no matter how hard they searched.

Yeo Bulgae had been kidnapping and collecting the most beautiful Pavilion Masters from the brothels he had stolen. It was a truly heinous act that would anger both heaven and man, but this fact was not known to the outside world. Even if someone had known, they would not have dared to confront Yeo Bulgae.

"Now the balance will be right."

There were nine women in total. When the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman arrived, there would be ten.

Hwang Yeom nodded with an expression that said not to worry. It was a signal that he would deliver the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman to Yeo Bulgae's bedchamber when the job was done.

"The Monochrome Blade Duo has already gone."

The Monochrome Blade Duo were Yeo Bulgae's limbs, figures not well-known in the murim. Their martial arts skills were formidable, but more than that, they had been raised from a young age to be ruthless swordsmen who only followed orders, devoid of human emotion.

In a case like the Thousand Flower Palace, where clumsy tricks would not work, he had immediately dispatched the Monochrome Blade Duo. He intended to kidnap the Pavilion Master directly and force her to stamp the contract. The nine women here had all suffered the same fate.

"Tell them to bring her here safely without laying a single finger on her!"

It was the same old worry of a lecherous old man.


"A precious guest will arrive today."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, Yeo Jong, had her residence and inner courtyard cleaned since morning. She took more care than usual with her makeup and attire.

The maids and servants moved about diligently. They had learned that if the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman said a precious guest was coming, a guest would indeed arrive. At first, they assumed she received a message, but after many unexpected guests arrived, they all knew she was a special person.

Today, however, it seemed even she was wrong.

The people who entered the inner courtyard were not precious guests, but uninvited ones. The Monochrome Blade Duo, dressed in white and black long robes, had stormed in.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman sent the servants and maids inside. At the same time, the martial artists of the inner courtyard who protected her revealed themselves.

Though their side had more numbers, the Monochrome Blade Duo was not intimidated. The aura of the two men overwhelmed the entire group, and tension filled the faces of the Thousand Flower Palace martial artists.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman asked calmly, "Where are you from?"

The mafia from the Monochrome Blade Duo, dressed in black, said to her, "Our master wishes to see you. Let's go."

His tone was cold and blunt, devoid of any emotion. It sounded childish, as if a block of wood were speaking.

"Who is your master?"

"You'll know when you get there."

"I'm sorry, but a precious guest is arriving today, so we'll have to postpone this for another time."

Of course, those words had no effect on the Monochrome Blade Duo.

"There is no one more precious than our master."

With those words, the two men strode forward. Four of the eight Thousand Flower Palace martial artists blocking her path lunged forward. The remaining four surrounded the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

Swords and daos clashed swiftly. They were the experts who had protected the Thousand Flower Palace until now, but the Monochrome Blade Duo's skills were superior.

Two of the four who rushed forward collapsed after less than ten exchanges, their arms and waists deeply slashed.

Just as the Monochrome Blade Duo raised their daos to end their lives, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman threw herself in front of them.

"If you want to kill these people, you'll have to kill me too."

Since their mission was to take her, the Monochrome Blade Duo lowered their daos. She pressed on the injured men's pressure points to stop the bleeding.

"Treat their wounds and wait. I'll be back."

"You can't, Pavilion Master!" the other martial artists shouted, stepping forward to stop her.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman firmly restrained them. "Everyone, stop!"

At her command, the martial artists froze. They all knew that if they continued to fight, they would die a dog's death. Never since the founding of the Thousand Flower Palace had such powerful experts invaded.

"If you lose your lives here in vain, I will be filled with regret and won't be able to live properly. Retreat and protect the main building. A precious guest will arrive today, so you can report this matter to him."

Forcing the martial artists to back down, she approached the Monochrome Blade Duo without any fear.

The members of the Monochrome Blade Duo looked at each other and tilted their heads. They had kidnapped many women, but they had never seen one so calm.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman stared intently at the two men. "I am good at seeing people's futures. However, the futures of you two are as dark as pitch, so I cannot see them well."

The Monochrome Blade Duo laughed coldly and strode toward her.

The mafia reached out his hand to subdue her vital points.

At that very moment, a single finger qi bullet flew in as fast as light.

PWEEE! THWACK!

The attack pierced the back of the mafia's hand, leaving a hole. He let out a short scream and tried to stop the bleeding.

PWEEE! THWACK!

This time, the bullet pierced the elbow of the other arm he was using to stop the bleeding.

"......"

The mafia instinctively ducked his body.

PWEE! THWACK!

His shoulder was pierced. The attack flew in so fast that he could not avoid it.

He turned his body toward where the finger qi had come from, but more bullets flew in succession. His stomach, waist, and knee were pierced one after another. The finger qi bullets poured down like rain, completely shredding his body.

"Uwaaaaaaaack!"

The mafia let out a desperate scream, as if releasing all the screams he had held back his entire life.

PWEEE! THWACK!

Finally, a bullet pierced his forehead, and he collapsed.

The finger qi bullets had flown in such rapid succession that everyone only saw him die. Even the man in white could only watch the mafia's death in this unexpected situation.

Only then did everyone's gaze turn to where the finger qi bullets had come from. A bright smile spread across the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's lips.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, wearing a white mask, was striding toward them.


Chapter 226: The Man Who Comes to Save a Courtesan

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman saw only the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The world around her vanished, leaving just him walking toward her against a stark white background.

"You've come, Orabeoni?"

The Thousand Flower Palace martial artists cried out in joy. They did not know the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's true identity, only that he was the one person their Chairwoman called Orabeoni.

Just then, Baekdo moved like lightning. He darted behind the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, swiftly drawing his blade and pressing it against her neck.

"Stop! One more step and this bitch dies!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stopped.

Baekdo peeked from behind the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, using her as a shield while he glared at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. The eyes behind the mask were smiling.

The blade at the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's neck trembled faintly. Baekdo had committed countless kidnappings and murders for Yeo Bulgae without ever feeling fear. He was a fearless killing machine, yet now he felt a foreign emotion. He felt fear.

"Who are you?" Baekdo demanded.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon ignored him and looked at the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, his gaze asking if she was alright.

She responded with an even brighter smile. "Who else would a man who comes to save a courtesan be? He's my patron, of course."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes smiled at being called a patron.

Baekdo could not understand.

A mere brothel patron killed the mafia? I have to take a hostage? I'm feeling fear for the first time in my life? This is ridiculous!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon spoke softly. "Close your eyes."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman obeyed.

The moment her eyes shut!

PWIING!

A finger qi bullet blew off Baekdo's exposed ear with a THWACK.

Baekdo moved to slash the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's neck without hesitation.

THWACK!

His elbow was pierced. The finger qi bullet flew with perfect precision, passing through his body without harming her.

He gritted his teeth, trying again to slash her neck.

"......"

This time, the back of his sword hand was pierced. The finger qi bullet struck the blade's hilt after passing through his hand, leaving her unharmed.

He had not expected such an accurate and precise attack. In the brief moment Baekdo reached for the falling blade with his other hand, his body was exposed.

PWIING! PWACK!

His left eye was pierced. He staggered back, and then his right eye was pierced.

"Uwaaaaaaack!"

He screamed desperately and stumbled backward.

PWIING! PWACK!

This time, his mouth was pierced.

Everyone understood. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was punishing the hand that held the blade and the mouth that had threatened to kill 'this bitch'.

Even as he died, Baekdo could not believe it. How can someone attack so boldly with a hostage? How can the attacks be so accurate? How can anyone fire finger qi bullets so quickly?

PWIING! PWACK!

Baekdo's forehead was pierced, and he collapsed. He died full of doubt. Was he really just a patron?

Deep emotion crossed the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's face. The stoic Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had shown his anger through action, not words. He was always like that, a man who acted instead of spoke.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman glanced at the corpses of the Monochrome Blade Duo and the spreading blood. She said with a hint of regret, "I thought you might come, so I cleaned up nicely."

"It's fine. I like the smell of blood."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman strode over and threw her arms around the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He did not hug her back, but she was not disappointed. Considering his personality and their first meeting, him simply standing still was the same as him hugging her tightly.

The Thousand Flower Palace martial artists behind them bowed in unison, grateful for their master's rescue.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said to the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, "I have guests with me."

She understood his meaning and cleared the area. She sent the injured to a physician and had the bodies of the Monochrome Blade Duo removed. Then she sent the remaining martial artists to the outer courtyard, forbidding anyone from entering.

Then, Geom Mugeuk and his companions entered.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman greeted Geom Mugeuk first. "Second Young Lord, have you been well?"

"I have been," Geom Mugeuk replied.

"That martial artist didn't come with you?" she asked.

"I was afraid someone might snatch away our pretty heart, so I've kept her hidden safely in our Cult."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman smiled. "She is destined for greatness. Even if you send her into the world, she'll navigate it well."

Geom Mugeuk knew she was an extraordinary woman. She had proven it just by seeing Lee Ahn's true beauty when she was overweight.

"Even if you don't believe my words, believe in that martial artist."

"No, I'll trust your words, Pavilion Master, and send her out."

She had to go out into the world anyway because of the Ghost Shadow Squad. Now that her Soaring Sky Sword Art had reached the ninth stage, and with Green Mask beside her, he was not too worried.

Next, Geom Mugeuk introduced the Poison King. "This is our Cult's Poison King."

An introduction to a mere brothel owner would normally be unthinkable, but the Poison King was not uncomfortable. A woman who called the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon 'Orabeoni' was no simple brothel owner.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman showed the Poison King courteous respect. She started to perform a full bow, but the Poison King stopped her with a gentle stream of qi.

"There's no need for such excessive courtesy."

Instead, the Poison King performed a polite clasped-hands greeting. "It's a pleasure to meet you for the first time."

It was a gesture of consideration for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Greetings to a noble person. I am Yeo Jong, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman."

She was not surprised by the Poison King's youthful appearance. Just as she had seen the truth beneath Lee Ahn's appearance, she seemed to see the truth beneath the Poison King's as well.

Seeing this, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gaze toward the Poison King softened. Their relationship was still awkward. When he first left the cult, they had not made eye contact for days. Compared to then, they were now like childhood friends.

Next, Geom Mugeuk introduced Seo Daeryong. "This is my right-hand man."

"It's an honor to meet you. I am Seo Daeryong."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman stared intently at Seo Daeryong, then smiled. "It's been a long time since I've met someone with such a pure soul."

She had recognized Seo Daeryong's kindness at a glance. Seo Daeryong was moved. It was probably the first time in his life anyone had told him he had a pure soul.

Seo Daeryong shrugged at Geom Mugeuk, his expression saying, This is the kind of person I am.

"When you introduce me, please make sure to include 'pure soul'! You can leave everything else out."

"Doesn't that just mean you look like the type to easily lose out, get fooled by women, and be swindled?" Geom Mugeuk retorted.

Seo Daeryong looked at the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman with a desperate expression, pleading for her to deny it. She merely smiled.

Next, Geom Mugeuk introduced Go Wol. "If he is my right arm, then this is my head."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman looked at Go Wol much like she looked at Lee Ahn. It was a gaze of awe and support for someone destined for greatness, but she did not say so.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's eyes sparkled, wondering how Geom Mugeuk would introduce him.

"This is my reliable sponsor."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said, "You can only be a sponsor if there's more to take."

"There's still plenty left to take," Geom Mugeuk replied.

"There is?"

"It hasn't been three years since the rich man went broke, has it?"

Geom Mugeuk made a face that showed he knew all about the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's hidden assets. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader needlessly snapped at Go Wol, "Don't go around talking about me!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was not offended. He knew Geom Mugeuk was joking. He also knew that becoming useless to someone would be a much sadder fate.

And so, Geom Mugeuk introduced everyone. The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman watched with a peculiar gaze as the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, the Poison King, Seo Daeryong, Go Wol, and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stood by Geom Mugeuk's sides. What could she possibly be seeing right now?

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman bowed her head respectfully. "Welcome to the Thousand Flower Palace."

Geom Mugeuk's party returned the bow.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman guided them inside. "I'll prepare rooms for you to stay in."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon then said to her, "Give us the ones next to your room."

From those words, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman must have understood that our visit concerned her safety. Nevertheless, she did not ask before we brought it up. She was calm and prudent.

While everyone unpacked, I met with the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to explain the situation.

"The enemy the Smiling Demon and I are facing runs brothels," I explained. "We heard he's targeting Guizhou, which is why we've come."

"Could that person be Yeo Bulgae?"

As expected, she knew of him. The Thousand Flower Palace gathered information for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, so she had already identified the man called the King of the Night.

"That's right."

"I know Yeo Bulgae is expanding his brothels across the Central Plains. The rumors about him are very bad."

"It seems the time has come for him to pay for those rumors."

Joy flickered in the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's eyes. As a fellow brothel owner, she must have heard much about Yeo Bulgae's evil deeds.

"Pavilion Master, you wouldn't believe the look in the Smiling Demon's eyes the moment we heard Yeo Bulgae was advancing into Guizhou."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. "I think I can imagine it." Her gaze held a deep trust.

Meanwhile, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's mood remained somber, even after killing the Monochrome Blade Duo. What if I had arrived late? His anger toward Yeo Bulgae deepened, and he felt a rage that made him want to confront the man immediately.

In contrast, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was incredibly bright and calm, despite her near-death crisis.

Geom Mugeuk sensed something in her calmness. He thought she was a woman who understood her own fate. If we had not arrived, she would have made a different choice from the start.

"I'm jealous!" I said, just to make the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon feel awkward. He only continued to watch the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman silently.


A short while later, everyone gathered. Go Wol revealed the plan. "Today's incident was unexpected."

We had planned to arrive and deal with him slowly, but Yeo Bulgae struck the Thousand Flower Palace sooner than we expected.

"If he learns the Monochrome Blade Duo is dead, he might launch a full-scale attack on the Thousand Flower Palace. If we don't evacuate, there could be casualties. Even if we fend them off, the Evil Alliance will learn Yeo Bulgae was defeated here."

This place could no longer be the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's sanctuary.

"What are your thoughts?" I asked.

Go Wol glanced at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. "The plan I've devised requires the permission of the Smiling Demon and the Pavilion Master."

Go Wol then revealed his plan.

"Since he wants the Pavilion Master, you must go. The Young Lord and the Smiling Demon will pose as the Monochrome Blade Duo and take you to his residence. They wear distinctive clothes, so if you two wear black and white outfits with bamboo hats pulled low, you should get deep inside."

It was a surprising, unconventional plan. Its key was secrecy.

"His death must be revealed as late as possible." The plan was to strike Yayul Han before his death became known.

Go Wol added a cautious note. "If it weren't the Second Young Lord and the Smiling Demon going with her, I would never suggest sending the Pavilion Master to such a dangerous place."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Since the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had to go, he would follow the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's decision.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman spoke first, her voice calm. "I'll go."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not deliberate for long. He nodded his permission.

Go Wol bowed his head, grateful they accepted the plan.

He then spoke to the Poison King. "I also have a favor to ask of you, Poison King. After we eliminate Yeo Bulgae, please protect the Pavilion Master until this is over."

It was a significant request, but the Poison King readily agreed. "I will."

The Poison King unfolded his fan and waved it gently. Now that he had given his word, who in the world could kill the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman?

The gazes of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Poison King met. They did not exchange words like 'I'm counting on you' or 'Don't worry'. Neither man made a show of things or repaid debts with words.

Finally, Go Wol spoke to Geom Mugeuk. "I will go ahead and prepare to deal with Yayul Han." His words were filled with conviction that the two of them would succeed and return.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman looked between the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and Geom Mugeuk. "If such a handsome Monochrome Blade Duo had come, I would have followed them willingly from the start."

Everyone laughed at her joke.

Geom Mugeuk asked the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, "Will you be Baekdo? Or the mafia?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon answered curtly. "White suits me well."


Chapter 227: I'm the Kept Man's Friend

"Get out of the way! You damned bitch!"

Yeo Bulgae flew into a rage and beat the middle-aged woman. She shielded the other woman with her body, absorbing the blows. She had stepped forward because she could no longer bear Yeo Bulgae's perverted torment, which went far beyond satisfying his lust. Having suffered the same fate, she knew the difficulty and shame all too well.

Yeo Bulgae grabbed the woman by her hair and threw her back. People called him the King of the Night, but when angered, he was just a ruffian. It would have been a relief if he only beat them like a ruffian, but Yeo Bulgae tormented people relentlessly.

"Excellent, just excellent. An old bitch like you must have to play this role to survive among your kind, right?"

Yeo Bulgae injected his qi into the woman's body, inflicting immense pain.

"Aaaaaaaargh!"

The woman screamed, unable to bear the agony.

"You should endure it! Didn't you step forward to sacrifice yourself? Were you just pretending to stop me?"

The young woman she had tried to protect stepped forward and pleaded, "I'll do it! I'll do it! Please stop!"

Tears streamed from her eyes. The other women watching bowed their heads and wept.

They were powerless against Yeo Bulgae, and not just because they were captives.

Yeo Bulgae threatened them with their families' lives. Some had children, some had siblings, and some had parents. He threatened to find and kill their families if they resisted, ran away, or killed themselves. He had once brought back the family of an escaped woman and brutally murdered them in front of her.

What saddened them even more was that they were adapting to this humiliating, beast-like reality.

"You're all just lumps of flesh that exist for me. What right does a lump of flesh have to protect another?"

The middle-aged woman squeezed her eyes shut as tears flowed down her cheeks. She wished for death every day but could not die because of her son. If she took her own life, Yeo Bulgae would surely bring her son here and kill him as an example to the other women.

Please! Someone save us!

The woman's desperate gaze turned toward the clear blue sky far beyond the window.

Please!

Just as her desperation reached the heavens, a subordinate reported from outside.

"The Monochrome Blade Duo and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman have arrived."

Yeo Bulgae, as if he had been waiting, hurriedly opened the door and stepped outside.


The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman entered the large courtyard. The Monochrome Blade Duo followed behind her, their bamboo hats pulled down low. They were, of course, Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

They had expected many obstacles to getting inside. Geom Mugeuk had been prepared to use his wits, but the task was unexpectedly easy.

A guard at the entrance had guided them here as if it were routine. Since the Monochrome Blade Duo had brought women here before, no one suspected this pair was fake. The real Monochrome Blade Duo must have been so terrifying that no one dared to make eye contact, let alone investigate them.

And so, they had arrived before Yeo Bulgae with ease.

The moment Yeo Bulgae saw the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, he filled with admiration.

"Oh! She's to die for!"

He liked the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's aura. She was noble yet haughty. What greater pleasure existed than breaking such pride and making her his slave?

He went back into the room and dragged the middle-aged woman out by her hair. He threw her down mercilessly.

"Look, this is the kind of place a bitch with beauty like that is coming to. You should be licking my toes all day, and you have the gall to protect someone?"

Yeo Bulgae had no intention of looking good for the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. On the contrary, he intended to instill fear in her.

He threw the door wide open, revealing his palace of pleasure and the women's hell. The kneeling woman, the woman sprawled in the corner, and the woman lying on the bed all lifted their heads to look at the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

"They used to run brothels, just like you."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's expression hardened the moment she saw them. Though she rarely showed anger, her face was now a mask of fury.

"You! It wasn't enough to take their brothels, you're trying to take their very souls."

Yeo Bulgae laughed pleasantly.

"Even the way you talk is noble! You, I like you. I'll love you the most!"

The women in the room gave her a look of pity.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman said in a calm tone, "I'm quite good at seeing people's futures."

It was one of those moments when a person becomes calmer the angrier they get.

"Can you see my future too?"

"Your skin is being flayed off as you're skewered on an iron rod and thrown into a pit of fire."

She described the punishment of Avici, said to be the most painful of all hells.

His expression hardened for a moment, but Yeo Bulgae soon smiled leisurely.

"Even the King of Hell wouldn't take me. He'd say I'd dirty his hell."

He recited his usual line, then sneered at the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

"Only the weak prattle on about hell. So, does imagining me in a fiery pit make you feel better?"

"You're a coward. You act all bold on the outside, but you're a coward who fears death more than anyone."

"All the bitches in there were just like you at first. Full of pride, talking big. Not knowing what state they'd be in, what they'd be begging me for, just a couple of hours later. You think you won't end up like them, don't you? You think someone will come and save you? Yes, that's how people's minds work. Oblivious to what's right in front of them."

Just then, an unforeseen situation unfolded.

Hwang Yeom appeared with a group of masters. They blocked the way in front of Yeo Bulgae, protecting him like bodyguards.

"Who are you people?" Hwang Yeom asked the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman coldly.

Only then did Yeo Bulgae realize they were a fake Monochrome Blade Duo. He had been so captivated by the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's beauty that he had not examined them closely.

"Fakes? These crazy bastards!"

The thought of how close he had come to disaster made Yeo Bulgae's heart sink, and rage boiled to the top of his head. He soon composed himself.

When Yeo Bulgae snapped his fingers, the women in the room rushed out, knelt, and prostrated themselves with their chests to the ground.

Yeo Bulgae sat on them as if they were a chair. He did not need a chair, nor was he showing off his authority. He did it so he could use them as hostages if necessary. This was the kind of man Yeo Bulgae was.

"If they're fakes, then that bitch must be a fake too."

"Does it matter whether I'm the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman or not?"

"It does. There are plenty of beautiful women in the world, but there's only one owner of the place I'm after."

"I am the real Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman."

Yeo Bulgae believed her. A woman who could exude such an aura would not be common.

"Those idiot Monochrome Blade Duo must already be dead."

"My kept man has quite a temper, you see."

Finding her own words amusing, she laughed. The sight of her laughing made Yeo Bulgae grow hot. She was his type. He had seen countless women, but this was the first time he had been so drawn to one.

Yeo Bulgae's gaze shifted to the Monochrome Blade Duo.

So she came here trusting in them.

At a glance, they did not look like much.

"If you're the real Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, why did you come here?"

"I heard you were looking for me."

"And what do you think?"

"Ugly, insignificant, and pathetic. I came for nothing."

For a moment, Yeo Bulgae's expression turned cold as ice.

"I don't know what you're relying on to come here and pull this shit, but if you thought the Monochrome Blade Duo were all the subordinates I have, you've made a huge mistake."

Yeo Bulgae was not anxious. He could not be anxious even if he wanted to.

First, the three subordinates to his left were the Black Night Crow Trio. They were his long-time limbs and a cut above the Monochrome Blade Duo. Next to them, the man holding a long spear was his subordinate, the spear master Screaming Blood Spear. These four, plus the Monochrome Blade Duo, were the six masters who helped him become the King of the Night.

But today, there were more. With Jiseng and Aecha dead, he had brought in masters from the outside. The Evil Shadow Quintet, whom he had hired for a large sum, were infamous masters even among the unorthodox sects. He had not seen them fight himself, but their reputation was high.

And above all, there were the most dependable ones.

Two figures, a man and a woman, sat on a rock before the flower garden. Both wore bizarre makeup, making it difficult to tell who was the man and who was the woman.

They were the Yin Yang Ghost.

They were demons who used bizarre evil arts to drain their opponents' inner power. The male, the Yang Ghost, had mastered an evil art that absorbed a woman's yin energy, while the female, the Yin Ghost, absorbed a man's yang energy.

They loved to fight as much as they loved to absorb vital energy. Their inner arts were so powerful that most masters were toyed with before being sucked dry and killed.

Their personalities were also so cruel and vicious that they would slaughter entire families or groups if displeased. They were truly insane, so much so that even the Evil Alliance was reluctant to use them. In a situation like this, however, they were also the most trustworthy people.

So who was there to fear? Yeo Bulgae was full of confidence.

"So you're saying you were so angry that I tried to bring you here, you came in person to get revenge?"

Yeo Bulgae grew more sexually excited. Hwang Yeom, however, felt an unidentifiable unease, but ever since he was almost killed for interfering while Yeo Bulgae was engrossed with a woman, he never intervened again. He might get involved in other matters, but women were a territory he must never touch.

Instead of answering, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman spoke to the prostrated women on the ground.

"Everyone, close your eyes. When you open them again, you will be able to return home."

At her words, the women's eyes wavered.

Looking into the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's calm and gentle eyes, it truly felt like it would happen. They all closed their eyes and prayed to the heavens. Please, let us return home.

At this sight, the old lecher's lust swelled even more.

"That bitch is truly overflowing with charm," Yeo Bulgae said to the Evil Shadow Quintet.

"Five heroes, kill those men and prove your worth."

In short, he was telling them to earn their pay.

As the Evil Shadow Quintet stepped forward, Geom Mugeuk stepped up. While the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had been buying time, Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had already formed a plan through telepathy. They knew how to fight, how to protect the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, and how to save the women.

Yeo Bulgae asked Geom Mugeuk, "If he's the kept man, then what are you?"

Geom Mugeuk replied, "I'm the kept man's friend."

At his words, the gathered martial artists burst into laughter. Not a single one of them was tense.

"No matter how much you like your friend, should you really follow him all the way to hell?"

"It's because I like that pillar too. He's the pillar of my life as well."

Though hidden beneath his bamboo hat, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes shone with a clear light.

Geom Mugeuk's composure gave Yeo Bulgae an inexplicable sense of foreboding. That feeling made him issue his command with even more force.

"Break all those damn pillars!"

The moment Yeo Bulgae's order fell, the Evil Shadow Quintet drew their swords in unison.

Geom Mugeuk walked slowly toward them, as if on a stroll.

He lightly dodged the attack of the third brother, who flew in first, and thrust his fist into the man's abdomen.

PWAK!

With a sickening sound, the third brother collapsed. Geom Mugeuk twisted his body and planted his fist in the face of the second brother, who was thrusting his sword from the side.

A light dodge, a light tap.

To the onlookers, the fight made them wonder, What is this?

The fourth brother, attacking from behind, jumped over the fallen third brother to launch his assault. However, that movement was within Geom Mugeuk's calculations.

Leaning his torso back, Geom Mugeuk lightly stabbed the man in the heart with a throwing knife.

PUK.

Stabbed in mid-air, the fourth brother flew forward with his own momentum. With the man now a shield, the first brother gave up his attack and twisted his body to dodge.

However, Geom Mugeuk's fist, anticipating the dodge, struck him hard in the chest. The first brother collapsed. The moment Geom Mugeuk turned around, the fifth brother clutched his throat and fell. A throwing knife, which had appeared from nowhere, was embedded in his neck.

Geom Mugeuk had combined the Fist Demon's fist arts, the Four Strides of the Wind God, and knife throwing arts to deal with them. The martial arts he displayed were so sublime they were difficult to recognize.

There were no complex motions or flashy movements. It was simply fast and precise, a movement without a single wasted effort.

That was why, to everyone watching, it looked like a staged performance where the men were deliberately falling. It seemed they were hit lightly by a fist, yet they could not get up.

Yeo Bulgae was confused. The Evil Shadow Quintet looked like amateurs, and their opponent looked like a master. He had never seen a fight like this before.

The Yin Yang Ghost, in fact, had grasped the situation most accurately.

They looked at each other and smiled. They had recognized at a glance that Geom Mugeuk was a formidable foe and were delighted. A stronger opponent meant more inner arts to absorb, and the Yin Ghost was itching for a taste.

It was at that very moment.

KABOOM! RUUUUMBLE!

Thunder echoed from the sky. Dark clouds gathered, threatening to pour down rain at any moment and darkening the surroundings.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon slowly walked out and stood shoulder to shoulder with Geom Mugeuk. In a flash of lightning, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's white mask shone brightly beneath his bamboo hat. Geom Mugeuk knew just how furious the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was with Yeo Bulgae.

"You vile old lecher."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon opened his mouth for the first time since arriving. He had not wanted to exchange a single word with Yeo Bulgae. His next words would be his last, making any further conversation unnecessary.

"You're always going on about hell every time you open your mouth. I'll send you to a real one."


Chapter 228: What Happens When You Touch My Woman

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon finished speaking, and three crows took flight. The Black Night Crow Trio launched their attack.

The killing intent in his words was palpable, so they did not hesitate. They knew they had to kill their opponent to survive, especially since he was determined to kill Yeo Bulgae.

The Black Night Crow Trio rushed in from three directions.

From the left, they aimed for the shoulder. From the right, the side. From the front, the neck.

No one had ever withstood their combined assault. The night crows' skill had made Yeo Bulgae the king of the night. Their attack was perfect in every way, except for one fact. Their opponent was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon dodged the combined attack with a single step. Three swords grazed his body, but the eyes behind his mask remained calm and precise.

PING!

The first crow could not dodge the Blood Calamity Finger that flew right before his nose.

The first crow died with a pierced neck. Seeing this, the second crow screamed monstrously and swung his sword.

His rage created an opening, more than enough for a single finger qi bullet to penetrate.

PUK!

The last remaining man, the third crow, unleashed the most magnificent strike of his life. It only managed to slice off the tip of his opponent's bamboo hat.

If he had known his opponent's identity, slicing the hat would have been a boast for ages, but his life of evil under Yeo Bulgae granted him no such chance. He also died with a hole pierced through his forehead.

Just then!

SHWAAAAAAAANG!

Something flew toward the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's back with tremendous power. It was the spear of the Screaming Blood Spear.

CHWAAAAAK.

The spear, flying at a terrifying speed, stopped just behind the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's back.

Geom Mugeuk had caught the spear with his bare hand.

The Screaming Blood Spear stared, aghast. No one should be able to catch his spear with a bare hand. If they could, how could he be a renowned master in the unorthodox sects?

Geom Mugeuk plunged the spear into the ground.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon turned and lightly flicked the shaft of the grounded spear with his finger.

CHAENG!

The clear, ringing sound was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's sign of gratitude.

Taking the sound as a signal, Geom Mugeuk surged toward the Screaming Blood Spear.

The Screaming Blood Spear quickly combined the two short spears at his waist. The distance gave him enough time to join them, but only if Geom Mugeuk had not been charging with the Hell Step.

SEOGEOK!

The newly connected spear split in two, along with its owner's body. Geom Mugeuk held a dao from the Monochrome Blade Duo, not the Black Demon Sword, but a master calligrapher never blames his brush.

At that very moment.

SEUEUEUEU!

Vines shot up from the ground and wrapped around Geom Mugeuk's entire body. It was an evil art that briefly bound an opponent.

The Yin Yang Ghost, who had been sitting by the flower garden, appeared on either side of Geom Mugeuk and snatched his wrists.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

Through Geom Mugeuk's wrists, the Yin Yang Ghost's inner arts poured in like a waterfall.

Their martial art was the Heart-Rending Star-Absorbing Art. It was a wicked technique where they injected their powerful inner arts to make an opponent's heart explode, then collected all the inner arts and vital energy.

Even one of them alone could easily kill a decent master. They thought their opponent could never withstand the two of them.

That was a delusion born from not knowing Geom Mugeuk's skill with inner arts.

The inner arts continued to pour in. Geom Mugeuk should have been coughing up blood and suffering internal injuries by now, but he was perfectly fine.

The Yang Ghost gave the Yin Ghost a serious look, signaling her to stop. The Yin Ghost firmly shook her head. She knew from experience that stronger opponents had more delicious inner arts and yang energy.

Just a little more, just a little more!

It seemed as if Geom Mugeuk would cough up blood and collapse at any moment.

They injected more than half their inner arts, then two-thirds. As time passed, they could not give up. They could not stop, if only because of the inner arts they had already invested.

The Yang Ghost attempted the Weird Shadow Art. They were never supposed to use another martial art while absorbing inner arts, but the situation left him no choice.

Geom Mugeuk's shadow rose up. Normally, the shadow should have penetrated Geom Mugeuk's mind and inflicted internal injuries.

SEUSEUSEUSEU!

The shadow merged with Geom Mugeuk, then quietly returned to its original place.

The evil arts don't work!

The Yang Ghost coughed up a bowlful of blood.

Only when the two had reached the point of no return did Geom Mugeuk reveal his true skill. Far from dying, he spoke to them leisurely.

"What to do? Evil arts and inner arts are the fields I'm most confident in."

The Yin Yang Ghost realized Geom Mugeuk had tricked them. He had intentionally given them his wrists from the start. Now, they could not stop even if they wanted to. Their qi was endlessly sucked away as if into an abyss.

And so, the Yin Yang Ghost collapsed, their inner arts completely depleted and their blood vessels withered dry. They had lost their lives pouring water into a bottomless jar.

The duo's inner arts merged into Geom Mugeuk's qi center. His innate Heavenly Martial Body and new realm of power allowed him to assimilate their inner arts much faster and more purely than before. A vast ocean remains a vast ocean, no matter how many rivers flow into it.

Yeo Bulgae blankly watched his last hope, the Yin Yang Ghost, die. He dazedly looked around the courtyard. All the masters were dead, except for himself and Hwang Yeom.

I wish this were a dream.

Surprisingly, he wished all of this was a dream. His was a life spent fulfilling all sorts of base desires with Yayul Han's backing.

I can't give up!

Yeo Bulgae gritted his teeth.

He sent a telepathic command. "Take that bitch hostage!"

Hwang Yeom did not move at Yeo Bulgae's telepathy.

"What are you doing? Hurry up and take her hostage!" he urged again.

However, Hwang Yeom's acupoints for speech and movement had already been sealed. When in the midst of this chaotic battle had he been subdued?

His original plan was for Hwang Yeom to take the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman hostage while he took the other women hostage.

Since things had turned out this way, Yeo Bulgae threw himself toward the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

If I can just take that bitch hostage, I can live.

Just as he was about to subdue the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stepped in front of him.

Yeo Bulgae unleashed a palm technique with all his might, but how could an old lecher possibly handle the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? He was an opponent difficult to face even after a lifetime of training.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon easily neutralized the incoming palm technique with one of his own.

Only then did Yeo Bulgae see the face beneath the bamboo hat. He stared blankly at the white mask, startled out of his wits.

"You're!"

Before he could speak again, the Blood Calamity Finger was unleashed.

PING! PEOK!

A single, light-like finger qi bullet, held back until now, pierced his mouth. Yeo Bulgae screamed shortly and clamped a hand over the wound. Blood trickled between his fingers.

Then, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman spoke to the women.

"Now, everyone, open your eyes and look."

The women opened their eyes and were shocked by the scene in the courtyard. They had heard the fighting and desperately hoped for this outcome, but they never imagined Yeo Bulgae's powerful subordinates would all be corpses.

Amidst the scattered corpses, the number of holes in Yeo Bulgae's body increased.

PING! PUK!

His shoulder was pierced. The back of the hand he used to clutch it was pierced next.

Yeo Bulgae realized his opponent was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon of the Demonic Cult. He lost all will to fight and flailed about, begging for his life, but with his mouth pierced, the words could not come out properly.

He crawled on the floor, pleading to be saved.

Geom Mugeuk knew what that desperation would later become. He knew how many people a single moment of mercy and forgiveness could kill.

Fortunately, his opponent today was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"......"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon mercilessly kicked him in the groin. The desire that fueled a lifetime of evil deeds shattered, and he let out a wretched scream.

"Uwaaaaaaak!"

Bloody water poured from his screaming mouth.

I'll survive somehow and get my revenge, no matter what!

Yeo Bulgae crawled toward the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon again.

You son of a bitch! You bastard! I'll pay you back for this pain a hundred, a thousand times over!

Covered in blood, Yeo Bulgae forced a smile.

"...I'll live a good life."

His pronunciation was unclear, but they could tell he was promising to turn over a new leaf.

Of course, it did not work.

This time, the finger qi bullets pierced the joints of his arms and legs, aimed only at the spots of most pain. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon offered no advice, like living a good life in the next one. He completely ignored him.

Finally, he pulled the spear from the ground and plunged it into the squirming man's stomach.

The hell the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had spoken of was unfolding right here, not in the afterlife.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon stared coldly at the dying man, then extended a palm toward him. The pit of fire the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had mentioned was none other than the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's Extremely Savage Demonic Palm.

KWAAAAAAAANG!

His entire body was sent flying.

TEOLSSEOK.

He vanished into a bloody pulp. Only the broken spear rolled on the ground. This was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's answer to what happens when you touch his woman.

At the sight, some women cheered, some shed tears of joy, and others turned their heads away, unable to watch the gruesome scene.

Their reactions differed, but their emotion was the same. They felt only the joy of finally escaping this hell.

KWAREUREUREU, KWAANG!

As if it had been waiting, rain began to pour from the sky.

SWAAAAAAAAAAAA!

The women all looked up at the sky. They felt as if the rain was washing away all their past suffering.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman walked over to them.

"It's time to go home now."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman planned to take the women in until the matter was resolved. Geom Mugeuk could tell. The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was the best person to help them now. She would soothe their wounds better than anyone.

The women bowed to the three of them.

"We will never forget the grace you've shown in saving us."

Tears streamed endlessly from their eyes as they thought of seeing their families again. How much must their families miss them? How much must they have searched?

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman helped them to their feet.

The middle-aged woman who had tried to save the younger one earlier asked with a tear-streaked face, "Please, at least tell us our benefactors' names."

At that, Geom Mugeuk smiled and said, "As you heard earlier, this person here is a brothel owner, that person is her kept man, and I'm the kept man's friend."

Knowing he meant not to reveal their identities, the woman did not ask again.

Instead, she expressed their feelings. "We will live the rest of our lives never forgetting this debt."

It was now time to leave.

Geom Mugeuk approached Hwang Yeom, the sole survivor, whose acupoints for movement and speech were sealed.

He released Hwang Yeom's speech acupoint and asked, "Do you want to live?"

"......"

Hwang Yeom nodded his head frantically.

He was a subordinate befitting his master. With his master dead, what loyalty was there to speak of? Who in the world could dispose of Yeo Bulgae and his men so easily?

Geom Mugeuk used enhanced sword qi to quickly dig a hole in the ground, then used telekinesis to throw the corpses into it. He filled it in an instant.

The fiercely pouring rain washed away all the blood.

Meanwhile, the women cleaned up the courtyard, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon brought the Big Bro carriage that was parked in the backyard.

Geom Mugeuk said to Hwang Yeom, "On your way out, tell the subordinates that you and Yeo Bulgae have somewhere to be for a while. Try any funny business if you want. I'll throw you in a torture chamber until you die. I'll keep you alive and take you with me forever."

"That won't happen."

They loaded the women onto the carriage. Hwang Yeom took the reins himself, and Geom Mugeuk sat next to him.

The carriage departed from Yeo Bulgae's residence. Hwang Yeom acted his part well, forbidding entry to the inner court and doing more than he was told. At this rate, no one would know of Yeo Bulgae's death until they reached Yayul Han.


About five kilometers from there, the Poison King and Seo Daeryong waited.

Seo Daeryong took the reins. Now the Poison King was in charge of the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman and the women.

"As promised, please let me live!"

"I never made a promise. I just asked if you wanted to live."

The moment Hwang Yeom tried to argue.

PEOK!

Geom Mugeuk's fist slammed into his chest. A painless death was the price for his help. In truth, this lackey of Yeo Bulgae also deserved a painful death, but there was no time for that now.

Geom Mugeuk disposed of the body by digging a deep hole in a nearby forest.

Meanwhile, the Poison King and Seo Daeryong had finished their preparations to depart.

"Then, I'll leave them in your care."

When Geom Mugeuk entrusted the women to the Poison King, he said something unexpected. "When you get back, let's try making that poison we failed at before again."

It was his way of inviting him to visit the Thousand Poisons Forest again. It was his roundabout way of telling him to handle this business safely and come back.

"If you'll allow me to stand far away by the door again."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman also did not send Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon off with a grave face. "Please take good care of my husband."

"I always say this, but you should be asking the Smiling Demon to take care of me."

The person who was worried sick was Seo Daeryong. Handing over the Black Demon Sword he had been keeping, he said several times, "I know your skills well, Director, but please be careful. Be careful, and be careful again. If things go south, run! Don't be needlessly reckless!"

"If you're that worried, you can come with me."

At that, Seo Daeryong flinched and took a step back. "Unfortunately, there's no one to drive the carriage."

From the side, the Poison King remarked casually, "I can drive the carriage. Should I give it a try for the first time in a while?"

Seo Daeryong pretended not to hear and said to Geom Mugeuk, "Then I'll be waiting. As always."

Geom Mugeuk smiled and patted his shoulder once.

Keep growing, Seo Daeryong. The day will come when I'll fight alongside you.

After their farewells, Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon ran toward the place where Go Wol waited. They now had to face Yayul Han, but Geom Mugeuk was not afraid. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was watching his back.

SWAAAAAAAAA!

The two of them parted the pouring rain and ran without rest.


Chapter 229: Have You Come to Collect the Life Debt?

A man stepped out of a carriage. He had a well-built figure and a cold demeanor. The saying 'he wouldn't bleed even if you stabbed him' seemed to exist just for him. His expressionless face suited the phrase perfectly. He was chilling yet refined.

The man entered the wide-open manor. A plaque reading 'the Great Night Gang' hung at the entrance.

A gruesome scene unfolded inside. Over a hundred corpses were strewn everywhere. The members of the Great Night Gang had been massacred. Amidst the bodies, martial artists in matching red uniforms hunted down and killed the survivors.

It was a horrific sight, like a battlefield, but the man walked on without batting an eye. Blood splattered onto his shoes and pants, but he paid it no mind.

The sight of him walking through a sea of blood suited him perfectly. He exuded a powerful presence with every step. It was a terrifying presence, one that seemed impossible to stop unless he chose to halt himself.

The man was Yayul Han, the Evil Alliance's second-in-command.

The martial artists in red uniforms were from the Extreme Army. The Extreme Army was the most elite organization in the Evil Alliance, led by Yayul Han.

The Extreme Army martial artists bowed their heads respectfully as Yayul Han passed. The aura of each one was extraordinary.

Yayul Han entered the main hall.

Jong Sin, the Great Night Gang's leader, sat slumped in a large chair in the center. He was heavily injured and covered in blood. The corpses of Extreme Army martial artists lay around him.

"You bastard!" the leader of the Great Night Gang roared. His insides churned, and he suddenly vomited a mouthful of blood. "How could you! How could you do this!"

In contrast to the agitated leader, Yayul Han was perfectly calm.

He walked to a corner where a martial artist from the Extreme Army was still breathing. The man took pained breaths. His injuries were too severe, his condition beyond saving.

Without hesitation, Yayul Han placed a palm on the man's chest. The martial artist breathed his last as if falling asleep.

From behind, the voice of the Great Night Gang's leader reached him. "I'll say it now, but looking at your face always gave me the creeps and made me feel awful."

Yayul Han showed no flicker of emotion.

"You always hid your emotions." The leader of the Great Night Gang had never sensed any emotion from Yayul Han. He had never seen him happy, sad, or angry. "Are there any human emotions inside that body of yours?"

Yayul Han straightened up and calmly replied. "Must I have them?" His deep yet pleasant voice echoed through the main hall.

"What?"

"Those human emotions you speak of, are they truly necessary?" he asked so confidently that the leader of the Great Night Gang didn't know what to say.

"Hearing that from you is a bit bewildering. You haven't exactly lived a very human life yourself."

"Shut up!" the old man roared, only to vomit blood again. Dark red blood soaked his clothes. "Even so, I didn't live a life of framing and annihilating an entire sect."

They were annihilated today for conspiring with the Murim Alliance to stage a rebellion. The evidence was clear. A letter he had never written appeared, yet the handwriting was identical to his. A large sum of money he knew nothing about, received from the Murim Alliance, was in his treasury. There was also evidence of him leaking Evil Alliance secrets, testimonies, and even a witness who had seen him in a secret meeting with people from the Murim Alliance. Even to his own eyes, he was clearly a traitor.

"Let me at least know the reason. Why?" The leader of the Great Night Gang was certain Yayul Han had trapped him.

"You've forgotten."

At Yayul Han's words, the leader of the Great Night Gang flinched. It sounded as if he had made a grave mistake. "What are you talking about?"

"You once told me that if a person acts a certain way, it might displease others."

The leader of the Great Night Gang had no memory of saying such a thing. The memory was faint.

Did I say that?

"You couldn't hold back what you wanted to say. Unable to control your emotions while living in the murim? I despise people like that."

"So?"

Yayul Han said no more.

For a moment, the leader of the Great Night Gang was stunned. "Is that the only reason?"

"Killing someone I despise. Do I need a more certain reason than that?"

The leader of the Great Night Gang roared. "You crazy bastard!"

Compared to the agitated leader, Yayul Han was calm. "There are as many people in the world as grains of sand. Is there really a need to walk alongside someone I dislike?"

Yes, the leader of the Great Night Gang understood that much. Even if he didn't truly understand, he could pretend to. However, there was one part he could not comprehend at all.

"Then you should have killed only me!"

"To do that, I would have been too displeased."

"Even so... you're saying you killed all those innocent people over such a trivial matter?" The leader of the Great Night Gang let out a pained sigh.

Tears streamed from his eyes. He would have felt less wronged if this had been the result of some great grudge. He would have felt less sorry for his family and the martial artists of his sect. His clan was being annihilated because of a single remark he couldn't even remember.

The leader of the Great Night Gang spoke in a self-mocking tone. "This must all be fate."

"You may want to blame fate, but this is your fault. It's because of your insensitivity, calling another's feelings 'trivial'."

The leader of the Great Night Gang beckoned him closer. "Before I die, there's something I must tell you."

Had he sensed his death? The anger vanished from his face.

Yayul Han approached him.

Closer, closer. The leader of the Great Night Gang gestured with great effort. Yayul Han obediently granted his final request.

The distance between the two men closed.

SHWIIIIK!

The leader of the Great Night Gang mobilized all his remaining qi and unleashed a palm strike. The strained gesturing had been an act for this one move.

FLASH! SEOGEOK!

However, Yayul Han's sword was faster. His blade was so fast and precise it was invisible to the naked eye.

DERURURURU.

The severed head of the Great Night Gang's leader rolled across the floor. Yayul Han looked at the head and spoke coldly. "You old fool, did you really think I did all this for such a reason?"

After leaving words that would prevent the leader from closing his eyes even in death, Yayul Han went outside.

Just as he stepped out, it began to rain.

SWAAAAAAAH.

Yayul Han stood under the eaves for a moment and looked up at the downpour.

A man ran toward him through the rain and offered him a cloak. It was Cha Hwan, his body covered in dragon tattoos. He was the last living man of the Four.

His body was covered in dragon tattoos, but he brought to mind a black panther. He had dark skin and a sleek build. Even the whites of his eyes stood out starkly against his skin.

However, he was a man who wanted to be a dragon more than a panther. He prided himself on having the greatest loyalty among the Four. He believed Yayul Han kept only him by his side because he recognized that loyalty.

"That's alright. Let's get some rain for a change." Yayul Han walked into the rain.

Cha Hwan followed silently behind him. Behind them, the martial artists of the Extreme Army lined up and followed suit.


I arrived at the safehouse with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Go Wol was waiting for us with new information.

"Something unusual is happening within the Evil Alliance."

"What is it?"

"Recently, the Great Night Gang was annihilated."

"By whom?"

"The Great Night Gang committed treason by conspiring with the Murim Alliance. The evidence was clear, and in the process of their arrest, they were wiped out by the Extreme Army, led by Yayul Han. I believe this was Yayul Han's doing."

Go Wol had grasped the situation accurately.

The Great Night Gang had been annihilated by Yayul Han even before my regression. However, the timing had changed. Things that were meant to happen still happened, but the timing or the cause could subtly shift.

"What's your reason for thinking so?"

"First, from what I know, the leader of the Great Night Gang is not someone who would ever betray the Evil Alliance Chairman."

Go Wol had another, more decisive reason for his suspicion. "The timing is suspicious. Do you know when the Evil Alliance began investigating the Great Night Gang after receiving the tip about this incident?"

"When was it?"

"It was when Aecha died."

The timing was indeed suspicious.

Go Wol offered his judgment on the matter. "When two of the Four, his key subordinates, died, I believe Yayul Han became convinced that someone had intervened."

"Don't tell me."

"Yes, I think he believes the Evil Alliance Chairman is behind it."

This was completely unexpected.

"So he struck the Great Night Gang as revenge?"

"The leader of the Great Night Gang was a famous figure in the pro-Chairman faction. It was Yayul Han's warning of what happens when you mess with him."

It was a plausible speculation.

It was a well-known fact that Yayul Han coveted the Chairman's seat. For now, the Evil Alliance Chairman was too powerful for him to dare make a move, but the situation would change once Bi Sayin took the seat.

Public rumors even circulated that for the Evil Alliance Chairman to pass the seat to Bi Sayin, he would have to kill Yayul Han.

A tense power dynamic of mutual checks was being maintained.

"I think Yayul Han believes the Evil Alliance Chairman has started eliminating his key followers in order to make Bi Sayin the successor."

Our actions had triggered something that was bound to happen someday, but early.

"This is a golden opportunity. If we can use this situation well, we won't have to worry about the aftermath of killing Yayul Han."

A truly unexpected situation was waiting for us.

"You're saying we should kill Yayul Han and make it seem like Bi Sayin was the one who killed him?"

"That's right. It's not a bad deal for Bi Sayin either. He'll solidify his position as the successor, and we'll succeed in our mission."

I looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who had been listening with me. His eyes said he would follow my will no matter how the situation unfolded.

In that case, what needed to be done was decided.

"First, I should go meet my friend. Though I'm not sure if he still considers me one."


Bi Sayin was eating at a high-class inn he frequented. His face was still hideous. Slashed, crushed, and distorted. An appearance that made one's heart clench just by looking at it. However, his aura felt a bit brighter than the dark, heavy one he had before becoming the successor.

Around him, the Thirteen Evil Wolves ate with him, acting as his bodyguards.

A stream of telepathy reached Bi Sayin.

[Have you been well?]

Bi Sayin's chopsticks paused for a moment before moving again.

[You truly are fearless. To come all the way to the Alliance's Headquarters.]

The content of his words was gruff, but his tone was gentle. He owed me a life debt. If not for me, he would not have become the successor.

[I have something to discuss with you in private.]

[Say it here. Do you have any idea how difficult it is for the Evil Alliance's successor to go out alone?]

[Later, you'll live a life where your every word becomes reality. So for now, do something difficult. Let's meet at the summit of the mountain behind the Evil Alliance.]

Before leaving the inn, I saw it. A faint smile had formed on Bi Sayin's lips. It was the smile of someone who, if not a friend, was at least not an enemy.


I stood on the summit of the mountain overlooking the Evil Alliance Headquarters.

Before my regression, while wandering in search of materials for the Great Art, I had stood here and looked down at the Evil Alliance. I had stood in this very spot, thinking that regression would solve everything.

Just then, Bi Sayin's voice came from behind me. "What important business do you have to call someone out in the middle of the night? You could have just used telepathy at the inn."

I spoke without turning around. "I was afraid you'd flip the dinner table."

"Everyone knows I have a bad temper, so it would have been fine." Bi Sayin stood next to me.

"What if I pushed you from behind? Why don't you turn around?"

"Haven't we become close enough not to worry about such things?"

When I looked at him, Bi Sayin scoffed. "That's not it. You're acting relaxed because you know you could fall from here without a single scratch."

"That's also true."

As I smiled at him, Bi Sayin turned his gaze to the distant Evil Alliance building. "Have you come to collect the life debt?"

"Why just the life debt? I have to collect the successor debt too."

"What do you want?"

"Will you grant me anything?"

"If it's something I can grant."

I looked at him. Bi Sayin looked back at me. "Let's kill Yayul Han."

He was startled by my sudden words. "I knew you were a strange person, but I didn't realize you were this desperately insane."

A moment of silence passed before he asked. "Are you trying to start a war with us?"

"If that were the case, I wouldn't be having this conversation with you. I came to kill Yayul Han."

"Why are you trying to kill him?"

"The grudges he cultivated with blood have come full circle to me."

Knowing well what kind of person Yayul Han was, Bi Sayin didn't ask further. It wasn't as if the man had only one or two enemies.

"When you take the Chairman's seat, Yayul Han will definitely aim for your position. That's why the Evil Alliance Chairman must be contemplating it right now. When to get rid of Yayul Han, and if he isn't thinking that?"

"If he isn't?"

"Then the Evil Alliance Chairman has already chosen Yayul Han as his successor. It would mean he's passing the Chairman's seat to you knowing you will die."

"!"

He said nothing. His mind must have been in turmoil. Yayul Han was an enemy he had to kill to become the Chairman, but at the same time, he was the greatest power supporting the Evil Alliance.

"This attack on the Great Night Gang is merely a prelude to striking you."

Bi Sayin could not deny it. The death of the Great Night Gang's leader must have been a great shock to both the Evil Alliance Chairman and himself.

"Do you remember? I once said that someday, when I become the Heavenly Demon and you become the Evil Alliance Chairman, we should meet again, reminisce, and shake hands."

I stared into Bi Sayin's conflicted eyes. I knew well that this was not a decision he could make easily. However, my own success or failure also depended on this.

"I want to shake hands with you, not Yayul Han."


Chapter 230: What Was the First Decision That Came to Mind?

A gust of wind blew, heralding a new destiny. Countless thoughts raced through Bi Sayin's mind.

Suspicion came first.

What if this is all a ploy by the Demonic Cult to devour us?

However, he soon dismissed the thought. Others might resort to such tricks, but the Geom Mugeuk he knew was not that type of person.

"You don't need to get involved directly. I just need you to do one thing."

"What do you want me to do?"

"When I eliminate Yayul Han, I need you to take credit for it."

Bi Sayin was startled. He never imagined the requested help would be something like this.

"Why are you making such a request?"

"Because I don't want a war to break out between our Cult and your alliance, of course."

A war between the Demonic Cult and the Evil Alliance. Bi Sayin had imagined war with the Murim Alliance, but never with the Demonic Cult. In terms of military strength, the Evil Alliance would be annihilated. Of course, the Demonic Cult would also suffer immense damage, and the Murim Alliance would never miss such an opportunity.

Let the Demonic Cult's hands kill Yayul Han?

The discomfort of entrusting his nemesis to another was greater than the joy of killing with a borrowed knife. His pride was wounded. If Yayul Han was to be killed, shouldn't he be the one to do it?

Bi Sayin hid such feelings and expressed a different difficulty.

"The Chairman won't believe that I killed him."

"You can make him believe it. At the very least, you'll be able to smooth this over."

These were not empty words. Geom Mugeuk believed in Bi Sayin's abilities and potential.

After a brief pause, Bi Sayin asked, "Can you really eliminate Yayul Han?"

"That's my business."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned toward the Evil Alliance. Tightly packed torches lit the night, protecting the Evil Alliance.

"For you or me, taking that place is no easy task. The people who already occupy those positions hate change, and they don't trust us. We can't take it without effort. If we take it easily, it will be easily taken from us."

After a moment of contemplation, Bi Sayin spoke resolutely.

"I refuse. If he is to be eliminated, I will be the one to do it."

Bi Sayin turned and walked away. Geom Mugeuk called out from behind him.

"If you change your mind, come here when it's the Purple Orb. I'll be here every day."

Bi Sayin disappeared into the darkness without a word.


"What's the reaction from the Chairman's Hall?"

Cha Hwan answered Yayul Han's question. "It's quiet."

Yayul Han did not keep a strategist. He judged and decided everything himself. When someone asked why, he answered like this.

I've done well without a strategist, so I don't see the need for one. It was an arrogant statement, but as it became known, his followers within the Evil Alliance grew even larger.

"With Jisaeng and Aecha dead, our income has taken a major hit. Someone else can take over the Miracle Deity Loan that Jisaeng ran. The problem is the Berserk Pills that Aecha and the True Venom Sage made and sold. With the True Venom Sage dead, production has stopped. Why didn't you get the formula from the True Venom Sage beforehand?"

Cha Hwan could not understand. He could see Aecha not getting it, but Yayul Han should have obtained it long ago. The True Venom Sage was terrified of Yayul Han, after all.

"If I had done that, what would you have thought?"

"I would have thought you were thorough."

Yayul Han stared at Cha Hwan with cold eyes. Cha Hwan instinctively knew his answer was wrong.

"A leader who takes what his subordinates have can never be the best leader."

Emotion filled Cha Hwan's face. His expression showed how moved he was and how much he respected Yayul Han, but Yayul Han considered it a habitual display of emotion.

Easily moved. Easily respectful. It was an attitude Yayul Han did not particularly like. However, he kept Cha Hwan by his side because there was at least no deceit in this habitual emotion. A clear difference in temperature existed in the way the two men viewed each other.

"You can't kill the goose that lays the golden eggs! We have a long road ahead of us!"

"......"

Just then, a subordinate reported from outside. "Young Master Bi has come to see you."

A faint smile touched Yayul Han's lips. He had a feeling Bi Sayin would come, and his prediction was correct.

"Show him in!"

Then he gestured for Cha Hwan to leave.

"This subordinate will take his leave."

Cha Hwan left. A moment later, Bi Sayin stepped inside.

"Welcome, Young Master Bi."

"Commander, have you been well?"

Their gazes locked in the taut tension. Everyone acknowledged the two were rivals. They all thought one would die at the other's hand. They just did not know when.

"I hope I'm not taking up the time of a busy man."

"Our Young Master Bi is the busier one. Here, please sit."

The two sat facing each other at a table. A servant brought tea, but Bi Sayin did not even touch his cup.

"I heard about the Great Night Gang."

"Their resistance was too fierce, so I had no choice."

"Weren't you the one who pushed them too hard?" A rebuke hid within the soft question.

"The Extreme Army is a bit rough, but they are not people who enjoy killing for the sake of it."

Yayul Han had put the Extreme Army at the forefront. From this point on, any wrong word would be an insult to the Extreme Army, so he used this to silence Bi Sayin.

Bi Sayin stared silently at Yayul Han. In terms of facial features, Bi Sayin looked more menacing, but Yayul Han's emotionless eyes overwhelmed that menace.

Bi Sayin had to admit it. He had been afraid of Yayul Han until now. He could not know what thoughts were inside that head that never once revealed emotion. Because he did not know, he was even more afraid.

"One can never truly know what's inside a person. To think the leader of the Great Night Gang, who dedicated his entire life to our alliance, would join hands with the Murim Alliance. Frankly, I'm afraid. When I become Chairman, what's to say another traitor like that won't appear?"

"Young Master Bi has an excellent character, so you will lead the alliance well."

"It's not as if the Chairman was betrayed because his character was lacking."

Yayul Han read a certain provocation and confidence from Bi Sayin. This demeanor, different from his usual self, deepened Yayul Han's misunderstanding.

It seems the Evil Alliance Chairman gave him a heads-up.

He must have told him that an invisible war has begun. Yayul Han did not know that this unusual attitude was because of Geom Mugeuk, not the Evil Alliance Chairman.

Can a brat like you really lead the unorthodox murim?

By the time I'm your age, I'll be a much greater person than you.

A brat is still a brat even when he grows up. You will never sit in the Chairman's seat.

These were the true feelings in their gazes. However, soft words, different from their true thoughts, flowed from their mouths.

"I have misspoken and caused a misunderstanding."

"Not at all. The matter is what it is, so I was being sensitive. I apologize."

After politely apologizing, Bi Sayin rose from his seat. "I should get up before I make any more mistakes."

Before leaving, Bi Sayin left one last remark. "I trust only you, Commander."

Yayul Han gave a reassuring nod.

Bi Sayin left the room. He had thought he needed to meet Yayul Han at least once before making his decision. He had hoped that seeing Yayul Han would make the decision easier, but it was still difficult.

To become the Evil Alliance Chairman, he had to kill him, but was now the time? And by borrowing the blade of the Demonic Cult?

When he became the successor after getting rid of Seok Gwanchu's grandson, he was confident he could handle anything that came his way. He realized he still had never made a major, life-altering decision.

Coming outside, Bi Sayin looked up at the sky. The weather had been gloomy for the past few days.


The next day, while he was eating at an inn, a telepathic message came to him again.

[Eating at the same place every day makes you a perfect target for assassination.]

It was Geom Mugeuk's telepathy.

[If you couldn't even wait a day and were going to seek me out like this, why did you say you'd wait at the cliff?]

[Waiting is one thing. I'm here now to persuade you. Our fates depend on this matter.]

Bi Sayin's chopsticks paused. He took a drink of alcohol with his meal. The First Wolf of the Thirteen Evil Wolves watched and asked worriedly.

"Is something troubling you?"

"First Wolf."

"Yes, Young Lord."

"Do you think I will become the Evil Alliance Chairman?"

"What are you saying? Of course, the next Chairman will be you, Young Lord."

"I'm asking if I'll still be in the Chairman's seat ten years after I become Chairman."

For a split second, the First Wolf hesitated to answer. Bi Sayin could tell. The one who made him hesitate was none other than Yayul Han.

The First Wolf answered, "We will protect you and keep you safe for your entire life."

Bi Sayin smiled and then resumed eating.

Geom Mugeuk's telepathy came again.

[Those people will all die too.]

[There's no need to drag others into this just to persuade me.]

[I'm telling you that this isn't just your problem. It's the same for me. The people I've cared for, the people who were close to me. My failure will become their failure. Even if I don't want it to.]

Bi Sayin did not answer. Geom Mugeuk did not push him any further. Instead, he requested to see him one more time.

[I have something to say. Let's meet at the cliff later.]


"Why did you want to see me?"

When it was the Purple Orb, Bi Sayin came out to the cliff. Geom Mugeuk had arrived first and was looking at the stars twinkling in the night sky.

"The weather has been cloudy for a few days, so I couldn't see the stars, but they're so clear today."

Bi Sayin followed Geom Mugeuk's gaze and looked up. The stars were truly pouring down from the night sky.

After a long while, Geom Mugeuk spoke first. "There's something I tell people. My demonic way does not break tables."

Bi Sayin turned his head to look at Geom Mugeuk. Geom Mugeuk continued speaking, still looking at the sky.

"I can't stand to see the powerful trample on the weak. When I see that, I can't bear it, whether it's people from our Cult, the orthodox sects, or the unorthodox sects. I don't know if you're aware, but Yayul Han's subordinates created something called the Miracle Deity Loan to manipulate and ruin young people. They made a drug called Berserk Pills and led even innocent people to their deaths. My demonic way is not being able to stand by and watch that bullshit."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze slowly moved from the sky to Bi Sayin. When their eyes met, Geom Mugeuk asked, "What is your unorthodox way?"

Bi Sayin could not say anything. He had a vague determination and ambition to rule the Evil Alliance well, but he did not yet have a concrete governing philosophy he could articulate. Perhaps it was natural. Bi Sayin was still young.

"If you find that answer, this decision might become easier."

Today, Geom Mugeuk was the first to leave.

Bi Sayin remained standing for a long time, late into the night.


The next day, Bi Sayin was already at the cliff. As soon as he saw Geom Mugeuk, he spoke coldly.

"Do you even know what you're trying to do?" His voice was low but filled with the anger he could not express yesterday.

"Do you have any idea what killing him entails? If it were an easy task, do you think I would have been enduring this, knowing full well he'll kill me someday?"

"I know it's difficult."

"No, you don't. I'll tell you why you don't. I heard something from the Chairman once. He said you shouldn't take Yayul Han lightly because he commands absolute masters. I'll tell you the name of one of them."

"Who is it?"

"The Five Thunder Divine Sword, Baek Haeng."

Geom Mugeuk was shocked. "That man is still alive?"

He was a master from a previous generation of the unorthodox sects who had practically devoured the unorthodox murim of his time.

"So leave while I'm letting you go nicely. Go back while your two legs are still intact."

Then, Geom Mugeuk said something unexpected. "Our Cult has also identified one person."

"Who is the person you know of?"

"The Blood Calamity Bringer, Da Mal."

This time, it was Bi Sayin's turn to be surprised. He was the worst of the worst, a villain who had caused a bloodbath by killing hundreds of orthodox sect martial artists in one spot. His martial arts skills could not compare to the Five Thunder Divine Sword, but his wickedness was beyond description.

"These two might not be the only ones. Are you still going to do it?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded at Bi Sayin's question. "I will."

At the answer, which held not a shred of hesitation, Bi Sayin shook his head. "You really are crazy in a strange way."

"Even if I fail, you have nothing to lose. So why are you hesitating? Are you perhaps worried about me? Is that why you told me about the Five Thunder Divine Sword?"

Bi Sayin was slightly flustered. "What are you talking about? Why would I worry about you?"

"Why are you getting angry? I just asked."

"It's because you're talking nonsense."

Geom Mugeuk continued his persuasion in a gentle tone. "I know this isn't an easy decision."

"And yet you're still pushing me."

"You know from experience, don't you? With big decisions like this, the first one that pops into your head is often the right one. If you ignore that primal instinct, you end up making a bad move after long deliberation. What was the first decision that came to mind?"

After a brief pause, Bi Sayin answered. "It was to do it."

"Then let's do it."

Bi Sayin knew. The deliberation over this matter was endless. A month could pass, a year could pass, and he would still be agonizing over it. He just had to take the plunge.

And Bi Sayin took the plunge.

"Fine. Let's do it."

He decided to think of it simply. After all, if it were not for Geom Mugeuk, he would not be where he was today.

He came to collect a life debt, so let's repay that huge debt like this.

"Let's do it!"

At least, he seemed like someone who would not lead him down a bad path. That was who Geom Mugeuk was to him.

Geom Mugeuk was delighted and grateful to Bi Sayin for accepting his proposal.

"Thank you. You've made a very good decision. Without you, I wouldn't have even thought of proceeding with this plan in the first place."

"I just hope that when I look back on this moment later, I won't blame myself, thinking, 'Why did I make such a pathetic decision?'"

Their gazes locked in mid-air.

Geom Mugeuk looked at him with eyes full of gratitude and said, "Let's not look back for now. Later, after we've become the Heavenly Demon and the Evil Alliance Chairman, we can look back then."


Chapter 231: What's Worse Than a Wrong Life

"Do you have a plan to kill Yayul Han?"

Geom Mugeuk shook his head at Bi Sayin's question.

"Not yet."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the incredulous Bi Sayin and spoke.

"Don't I need your permission before I can make a concrete plan?"

"Are you saying a plan will just magically appear if I give my permission?"

"It will."

"You truly are a reckless person."

Despite his words, Bi Sayin didn't seem upset. He actually felt relieved now that he had made a decision.

"Just promise me this one thing."

Bi Sayin laid out a condition. Since he had already given his permission, it was more of a request.

"You can kill the Five Thunder Divine Sword or the Blood Calamity Bringer, but you must not touch the Extreme Army. They aren't Yayul Han's personal subordinates. They're the Alliance's finest elites."

This was like asking someone to kill the Demonic Army General of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult but leave the Demonic Army alone. Losing Yayul Han was already a great loss, and this was an effort to minimize the damage.

"I understand."

Geom Mugeuk readily accepted.

Bi Sayin sighed.

"I don't know what I'm doing. If this goes wrong, I could be kicked out of my position as successor immediately, forget being killed by Yayul Han like my second brother."

"If you get kicked out, come to me. I'll take you in."

"I'd rather die than go there."

Bi Sayin's hideous face contorted. Geom Mugeuk could tell he was smiling pleasantly. It was an emotion one could never discern without watching him very carefully.

"Contact me if there's anything I can do to help. I'll be having lunch at that inn for the time being."

"Thank you."

With that, Bi Sayin left first.

Geom Mugeuk remained, gazing up at the night scenery of the Evil Alliance and the sky for a long while before he finally departed.


I returned to the safehouse and immediately gathered Go Wol, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader.

"The Evil Alliance's successor, Bi Sayin, has promised to handle the aftermath. Now, all we have to do is kill Yayul Han."

My words startled everyone.

"How on earth did you change his mind?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who had asked the question, stared at me with surprised eyes, as did the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and Go Wol. They had thought persuading him would take time, but I had succeeded far too quickly.

"Don't young successors have their own way of understanding each other?"

"You really are..."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, at a loss for words, could only shake his head.

"Bi Sayin agreeing to our request is good news, but there's bad news too. I've learned of another one of Yayul Han's subordinates."

We already knew the Blood Calamity Bringer was Yayul Han's subordinate.

"The newly discovered person is the Five Thunder Divine Sword."

Everyone was shocked at the mention of the Five Thunder Divine Sword.

Even the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader from the Outer Regions remembered him.

"Isn't he the one who once caused a storm of blood in the murim? He was even branded a public enemy of the murim."

"That's right. He's the one."

"I thought he was dead, but he was hiding in Yayul Han's shadow."

The Blood Calamity Bringer was already a difficult opponent, but the Five Thunder Divine Sword possessed skills a level above his.

Just then, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked a question that suddenly occurred to him.

"Then can't we just leave them be and kill Yayul Han when he's all alone? They're human too, so they won't always be stuck together."

All eyes turned to me. The three of them were thinking the same thing, but there was a reason we couldn't do that.

"As I said, after Yayul Han dies, Bi Sayin will be the one who killed him."

Go Wol was the first to grasp my meaning.

"You're worried they'll take revenge on Bi Sayin."

I nodded.

"I don't know what kind of relationship they have, whether they'd avenge him or just leave. However, if there's even the slightest chance they decide on revenge, Bi Sayin will surely die."

"Now I clearly understand why you've stepped up to help Second Young Lord Bi Sayin."

He meant that Bi Sayin must have also realized my consideration for him.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader spoke up again.

"I'll help with this matter too."

I hadn't expected him to offer his help.

"Are you serious?"

"I have to help, if only out of shame."

He was ashamed for asking if we couldn't just kill Yayul Han, without considering that Bi Sayin could face retaliation.

However, I knew that was just an excuse. He was stepping forward to help me.

"Aren't they too much for the two of you to handle? Why? Don't you trust my skills?"

"If I can't trust your skills, Cult Leader, who can I trust? It's just that you have a more important job to do."

"What job?"

"Please continue to protect Strategist Go, just as you have been."

My gaze shifted to Go Wol.

"If our side is exposed, even by the slightest chance, Strategist Go could be in danger. At that time, you must protect him, Cult Leader. Because you've been here, I've never once worried about Strategist Go."

"Will you be alright?"

"I'll be fine, because I have the Smiling Demon."

My gaze turned to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who had been listening quietly. In this tense situation, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon smiled and spoke.

"Just trust me."

"Yes. I'll trust only you, Smiling Demon."

At that moment, I truly felt it.

Smiling Demon, just trust me. No matter the situation, I will never kill you.

This was my response to the kindness he had shown me.


Head Strategist Sama Myeong was in the operation command room.

Here, in a place known to be even safer than the Heavenly Demon Hall, a top-secret operation related to Geom Mugeuk was underway.

Sama Myeong had been on edge ever since Geom Mugeuk left the Cult. If an incident occurred, he had to quickly support Geom Mugeuk and steer the relationship with the Evil Alliance away from all-out war. He had to do all this without the Evil Alliance noticing.

So far, Geom Mugeuk was performing the mission much better than expected.

When he eliminated Jisaeng, then Aecha, and even Yeo Bulgae without revealing his identity, the chief strategist of the All-Knowing Hall had said this.

"If I were Yayul Han's strategist... I would have been completely fooled too."

Sama Myeong couldn't tell him that wasn't true, because even he couldn't be certain.

"Go Wol's abilities are extraordinary. The intelligence network he built in the Central Plains was designed to complement our All-Knowing Hall's, without overlapping."

"He's thinking ahead to when the Second Young Lord becomes the Heavenly Demon."

"He is truly painting a grand picture."

Just as Geom Mugeuk pushed for a new demonic path, he thought that when Go Wol took his seat, the All-Knowing Hall would also become new.

And today, a new report flew in.

The chief strategist entered Sama Myeong's office with a grave expression.

"The Second Young Lord's side has requested information on one person."

"Who is it?"

The chief strategist took a deep breath before reporting, a gesture that showed just how shocked he was.

"It's the Five Thunder Divine Sword."

Sama Myeong shot up from his seat.

"They say Yayul Han has the Five Thunder Divine Sword with him."

They already knew the Blood Calamity Bringer was one of Yayul Han's subordinates, but the Five Thunder Divine Sword was with him too?

"Yayul Han, the Blood Calamity Bringer, and now the Five Thunder Divine Sword. Can two people handle all of them?"

"I believe it will not be easy."

"What is the probability of success for this operation?"

"Before we knew of the Five Thunder Divine Sword's existence, we estimated it at forty percent."

This probability was analyzed by the All-Knowing Hall. Although they didn't know the precise level of Geom Mugeuk's martial arts, the analysis was based on his various accomplishments.

"However, assuming the Five Thunder Divine Sword assists Yayul Han, we expect it to drop to twenty percent. I will report the detailed analysis as soon as it's complete."

"Twenty percent."

The All-Knowing Hall's analysis of operation success rates was almost always accurate. A figure of twenty percent had to be considered a failure.

"If, by some chance, another master besides the Five Thunder Divine Sword appears, it could be less than ten percent."

It was no exaggeration. Sama Myeong was once again reminded that this was no ordinary matter.

"Send all the information we have regarding the Five Thunder Divine Sword."

"Understood."

Sama Myeong asked the chief strategist, who was turning to leave.

"What are your thoughts?"

"Pardon?"

"I'm asking what you think the success probability is."

"......"

He was the strategist among the subordinates who knew the most about Geom Mugeuk. After hesitating for a long while, he gave an unexpected figure.

"I see it as fifty-fifty."

Sama Myeong was startled.

"Twenty percent and fifty percent, that's too big a difference."

"It's my emotional analysis."

"Are you saying this Hall's analytical power is garbage?"

"No, sir. It's just my gut feeling."

Sama Myeong relentlessly pressed the flustered chief strategist.

"Why fifty percent?"

The chief strategist said.

"Aren't there people in the world who defy analysis? I believe the Second Young Lord is such a person."

Before another barrage of questions could come, the chief strategist quickly bowed and excused himself.

Sama Myeong gathered the report to present to the Heavenly Demon and rose from his seat. Yes, he's right. The Geom Mugeuk I've seen so far is a man who cannot be explained by numbers.

The same went for the Heavenly Demon Geom Woojin, who had approved this mission. Perhaps this trait of defying analysis was the thing the two of them had most in common, Sama Myeong thought as he headed for the Heavenly Demon Hall.


Go Wol wracked his brain to formulate a plan.

This time, I didn't tell him to enjoy the situation. We had to make a proper plan and follow it precisely.

While Go Wol was planning, the rest of us spent our time in our own ways.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon put up white wallpaper in his room and began training by staring at it. I immersed myself in martial arts training in the backyard.

In this fight, I would have to use all my skills. It would not be an easy fight, but I would definitely eliminate Yayul Han. I had something I had to say in his dying ear. I had to let a man shackled by revenge, who had never once lived his own life, live the rest of his days in peace.

Someone spoke from behind me as I trained in the backyard.

"When you're working this hard, how can I possibly slack off?"

I turned to see the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader walking toward me.

"Go Wol nagged me so much I got kicked out. He kept asking what I was doing when the Young Lord was still sweating it out."

"Since you're out here anyway, let's train together. You've been losing weight lately, Cult Leader, and your features are getting much sharper."

"Really?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked tempted. I took the opportunity to add another pleasant remark.

"I bet quite a few women chased after you when you were young. Am I wrong?"

"Well, the line of women following me was quite long."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stuck out his chin with a boastful expression. Looking at the thick flesh under his chin, he still had a long way to go.

"You have to reclaim that popularity."

"How is that easy at my age?"

"If you train and make your physical age ten years younger, you'll go back to ten years ago. If you make it twenty years younger, you'll go back twenty years."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stared at me intently.

"You have a way of making a man's heart flutter with such simple words."

"How can reclaiming one's youth be a simple matter? You must show me! Who knows what the future holds? Perhaps you'll transform into a version of yourself that's twenty years younger, Cult Leader. When I first met you, would we have ever thought we'd be having this conversation here?"

"That's true. You've completely turned my monotonous life upside down."

"So, do you regret it?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader seemed to ponder for a moment, then shook his head.

"If I were a little younger, I might have regretted it, but now I know. What's worse than a wrong life is a life lived with regret."

We usually just joked around, so it had been a while since we had such a serious conversation.

"When I was the Cult Leader, I thought that position was something incredible."

WHOOOOSH.

A sandstorm blew in. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader activated the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, pulling me into a landscape of the Outer Regions. In the distance, the magnificent form of the Heavenly Wind Cult was visible.

"To be honest, at the top of that place, I would think to myself several times a day. I am the king of the Outer Regions. Countless people will envy me. Back then, even the sand I chewed in my mouth was as sweet as candy."

His gaze turned to me.

"Now that I've realized it's all meaningless, I no longer have any regrets."

"That's admirable."

"Admirable? It's not like I'm any better now than I was back then."

"You are better."

"Better? In what way?"

"Because now you have people who see you for who you truly are, Cult Leader."

Our gazes locked in the empty air.

He shook his head and spoke.

"To trade that for this look in your eyes! I'll go down as the biggest fool in murim history."

"You'll go down as the man who made the greatest choice in murim history."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader smiled. I planned to keep telling him that his decision was valuable. What makes things difficult for a person isn't the sacrifice made for a decision. It's when no one acknowledges it. At least in our relationship, I would not let him feel that sense of loss.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader slowly began to walk.

I followed him, walking across the wasteland where the sandstorm blew.

"You've asked me about this before, haven't you?"

There was another reason the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had deliberately activated the Spacetime Manipulation Technique today. He brought up something he had forgotten.

"You asked if it was possible to make time flow differently in the Spacetime Manipulation Technique compared to real time."


Chapter 232: Are You Planning to Regret It Again Later?

I stopped walking. The passing sandstorm was not the reason. The question I had asked the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader before was very important to me.

"I asked you if time could flow slower inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique," I said, remembering the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's exact words. "And you answered, 'Bah, you rascal, what kind of nonsense is that!'"

I continued, "You also said that you and the previous Cult Leaders tried, but it was impossible."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader paused briefly. "You have a good memory," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said. "Those words were both true and false."

"What do you mean?" I asked.

"It's impossible, no matter how much we researched and trained. I still feel that way. Bah, you rascal, what kind of nonsense is that!"

"Then what was the lie?"

"I called it nonsense, but there's a secret art passed down covertly among the Cult Leaders. It's called the Heavenly Space Secret Art."

My heart stirred when I heard those words. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader read my emotions and quickly added, "Don't get your hopes up. No Cult Leader has ever mastered the Heavenly Space Secret Art. They all researched and trained, but it was just a waste of time. I'm not even sure if it's a proper secret art."

I still felt an intense emotion. This matter was that important to me.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader continued to explain. "Records say the Heavenly Space Secret Art was created two hundred years ago. The Cult Leader then, Yeon Meongdeok, made time flow differently inside and outside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. He did this in seclusion after stepping down."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader added, "It was said that while two hours passed inside, less than one hour passed outside."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader again emphasized it was an impossible feat. "No one after Cult Leader Yeon has achieved it. It's understandable. Cult Leader Yeon had the most profound inner arts in our cult's history and was born with the Heavenly Martial Body. His martial arts were at an indescribably high level."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader continued, "An ordinary person couldn't understand the secret art Yeon Meongdeok left. Either that, or the secret art was fake."

"But why are you telling me this?"

Our gazes locked in mid-air.

"First, let me ask you something. Why are you so interested in this impossible task? Of course, anyone would dream of such a space, but you seem to have a specific reason."

There was a reason. The Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Once I inherit the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, I must completely master it. My goal isn't the tenth star, but the twelfth star.

But I lack the time. It might be different for other martial arts, but achieving the twelfth star of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art is not an easy task.

"There's someone I want to train enough to beat to a pulp."

"You're going to train even more just to beat someone up? I don't know who it is, but they've messed with the wrong person."

Yes, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was right. Someone had messed with the wrong person.

Whether it's Hwa Mugi or me, one of us has seriously messed with the wrong person.

"When you first asked, I never imagined this moment would come." Then, astonishing words flowed from the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's lips. "I will pass down the Heavenly Space Secret Art to you."

Our gazes locked. It was a secret technique no one had ever achieved, and not something the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader would easily give away.

"I didn't succeed... but you just might."

My trembling gaze asked why the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was showing me such favor. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader magnanimously revealed his heart. "Didn't you say it yourself? That in this place, you would take me as your Master."

"!"

"Isn't it natural for a Master to pass down a secret art to his disciple?"

I was genuinely moved. I knew what kind of person the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was. He was greedy and human, and I knew the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader regretted what he had already given me, yet, he was about to give again, to hand over another secret technique.

"Are you planning to regret it again later?"

"If I regret it, I'll regret it. I'm a man who has a knack for regret, aren't I?"

I was choked with emotion when I heard those words. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was truly giving his all for me.

Seo Daeryong once said I was a person who gives back ten for every one received. I should have said those words to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. I gave him one, and he was repaying me with ten.

I prostrated myself on the spot. "Be as grumpy and boastful as you want. I'll put up with it for the rest of my life. Thank you so much."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's eyes grew hot as he helped me to my feet.

"I don't know if you should thank me. I'm worried I'm wasting your energy and time by passing on a technique I couldn't even succeed at."

"Please leave what comes after to me."

"Now, listen carefully."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader passed down the oral formula for the Heavenly Space Secret Art. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader checked several times to make sure I had memorized it well.

"If this is possible, the amount of time slowed down would differ from person to person, right?"

"I suppose so?"

"Then someday, if someone's mastery peaks, it might be possible to stop time in there completely."

"You can't even crawl yet, and you're already dreaming of flying?"

"It's because I'm greedy when it comes to martial arts."

We looked at each other and laughed.

"That would be beyond human capability."

"I'll try to surpass it."

"I think it's impossible, but since it's you, a part of me is looking forward to it. I wonder how much you'll surprise me."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader would never know how grateful I was.

I will definitely polish the Heavenly Space Secret Art and astound him.


Alone, I opened a space with the Spacetime Manipulation Technique and unleashed the Heavenly Space Secret Art inside.

HWIIIIIIIIK.

The mystical sound of swirling wind surrounded me. I had not even passed the initial stage of the oral formula, but it demanded an immense amount of inner arts. I understood why everyone had failed and given up.

The secret art was abstruse, but the amount of inner arts it required was a far greater problem. At this rate, the time one could stay inside would be too short to be meaningful, even if they succeeded. Training martial arts here would consume even more inner arts, so no one would have dared to try.

However, it was meaningful to me. My inner arts were purer and more profound than anyone else's in this murim.

I also had firm faith. The inner arts efficiency for the Heavenly Space Secret Art would improve as my mastery increased, just like other top-tier martial arts. The Four Strides of the Wind God was a perfect example. As my mastery rose, my speed increased and the required inner arts decreased.

I practiced the Heavenly Space Secret Art with the conviction that I would succeed. I believed in myself. I also possessed the Heavenly Martial Body. I was confident my current martial arts level was higher than Yeon Meongdeok's when Yeon Meongdeok created this secret art.


The next day, I ran into Go Wol in the courtyard.

"Did something good happen?" Go Wol asked.

My gaze shifted to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader beside me. "Something good did happen."

The quick-witted Go Wol noticed it was related to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. "You always say you dislike the Second Young Lord, so what did you give him this time?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader stared into the distance, feigning ignorance at Go Wol's question.

I smiled and asked Go Wol, "How about you?"

"I think I need a little more time. Right now, I need to use my eyes, not my head."

This meant Go Wol was monitoring and observing his target, trying to find a weakness in Yayul Han's daily routine.

Go Wol was busy all day, sending and receiving messenger pigeons and meeting with informants. I was not worried, since the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was with Go Wol.

"Take as much time as you need. Handle it with care."

"......"

"I'll go buy something delicious, so let's have dinner together."

I planned to feed them something truly special that night.


That day, I sold some luminous pearls from the battlefield and bought four roots of Thousand Year Blood Ginseng. I knew a black market merchant near the Evil Alliance Headquarters who sold miracle herbs, a benefit of my past life's experiences wandering the Central Plains. The merchant dealt in rare items at very high prices, but I spared no expense.

I returned to the safehouse with the Thousand Year Blood Ginseng and called for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, Go Wol, and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader. I placed the ginseng before them and spoke firmly. "Alright, one root each. I won't take no for an answer. You must eat it right now, in front of me."

I do not normally share miracle herbs with anyone, as I once told the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Nevertheless, I wanted to share this one with them. It was support for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's coming fight, a gift for the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's secret technique, and a tonic for Go Wol's hard work.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader joked, "Why would anyone refuse this? If you don't want it, give it to me!"

Go Wol's face clearly showed he thought I should have his portion, but Go Wol knew my words were directed at him. Go Wol bowed his head deeply. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon expressed his gratitude with his eyes.

The four of us consumed the Thousand Year Blood Ginseng together. My inner arts were so profound that the ginseng had almost no effect on me. For the other three, however, it was a very helpful miracle herb. It would be most effective for Go Wol, who had the least inner arts, restoring his energy and improving his inner arts.

I sent Go Wol a special telepathic message.

[Take good care of your health, Strategist Go.]

Go Wol conveyed his gratitude with a deepened gaze.


Finally, Go Wol found a way.

"I've been investigating Yayul Han extensively. His residence is in the Evil Alliance's inner compound. He wakes up, trains, eats, and spends his day as the Commander of the Extreme Army. He only goes to the Chairman's Hall when summoned."

Go Wol continued, "He hasn't left the Evil Alliance at all since Jisaeng and Aecha died."

Yayul Han was being extremely cautious because he mistakenly believed the Evil Alliance Chairman was targeting him. This made it difficult to find an opportunity to strike.

"It won't be easy," I said.

"No. Striking him inside the Alliance is much more difficult."

Killing Yayul Han inside the Evil Alliance was something to avoid anyway. Since Bi Sayin had permitted this, I had to show the Evil Alliance some courtesy.

"I was curious if the Five Thunder Divine Sword and the Blood Calamity Bringer were also living inside the Evil Alliance like Yayul Han." Go Wol looked at me for my opinion.

"They won't be."

"Why do you think so?"

"Because they're both listed as public enemies of the murim. The Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance have an agreement to never hide anyone on that list."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader interjected, "Would those unorthodox sect bastards follow such an agreement?"

"Yayul Han is the one who would want to follow it."

"Why him?"

"Because he wouldn't want to give the Evil Alliance Chairman any leverage. There would be no better pretext for the Chairman to move against him."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader nodded, his expression showing he had not considered that.

Go Wol spoke again. "You've grasped the situation perfectly. The Five Thunder Divine Sword and the Blood Calamity Bringer aren't living in the Evil Alliance. So, I tried to find where they were living."

"They must have a residence near the Headquarters, right?"

"Yes, but it was hidden so well I couldn't find it easily. So I changed my method and monitored someone likely to visit them."

"Who? Yayul Han?"

"No. It was Cha Hwan."

Cha Hwan was the last survivor of the group of four.

"That man is Yayul Han's right hand," Go Wol explained. "Someone has to serve an old master like the Five Thunder Divine Sword, and Yayul Han wouldn't entrust that task to just anyone."

I judged it the right approach. Go Wol had made a smart decision.

"While monitoring Cha Hwan, I discovered something peculiar. He buys Shanxi Grain Wine once a month without fail." Go Wol gave a meaningful look. "The Five Thunder Divine Sword's hometown is Shanxi. The All-Knowing Hall's information says his favorite liquor was Shanxi Grain Wine."

"So he takes that liquor to the Five Thunder Divine Sword."

"That's right. I tailed Cha Hwan based on that and located the Five Thunder Divine Sword's residence."

"Well done!"

"The problem is Yayul Han. He's avoiding all outside contact because of this incident, so he isn't meeting with the Five Thunder Divine Sword. However, I found this in the data from the All-Knowing Hall. Please take a look."

I took the document Go Wol handed me. After reading it, I glanced at Go Wol with a meaningful expression. "It's the Five Thunder Divine Sword's birthday soon!"

"And it's his ninetieth birthday. They might skip other days, but Yayul Han and the Blood Calamity Bringer will definitely go to congratulate him on this day." Go Wol's eyes sparkled. "We'll take them out then. We don't need to risk fighting them all at once. We'll eliminate them one by one. First, we kill the Five Thunder Divine Sword, then we kill everyone who visits, one after another."

I patted Go Wol's shoulder firmly. "You worked really hard to find this."

"It's thanks to the Thousand Year Blood Ginseng."

I smiled, but Go Wol still looked worried.

I looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. "It's an old man's birthday. We should go congratulate him too, shouldn't we?"

The two eyes within the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's sockets began to burn with a blue flame.

"From now on, leave it to us!"


Chapter 233: It Would Be Strange If It Were Easy

A telepathic message found Bi Sayin as he ate a meal at an inn.

[Eat a variety of foods. You seem to always eat the same dish.]

Bi Sayin looked disbelieving as he replied to Geom Mugeuk's telepathy.

[Are you trying to meddle with my palate now?]

[I'm just looking out for your health. I'm naturally a bit of a meddler.]

[It's a real relief you're not part of the unorthodox sects.]

[Don't worry. Everyone says I seem like I'm from the orthodox sects, not the unorthodox sects.]

After their lighthearted banter, Geom Mugeuk revealed why he had contacted Bi Sayin.

[In two days, it will be the Five Thunder Divine Sword's birthday. I plan to take care of everything on that day.]

Bi Sayin's chopsticks froze. A wave of intense emotion washed over his face. The day that would finally change his destiny was only two days away.

[Is it alright for you to tell me all this?]

[For this matter, at least, you're on the same side.]

[What if I change my mind and tell Yayul Han everything? Or accidentally let it slip to someone?]

[I trust myself. I wouldn't have joined hands with such a fool in the first place.]

The corner of Bi Sayin's mouth twisted slightly. An onlooker might have thought he was frowning at bad food, but he was smiling.

Bi Sayin spoke to Geom Mugeuk.

[Let's meet at the cliff later tonight.]

[Let's do that.]

His expression suggested he had more to say.


That night, I arrived at the cliff early and waited.

After tonight, it would be the eve of the decisive battle. This time, even I felt tense and nervous.

"I don't know why I get the urge to push you off whenever I see your back."

I heard Bi Sayin's words from behind me and turned around with a smile.

"It's because you have a lot of pent-up anger."

"Is there a way to live as the successor of the Evil Alliance without building up anger?"

"When that happens, drinking heavily with the Drunken Demon and swimming in the lake helps. Anyone want a drink?"

"I don't really like alcohol."

"Reading a book with the Blade Demon is also a good option."

"I like books even less. Does the Blade Demon even read books?"

"Or you could have a duel with the Sword Supreme."

"How many people do you think would try to kill me using a duel?"

"How about a journey with the Smiling Demon?"

"I have no one to travel with."

"What about late-night martial arts training with the Fist Demon?"

"Listening to you is just making me angrier! Are you bragging about being close with the Demon Supremes?"

"You believe me? I thought you'd think I was making it all up."

Bi Sayin replied to that.

"If it's you... I think you'd be close with all of them."

Surprisingly, he believed everything I said.

"I have a way for you to relieve your anger."

I smiled at the curious man.

"Hang out with me!"

"!"

"After this is over, if you feel like you can't stand your pent-up anger anymore, come find me. Let's go have some fun."

Bi Sayin's eyes trembled slightly. In the past, he would have asked if I was crazy, but now he said nothing.

Perhaps Bi Sayin wanted to say, 'Let's do that!' I had always sensed a loneliness from him.

"I refuse."

Bi Sayin rejected the offer outright and took several sheets of paper from his robes.

"I wanted to see you because of this."

He handed me a secret document about the Five Thunder Divine Sword. It detailed everything from his martial arts to his birthplace, how he grew up, and who he fought, where, and why.

"I don't know if this will be helpful, but read it just in case."

"Thank you. This will be a great help."

Bi Sayin stared intently at me. A flicker of hesitation crossed his face before he finally spoke.

"After this is over, we might not have time to talk like this, so I'll say it now. Lately... I've been thinking about my own path."

It seemed my question about his path had stuck in his mind. Perhaps he wanted to meet today just to say those words.

He turned and strode away before I could reply.

"I'll look forward to the day I hear about your path."

Bi Sayin replied as he disappeared into the darkness.

"Just don't die before then."


The day before the Five Thunder Divine Sword's birthday, Geom Mugeuk scouted the residence.

Nothing was known about how many people were inside the manor or who lived there. He had to prepare thoroughly to carry out tomorrow's operation safely. Even with such preparation, variables always arose.

The manor was small and cozy.

It was a straight line from the Evil Alliance Headquarters and could be reached in an instant. However, reaching it by foot or carriage required a long, winding path through the forest. It was an exquisite location.

The manor was hidden so deep in the forest that even someone who passed the area daily would be surprised to learn of it, saying, 'There was a house there?'

Geom Mugeuk climbed a large tree that overlooked the manor. He flew to the high branch and landed without a sound. The thin branch only swayed lightly and did not break.

From there, Geom Mugeuk began to release his qi.

A few strands of qi went over the wall. The qi release technique his father taught him on his first hunt shone in moments like this. It allowed him to send out thin, long strands of qi like scouts from a great distance, where an opponent could not sense his presence.

He detected a person in the manor's courtyard.

Geom Mugeuk used the Divine Eye Technique to identify the person. He looked like an assistant who did menial chores for the Five Thunder Divine Sword.

Another presence came from the kitchen. Judging by the presence and movements, this person was elderly and had not learned martial arts. It seemed to be an old woman who prepared meals.

Geom Mugeuk's qi roamed throughout the manor. He found no one else. It seemed the two of them served the Five Thunder Divine Sword.

Geom Mugeuk's qi entered the building. As it passed through the hallway and into the innermost room, he detected a powerful aura.

It's the Five Thunder Divine Sword!

Geom Mugeuk did not push his luck. Confirming the Five Thunder Divine Sword's presence was enough for now. He quietly withdrew his qi.

Just as he retrieved all of his qi, the Heavenly Demon Defense Art activated, sensing danger.

The next moment!

TAK.

A man stood on the branch where Geom Mugeuk had just been. He appeared suddenly, shooting across the air like an arrow to land on the thin branch. It was a movement art of a true master. Geom Mugeuk was now beneath the tree.

The man looked around, then glanced down at the base of the tree. Geom Mugeuk was on the opposite side of the large trunk, hidden from view.

The man quickly turned and checked the other side of the tree's base.

Again, Geom Mugeuk was on the opposite side. Neither of them made a sound despite their quick movements. They both displayed exquisite movement arts.

The man tilted his head slightly, then leaped into the air and landed back in the distant manor. He entered the building where the Five Thunder Divine Sword was.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze deepened as he watched.

This man, who had appeared from nowhere, had sensed the retracting qi and flown to its source. He possessed not only outstanding senses but also a high level of movement arts.

He's no ordinary master.

Unfortunately, the opponent's movements were too fast for Geom Mugeuk to get a proper look at his face.

Geom Mugeuk also quietly disappeared.


At that moment, Yayul Han ate alone at a large table in a spacious hall.

Cha Hwan entered, carrying a box.

"The gift for the Five Thunder Divine Sword has arrived."

Yayul Han gestured for him to bring it closer. Cha Hwan approached cautiously with the box.

He opened the box a short distance from Yayul Han. A fragrant scent wafted out.

"It is the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng."

It was the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng, said to be difficult to obtain even for a thousand pieces of gold.

Cha Hwan finally couldn't hold back his thoughts.

"It's too much of a waste to give this as a gift."

Every year, Yayul Han gave a valuable gift to the Five Thunder Divine Sword for his birthday, but he had never given a gift as precious as the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng.

Yayul Han did not get angry at the complaint. He kept Cha Hwan by his side precisely for this honesty.

"It's a special birthday, so it requires a special gift."

"Of course, that's true, but."

"He is a man who is worth the price."

"......"

Cha Hwan could no longer complain. He carefully closed the box and placed it on the table.

The words, 'Then what on earth will you give that old man for his hundredth birthday?' rose to his throat, but he could not say them.

"Will you be going in person tomorrow?"

Yayul Han nodded.

"Considering the current situation, perhaps it would be better to just send the gift this time?"

After a moment of thought, Yayul Han spoke to Cha Hwan.

"I have to go. If I don't, I'll have invested the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng only to be cursed for it. Instead, let's go at a slightly different time this time."

Cha Hwan bowed his head respectfully.

"I will prepare accordingly."

"And call the Three Evils as well."

Cha Hwan flinched. Just hearing their names sent a chill down his spine.

"Then I can rest assured."

After Cha Hwan left, Yayul Han opened the box with the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng again. He looked down at it without a word. How could any martial artist resist the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng when it was right before their eyes?

Yayul Han picked it up and opened his mouth wide.

He only feigned a bite before putting the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng back in the box and closing it. He would not eat it. He would endure and endure to devour something much greater.


I returned to my quarters immediately.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, Go Wol, and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader were waiting for me.

"How did it go?" Go Wol asked.

I let out a light sigh.

"I was almost discovered."

The three of them were startled.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said to me, "It seems that old villain didn't just get old by playing around."

"It wasn't him."

"It wasn't?"

"I'm not sure if he was a visitor or a guard, but his martial arts were extraordinary."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader thought of someone.

"Could it be Yayul Han?"

Go Wol replied, "No. Yayul Han has not taken a single step outside the Evil Alliance's inner circle."

"Not Yayul Han? Then could it be the Blood Calamity Bringer?"

Go Wol shook his head again at the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's question.

"The Blood Calamity Bringer is known to not be on good terms with the Five Thunder Divine Sword. The possibility of them meeting alone is small."

I agreed with that opinion.

"I didn't get a good look, but he wasn't as old as the Blood Calamity Bringer."

This was not a good situation. If that master was visiting for the birthday, he would still be at the manor tomorrow. That meant one more expert to deal with.

A worried look appeared on Go Wol's face.

"Didn't we anticipate that there might be someone else from the start?"

"Yes, we did, but. If someone came today, couldn't a new master come tomorrow as well? Frankly, I'm worried."

"Strategist Go. Strategists may come up with excellent plans, but unexpected situations like this arise in the field. This will be a good experience for you too."

"I'd rather not have such experiences in an operation against Yayul Han and the Five Thunder Divine Sword. Especially when the one executing it is the Second Young Lord. Shouldn't we at least know who that person is?"

I looked at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He had been listening silently and now spoke nonchalantly.

"Does knowing who it is change anything?"

This was the true nature of the man called the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Even if I had discovered ten masters today, he would have said the same thing.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's words cleanly summed up the situation.

"You're right."

I smiled at him. The same thing dwelling in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes made me smile. A fighting spirit boiled up from deep within my chest. Yes, what did it matter who was there, or how many of them there were?

WUUUUNG!

The Black Demon Sword hummed long and low, having read my mind. Everyone's gaze turned to the sword as it hummed on its own. When I gripped its hilt, the Black Demon Sword fell silent.

"We're turning the Five Thunder Divine Sword's birthday into his death anniversary, and we're even sending Yayul Han along with him to the underworld... It would be strange if a task like this were easy."

I made my final decision.

"We proceed as planned."


The next day at dawn, I went to see the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon before we departed.

"What is it?"

Instead of answering, I untied the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk from my sword's hilt and gave him half. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon knew exactly what it was.

"Wrap it around your heart."

"I'll be fine."

"There's more than enough for both of us to wrap it."

"Then wrap it in two layers!"

"I can't. It would make my body sluggish. I'm also wearing the Ghost Armor on top of it."

Knowing I would not give up, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon accepted it.

"I will return it when the fight is over."

"Of course you have to return it. That stuff is precious."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed brightly.

We wrapped the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk around our hearts and abdomens right there.

After we finished our preparations, I drew the Black Demon Sword.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, as if he had been waiting, lightly flicked the blade with his finger.

"......"

The clear sound always felt good and signaled the start of a decisive battle. We heard it and quietly left the room.


Chapter 234: If Even One Is Missed

"Master, happy birthday."

Sahyo, a disciple of the Five Thunder Divine Sword, bowed respectfully. He was the man Geom Mugeuk had seen yesterday.

The Five Thunder Divine Sword sat before him.

The Five Thunder Divine Sword looked truly bizarre. His face was taut like a young man's, unbefitting his ninety years. His arms and hands, however, were covered in fine wrinkles. The imbalance was grotesque.

"This is your birthday present."

Sahyo took a small box from his robes and offered it.

"This time, it's a special Pill of Youth, made by extracting the essence of girls no older than fifteen."

The Five Thunder Divine Sword's expression brightened at the words 'Pill of Youth'.

"How many?"

"Ninety."

A radiant joy spread across the Five Thunder Divine Sword's face, even though ninety precious lives were contained in the small pill. His smile pulled his skin even tighter, making him look more bizarre.

"It couldn't have been easy."

Gathering the essence of ninety people must have taken several years. It was a truly precious and rare medicine.

"As your disciple, it's my duty to show this devotion for your ninetieth birthday, Master."

The Five Thunder Divine Sword smiled, satisfied. As he grew older, he became obsessed with youth. The more his obsession grew, the more blood stained Sahyo's hands.

"For you, I'll pass down the next verses. This time, I'll specially impart three."

Sahyo prostrated himself and bowed deeply.

"Thank you, Master."

His expression stiffened as he lowered his head.

Damn old man, only three verses!

He received martial arts teachings every time he offered his loyalty.

He only needed the final fifth form to learn the entire Five Thunder Sword Art, but learning that last part was not easy.

Sahyo was a natural genius in martial arts. His movement arts were particularly outstanding, and he was gifted with a sixth sense beyond his five senses. His memory was also so good that he never forgot anything he saw or heard.

The only problem in his life was his master, the Five Thunder Divine Sword. Twenty years had passed since he became a disciple, yet he still hadn't received the complete martial arts transmission.

This is really too much. How much blood have I stained my hands with for your sake?

The Five Thunder Divine Sword's expression was exceedingly cold as he looked down at Sahyo.

You think I don't know what you're plotting, you bastard?

He knew Sahyo was a vicious disciple who might try to kill him once the martial arts were fully transmitted. From then on, he wouldn't even be able to take the Pill of Youth in peace, fearing it might be poisoned.

I'll tell you the final verses the moment I die!

When Sahyo raised his head, both of their expressions were normal again.

"I'm going to take the Pill of Youth. Leave for a moment."

"......"

Sahyo went outside. The Five Thunder Divine Sword took the Pill of Youth, his face satisfied.

He then quietly closed his eyes and began to circulate his qi.


Geom Mugeuk silently scaled the manor wall.

He first headed to the annex where the workers slept.

He entered each room and pressed their acupressure points. The situation would be over by the time they woke up.

Geom Mugeuk left the annex and moved carefully toward the main building.

Just then.

"......"

A sword pressed against Geom Mugeuk's neck.

"Move and you die."

The person holding the sword was Sahyo. He had just left his master's room and spotted Geom Mugeuk.

"It was you yesterday too, wasn't it?"

Geom Mugeuk answered without turning around.

"Yes, it was me."

"If you're not scared, you'd better have the skills to back it up. Turn around slowly."

Geom Mugeuk turned to face him. His expression showed no tension, despite being caught.

"Who sent you?"

"Does that matter? Sahyo."

Sahyo startled. He thought only his master knew his name.

He didn't know that the top-secret document Bi Sayin provided mentioned the Five Thunder Divine Sword had taken a disciple named Sahyo twenty years ago.

"How do you know my name!"

The moment his composure broke.

PING!

The Blood Calamity Finger flew in from behind him.

Sahyo was a natural-born master. He twisted his body to dodge the finger qi bullet and simultaneously tried to cut down Geom Mugeuk.

But in that fleeting moment, Geom Mugeuk's fist slammed into his chest.

"......"

His body flew back. The attack would have ruptured his organs and killed him if he hadn't instantly raised his protective qi.

"Son of a bitch!"

He had no time for curses.

PING! PING!

Two more streams of the Blood Calamity Finger flew in.

Sahyo judged he couldn't dodge and block them, so he turned and swung his sword.

He released sword qi, neutralizing the incoming finger qi bullet.

At that moment, Geom Mugeuk's sword descended from behind to split his head. It was too late to block. Sahyo barely twisted away, but blood spurted from his shoulder.

Sahyo was shocked. It had been a long time since a sword had cut him, but he had no time to check the wound.

PING!

A finger qi bullet tore into his side. The attack would have pierced his stomach if he hadn't dodged instantly.

Attacks flew from the front and back, giving him no time to breathe, let alone think. Seeing Geom Mugeuk's skill, Sahyo realized.

He got caught on purpose!

They had set a trap and lured him in.

He couldn't block the frantic attacks from both sides.

"Master! Please save me!"

He screamed in a final struggle. As he shouted, blood spurted from his body again.

"Master! You son of a bitch!"

Despite his desperate cries, his master did not appear. Sahyo knew his master considered the Pill of Youth more important. Stopping his qi circulation now would only grant a fraction of the pill's effects, but to let him die for that? Him, who had sacrificed his whole life like a dog?

"Uwaaaaaaaah!"

He unleashed a furious attack.

His body tattered, he unleashed the first, second, and third forms of the Five Thunder Sword Art. Sword qi poured down from all directions, but the death throes of a wounded beast only struck empty air.

No matter his natural talent, he was incomplete. That was why he couldn't block the pincer attack from Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

SHUK!

The Black Demon Sword sliced a large diagonal gash across his back.

THWACK!

The final finger qi bullet pierced his forehead.

As Sahyo collapsed, his life flashed before his eyes. He didn't see his own life, but the faces of the girls he had killed for the Pill of Youth.

THUD.

Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at each other and nodded.

Geom Mugeuk already knew from Bi Sayin's data that Sahyo committed all sorts of evil for his master, so he didn't hesitate to eliminate him. The information Bi Sayin provided was proving helpful.

Just then.

SHWAAAAAAK!

The two turned and dodged as a stream of sword qi passed between them. It was a powerful and fast attack.

The Five Thunder Divine Sword had launched the attack.

He had heard his disciple's cry for help but couldn't stop absorbing the pill's effects.

"You bastards deserve to be torn to shreds!"

He couldn't absorb the Pill of Youth's full effects because the fight outside distracted him. That angered him more than his disciple's death. He was angry he couldn't get another Pill of Youth for a while. His desire for youth took precedence over everything.

I heard Yayul Han has been in sharp conflict with the Evil Alliance Chairman lately. How dare they strike my residence like this?

How did he handle things to let this happen!

His anger was aimed at Yayul Han.

Even now, he showed no fear. He was a man who had once devoured the unorthodox sects of murim.

The Five Thunder Divine Sword's gaze fell upon the two men.

One is a greenhorn, and the other is wearing a mask?

Sahyo was defeated by guys like these? He felt puzzled.

His gaze fixed on the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Could it be?"

At ninety years old, how could he not know the white mask of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? If Sahyo hadn't died, he would have just thought it was some guy in a mask, but for Sahyo to be killed so quickly, it had to be a Demon Supreme of the Demonic Cult.

"Why are the Demonic Cult's grunts after me?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes smiled coldly.

Geom Mugeuk answered instead.

"What a monstrous face. You killed so many children just to become such a monster!"

The top-secret document from Bi Sayin also contained information about the Pill of Youth.

"After you die, even the maggots will spit in disgust and turn away!"

Would the Five Thunder Divine Sword, who had spent ninety years in the unorthodox sects, fall for such a provocation? He did.

"......"

The Five Thunder Divine Sword drew his sword.

"......"

Sword qi struck where Geom Mugeuk had been standing. It was as fast as lightning.

Geom Mugeuk had already stepped aside, dodging it.

"Ugly and hideous old man! Filthy, nasty, and wicked monster!"

KWANG! KWAKWANG!

Two more streams of sword qi struck down, but Geom Mugeuk dodged them with the Vanishing Step.

The Five Thunder Divine Sword was enraged by curses he hadn't heard in a long time. It was an insult from a young man still wet behind the ears. On top of that, he had never heard the curse about maggots spitting in his ninety years of life.

"I'll tear that mouth of yours...!"

The moment he spoke in his agitated state, Geom Mugeuk rushed in. This moment, when the Five Thunder Divine Sword was agitated and speaking, was when his qi and blood were in their greatest disarray.

Geom Mugeuk used the Hell Step to close in and unleashed the Soaring Sky Sword Art First Technique, the Equal Sky Strike.

SHWIIIIIIK!

A flash of sword light was about to bisect him horizontally.

KAAANG!

The Five Thunder Divine Sword blocked the Black Demon Sword with his own sword. He was astonished by Geom Mugeuk's attack speed. This was not a mouth that could be easily torn.

PING!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's Blood Calamity Finger flew toward the Five Thunder Divine Sword. Today's fight would start and end with a joint attack. Their opponents had committed evil deeds deserving of death, so martial artist etiquette was omitted.

The continuous joint attack flustered the Five Thunder Divine Sword.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's Blood Calamity Finger flew toward the most troublesome spots, making it impossible not to block. Geom Mugeuk was an opponent one could not afford to have at their back.

After a few exchanges, a finger qi bullet grazed his left shoulder. The Five Thunder Divine Sword then unleashed his ultimate technique without holding back. He judged that he could never win if he dragged out the fight.

KWAK! KWAKWA! KWAK!

His sword qi curved and plunged like lightning. The Five Thunder Sword Art's qi struck the crown of the head, so anyone unfamiliar with it would die in a single blow.

Sahyo had died without properly displaying his swordsmanship, but the Five Thunder Sword Art was a supreme art modeled after lightning. It was a martial art nearly on par with those learned by the Demon Supremes.

KWASHIK! KWASHIK! KWAK-KWAK!

The sword qi grew even stronger with a bizarre sound.

The second form's lightning was stronger than the first, and the third form displayed terrifying power.

The Five Thunder Divine Sword was excited, pouring out his ultimate techniques after facing a strong enemy for the first time in a while. He laughed like a madman and continuously executed his sword forms.

Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon used their movement arts to dodge the showering sword qi.

They sometimes moved apart and sometimes crossed paths, making way for each other. Having fought together many times, they understood each other's intentions with just a look.

The Five Thunder Divine Sword poured his final fifth form onto the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He realized from their dodging that Geom Mugeuk's movement arts were superior. He decided to kill the relatively weaker Extremely Evil Smiling Demon first and then deal with Geom Mugeuk.

The most powerful martial art was about to be unleashed.

Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's gazes met. They spoke with their eyes at the same time.

Now!

Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon also staked everything on this move.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAK!

Violent sword qi rained down on the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. Though displayed by an enemy, it was a spectacular sight.

But instead of blocking the falling sword qi, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon unleashed the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm toward the Five Thunder Divine Sword.

KWAAAAAAH!

The Five Thunder Divine Sword's eyes widened. It was a completely unexpected reaction.

Take you down with me!

However, it wasn't a 'take you down with me' tactic. Thirty-six streams of sword qi flew toward the attack aimed at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

It was the Soaring Sky Sword Art Seventh Technique, the Ominous Sky Strike. The number of sword qi had increased due to his improved inner arts. Geom Mugeuk had unleashed the maximum number he could muster.

KWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAKWAK!

SHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIK!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon could die if even one was missed.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon unleashed the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm, trusting Geom Mugeuk to block the attacks flying toward him.

PEPEPEPEPEPEPEPEPEONG!

Above the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's head, the Ominous Sky Strike's sword qi neutralized and dissipated all the sword qi from the Five Thunder Sword Art's fifth form.

The Ominous Sky Strike, executed with all his heart and soul, missed not a single stream of sword qi.

The moment the sword qi was neutralized,

KWAAAAANG!

the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm struck the Five Thunder Divine Sword's body. He couldn't dodge because he was pouring everything into his Fifth Technique. The Five Thunder Divine Sword raised his protective qi to its absolute limit.

The Extremely Savage Demonic Palm sent him flying into the wall.

WHOOOOSH!

The rising dust settled.

The Five Thunder Divine Sword leaned against the wall and expressed his rage.

I'll tear both of you bastards to shreds!

But he couldn't hear his own words. The Five Thunder Divine Sword felt puzzled.

Have my ears been injured?

In this urgent situation, Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon were looking at each other.

Why aren't they looking at me? The fight isn't over yet.

The Five Thunder Divine Sword's gaze drifted downward.

"!"

Everything below his chest was gone.

The moment he saw it, the Five Thunder Divine Sword's torso slid down the wall. The last thing he saw was his bizarre face reflected in the pool of blood on the ground.

Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at each other and smiled.

No words were needed. At this moment, the Smiling Demon had become a true Smiling Demon, his smile incredibly captivating.

Geom Mugeuk found it immensely enjoyable to fight alongside him. With him, Geom Mugeuk wanted to fight until his heart burst.

The final move was an attack they could never have attempted without faith in each other. As they continued to fight, their trust deepened.

"Let's recover our qi first."

But the two did not get that chance.

RUMBLE.

The section of wall where the Five Thunder Divine Sword had died collapsed.

"Ah! No!"

Geom Mugeuk cried out in dismay. If the wall collapsed, the bastards wouldn't come in, and his plan to kill them one by one would be ruined.

But there was no need to worry.

As the dust settled, people appeared beyond the collapsed wall. People who shouldn't have arrived yet appeared all at once. They were Yayul Han, the Three Evils, the Blood Calamity Bringer, and Cha Hwan.

Yayul Han stood in the center of the group. He stepped over the broken wall and entered.

Yayul Han silently looked down at the bisected Five Thunder Divine Sword. A heart-freezing chill flowed from his body, but his indifferent eyes and expression held no emotion.

"Cha Hwan, as you wished, the present is no longer needed."


Chapter 235: If the World Can't Kill You

Five people climbed over the broken wall behind Yayul Han and entered the area.

Cha Hwan, a man covered in dragon tattoos, immediately walked to Yayul Han's side. Cha Hwan's expression hardened when he saw the Five Thunder Divine Sword's miserable corpse.

Cha Hwan had called giving the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng a waste, but he knew the Five Thunder Divine Sword was a true master.

Who in the world could kill the Five Thunder Divine Sword like this?

That was not the only corpse. The Five Thunder Divine Sword's disciple, Sahyo, was also dead. If Yayul Han, the Three Evils, and the Blood Calamity Bringer were not gathered here, Cha Hwan would have fled without a second thought.

Cha Hwan glanced at Yayul Han, who stared at the opponent with his usual emotionless face.

Next to Yayul Han, Cha Hwan saw the Blood Calamity Bringer.

The Blood Calamity Bringer was a skinny old man, gaunt as a skeleton. He carried a large iron disk with serrated blades on his back. The disk looked heavy, and it was the Blood Wheel, the Blood Calamity Bringer's unique weapon, known to shatter any other.

Finally, Cha Hwan's gaze turned to the Three Evils.

They were triplets with identical faces and clothes. They looked so alike it seemed as if one person had split into three.

Cha Hwan always shuddered when he saw the Three Evils, knowing the grotesque atrocities they had committed. No normal human could perform such acts.

Despite this, the Three Evils were almost unknown in the murim because they killed every single person related to their evil deeds. Seeing them felt not like three villains gathered together, but like a single evil three times more vicious.

In any case, with them here, their opponent will not leave this place alive today.

Cha Hwan stepped forward for everyone.

"Who are you bastards?"

The Three Evils recognized the man in the mask and answered in unison.

"The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

The three answered in perfect, bizarre sync, as if they had practiced.

Yayul Han seemed to have already recognized the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and asked calmly.

"The Cult Leader wouldn't have given his permission. Is this your own independent action?"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not answer.

Geom Mugeuk spoke for them once again.

"Does wearing a white mask make everyone the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? We aren't from the Demonic Cult."

"Then who are you?"

"A ninety-year-old bastard's going crazy trying to get younger, so King Yama in hell ordered us to bring him in. That guy will have to suffer for the next ninety thousand years."

Geom Mugeuk scanned them all and added one more thing.

"You folks over there also look like you've sinned a lot. How about it? Let's board the boat to hell together. There happen to be six seats left."

Yayul Han's expression remained the same, but his eyes grew colder.

"Right, if you have the skill to kill the Five Thunder Divine Sword, you can afford this much arrogance."

Yayul Han did not send his subordinates out one by one to die. The opponents had killed the Five Thunder Divine Sword and his disciple.

Yayul Han stepped forward and said.

"We attack together and kill them!"

The six masters instantly formed a formation.

Geom Mugeuk had a premonition.

This will be the most difficult fight I have ever faced, both before and after my regression.

Geom Mugeuk drew the Black Demon Sword with a flourish and said.

"Alright, if the world can't kill you, we will."

The eyes of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon blazed fiercely. The stronger the enemy, the crazier the Smiling Demon became. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon looked at Geom Mugeuk and said.

"One more time!"

Geom Mugeuk knew what the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon meant. Without a word, Geom Mugeuk held out the Black Demon Sword.

TANG!

This sound was different from the usual light ring. Just as the enemy and the relationship between the two had changed, a deeper resonance spread out.

Both sides strode toward each other.

In that moment, no one gathered there was afraid.


Go Wol, who had been eating, ran out and threw up his food.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader followed Go Wol out and patted his back.

"It's my fault for forcing you to eat."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had forced Go Wol to eat, as Go Wol had been too tense to eat anything since yesterday.

"Cult Leader, I want to hear the sound of the Echoing Thunder Bell."

At Go Wol's words, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader snapped for no reason.

"Aren't you sick of it? After being tied to that bell for so long!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader felt very guilty thinking about that incident.

"I'm not saying this to make you feel sorry, Cult Leader. I really just want to hear that bell. Listening to the sound of the Echoing Thunder Bell always calmed my heart."

"It's not because you want to talk to the demons carved on the bell, is it?"

"I kind of miss them too."

"Dream on. You'll never see or hear them again."

SHHHHH.

The surroundings changed. The two now stood in a field. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had used the Spacetime Manipulation Technique to come to the field that Go Wol liked.

"I wasn't planning on coming here anymore."

"Then why did you open it?"

"Because you seemed too anxious."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader looked up at the distant sky.

"They're probably in the middle of a fierce fight right about now, aren't they?"

"I suppose so."

"Should I go and help?"

Go Wol shook his head.

"Leave it to those two. This is their fight."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader gazed at the distant sky and said.

"It's a three-person fight."

"What do you mean?"

"You're fighting right now too, aren't you? To the point of starving yourself."

"If you put it that way, aren't you too, Cult Leader? And the Poison King, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, and Detective Seo. The people waiting at the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. We're all fighting together."

Then, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said abruptly.

"Don't worry. My disciple won't lose."

"Disciple?"

"There's something like that."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shouted as if Geom Mugeuk were right in front of him.

"You brat! You can't lose after taking so much from me! Don't you dare die!"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had even passed down the Heavenly Space Secret Art to Geom Mugeuk.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader was just joking to lighten Go Wol's mood, but Go Wol was still full of worry.

Go Wol looked at the clear, bright sky and the vast field and said.

"Will a peaceful day like this ever come to the murim?"

"It can't!"

"......"

"Because you'd be the first to lose your job."

Go Wol finally laughed. The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader had made him laugh in a situation where he could not even swallow water. Yes, Cult Leader, you win.

"Today is going to be a long day."


Yayul Han initiated a joint attack, not a chaotic brawl.

They fought tightly clustered, like a single person. They judged that they had the advantage and wanted to avoid any variables.

Therefore, Geom Mugeuk decided he had to kill Yayul Han first. Yayul Han was the smartest among them. If their leader fell, the others' morale would crumble.

The problem was that if Geom Mugeuk charged to kill Yayul Han, the other five would not help Yayul Han. They would jointly attack the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon instead.

If that happens, can the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon withstand the joint attack of those five? If he can, for how long? The problem was that Geom Mugeuk did not know the exact skill level of the triplets.

HWIRURURURURURU!

The Blood Calamity Bringer attacked first. The Blood Wheel he threw flew toward Geom Mugeuk with tremendous force.

It was large and fast.

The power in the Blood Wheel was too great to be deflected with a sword or qi. The Black Demon Sword would not break, but facing that heavy Blood Wheel with a sword was extremely inefficient.

HWIRIRIRIRI!

The Blood Wheel turned as if it were alive and attacked again.

When Geom Mugeuk dodged left, the Blood Wheel changed direction and flew toward his new position.

Geom Mugeuk hastily twisted his body in the opposite direction, and the Blood Wheel grazed past his face. The blades on the Blood Wheel were sharp enough to slice a person clean in half.

The Blood Calamity Bringer retrieved the Blood Wheel and sneered.

"Soon you'll be dancing with the Blood Wheel."

The Blood Calamity Bringer meant he could move the Blood Wheel as he pleased.

In this situation, Geom Mugeuk knew he should kill the Blood Calamity Bringer, not dodge the Blood Wheel.

The problem was that they also anticipated that.

"......"

The First Evil blocked the Blood Calamity Finger that Geom Mugeuk shot toward the Blood Calamity Bringer. The Second and Third Evils also clustered together, protecting the Blood Calamity Bringer. They would launch a joint attack when an opportunity arose.

Seeing the First Evil's movements, Geom Mugeuk remembered the Five Thunder Divine Sword's disciple, Sahyo. The First Evil's skill was on Sahyo's level, which meant there were three Sahyos. As triplets, their joint attacks would be outstanding. They were not ordinary enemies.

Geom Mugeuk made an instinctive decision about who to kill first.

If not Yayul Han, then it has to be them. I'll strike when they think they, at least, are not my first target.

[Let's kill the triplets first.]

[Understood.]

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon followed Geom Mugeuk's decision without a word.

HWIRYURURURURU!

The second Blood Wheel flew in again. The moment it grazed past and started to return, Geom Mugeuk rushed toward the First Evil.

KWAAAAAAA!

At the same time, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon unleashed the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm.

The target was Geom Mugeuk's back as he rushed toward the First Evil.

Geom Mugeuk charged forward, driving the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm behind him like a strategist.

The First Evil was flustered by such an unorthodox attack. Geom Mugeuk's body also blocked his view, so for a moment, the First Evil did not know what to do.

CHAENG!

In the instant their swords clashed, the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm struck that spot.

Geom Mugeuk escaped using the Vanishing Step and rushed toward the Second Evil on his right.

The First Evil, who had faced Geom Mugeuk, threw his body left a step too late.

The Black Demon Sword cut down the Second Evil.

"......"

It was the fast sword form of the Soaring Sky Sword Art, the Fifth Technique, the Blue Sky Strike.

"......"

Swords clashed with a sharp ring.

Yayul Han had blocked the Blue Sky Strike. Yayul Han had figured out Geom Mugeuk's intention to kill the Second Evil while engaging the First Evil.

Their gazes met between their clashing swords.

A cold chill that could freeze the heart flowed from Yayul Han's sword.

The swordsmanship Yayul Han had mastered was the Primordial Splitting Light Sword Technique, based on extreme yin inner arts.

CHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENG!

The sword light from the two men's blades flashed in the air.

"Keuk!"

At that moment, the First Evil let out a short scream and collapsed.

Because Yayul Han blocked Geom Mugeuk, Geom Mugeuk failed to kill the Second Evil, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had killed the First Evil.

Earlier, Geom Mugeuk had dodged with the Vanishing Step. The First Evil, who dodged a step too late, had one of his arms blown off by the Extremely Savage Demonic Palm. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not miss that chance and attacked relentlessly, finally killing him.

When the First Evil died, the Second and Third Evils went berserk.

SHWIIK! SHWIIIK!

A continuous stream of sword qi flew toward the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The stable formation collapsed, and the chaotic brawl that Geom Mugeuk had wanted began.

The highly loyal Cha Hwan jumped into the fight to help Yayul Han.

Cha Hwan aimed his sword at Geom Mugeuk's back, but Geom Mugeuk used that attack as an opportunity. As Geom Mugeuk dodged the attack from behind, the three men's swords became entangled for a moment.

This time, Geom Mugeuk used the Shadow Step. In an instant, Geom Mugeuk vanished from Yayul Han's and Cha Hwan's sight. It was the power of the Four Strides of the Wind God, which Geom Mugeuk had completely mastered.

Yayul Han tensed, thinking he was being attacked.

But Geom Mugeuk was stabbing someone else in the back.

It was the Second Evil, who was madly charging to kill the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

For this one move, Geom Mugeuk used the Shadow Step and the Hell Step in succession. In that moment, Geom Mugeuk had become a god of wind.

SHWIIIIIIIIK!

Once again, the Blue Sky Strike was unleashed.

This time, Yayul Han could not block the attack.

SEOGEOK!

The Second Evil's back was sliced in two, and he died instantly.

At that time, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon fired a continuous stream of finger qi bullets at the Third Evil.

PING! PYING!

Geom Mugeuk's powerful sword qi joined the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's Blood Calamity Finger.

It was the sword qi emission form, the Soaring Sky Sword Art's Fourth Technique, the Burning Sky Strike.

After launching the sword qi, Geom Mugeuk turned around and raised his protective enhanced qi.

The flying Blood Wheel struck him in the chest.

KWAAAANG!

JUREUREUK!

The impact pushed Geom Mugeuk back with the flying Blood Wheel before sending him flying. He tumbled across the ground.

"Got him!"

The Blood Calamity Bringer shouted in triumph.

"Damn bastard! How dare you act up in front of me!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon leaped and landed in front of Geom Mugeuk.

The Blood Calamity Bringer smiled triumphantly and said to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"He's already dead. No one who's been hit by the Blood Calamity Bringer has survived..."

The Blood Calamity Bringer suddenly stopped talking.

Geom Mugeuk was getting up, disheveled, like a ghost.

"Here's a survivor right here."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon turned his head, his eyes asking if Geom Mugeuk was okay.

Geom Mugeuk touched his chest and nodded.

His chest ached as if it would burst, but he had fortunately avoided a fatal internal injury. With the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, the Ghost Armor, Top-Quality Heavenly Silk, and his protective enhanced qi all activated, not even the Blood Wheel could kill Geom Mugeuk.

The arm of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was soaked in blood. While dealing with the Third Evil, sword qi launched by Yayul Han had nearly severed his arm. Judging by the amount of blood, the wound was not shallow.

This time, Geom Mugeuk asked with his eyes if the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was okay, and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded.

On the other hand, because the two of them took a risk, the Third Evil was now also a corpse on the ground. The Third Evil had failed to dodge the Blood Calamity Finger and the Burning Sky Strike that had flown in together.

Although they were injured, they had eliminated the biggest variable in this fight.

The most surprised person was the Blood Calamity Bringer. He could not believe that someone could be fine after taking a direct hit from his Blood Wheel.

"You, who are you?"

The Blood Calamity Bringer's voice trembled.

He was not the only one who was surprised. Cha Hwan also stared at Geom Mugeuk with shocked eyes.

The movement arts that made Geom Mugeuk disappear from his and Yayul Han's sight were one thing, but Cha Hwan could not believe that the Three Evils, whom he had trusted so much, were dead.

The Three Evils are dead? Those terrifying Three Evils? Those demonic Three Evils?

Cha Hwan could not grasp the reality that the corpses sprawled on the ground were the Three Evils.

However, the technique the opponent had just displayed was an attack that even Ten Evils, let alone Three, would have been helpless against.

For the first time, an emotion appeared on Yayul Han's face.

As the fight did not go his way, the corners of Yayul Han's mouth curled up in a self-deprecating sneer.

Geom Mugeuk let the Black Demon Sword hang, dripping with blood, and said to Yayul Han.

"Yes, life is about having to force a bitter smile several times a day, but you've lived too comfortably until now, haven't you?"


Chapter 236: And That Is Why This Fight Is Difficult

"......"

A bowl fell to the floor and shattered.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman stared silently at the broken pieces.

"Are you alright?" Seo Daeryong asked in surprise as he brought ingredients to the kitchen.

"Yes, I'm fine."

She tried to pick up the broken pieces, but Seo Daeryong stepped forward and stopped her.

"Please, just leave it. I'll clean it up."

This was a Heavenly Demon Divine Cult safehouse. They were temporarily keeping the brothel owners here after rescuing them from Yeo Bulgae. The women had stabilized a great deal under the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's care.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, who had been cheerful the whole time, had a dark expression today.

"Is something the matter?"

She paused briefly before answering.

"I had a bad dream."

Seo Daeryong knew from Geom Mugeuk that she was no ordinary woman. He couldn't just dismiss her dream as nonsense, but he pretended otherwise.

"Don't they say that dreams are the opposite of reality?"

"They do, don't they?" she said, forcing a smile. Her expression remained dark. Perhaps her ominous dreams had always been right.

Then, Seo Daeryong suddenly spoke.

"It won't affect him."

"Pardon?"

"I know from the Director that you're not an ordinary person, Pavilion Master. So I know this might be rude, but I'll say it anyway. That bad dream won't affect our Director, and if it doesn't affect the Director, it won't affect the Smiling Demon either."

Seo Daeryong crouched down and began to clean up the broken bowl.

"Before I met the Second Young Lord, my life was like this broken bowl. I had an unattractive appearance and a dark, twisted personality."

He picked up a broken piece and saw his face reflected in it. Seo Daeryong felt the distorted image, where only his form was faintly visible, was what he used to be.

"No one considered me important, and I thought of myself as insignificant, but after meeting the Director, my life changed. To some people, I might still be a broken bowl, but I believe I'm a useful vessel for something, somewhere."

Seo Daeryong finished gathering the pieces and stood up.

"Actually, I'm being modest. I think I'm more than that. The Second Young Lord put the broken pieces back together and made me into a priceless piece of porcelain."

He had become a disciple of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and might even become the next Director of the Sanzu Hall.

"He's the kind of person who can transform a life like mine. So, a bad dream won't affect the Second Young Lord."

A smile finally appeared on the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's face.

"Yes. I suppose it won't."

Seo Daeryong took the bowl pieces and went outside. The Poison King was digging in a corner of the yard near a unique-looking flower. It seemed poisonous snakes or insects lived around it.

Although Seo Daeryong was usually too scared of the Poison King to speak to him, today he approached.

"The Pavilion Master had a bad dream. Her dreams tend to come true."

The Poison King replied without looking at Seo Daeryong.

"I'll drive the carriage when we return to the Cult. You can go help them if you want."

"Ah, I'm sure her dreams aren't always right."

Seo Daeryong was puzzled by one thing.

Why hadn't Geom Mugeuk asked the Poison King to go with him in the first place? Protecting the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman and the rescued women was important, but the fight with Yayul Han was a matter of life and death.

Just then, the Poison King spoke abruptly, as if he had read Seo Daeryong's mind.

"Curious, aren't you? Why the Second Young Lord didn't ask for my help?"

"Yes, honestly, I am."

The Poison King answered while carefully observing an insect in the ground.

"Because killing Yayul Han isn't his only goal."

Seo Daeryong asked with a surprised face.

"He has another objective?"

The Poison King looked at Seo Daeryong. Seo Daeryong didn't dare meet those clear eyes, which looked much younger than his own.

"You're his right-hand man, aren't you? Then you should know."

"I'm a right-hand man with a bad head."

"I heard you were the top entrant at the Sanzu River Hall."

Seo Daeryong was startled.

"The Director told you even that?"

"Your Director, he sure talks a lot."

A sense of pride swelled in Seo Daeryong's chest, inexplicably lifting his mood.

"So? What are your thoughts?"

After a brief pause, Seo Daeryong spoke.

"I'm always just surprised by what the Director does, so how could I possibly know his inner thoughts? However, watching the Director, I sometimes have these thoughts. Why is he trying to do so much? Why is he trying to become so strong?"

Seo Daeryong continued, staring at the Poison King who was still digging.

"Could it be that he's aiming for something more than just becoming the successor? I get that feeling sometimes. What in the world is the Director looking at?"

The Poison King turned to him and asked.

"Why are you asking me that?"

"Ah! You're right. I'm sorry."

Seo Daeryong bowed politely and quickly retreated.

"I'll go help the Pavilion Master prepare the meal."

Seo Daeryong ran into the building.

The Poison King seemed lost in thought for a moment, then started digging in the ground again.


Yayul Han was confused.

When he first saw the Five Thunder Divine Sword's corpse, he thought a blade from the Evil Alliance Chairman had killed him. Surprisingly, it was the work of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, along with a young master of unknown identity.

The Chairman joined hands with the Demonic Cult?

He couldn't understand it. The Evil Alliance Chairman he knew would never join hands with the Demonic Cult, no matter how much he wanted to eliminate him.

Then does this mean the Demonic Cult intervened without the Chairman's involvement? But why?

Conflicts with the Demonic Cult could occur while conducting business in the murim. However, there had never been a conflict serious enough to risk their lives like this.

Yayul Han's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk. The opponent's movements while dispatching the Three Evils earlier were a display of divine prowess. He's so young, yet his movements are better than the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's? How could that be?

"I've never heard of someone like you in the Demonic Cult."

Yayul Han didn't recognize Geom Mugeuk's identity. As the second-in-command of the Evil Alliance, he had access to various reports from spies. That information naturally included the fact that the Demonic Cult's Second Young Lord had recently been distinguishing himself.

However, it didn't occur to him that the young man before him was the Demonic Cult's Second Young Lord. First, his martial arts were too exceptional for his age. Second, the son of the Heavenly Demon would never undertake such a dangerous task himself.

He thought he was a secret weapon raised by the Demonic Cult. Or perhaps a master from the Demonic Cult who had undergone Rejuvenation.

"I told you, we're not from the Demonic Cult. We're grim reapers specially sent by King Yama."

At Geom Mugeuk's mockery, an aura like a raging, cold blizzard erupted from Yayul Han's entire body.

This was Yayul Han's qi. It was so cold it could freeze one's body. When fear was added to this qi, an opponent would die without even lifting a hand.

Of course, Geom Mugeuk didn't stop provoking him.

"With this kind of cold, I wonder if it'll be a little less hot when you enter the fiery pits of hell?"

To continue provoking in such a tense situation was to acknowledge his opponent's strength. He could tell his skill just by looking at Yayul Han's qi. A single choice, a single mistake, would decide the outcome.

Then, Yayul Han spoke.

"I'll have to take you with me. With someone as annoying as you, I think I could even extinguish the flames of hell."

Cha Hwan, who had retreated due to his weaker martial arts, was startled.

It was the first time he had seen Yayul Han speak to an opponent like that. He could see the young punk was strong, but was he really this strong? Was it such a tight fight?

I must play a major role.

His heart beat rapidly. The desire to achieve something dominated him. He would jump in at the decisive moment when he saw an opportunity.

This time, the Blood Calamity Bringer laughed heartily and said to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"I never thought my Blood Wheel would get to taste the blood of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon showed no reaction. The Blood Calamity Bringer became somewhat embarrassed at this complete disregard.

"Anyway, you arrogant Demonic Cult bastards."

He was confident he could defeat the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. He had noticed that the wound the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sustained from Yayul Han's surprise attack was deep. He was a step below the Demon Supreme in skill, but in this situation, he had a good chance of winning.

Moreover, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's qi consumption was more severe. He had also used his inner arts while dealing with the Five Thunder Divine Sword and his disciple earlier.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze fell on the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's blood-soaked arm. Blood still seeped out despite him having pressed the blood dao to stop the bleeding. The wound was deep.

This fight, I have to end it as quickly as possible.

However, if he fought hastily, Yayul Han would kill him. He had to be urgent but not show it. He had to give his all but end it quickly. That is why this fight is difficult.

"By the way, your Chairman won't be happy if you mess with the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Are you sure that's okay?" Geom Mugeuk said, trying to shake his enemies' resolve.

Yayul Han then asked.

"Didn't you say you weren't from the Demonic Cult?"

"Of course we are. Who else would try to eliminate you if not us."

"Why is the Demonic Cult trying to kill me?"

"I'll tell you when you're about to die."

"You'll die first. So tell me now."

"I don't want to."

For the first time in a very long time, Yayul Han felt annoyed. In his life, no one had ever dared to annoy him. If they had, they would already be a corpse.

However, Yayul Han soon controlled his emotions.

"Fine, I'll hear it when I die."

Seeing his calm eyes, Geom Mugeuk also calmed his own mind. Provocation tactics didn't work on Yayul Han. The only way was to kill him with pure skill.

HWIRURURURURURU!

The Blood Wheel cut through the air, and the fight between the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Blood Calamity Bringer began.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon lightly dodged the Blood Wheel as it flew swiftly through the air.

Simultaneously, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon lunged towards the Blood Calamity Bringer.

SWOOSH!

SHWIIING!

At that moment, two streams of sword qi tore through the air.

One was Yayul Han's sword qi, trying to block the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's approach. The other was Geom Mugeuk's sword qi, trying to neutralize it.

"......"

The moment the sword qi collided in mid-air!

PING!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon fired a finger qi bullet. The returning Blood Wheel tried to strike the back of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's head.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon twisted his body to avoid the Blood Wheel. The Blood Calamity Bringer threw himself aside to dodge the Blood Calamity Finger.

After the tense first exchange, a moment of tension flowed through the area. It was a razor-thin match where no one knew what would happen.

Geom Mugeuk made a decision.

This kind of fight is disadvantageous.

Yayul Han could abandon the Blood Calamity Bringer at any time, but he could never abandon the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The moment he made that decision, Geom Mugeuk flew towards Yayul Han.

He decided not to worry about the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's injury. Worrying about him was a mistake in the first place. He had to trust him.

If he truly wanted to help the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, he had to focus on his own fight and kill Yayul Han as quickly as possible. He would make sure no one would ever dare launch sword qi at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon again.

CHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENGCHAENG!

Flashes of light from Geom Mugeuk's and Yayul Han's swords flickered through the air, too fast for the naked eye to see.

The two were incredibly fast. They clashed on the left, then instantly exchanged blows on the right. They moved as if teleporting freely through space.

Geom Mugeuk's pure white sword light and Yayul Han's azure blue sword light clashed countless times.

KAKAKAKAKANGKANGKANG!

The two soared into the air, their swords clashing. The sword flashes in the sky were like fireworks celebrating this incredible battle.

They leaped down from the air and fought while running across the rooftops. Even as they ran, their swords clashed endlessly.

The sword light continued to flash until they dropped from the roof onto a wall.

The duel between the Soaring Sky Sword Art, at the Twelfth Star mastery, and the Primordial Splitting Light Sword Technique, also at the Twelfth Star mastery, was truly a battle between titans.

As the fierce battle continued, Geom Mugeuk momentarily injected more qi into the Black Demon Sword.

Caught off guard by the unexpected qi, blood burst from Yayul Han's mouth.

However, before the drop of blood could hit the ground, a sword flew through it.

PWAK!

Blood spurted from Geom Mugeuk's side.

Injecting more inner arts amidst such a fast-paced battle was reckless, and a reckless attack always came with a price. It was truly the skill befitting the second-in-command of the Evil Alliance.

They were neither surprised nor impressed by each other. They focused only on the fight. They knew from the fight just moments ago that they would die the instant their attention wavered.

The very moment a small distance opened between the two!

Yayul Han's first secret technique was unleashed.

SEUSEUSEUSEUSEUSEUSEUT!

Yayul Han's form split into ten, surrounding Geom Mugeuk. This cloning technique was the Ten Illusions Soul Splitting Art, one of the essences of the Primordial Splitting Light Sword Technique.

CHWAREUREUREUREUREUK.

Simultaneously, thirty-six sword-shaped qi surrounded Geom Mugeuk.

It was the Soaring Sky Sword Art's Seventh Technique, the Ominous Sky Strike. This was not the existing Ominous Sky Strike. What had originally split in front of his chest now formed a circle around Geom Mugeuk's body.

The martial art that had reached the Twelfth Star mastery was maturing further, revealing a new realm.

The moment the illusions rushed in, ten of the floating sword qi flew out in all directions.

SHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIK!

PEOPPEOPPEOPPEOPPEOPPEOPPEOK!

The sword qi and illusions collided and vanished. The real Yayul Han swung his sword to neutralize the incoming sword qi.

Twenty-six sword qi remained after eliminating the illusions!

Like hidden weapons launched from a mechanism, the sword qi shot towards Yayul Han all at once.

SHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIKSHWIK!

Cha Hwan, who was watching, had his jaw drop. He had never seen or heard of such divine prowess in his life.

And what met that divine prowess was another divine prowess.

KWANGKWANGKWANGKWAKWAKWANGKWAKWANG!

The incoming sword qi was blocked by something and collided.

It was a sword wall. Not just any sword wall. It was a wall of sword qi as cold as an ice wall, the Blue Ice Wall, another essence of the Primordial Splitting Light Sword Technique.

SEUREUREUREU.

The wall of sword qi vanished like melting snow, revealing Yayul Han's figure behind it.

His eyes glowed with a ghastly blue light like a demon's, and he emitted a vicious killing intent.

At his aura, which declared that the real fight was starting now, the Black Demon Sword began to wail.

WUUUUUUUU!

Geom Mugeuk gripped the Black Demon Sword tightly and walked towards that vicious killing intent.

My friend, let's hold on just a little longer!

He said this to both of his friends.


Chapter 237: The One Who Sent Me

Yayul Han unleashed his entire aura.

WHOOOOSH!

A frigid wind began to blow. The cold energy felt like it could freeze a person's lungs with a single breath, and an incomparably evil aura was imbued within it. This immense, malevolent presence seemed to ask a single question.

How dare you try to challenge me?

However, Geom Mugeuk did not stop walking. His gaze remained fixed on Yayul Han's eyes.

"It might have worked on everyone else, but it won't work on me."

Geom Mugeuk also raised his own aura to its absolute limit and unleashed it.

The two men's auras clashed.

Yayul Han was shocked by Geom Mugeuk's aura.

An aura's strength was not determined simply by one's inner arts. It was the culmination of a martial artist's entire being, their innate nature, personality, values, and the martial arts they had learned. An aura was connected to the very essence of a martial artist.

The aura Yayul Han felt from Geom Mugeuk was something he had never experienced before.

At first, Geom Mugeuk's aura felt gentle and refreshing, like gazing at an endlessly vast, blue sky.

Yayul Han found himself standing alone amidst the blueness. The sky, the walls, and the floor were all blue.

He reached out his hand. SPLASH. In that moment, he realized it was not the sky, but water of incredible clarity. He was seeing the sky reflected on the water's surface.

An unseen energy pulled Yayul Han into the water.

He kept sinking. When Yayul Han looked down, he could not see the bottom. The terror of the deep sea clutched at his heart.

A brat that young possesses an aura like this?

The approaching Geom Mugeuk felt like a giant.

Geom Mugeuk, for his part, confronted an immense aura of his own.

He walked through a raging blizzard. He could not see ahead, and there was no end in sight. It felt as if he was walking alone across a snowfield in the extreme cold.

However, Geom Mugeuk felt no fear or loneliness. He simply walked on in silence. This terribly lonely road was the path he had walked his entire life.

After passing through the fierce snowstorm, he saw Yayul Han standing under a clear sky.

Yayul Han, too, had barely managed to swim up from the endless depths of the sea to stand before Geom Mugeuk.

Yayul Han asked in a trembling voice, "Who are you?"

"I am..."

Geom Mugeuk added in a whisper, "Didn't I say I'd tell you when you're about to die?"

SWOOOOSH!

Geom Mugeuk's sword suddenly sliced through the air.

CLAAANG!

Yayul Han barely blocked it. He had been so engrossed in Geom Mugeuk's aura that his head had nearly been lopped off.

The fear of death excited Yayul Han. Joy surpassed his anger. He had never been in such an insane fight before.

CLANG-CLANG-CLANG-CLANG!

The two men's swords clashed again, creating flashes of light.

The attacks were stronger than before, but neither man yielded an inch.

Geom Mugeuk knew the source of his strength. The miracle herbs, bought with money scraped together by the Four Evils from wicked deeds that had driven countless people to their deaths, were all accumulated in his qi center.

CLAAAAANG!

Sword met sword.

From behind his sword, Yayul Han glared murderously and shouted, "Who in the world raised a monster like you!"

"You did!"

"What?"

"I was born to devour bastards like you."

Killing intent filled Geom Mugeuk's eyes.

For a moment, Yayul Han saw an illusion. Within a pitch-black, shadow-like form, a pair of crimson eyes glared at him.

Yayul Han's grip on his sword tightened.

"If you can devour me, then try it!"

Emotions now showed on Yayul Han's face.

Anger, fear, excitement.

As the dam holding back his emotions crumbled, all sorts of feelings poured out.

In that moment, he unleashed tremendous power.

RUMBLE-RUMBLE-RUMBLE!

Yayul Han's immense killing intent crashed down on Geom Mugeuk like an avalanche.

Geom Mugeuk's Heavenly Demon Defense Art activated, preventing his body from flinching.

If it had not, the attack flying at him would have been utterly fatal.

SWOOOOOOOOOSH!

Yayul Han's sword qi was different from what he had shown before. The strike was like an illusion of a demon made of ice, flying at him with a sword in hand.

Geom Mugeuk did not evade. Instead, he unleashed the Soaring Sky Sword Art Fourth Technique, the Burning Sky Strike.

Yayul Han's attack was a dynamic sword qi that seemed alive. Geom Mugeuk felt that if he rashly tried to dodge it, it would follow him to the end and strike true.

The two rough and tyrannical sword qi tore through the air and collided.

KABOOOOM!

The impact sent both men sliding backward.

Surprise filled Yayul Han's expression. He blocked even this attack?

Geom Mugeuk's expression answered in kind. I told you it wouldn't work!

WHOOSH-WHOOSH-WHOOSH!

"......"

A blood wheel and a finger qi bullet crisscrossed the space between the two men. The duel between the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Blood Calamity Bringer was still ongoing.

Geom Mugeuk could feel that the blood wheel's power had significantly diminished. However, he could not be happy. He had seen blood on the wheel.

Geom Mugeuk did not spare a single glance for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The moment he showed concern, a fatal weakness would be exposed.

That was why he had not looked at their fight even once since the battle began. Not that he had the luxury to, anyway.

At that moment, Cha Hwan jumped in.

He had judged this to be his chance. Geom Mugeuk and Yayul Han had just exchanged a major blow and were both pushed back. He had been waiting for this single moment the entire time.

SHWIIIIK!

The very instant he thrust his sword toward Geom Mugeuk in a surprise attack.

"......"

A beam of light burst from Cha Hwan's chest, splitting it open. It was as if he had launched hidden weapons from inside his body.

Blood spurted from Geom Mugeuk's arm. It was a terrifying attack that would have pierced his chest if he had not barely dodged it with the Vanishing Step.

Cha Hwan stared blankly down at the gaping hole in his chest.

The sword qi that Yayul Han had launched from behind had pierced through his chest and flown toward Geom Mugeuk.

Yayul Han was ruthless. He had used the moment his vision was obscured by Cha Hwan as an opportunity.

Cha Hwan could never have imagined it. The person to whom he had devoted such loyalty had used and discarded him in such a way.

What is this?

Cha Hwan was in too much shock.

Others got a small tattoo on their chest, but he had covered his entire body. He had served him without a single day of rest. If he had at least been told through telepathy, 'Sacrifice yourself,' he would have willingly laid down his life.

This isn't right, is it?

Right, those who use others are always like this.

Still, dying so miserably is embarrassing to the dragon tattooed on my body, isn't it? Truly, even if one were to use a broom left in a corner, they wouldn't use it so contemptibly. With that final thought, Cha Hwan's breathing stopped.

In the moment Cha Hwan's breath ceased, another battle was decided.

Until then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Blood Calamity Bringer had been fighting with all their might.

Initially, the Blood Calamity Bringer had opted for a battle of attrition. His inner arts were superior, and his opponent was already injured.

If I just hold out, I'll win!

He did not throw his blood wheels recklessly, instead focusing on blocking the Blood Calamity Finger.

However, as the fight progressed, he found himself getting drawn into it for two reasons.

The first was an unknown heat.

Looking at the piercing blue gaze from behind the mask, his inner arts would surge and his blood would flow faster without him realizing it. Before he knew it, he was launching blood wheels at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The second was the clear difference in skill.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon never moved according to his opponent's intentions. A battle of attrition? Says who?

If the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had not suffered internal injuries, the fight would have been over long ago. However, his qi circulation was not smooth.

When the fight began, the Blood Calamity Bringer was confident he could win. As the battle continued, however, his fear only grew.

Just die already! You demonic bastard!

The Blood Calamity Bringer used the last of his strength to push the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon into a corner.

WHOOSH-WHOOSH-WHOOSH-WHOOSH!

As he unleashed his hidden techniques, the blood wheels performed a dance of death. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's movements became increasingly precarious.

It's working! Just a little more!

The Blood Calamity Bringer mobilized even his final secret technique.

WHOOSH! WHOOSH!

Small blood wheels, used like throwing stars, cut through the air and joined the assault.

The chaotic, dizzying, and wild blood wheels were driving the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon into a corner!

"......"

THWACK!

A sound the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had been waiting for a long time was heard.

CRASH-CRASH-CRASH-CRASH!

The blood wheels that had embroidered the air flew off, gouging the ground before smashing into a wall. The smaller blood wheels were also thrown to the ground.

The Blood Calamity Bringer watched the scene with a shocked expression.

Why can't I control them all of a sudden?

Just then, something trickled down his face.

The Blood Calamity Bringer absentmindedly wiped it away with his hand.

It was blood. Blood streamed down from his forehead.

The Blood Calamity Bringer lifted a small blood wheel he was holding and looked at his reflection. He saw his own face with a hole in his forehead.

When the hell...?

With that final question, the Blood Calamity Bringer's life ended, and his body collapsed.

Amazingly, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had fired the Blood Calamity Finger through a tiny opening in the center of the madly spinning blood wheels. He had not missed the precise moment that opening aligned perfectly with the Blood Calamity Bringer's forehead. The Blood Calamity Bringer never expected such an attack, and because his own blood wheels obscured his vision, he was utterly unable to block it.


The fight between Geom Mugeuk and Yayul Han was also reaching its climax.

When even his move using Cha Hwan failed, Yayul Han's eyes changed. His black pupils completely disappeared, and his entire eyes, including the whites, turned blue. They had not just started emitting a blue light, they had completely changed color.

Geom Mugeuk sensed it intuitively. He was about to unleash his final secret technique.

Considering the divine prowess Yayul Han had shown so far, it was time for Geom Mugeuk to unleash his own final move.

The final form of the Soaring Sky Sword Art was unleashed.

It was the Eighth Form, the Returning Sky Strike, which he had never used in actual combat despite having achieved Twelfth Star complete mastery.

The Returning Sky Strike was a forty-four consecutive strike technique.

It was powerful, but it had one fatal weakness. The consumption of inner arts was too great. It was a martial art that required using almost all of one's inner arts.

Therefore, if it failed to kill the opponent, he himself would be in danger. It was truly a final technique.

Now, not only his eyes, but Yayul Han's entire body began to turn blue.

The Primordial Freeze!

It was the final secret technique of the Primordial Splitting Light Sword Technique, which gathered all the energy in one's body to annihilate the opponent. It was a secret technique that displayed power far greater than one's original abilities, and it too was a final gambit that could cost one's life upon failure.

Geom Mugeuk unleashed the Soaring Sky Sword Art Eighth Form, the Returning Sky Strike.

SWISH! SWIIISH! SWISH!

With the sound of wind brushing past his collar, lines from a sword began to be drawn across Yayul Han's body.

Emitting an extreme cold, Yayul Han began to swing his sword to block the attacks. If he managed to block all of the Returning Sky Strike, Geom Mugeuk would die.

SHIIING! SHING! SHIIIIING!

The speed at which the sword lines were drawn grew faster and faster.

Yayul Han's swordsmanship did not fall behind, blocking the attacks.

VIIING-

The Black Demon Sword cried out.

This was the first time the Black Demon Sword had cried out in the middle of an attack.

Geom Mugeuk felt that the Black Demon Sword had become one with him, protecting him by emitting demonic qi against the terrible evil aura radiating from Yayul Han.

Alright, let's end this!

Geom Mugeuk poured all of his mental energy into it.

SH-SH-SH-SH-SH-SHIK!

CHANG-CHANG-CHANG-CHANG!

Fifteen strikes, sixteen strikes, seventeen strikes...

Yayul Han blocked them tenaciously.

Twenty-three strikes, twenty-four strikes, twenty-five strikes...

"Is this all you've got!" Yayul Han even shouted.

The sword lines were drawn even faster.

Thirty-four strikes, thirty-five strikes, thirty-six strikes...

Yayul Han was blocking the attacks, which were too fast to be seen by the naked eye, with the secret technique of the Primordial Freeze.

If it went on like this to the forty-fourth strike, Geom Mugeuk would lose.

However, Geom Mugeuk was not anxious and believed in himself. Right, you must have worked hard to get to where you are, but you couldn't have worked harder than me!

Thirty-seven strikes, thirty-eight strikes, thirty-nine strikes...

The moment it was racing toward the end!

"......"

With the sound of tearing flesh, the flashing sword light stopped. The sound of swords clashing also ceased. It was the forty-second strike.

Geom Mugeuk's sword was embedded in Yayul Han's heart. In the end, Yayul Han had failed to block Geom Mugeuk's Returning Sky Strike.

Yayul Han's body, which had turned a deathly blue, began to return to its original color.

Looking into Yayul Han's eyes, which were filled with surprise, anger, and fear, Geom Mugeuk said, "The one who sent me is a father who had to watch his family die before his very eyes."

Yayul Han wore a look of incomprehension. He probably thought he was dying for some grand reason, like a plot by the Evil Alliance Chairman or the Demonic Cult.

That was why this moment might be an even greater punishment for him. I'm dying for a reason like that? It would feel more unjust. He would die feeling even more rage.

"Even though you saved his subordinate, you killed the physician's entire family just because he continued to treat the patient he was saving."

For a moment, the light in Yayul Han's eyes wavered. It was as if he remembered, and at the same time, as if he was demanding to know if he was really dying for such a trivial reason he could not even recall.

"You had a principle of killing anyone who disobeyed your orders, didn't you? This is the Horse Physician's answer to your pathetic principle. It's the answer of a husband who lost his wife, and the answer of a father who lost his child! Go to hell!"

SHUUUNK!

As the Black Demon Sword was pulled out, blood gushed from his heart like a fountain.

CHWAAAAAAAAAA!

"Uwaaaaaaaaaaah!"

Yayul Han let out a desperate scream as he coughed up blood.

His blood rained down.

Geom Mugeuk did not avoid it. He stood in the rain of blood and slowly turned toward the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Having finished his fight, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was standing there, looking this way.

Geom Mugeuk looked at him and smiled brightly.

"It's all over, Smiling Demon."

The moment he took a step toward him!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon began to slowly collapse, as if crumbling.


Chapter 238: Now, It's My Turn

"The Smiling Demon!"

I used the Vanishing Step to lunge toward the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. I caught his body just before he collapsed.

I laid him down gently and injected a stream of qi into his chest. His insides were a mess. Blocked and twisted qi and blood revealed a severe internal injury.

The situation was worse than I had thought. My heart sank when I tried to inject more qi for treatment. Using the Returning Sky Strike had completely depleted my inner arts.

I squeezed out what little inner arts I had left. A small amount of qi flowed into the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's body. I tried to clear the blockages, but it wasn't enough. If I left him like this, his qi and blood would run rampant, and the damage would be irreversible.

My heart pounded frantically. I drew up every last bit of my inner arts, and blood surged into my throat. My own body was in bad shape from fighting Yayul Han, but I couldn't worry about myself now.

As I focused all my strength on his internal state, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon regained consciousness and opened his eyes.

I spoke in my usual bright tone. "That was one hell of a fight, wasn't it?"

The two eyes behind the mask smiled.

Without the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, I wouldn't have had such a great fight or achieved such a great result.

"...Yes, it was truly one hell of a fight," he said, his voice unusually weak. He seemed to know his end was near.

"Second Young Lord."

"Yes, the Smiling Demon."

"...I was glad to have met you, Second Young Lord."

His eyes fluttered shut. I squeezed out every last bit of qi I had and injected it into him. That small amount of qi held onto his life like a single drop of water in a desert.

"You have to protect me when I become the Heavenly Demon."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes trembled, full of regret. They told me he was sorry for leaving before he could see me become the Heavenly Demon.

"You know my temper, right? I'll never give up on you, the Smiling Demon. So unless you plan on taking me with you, you'd better hang in there. I won't let you go like this. Pull yourself together."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon tried to hold on, but the situation was beyond his control.

"If you die like this, I'll blame myself for the rest of my life. So don't you die!"

Just then, he coughed up a spray of blood. His qi and blood began to run wild. If I couldn't calm it down, he would die.

"No!"

The thought that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon might actually die drove me insane.

"Please! The Smiling Demon! Hang on!" I desperately squeezed out my qi again and again.

My only thought was to save him. I regressed so I wouldn't lose anyone... I can't lose the Smiling Demon like this.

But I had no more qi left. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's convulsions grew more violent.

My vision blurred as tears filled my eyes.

Have I ever cried before?

Just then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon grabbed my hand.

He must have known how much I cared for him, and now, I knew it too.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon slowly raised a hand to his mask, trying to show me his face one last time.

The Smiling Demon's eyes behind the mask were smiling. It was a brighter smile than any he had ever shown me before.

I grabbed his hand to stop him.

"I won't look! I'm not looking because I bet you're more handsome than me! Show me in fifty years!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed, then coughed up more blood. He gathered his last strength for his final words.

"Second Young Lord... will be a good Heavenly Demon."

He smiled at me until the very end, even as life faded from him.

"I don't regret the time I spent with you, Second Young Lord."

For the first time, I prayed to the heavens.

Save him!

I never prayed when I wandered the Central Plains, unable to find ingredients for the great technique. I never prayed when I was so lonely and exhausted that I wanted to die. I never even prayed when I was on the verge of death.

But now, for the first time in my life, I prayed.

Please! Save him! Just help me this one time!

Just then.

TUK.

Something fell from the grasp of the dead Yayul Han, who sat with his head bowed. It was a box.

I saw something peeking out of the open box and ran toward it.

It was the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng. Yayul Han must have brought it as a birthday gift for the Five Thunder Divine Sword.

With this!

I rushed back and helped the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon sit up. I placed the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng in his mouth.

"Hold on with the ginseng's energy! Just hold on until I complete one circulation!"

Normally, this was a terrible choice. Taking a potent miracle herb like the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng with severe internal injuries would only wreck the body further.

But it was the only way. I believed in the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng, and I believed in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"The Smiling Demon, use your last bit of strength to chew and swallow it!"

My eyes met the Smiling Demon's.

Don't give up!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon struggled to chew and swallow the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng.

I immediately began circulating my true qi. It was the most urgent circulation of my life, and time seemed to stretch on forever.

Please! Please!

I had probably said the word 'please' more today than in my entire life.

After completing the fastest circulation of my life, I injected qi into the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to check his body.

It was a relief. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had used the ginseng's energy to suppress his rampant qi and blood. He hadn't refined the energy with his inner arts, only temporarily suppressed the turmoil with its immense power.

His qi and blood could run wild again at any moment. I had to get him to a demonic physician immediately.

"Thank you, the Smiling Demon," I said, my voice thick with emotion.

I was grateful he held on. I was grateful for a relationship where I could give someone the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng and still be the one saying thank you.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes spoke to me.

Thank you, Second Young Lord.

What more needed to be said?

I untied the Top-Quality Heavenly Silk from around our chests. Then I hoisted the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon onto my back and tied him securely with it.

He did his part. Now, it's my turn.

Hey, Smiling Demon, who gave you permission to leave? On the day a nobody like Yayul Han boards the boat to the afterlife, do you really think I'd let you get on that boat with him?

I enveloped the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's body with my qi to keep him stable, then I started running. I ran with all my might, feeling as if I had learned the Swift Step for this very moment.


Bi Sayin sat in front of the manor's main gate when First Wolf Baek Cheolgi arrived.

"You shouldn't be wandering around alone like this," First Wolf said. "Didn't you promise you wouldn't?"

"Please let it slide just this once."

Bi Sayin had only allowed First Wolf to come here. He was the only person in the world Bi Sayin trusted.

First Wolf looked toward the manor. The smell of blood wafting through the broken walls told him a fierce battle had taken place.

"Whatever you see inside, try not to be too surprised," Bi Sayin said.

"This isn't the smell of blood from just one or two people. Where on earth is this place?"

Bi Sayin said in a low voice, "This is where my future will be decided."

As he walked inside, First Wolf replied, "Then I suppose my future will be decided as well."

The place was a sea of blood, bearing the raw traces of a fierce battle. As First Wolf looked around, he discovered Yayul Han's corpse and froze in horror.

Yayul Han!

First Wolf stared blankly at the corpse, too shocked to move. He couldn't believe what he was seeing.

Yayul Han is dead? That Yayul Han?

That single phrase was enough to describe him. That Yayul Han.

That wasn't all. Another corpse caught First Wolf's eye.

Even the Five Thunder Divine Sword!

It was the Five Thunder Divine Sword.

First Wolf already knew he was in league with Yayul Han. He didn't know if the Five Thunder Divine Sword was stronger or weaker, but one thing was certain. Yayul Han was the standard by which to measure his strength.

He died by being bisected at the torso?

It was a sight that was hard to believe, even seeing it with his own eyes.

The shocks kept coming. He was startled to see a blood wheel on the ground.

That weapon is a blood wheel. The only one who uses a blood wheel is the Blood Calamity Bringer, isn't it?

First Wolf then recognized the Three Evils.

The only triplets who would associate with these people are the Three Evils!

At this point, Cha Hwan's death was hardly surprising.

First Wolf walked back out of the manor. Bi Sayin still sat in front of the main gate.

"What in the world happened here?" First Wolf asked.

"Sit down."

First Wolf sat beside him, his heart still trembling.

"With these people, they could have declared war on the Murim Alliance," First Wolf said.

It was an exaggeration, but not an empty boast. If they had attacked someone, which murim sect could have stopped them?

When Bi Sayin first saw the scene, he was just as shocked as First Wolf. Even when Geom Mugeuk had promised to kill Yayul Han, a part of him had doubted it.

But Geom Mugeuk had really done it.

The man who used to nag him about eating a balanced meal had accomplished this unbelievable feat.

You are truly...!

The fact that Geom Mugeuk was the Heavenly Demon's son hit Bi Sayin anew. He had done something no successor in history ever could.

"Who on earth did this?" First Wolf asked.

Bi Sayin answered, "I did."

"What?" First Wolf was stunned.

"I'm going to handle this as if I did it."

"Are you serious?"

"Yes. I promised to take care of the aftermath."

"Who actually killed them?"

"You don't need to know that. It's better for you if you don't know, First Wolf."

First Wolf was confused, but that wasn't important right now.

"Fine. Let's say that's the case, but will the Chairman believe that you killed Yayul Han?"

"That's why I called you, First Wolf."

"What?"

"We have to start cleaning up now. We need to figure out how to make them believe I took care of Yayul Han."

First Wolf could tell. Just as Bi Sayin had said, his future and destiny were riding on this.

"My lifelong rival is dead," Bi Sayin said. "But my fight starts now."

Bi Sayin imagined the Demonic Cult invading one day. Could Geom Mugeuk really stop a thousand of their demonic practitioners? And where did this baseless confidence that it would never happen come from?

Bi Sayin missed Geom Mugeuk. He was a terrifying man, but Bi Sayin missed him and wanted to hear his nonsensical jokes.

It was as if he could hear Geom Mugeuk's voice in his ear.

How about it? Didn't I tell you to leave this to me? Now it's your turn. I believe you'll do well, and eat a balanced meal!

When Bi Sayin became the Evil Alliance Chairman, he wanted to tell Geom Mugeuk what his own evil path was.

So you must become the Heavenly Demon, too.


Night fell, but Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not return. Seo Daeryong was too anxious to leave the courtyard.

Just then, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman came out.

Seo Daeryong joked, "It seems the two of them are out for a drink to celebrate killing Yayul Han."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman smiled at his absurd joke. "It seems so." Her expression was surprisingly more at ease than Seo Daeryong's.

"Did you happen to have a new dream?" Seo Daeryong asked.

"No."

"But you look so calm."

"You said it wouldn't work, didn't you, Detective Seo?"

Seo Daeryong sighed lightly. "That was true until the sun went down."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman asked, "Are you worried?"

"The Director has never failed to return on time," Seo Daeryong said. "He's the type to always open the door and stride back in as if nothing happened."

Just then, someone opened the door and came in. Seo Daeryong and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman looked up in surprise. It was only a martial artist from the Demonic Cult who managed the safehouse.

"It's an urgent messenger pigeon from the All-Knowing Hall."

Startled, Seo Daeryong hurriedly took the message and read it.

"It says the Director went ahead to our Cult because the Smiling Demon was injured."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's expression hardened. Seo Daeryong saw this and carefully added, "There was no report on how badly the Smiling Demon was injured."

The Poison King walked out from behind them. "He must be badly injured if they went straight to our Cult." He offered no words of reassurance.

"You, get ready to leave immediately," the Poison King ordered Seo Daeryong.

"......"

Seo Daeryong worried about the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, but he received an order from the Poison King and moved quickly.

Seeing the worried Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, the Poison King made an unexpected offer.

"Let's go together."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was startled.

"You've never been to our Cult, have you?" the Poison King asked.

"That's true, but."

"Then how about a tour?"

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman understood his unspoken words.

This could be the last time, so go and see him.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman bowed her head respectfully. "I will follow the words of a noble person. Thank you so much for your great consideration."

"Don't mention it. That man, the Smiling Demon, will be happy to see you when he wakes up, Pavilion Master."

"I'll be lucky if he doesn't scold me for daring to come."

"You know better than anyone that won't happen, don't you, Pavilion Master?"

The Poison King snapped his fan open with a sharp sound. Fanning himself gently, he went inside to pack. The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman watched him go and bowed her head once more.

Then she went inside to bid farewell to the women they had rescued. The safehouse's martial artists would see them home safely.

A short while later, the three of them boarded the carriage.

Seo Daeryong shouted from the driver's seat, "Alright, we're off."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's gaze deepened as she looked out of the carriage. She worried about the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and missed him terribly. She could see many things, but she couldn't sense anything about his fate.

It angered her. She could see the fates of others so well, yet she often couldn't see her own.

Was she afraid of going to the Demonic Cult? Of course not. To see the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, she would have boarded this carriage even if it were headed for hell.

Orabeoni, don't die.

She now sincerely meant the words she had always joked about with Geom Mugeuk.

Please take good care of my Orabeoni.

The person holding the reins knew her heart better than anyone. The carriage raced toward the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult faster than ever before.


Chapter 239: Did the Two of Them Fight the Entire Murim?

Ma-ui looked out the window.

The clinic had few patients today. Some days were like that, seeming to suggest a day of rest like the leisurely clouds. However, today was not one of those days.

The clinic door burst open and someone entered.

It was Geom Mugeuk, drenched in sweat and carrying the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon on his back. An immense heat radiated from him.

"Please save him!" Geom Mugeuk said, then collapsed.

Startled, Ma-ui caught the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and laid him on a sickbed.

He moved to lay Geom Mugeuk on another bed, but Geom Mugeuk regained consciousness. "I'm fine," Geom Mugeuk said. "Please treat the Smiling Demon."

"You are not fine."

Ma-ui saw Geom Mugeuk's complete exhaustion. He ran on sheer willpower just to speak and move.

"The Smiling Demon first."

Since the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was the more urgent case, Ma-ui hurriedly checked his pulse. He noticed a powerful energy suppressing the man's wildly fluctuating blood vessels.

"What is this energy?"

"It's the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng."

Geom Mugeuk struggled to his feet and walked to the bed. His legs trembled so much that walking was difficult, but he couldn't stand by while he worried about the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

Ma-ui removed the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's top. "If it weren't for the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng, he'd already be dead," Ma-ui said.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's condition was still perilous.

Ma-ui quickly opened his acupuncture bag. Large and small needles packed the leather case tightly.

He began placing the needles with skillful hands. The essence of an inimitable medical art imbued each needle.

After placing the needles, Ma-ui performed moxibustion on the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's qi center with an unknown medicinal herb. A unique medicinal aroma filled the clinic.

"Ughhhhh."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon let out a pained groan.

This time, Ma-ui took out a long, red needle and inserted it. He pushed it so deep one might wonder if such a long needle should go in that far.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's expression seemed to ease, but then he began to convulse.

Ma-ui quickly withdrew the needle and placed new ones in different acupoints. His hand movements were fast and precise.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's convulsions stopped.

The Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng's energy had kept the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon alive, but now it interfered with the treatment, posing the greatest risk. Ma-ui had to gather the energy in one place before he could finish.

Crises continued to arise, and Ma-ui skillfully overcame them, proving why he was known as a divine doctor. If it hadn't been Ma-ui, the patient's condition would have been impossible to even attempt treating. The process consumed an immense amount of mental energy, and sweat poured like rain from Ma-ui's forehead and body.

Geom Mugeuk watched the treatment with bated breath. He felt like he would die from exhaustion. He had run like a madman. Without exaggeration, it was more difficult than fighting Yayul Han.

Still, he couldn't take his eyes off them for a single moment.

After the war-like treatment finally ended, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon entered a stable condition.

"We've passed the first crisis for now," Ma-ui said. "It's not time to be relieved yet, but he's a man of great fortitude, so I believe he'll endure it well."

"Please, save him!"

He had run that long distance without rest because Ma-ui was waiting. He believed that if no one else could save the man, Ma-ui could.

Ma-ui nodded. "I will do my best."

"Thank you."

Only then did Geom Mugeuk's tension release, and he slumped to the floor.

Ma-ui checked Geom Mugeuk's pulse to assess his condition. Geom Mugeuk was also completely exhausted.

"How on earth did you make it here in this condition?" Ma-ui asked, astonished. In such a state, moving his own body would have been difficult, let alone running while carrying someone.

"Here, take this first."

Ma-ui handed him a pill. It was a medicine to replenish energy in cases of exhaustion.

"I'm fine."

"I'm not fine with it. Hurry up and take it."

"Thank you."

Geom Mugeuk took the medicine.

Ma-ui also applied an ointment to Geom Mugeuk's injuries. Looking at the wounds on both Geom Mugeuk and the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, it was clear they had fought a truly great battle.

Just then, a martial artist entered and delivered a messenger pigeon.

After checking the message, a surprised Ma-ui asked Geom Mugeuk, "Where did you run from?"

The message stated that Geom Mugeuk had departed with the injured Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and that Ma-ui should prepare. Astonishingly, Geom Mugeuk had run faster than the messenger pigeon.

Is this even possible?

And while carrying the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, no less.

If it had been anyone else, he would have assumed there was a mistake. Seeing Geom Mugeuk's current state, however, he thought it might actually be possible.

In truth, there was something else Ma-ui wanted to ask.

He knew Geom Mugeuk had left to kill Yayul Han. He was curious about what happened, but he felt he already knew the outcome. They had returned too injured for it to be a success.

I'm sorry, I'm truly sorry.

As Ma-ui turned to check on the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, Geom Mugeuk spoke from behind him. "I delivered your message to Yayul Han."

"!"

Startled, Ma-ui turned around. Geom Mugeuk leaned against the wall, looking up at him.

"I looked into the dying Yayul Han's eyes and delivered it clearly. That this was your will."

Ma-ui was so shocked he could only stare with wide eyes, unable to speak. After a long while, Ma-ui finally asked, "Did you kill Yayul Han?"

"Yes, I killed him."

"Did you really... kill him?" Ma-ui's voice trembled, and soon his whole body shook.

"Yes, I killed him."

"Thank you, thank you so much."

Ma-ui sat facing Geom Mugeuk and clasped his hands.

"Please live the rest of your life in peace now. Your family would want that too."

A surge of emotion overwhelmed Ma-ui. He fell prostrate before Geom Mugeuk, still holding his hands. An indescribable feeling welled up inside him. He had wished for this moment for so long, imagining it thousands, even tens of thousands of times.

Suddenly, the image of his son came to mind.

Father, you're busy for our sake, right? When you're not busy, you'll play with me, won't you?

Tears streamed from Ma-ui's eyes. His son would have been middle-aged if he were still alive, but to Ma-ui, he remained a child.

I'm sorry I couldn't play with you more. I'm sorry I couldn't tell you I loved you more.

In Ma-ui's heart, his son smiled brightly.

The tears flowed even more freely.

Yes, when we meet again, I'll play with you a lot.

It was the moment Ma-ui finally set down the heavy stone he had carried in his heart his entire life.

When Ma-ui lifted his head from crying, he saw Geom Mugeuk asleep against the wall. The wave of accumulated fatigue, brought on by the relief that everything was over, had finally claimed him. He slept so deeply that he wouldn't notice if someone carried him away.

Thank you, Second Young Lord. I will never forget this debt of gratitude.


Just then, a person arrived.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon entered, his face full of worry. He had heard Geom Mugeuk went straight to the clinic upon arrival and had rushed over at once.

Although the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, lying on the bed receiving treatment, caught his eye first, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon went to Geom Mugeuk's side.

"Are you alright?"

"He ran all this way without rest while carrying that man. How could he be alright?"

However, Ma-ui's expression was relaxed. He could tell that Geom Mugeuk was safe.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon grumbled petulantly. "Why is that damn masked fellow so precious!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon crouched in front of Geom Mugeuk. Through the open collar of his clothes, he saw the Ghost Armor he had given him. It was covered in blood.

"Causing trouble in my old age."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon picked up a blood-soaked Top-Quality Heavenly Silk that had fallen beside the bed and wrapped it around the hilt of the Black Demon Sword. Then, he stood the sword up next to Geom Mugeuk.

"Are you really troubled?"

"What do you mean?"

"Look at your face reflected in that bronze mirror over there."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon lifted his head and looked at the mirror. "What am I supposed to be looking at?"

Ma-ui simply gave an enigmatic smile. He could clearly feel it. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had changed recently, and he knew what had started that change.

Just then, the Fist Demon arrived.

"What happened?"

The man's massive build made the clinic feel completely full when he entered.

After greeting the two men, the Fist Demon first asked about the well-being of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon lying on the bed. "Is the Smiling Demon alright?"

"We'll have to wait and see, but it seems he's past the crisis."

He seemed to have come just to check on the Smiling Demon, but Ma-ui knew better. The Fist Demon had come because he worried for his disciple's safety.

"Your disciple is only exhausted. He'll be fine after a few days of good rest."

A look of relief crossed the Fist Demon's fearsome face. Ma-ui realized for the first time that the Fist Demon even had expressions. He now knew his feelings for Geom Mugeuk ran deep enough that he wouldn't hide that relief.

Second Young Lord, you are truly remarkable.

However, that wasn't the end of it. Someone else entered the clinic.

"What's with these sorry states?" the person said. "Did the two of them fight the entire murim?"

The person who entered, reeking of alcohol, was the Drunken Demon.

He skipped the greetings and crouched in front of Geom Mugeuk. After staring silently at Geom Mugeuk for a moment, the Drunken Demon spoke to the other two Demon Supremes.

"When he wakes up, he'll be going around bragging about his heroic tales, so we'll have to avoid him for a while."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon chimed in. "We'll be lucky if he doesn't give a long-winded speech."

Just then, another person entered.

"What are you all doing next to an injured person?"

The Flower Sword Supreme was the last to arrive, her ageless beauty unchanged.

Ma-ui was inwardly surprised. He already knew that Geom Mugeuk associated with the Demon Supremes, but he hadn't expected all of them to show up.

The Drunken Demon clicked his tongue as he looked at Geom Mugeuk. "Little brother, what is this? No pretty women have come."

"I'm right here."

At the Flower Sword Supreme's words, the Drunken Demon spoke again. "Little brother, is it right for only old people like us to show up and not a single pretty, young woman? Back in my day..."

Just then, Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi arrived.

Surprised to see the Demon Supremes gathered, Lee Ahn's eyes widened. She didn't dare approach, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon gestured for her to come closer.

When the Demon Supremes cleared a path, she sat down in front of Geom Mugeuk.

"He's only sleeping, so don't worry," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said.

At his words, Lee Ahn shed tears. The moment she heard that Geom Mugeuk was safe, tears just started pouring out.

Seeing him asleep from sheer exhaustion felt more heart-wrenching than if he had collapsed from his injuries. How tired must he be to not wake up even in a situation like this?

She was so upset and sorry that she hadn't been by his side. If the Demon Supremes and Ma-ui weren't there, she might have just shouted. That she would quit as the head of the Ghost Shadow Squad and follow him from now on. To please take her with him.

She wanted to offer her shoulder for Geom Mugeuk to lean on so he could sleep comfortably. Of course, she couldn't bring herself to do it with the Demon Supremes watching.

Cheon Sohwi also watched worriedly from behind. Since the Fist Demon was present, she stood at a slight distance and didn't step forward.

And there was one more person who would cap off today's visits.

Everyone's gaze turned to the door in unison. They knew who had arrived even before he entered the room. A person whose presence alone announced his arrival, without even releasing his qi.

The Heavenly Demon Geom Woojin had appeared.

The Demon Supremes, Lee Ahn, and Cheon Sohwi lined up on either side and paid their respects politely. "We greet the Cult Leader."

After receiving their greetings, Geom Woojin first asked about the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's condition. "How is the Smiling Demon's condition?"

"Fortunately, he has passed the dangerous crisis. He is a very robust person, so he should return to his former self soon."

"Spare no medicine."

"You don't need to worry about that. The energy of the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng is currently undissolved in his body. If he absorbs it after he recovers, he will become much stronger."

Everyone was startled at the mention of the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked back at Geom Mugeuk. "Looks like that greedy brat even gave up the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng," he said.

Only then did Geom Woojin's gaze turn to Geom Mugeuk.

His gaze towards his son was indifferent. After looking down at the sleeping Geom Mugeuk for a moment, Geom Woojin said something unexpected.

"Leaving him here will only interfere with your treatment, so I'll take this one with me."

Geom Woojin strode over and lifted Geom Mugeuk into his arms.

Everyone was shocked at the sight. They had never once imagined the sight of Geom Woojin holding someone in his arms.

Even if he were to hold him, they would have expected him to use telekinesis. However, Geom Woojin bent down and personally lifted Geom Mugeuk into his arms.

To the Demon Supremes, the sight was utterly unfamiliar and shocking.

Geom Woojin ignored the Demon Supremes' surprise and walked out of the clinic holding his son.

"Still envious?" the Flower Sword Supreme asked.

The Drunken Demon answered her question. She had expected a typical reply, something like, 'Being held by the Cult Leader? No way! I'd hate it more than anything!'

"I wouldn't know. I've never been held by Father."

The Flower Sword Supreme turned to look at the Drunken Demon. "Are you drunk?"

The Drunken Demon just giggled and drank his liquor.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon also grumbled petulantly. "That insolent brat! He tenaciously took my miracle herbs, but he gives away the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng?"

At that, Ma-ui came to Geom Mugeuk's defense. "If he hadn't given it up, that man would have died."

"Let him die then!"

After the Blood Heaven Blade Demon left, the other Demon Supremes also bid farewell to Ma-ui and departed. Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi also bowed to Ma-ui before leaving.

Left alone, Ma-ui let out a light sigh. It felt as if a great storm had just swept through.

He walked over to the bed where the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was sleeping.

Ma-ui looked down at him with a gentle gaze. This man had fought alongside Geom Mugeuk for his revenge. Words could not repay such gratitude. He would repay it by saving the man's life.

"I am determined to save you, so hang in there, you giant dao wielder. If for no other reason, you must hang on for the sake of the one who carried you on his back and ran all this way, shouldn't you?"

Ma-ui looked out the window. The sky he had seen earlier now seemed to be saying this.

Like the clouds drifting leisurely across the sky, live the rest of your life in peace.


Chapter 240: He Finally Opened His Eyes

I opened my eyes.

My body felt so refreshed that I lay in the unfamiliar bed for a moment. I usually had all sorts of dreams when I slept for a long time, but this time, I slept soundly without a single one.

How long did I sleep?

A day? Two? I was so hungry I might have slept for ten days straight.

Then, a certain person came to mind, and I shot up.

"The Smiling Demon!"

I looked around and saw this was not the infirmary. It was an unfamiliar bedchamber I had never entered before. A fragrant scent wafted from the clean bedding. The bed and furniture had the dignity of antiques rather than feeling old.

Something on the wall caught my eye.

That thing hanging there is...!

To my surprise, this was Father's bedchamber.

My last memory was of the infirmary. Why was I sleeping here? A clean martial arts uniform was laid out beside the bed.

After changing, I looked around the bedchamber, bewildered. I was his son, yet this was the first time I had ever entered this room.

Father gave me his room?

I did not know the situation, but this fact alone moved me deeply. I lay back down on Father's bed. The thought that Father slept here made me want to stay a little longer. This might be a chance I would never get again.

Just then, Father's voice came from outside the window.

"If you're awake, come out."

I shot up from the bed and went outside. Father sat at a stone tea table in the courtyard, drinking tea.

"To realize this is the Heavenly Demon's bedchamber, shouldn't one normally see the symbol of the Heavenly Demon Soul, or the Heavenly Demon Sword? But to figure it out from a pair of floral pajamas!"

The thing hanging on the wall was Father's floral pajamas.

At my playful remark, Father set down his teacup.

"It seems you're well enough to live now."

"I feel like I could fly."

In fact, my body was completely healed.

"Why am I in your bedchamber, Father?"

"Because I brought you here."

"You came to the infirmary?"

Father nodded at my surprised question.

"I wasn't the only one. All of your few connections came."

I could roughly guess who had come.

"Aren't those few people each a match for a hundred?"

A match for a hundred? They were a match for a thousand, even ten thousand.

"What happened to the Smiling Demon?"

My heart pounded with anxiety. Father was the kind of person who could casually sip his tea and say, 'The Smiling Demon is dead'.

"The Demonic Physician is still treating him."

I felt relieved at his words. The single phrase 'Demonic Physician' carried so much weight.

Just then, servants from the Heavenly Demon Hall brought me porridge. It was a light meal since I had starved for several days. This was Father's consideration.

"Have you eaten?"

"I have, so you go ahead."

"Yes, then I'll eat well."

I never knew porridge could be this delicious. After cleaning the bowl and drinking a cup of tea, I was still hungry, but I felt like I could live.

"Where did you get the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng?"

"Yayul Han brought it as a ninetieth birthday gift for the Five Thunder Divine Sword."

"What about cleaning up after them?"

"Bi Sayin decided to take care of it."

"Can he do it?"

"Yes, I believe he can."

"You've chosen that child as the next Evil Alliance Chairman."

"I think it's not a bad choice."

Just then, a martial artist from the Heavenly Demon Hall brought something and placed it before me.

"What is this?"

"Open it."

When I opened the box, I found a Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng inside. I was stunned.

"Where did this come from?"

"Why? Do you think I cut open the Smiling Demon's stomach to get it?"

He must have brought one of the miracle herbs from the Heavenly Demon Vault. Only the Heavenly Demon knows what is inside, but I have a rough idea.

"Are you giving this to me?"

"......"

"Why are you giving me something so precious?"

"You willingly gave up a Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng for my Demon Supreme, so of course, I should return it."

He emphasized the words 'my Demon Supreme'. It meant he was not my Demon Supreme yet.

"Are you perhaps afraid I'll steal the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon from you?"

Then, he made my favorite expression. That characteristic sneer, formed by the corners of his mouth turning up.

"You don't want to eat it? If you don't, then don't."

"Of course not!"

As he was about to take it back, I quickly popped it into my mouth. It was sweet and slightly bitter, more fragrant and delicious than any miracle herb I had ever eaten.

I circulated my qi for one cycle. I completely dissolved the energy of the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng and made it my inner arts. As its energy was added to my own, which had reached a new level, my inner arts became even purer and more profound.

While I circulated my qi, Father stood with his hands clasped behind his back, gazing at the distant Great Sky Peak.

I went and stood beside Father. Instead of thanking him, I first offered my apologies.

"I'm sorry, Father."

A son who puts himself in danger is, for that reason alone, unfilial.

"As long as you know."

"I will not forget the grace you've shown me by granting me the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng."

Would he really have given me something this precious just because I gave one up for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon? There was another meaning behind Father giving me the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng, and it was a meaning I had guessed.

"You said it yourself. That you would have a succession battle without bloodshed."

"......"

"Has that thought still not changed?"

"It has not changed."

Father said nothing more.

I could tell. Soon, Father would decide on a successor. The Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng was a gift, a message to finish the succession battle well.

Eat this and do well!

Because I suspected this, I heard those words in my ear as I chewed the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng.

If Father was going to make a decision, then I too had to settle things with my brother one way or another.

"The two of us brothers will hold hands and come see you soon."

This was what Father wanted. The final test for selecting the successor.

Knowing my brother's personality well, I thought this might be even more difficult than killing Yayul Han. In terms of martial arts, he was no longer my match, and most of the Demon Supremes had become my people, which paradoxically made it a harder task. I did not know what kind of reckless moves my brother might try to make.

"If you're done eating, you may go."

"Can I go into the bedchamber, put on your pajamas, and sleep for just two more hours? It's so soft and nice that I don't want to leave."

Just as Father was about to say something, a martial artist from the Heavenly Demon Hall came and reported.

"The Poison King has returned."

As soon as I heard that, I gave a deep bow and ran off.

"Then I'll be on my way."

I could feel Father's disbelieving gaze on the back of my head.

I understand, Father. I will end the succession battle this time. Because I, too, have a long road ahead of me.


The carriage carrying the Poison King and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman entered the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

"Look over there!"

Where Seo Daeryong pointed, a giant statue of a demonic spirit stood.

"Look at the other side."

On the other side, stone statues aimed swords and daos at each other. There were statues recreating the past Heavenly Demons and statues in the form of the Heavenly Demon Soul.

"It's incredible," she answered in awe.

But right now, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's eyes were not taking in the statues. Her heart pounded fiercely. Soon, she would hear news of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

No news about the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had reached them on their way here, so she did not know if he was alive or dead. The Poison King had not mentioned a single word about the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's life or death. He did not even offer comfort by saying he would be okay.

From this side of the Poison King, Seo Daeryong felt that he was a very different person from how he appeared. He was not someone to be judged by his youthful, fresh-faced appearance. Staring blankly at poisonous herbs or digging in the dirt was only a part of him.

Amidst tight security, the carriage passed through the outer court and entered the inner court. The security became several times stricter. Now, the entire party disembarked from the carriage.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was looking around when her gaze suddenly froze on one spot. In the distance, Geom Mugeuk was walking toward them.

In that moment, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's heart pounded as if it would burst. What news would Geom Mugeuk bring? Please, let the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon be safe.

Geom Mugeuk drew near and spoke to her.

"The Smiling Demon is still undergoing treatment."

Geom Mugeuk told her honestly.

"I've done everything I can. Our Cult's divine physician also did his best. Now, it's up to the Smiling Demon."

At that, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman smiled brightly.

"Then I don't have to worry."

She was a woman who trusted the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon as if he were the heavens. She was reassured because it was Geom Mugeuk, and not someone else, who told her. If Geom Mugeuk had done his best, then he truly must have done his best.

"You must be tired from your long journey, so please rest for now. We will treat you as an honored guest of our Cult until the Smiling Demon awakens."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman bowed her head in thanks. The maids who had accompanied her guided her to a separate building.

After she left, Seo Daeryong ran to embrace Geom Mugeuk.

"Why are you being so gross?"

"I'm just happy to see you, is this something you need to use movement arts to dodge? Would you have done this if Martial Artist Lee had run to you?"

Seo Daeryong rushed in again. This time, Geom Mugeuk did not dodge and obediently let himself be hugged.

"I was really worried this time."

"Then you should have come running. When Yayul Han surrounded me with his cloning technique, you should have come and taken on three of the clones."

"Heh! That bastard used a cloning technique too?"

"Was that all? A sword qi in the shape of a demonic spirit rushed at me like it was going to devour me."

Seo Daeryong stealthily took a step back.

"As you know, I'm a man suited to being an investigator. Don't use my top-of-the-class admission for the wrong things!"

If he was going to say that, his eyes should not be blazing like that.

"I'm going to go greet the Master."

After even Seo Daeryong left, only the Poison King remained. He had deliberately held back, wanting to speak with him quietly.

"You've worked hard, Poison King."

"What hardship did I have? You're the ones who suffered."

The Poison King asked Geom Mugeuk.

"Did you obtain what you sought to gain from this fight?"

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk said, "Yes, I believe I have."

The Poison King stared intently at Geom Mugeuk's deepened gaze, then started walking toward the Thousand Poisons Forest.

"Come visit the Thousand Poisons Forest when you have time."

Dangling from his waist as he walked were the Heavenly Antivenom Silk gloves that Geom Mugeuk had given him as a gift.


Finally, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon opened his eyes.

He could tell he was lying in the infirmary from the distinct medicinal scent that stung his nose. His last memory was of Geom Mugeuk's back.

He's running so frighteningly fast, so why does my body feel so comfortable?

He had fallen asleep thinking that.

When he examined his body, he found the battlefield within him was now calm. It was not the end of the war, but at least a truce had been called. He could tell from his body's condition. He had arrived safely at our Cult, and the Demonic Physician had treated him. The Demonic Physician was the only person who could treat this body.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon slowly sat up. He perched on the edge of the bed and looked at the bronze mirror. The blood that had splattered on his white mask during the fight was still there. They had not even touched the mask while treating him.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon suddenly recalled the moment he had sensed death. He had tried to remove his mask, and Geom Mugeuk had grabbed his arm.

"I'm not looking at that face because I think you'll be more handsome than me!"

Behind the mask, a smile formed on the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's lips.

Just then, someone entered the room.

"You're awake?"

The person who entered was the Demonic Physician.

Even though he knew the man had saved him, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon skipped the greetings and asked about Geom Mugeuk first.

"What happened to the Second Young Lord?"

"In all my life as a physician, I've never seen someone so exhausted. To think he carried a Demon Supreme on his back in that state..."

A hint of worry flickered in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes.

However, the Demonic Physician soon smiled.

"You don't have to worry. Right now, he could carry a Demon Supreme on his back and run back the way he came even faster."

Only then did the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon feel relieved.

"I heard the Second Young Lord also did nothing but sleep for several days straight. Well, it's understandable he'd be tired, since he arrived earlier than a messenger pigeon."

Faster than a messenger pigeon? Yes, I remember. How desperately Geom Mugeuk had run. Even in that state, he shared his qi to make my body comfortable. The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon knew very well how much mental energy that consumed.

Only after hearing the news about Geom Mugeuk did the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon politely express his gratitude to the Demonic Physician.

"Thank you for saving me. I apologize for the late greeting."

The Demonic Physician shook his head.

"I am the one who should be expressing thanks."

The Demonic Physician bowed his head respectfully.

"Thank you for resolving the regret of my lifetime."

The son in the Demonic Physician's heart had now begun to age.

"Now, first, dissolve the energy of the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng in your body. If the Second Young Lord hadn't made you take it, you, Demon Supreme, would not have survived until now."

This time, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon remembered the moment Geom Mugeuk had made him consume the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng. He also recalled the image of Geom Mugeuk sobbing, afraid he would die.

Feeling that he had so much to be grateful to Geom Mugeuk for, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon closed his eyes and began to dissolve the energy of the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng.

While the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was circulating his qi, the Demonic Physician sent someone to inform Geom Mugeuk that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had awakened.

When the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had dissolved all the qi, the gaze behind his mask grew even colder and deeper.

A moment later, Geom Mugeuk, who had been waiting outside, stepped inside. Geom Mugeuk spoke to the masked Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

"Your complexion looks especially good today."

How he had longed to hear Geom Mugeuk's playful banter. Seeing the blood on the mask, he said this.

"You even have a rosy blush on your face."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed out loud.

They did not need to say a word to know how grateful they were to each other. For the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who had just come back from the dead, one sentence was enough.

"Let's go fight again later."

"Sounds good."

No more words were needed.

"Oh, an honored guest has arrived at our Cult."

When Geom Mugeuk opened the door, the person waiting outside entered. She was none other than the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman. She had come all the way to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters because she was so worried about the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, but she had been constantly worrying whether she had come to a place she should not have.

However, the moment she saw the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, all those feelings vanished. She could tell. There had been no need to worry in the first place. She was this happy just seeing him.

What more reason did she need? Nothing else mattered. Even if the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon got angry, she thought she had done the right thing by coming.

And the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon responded to her feelings perfectly.

"You've always said you wanted to see my room, haven't you?"


Chapter 241: Stop Getting Stronger!

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman felt deeply moved.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had not gotten angry. Instead, he spoke the exact words she longed to hear.

"Yes, Orabeoni. I really want to see your room."

She fought back tears. She had endured countless hardships as the master of the Thousand Flower Palace and had never cried, but now, that single phrase from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nearly made her weep.

She felt as if her relationship with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and her affection for him, was being perfected in this moment.

They had never spoken of love, but his words sounded like a declaration to her. He had only offered to show her his room.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman turned to Geom Mugeuk.

"Thank you, Second Young Lord."

While she waited for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon to awaken, she had heard the story from Seo Daeryong. She learned that Geom Mugeuk had carried the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon on his back for a long distance and had even given up the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng, a treasure any martial artist would covet.

"All I did was carry him and run. Your thanks should go to the Martial Physician, not me."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman then expressed her gratitude to the Martial Physician.

"Thank you, Physician."

"Not at all, madam. The Demon Supreme is so robust that there were no complications, so there's no need to thank me. I'll send the medicine you'll need to the Valley of Evil. You two may leave now."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman left the medical room first.

The Martial Physician watched them go and thought of his wife. He remembered a time when they, too, had been like that.

Surprisingly, the memory of his wife calmed his heart, a feeling that was new to him.

The Martial Physician spoke to Geom Mugeuk.

"I once thought I might feel empty after finishing my revenge."

"Do you feel empty?"

The Martial Physician firmly shook his head.

"Not at all. I feel so at ease and good. So much so that I wonder if it's even okay to feel this way."

"You're allowed to feel even more triumphant."

"Can you spare a moment? There's something I want to show you."

The Martial Physician led Geom Mugeuk to his quarters. He passed through a secret door and guided him to the place he had shown him before.

The room, once a perfect replica of his old home, had changed.

It was now a study. Bookshelves lined the walls, and a comfortable space was set up for reading. He was changing for a new life, one free from killing intent.

"Oh, the atmosphere is nice. Elder Blade Demon is also very fond of books."

"I know. I often discuss books with that friend."

The only person the Martial Physician could call a friend was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk noticed some pieces of wood in a corner.

"What are those?"

Next to the wood were tools for shaping and carving it.

"Father was a carpenter. When I think of him, I remember him carving wood in the yard. Now, I'm thinking of trying it myself, even if just as a hobby."

The Martial Physician sighed lightly and added, "There's no unfilial son quite like me. To only think of Father now that my heart is at ease about my son."

"Your father would have been the same."

The two men looked at each other and shared a pleasant smile.

Geom Mugeuk felt grateful. He was grateful that the man was trying to change and, above all, that he was showing this changed side to him.

Because of you, I am becoming this happy.

The Martial Physician was telling him this now.

Yes, this is how you must say it. Because only when you say it like this do I finally understand. If you don't say it, people won't know.

Thank you, Martial Physician.

For making me feel that risking my life was worthwhile.

And please, be happy.


For the first time in her life, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman walked through the inner grounds of the Demonic Cult.

The cultists they passed bowed their heads respectfully to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

They were all ferocious-looking men. These terrifying cultists, who looked like they could turn the murim upside down, greeted the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon as demurely as new brides.

She whispered so only the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon could hear.

"I'd forgotten what kind of person my Orabeoni is. You were always this amazing."

Being a man, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon did not dislike her words.

"From now on, I should hang my Orabeoni's mask in front of the Thousand Flower Palace. Then I'll dare those bastards to get drunk and cause a scene!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon simply smiled with his eyes at her joke, saying nothing. Since he was a man of few words, she did not mind his silence.

"I'm so nervous right now. That building is really unusual. Are there martial artists ambushing us over there?" After chattering on, she added one last comment.

"I'm sorry. For coming here on my own."

He had only listened to her other words, but to this, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon replied.

"It's fine."

He then added a phrase he normally would never say.

"I was planning to bring you here someday."

Because the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was usually so taciturn, she felt deeply moved by each and every word.

While they spoke, the two arrived at the Valley of Evil.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was startled by the scene at the entrance.

Countless members of the Faceless Warriors were lined up there.

They had all gathered at the news that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was returning after recovering from his injuries. All of them wore white, smiling masks. It was a terrifying yet magnificent sight. It was also the first time she realized the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon had so many subordinates.

As the two passed, the nearby Faceless Warriors bowed their heads. The greetings continued like a wave, fervently welcoming the safe return of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman felt a sense of fear, but also a certain excitement. The gazes directed at her held a mixture of respect for the leader's woman and curiosity.

It was the first time the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who had never brought a woman here before, had come to the Valley of Evil with one.

She felt that from this moment on, her destiny and her relationship with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would change.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman whispered a question.

"But how do you tell each other apart? When you're all wearing masks like that."

"You can't tell, but we all can."

"That's amazing."

Hearing that, she noticed the masks seemed to have slightly different shapes. Some had unique patterns or were painted with various colors.

After walking for a long while, they arrived at his residence.

Entering the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's room, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was shocked. She had never imagined a room with white walls on all sides.

She placed a hand on the white wall.

"It's such a clean room."

"It would be uncomfortable for you to stay here."

She was a woman who could endure anything as long as she was with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, but looking at the room, which was devoid of a single piece of furniture, made her heart ache for some reason.

"Do you sleep here?"

She had not thought it possible, but the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon nodded.

"But there's no bed?"

"The only time I lie down to sleep is when I'm at the Thousand Flower Palace."

"Ah!"

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon loved to lie on her lap. To think he lived in a place like this when he was at the Demonic Cult. She had imagined he would sleep in a truly large and magnificent bed.

Just then, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said something unexpected.

"Why don't you take this opportunity to seriously pursue your dream?"

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was startled by his words. Her dream was to become the empress of the night and establish her brothels throughout the Central Plains.

"Now that Yeo Bulgae is dead and there's a power vacuum, this should be your chance."

This meant that the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon would back her. It was definitely an opportunity, and the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was not a woman to let it pass.

"Yes, I'll give it a try."

The two looked at each other and nodded. She knew that when it came to work, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was thorough and rational.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman achieving her dream would also be a great help to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

To rule the night also meant to rule information. After all, secrets tend to lose their power in the face of alcohol and beautiful women.

This time, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman asked about a line drawn on the wall.

"What is that line over there?"

It was the line he had drawn with Geom Mugeuk. It was the only thing that stood out in the white room, and she had been holding back the question since she first saw it.

"It's the line of my life."

It was an answer she could never understand, but the look in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes as he gazed at the line seemed more pleasant than ever before.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman stood next to the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and leaned her head on his shoulder.

"I guess that's why it's drawn so magnificently."


When I returned to my residence, Lee Ahn was waiting in the courtyard.

"What are you doing here?"

"What do you think? I was waiting for the sleepy young master."

"How did you know when I'd be back?"

"I was going to wait until you came."

I had heard from the Martial Physician that she had come and cried her eyes out while I was asleep. Her worried expression showed everything.

"Have you been starving? Your face is pale."

On top of that, her eyes were swollen as if she had been crying again.

"Just when I thought you were getting a little prettier, you've become ugly again."

"I lived just fine being a hundred times uglier."

"Let's go. I'll buy you something delicious. Let's empty out the Alluring Inn today, just the two of us!"

"I have something to tell you."

"Tell me on the way. I'm hungry."

I started walking ahead, and Lee Ahn followed behind me.

She followed me closely like a shadow, then suddenly spoke.

"From now on, take me with you. I'm going to be your bodyguard again."

I answered while continuing to walk.

"Alright."

"I'm not joking. I'm serious."

"I know."

Since I agreed so readily, Lee Ahn quickly ran up to stare intently at my face.

"Really?"

"......"

Just as she was about to jump for joy, she flinched and asked, "There's a condition, isn't there?"

"Of course."

"What is it?"

"You can be my bodyguard when you achieve the Twelfth Star complete mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art."

Lee Ahn's face fell with an 'I knew it' expression of disappointment.

"I haven't even reached simple complete mastery yet, so when am I supposed to achieve the Twelfth Star complete mastery? I might not be able to do it before I die of old age."

"Otherwise, I'd have to carry you back too, wouldn't I?"

"!"

She knew exactly what that meant, so she could not keep insisting. If I was in a life-threatening situation, she might not be of any help even with the Twelfth Star complete mastery.

"Stop getting stronger!"

"The correct answer is, 'I will get stronger!' my lord of the Ghost Shadow Squad."

And so, we arrived at the Alluring Inn in the Demon Village.

"Director, it's been a long time!"

Jo Cheonbae greeted me, looking the same as ever.

"Innkeeper, have you been well?"

"I'm always the same. I heard you've been very busy lately."

"Even while I was so busy, I was dying to eat your cooking. Please make me all of my favorites."

Jo Cheonbae headed to the kitchen with an excited spring in his step. I went up to our spot on the second floor.

"Did you know? The innkeeper always keeps this spot empty."

"For us?"

"Yes. So that we can sit here whenever we come."

"We only come occasionally. Why go that far? He must be losing money."

"No, a rumor spread that this is where the Cult Leader and the Demon Supremes sat. Business is even better because of the customers who come just to see it."

Lee Ahn lowered her voice.

"Do you think the innkeeper planned it?"

"He's a shrewd old man, so he might have."

Lee Ahn and I laughed at the same time. She seemed like a different person when she smiled brightly compared to when she was worried.

In any case, seeing Lee Ahn's smiling face made me truly feel that I was back in the cult.

"How are things going with the Ghost Shadow Squad?"

"Green Mask is meeting with a few people. He said there are some trustworthy individuals. Things are progressing smoothly, and that's making me very worried."

"About what?"

"I'm the Captain, but I've barely met anyone, have I? The only person I knew was you, Young Master. Can someone like me really do a proper job as Captain?"

"You've dealt with me. Who couldn't you deal with?"

"Ah, does it come back to that again?"

Just then, Jo Cheonbae came up with alcohol and side dishes.

"Innkeeper, it's been a while. Have a drink with me."

"No, please, you two continue your conversation."

As always, Jo Cheonbae refused, but I pulled him down by his sleeve to sit.

"Just have one drink."

"Aigoo, I really shouldn't. Thank you, Director."

Jo Cheonbae accepted my drink.

"So this spot has become a famous attraction?"

"It just sort of happened. It's all thanks to you, Director."

"Next time Father or the Demon Supremes come, I'll ask them to leave a trace of their martial arts on the wall."

"A trace of their martial arts?"

"That way, the people who come to see this place will have something to look at, won't they? Next to the mark left by Father, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon can poke a hole with the Blood Calamity Finger, and we can ask Elder Blade Demon to write a poem on this table."

Jo Cheonbae waved his hands, calling it an absurd idea.

"How could I possibly ask such esteemed people for such a favor? And if I did, I wouldn't be able to sleep for worrying that someone might tear down the wall or damage the table. Now then, please enjoy your meal."

Jo Cheonbae hurriedly got up and went downstairs. Although he had called it absurd, his expression was pleased as he descended, as if he enjoyed just imagining it.

I spoke quietly to Lee Ahn.

"If you're ever unsure about human relationships, it would be helpful to ask the innkeeper here."

There was likely no one who knew more about human relationships than Jo Cheonbae, who had encountered all sorts of people.

"I will."

I drank and ate with Lee Ahn. It had been a long time, and Jo Cheonbae's cooking tasted just as good as I remembered.

"Leave the cult with Green Mask. Go and meet Strategist Go and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, and find some martial artists to bring into the Ghost Shadow Squad."

It was time to let her out of the greenhouse.

"And soon, Father will select his successor."

Lee Ahn was shocked by my words. She knew better than anyone how important this was in my life and how much I cared about it.

"Do you have a plan?"

"I have something in mind. I don't know if it will go as planned, though."

"What kind of plan is it?"

"If I had to give it a name..."

I drained my cup and said, "It would be something like The Great Gold Operation?"


Chapter 242: If Not a Chance Like This, Then When?

First Young Lord Geom Muyang stood alone on the edge of a cliff on the Great Sky Peak.

In the distance, the buildings of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult looked small.

Geom Muyang extended his hand. If he just grasped it, the entire Heavenly Demon Divine Cult could fit in his palm.

He opened the empty fist he had clenched in the air and recalled what Geom Mugeuk had once said.


"There's no coexistence for brothers in a power struggle? That they'll end up killing each other? Who the hell decided that? Why should we be swayed by the precedents and suspicions of pathetic bastards who can't even control their own desires? So don't even dream of being swayed. If you ever feel the anxiety that I might kill you, come find me."



If that were true, Geom Muyang should have gone to him at least ten times. He suffered from frequent nightmares recently. Every time, Geom Mugeuk killed him in his dreams with a smile on his face.


"You're so naive, Hyung. Did you believe everything I said? Well, I guess that's why you're in this mess. Did you think power could be shared? The greatest power in all of murim, at that? I'm grateful you're this naive, but... it's truly pathetic, so pathetic."



He would wake up cursing the boy. He hurled all sorts of insults, but Geom Muyang knew he was the one who lost every time. He knew that the words Geom Mugeuk uttered were, in the end, his own thoughts.

Geom Muyang had also been living a busy life.

He handled the Cult's internal affairs, met with Demonic Cultists of various ranks, and went out to take care of external matters. He was so busy that he even sacrificed his sleeping hours.

However, he could not keep up with Geom Mugeuk's unstoppable pace.

One moment Geom Mugeuk became a disciple of the Fist Demon. The next, he wandered the Thousand Poisons Forest for poisonous insects. Then he left the Cult with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and then...

Geom Muyang was not the kind of person who could bark in the training grounds, nor could he carry the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon on his back and run to the brink of death.

WAAAAAAAH!

The people's fervent cheers for Geom Mugeuk seemed to ring in his ears. He did not want to be a petty and narrow-minded person, but it was difficult to endure this maddening jealousy.

Just as he felt like screaming, the Demonic Buddha arrived. His short stature and golden radiance were the same as ever.

"You called for me?"

"Welcome."

The Demonic Buddha stood beside Geom Muyang at the cliff's edge.

"The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon has awakened."

"I heard," Geom Muyang's voice was dry.

The Demonic Buddha could tell Geom Muyang was not in a good mood. It was only natural, as the Demon Supremes were turning to Geom Mugeuk one by one.

The Demonic Buddha understood Geom Muyang's feelings better than anyone.

"The Fist Demon still supports the First Young Lord."

The corner of Geom Muyang's mouth curled up slightly.

"But his disciple is Mugeuk."

He judged that the Fist Demon's support would not last long either.

"The Fist Demon is a man who separates public and private matters. He won't carelessly go back on his word," the Demonic Buddha quickly added.

"The Poison King will also support the Young Lord."

"While barking with Mugeuk in the training grounds?"

"That is why the Second Young Lord has moved further away from the succession. The one who will become the Heavenly Demon should not have acted that way."

"Are you aware that Mugeuk's popularity within the Cult has only risen since that day?"

"What's more important than popularity is the Cult Leader's will. The First Young Lord is the Cult Leader's eldest son, and he has given us faith since childhood that you would be the successor."

The Demonic Buddha tried to empower him, but Geom Muyang asked listlessly, "Lately, when I look at you and me, a thought comes to mind. A defeatist and a groundless optimist. Don't you think so?"

"Who is the defeatist?"

At the Demonic Buddha's question, Geom Muyang's expression soured slightly.

Geom Muyang probably had no idea. He had no idea that the Demonic Buddha had been frustrated and disappointed so many times in their relationship that he had nearly fallen into defeatism himself. That he had steeled his heart time and again to come this far.

The Demonic Buddha asked calmly, "I've never been an optimist, but even if I were, why do you think it is groundless?"

"Then do you believe I can become the successor?"

The Demonic Buddha stared into Geom Muyang's eyes and answered firmly.

"I believe."

"And that's the problem. Your judgment of the situation is this clouded. While we were stagnating and rotting, Mugeuk burst forth like a waterfall and flowed out to the sea."

"No matter how talented the Second Young Lord is, we only need to do one thing well."

"What is that?"

The Demonic Buddha raised his voice and shouted, as if from a mountaintop.

"The First Young Lord is more suited for the Cult Leader's position!"

His shout echoed several times.

When the echoes faded, the Demonic Buddha said, "That is all we need to convince everyone of. There's no need to feel your pride wounded or to be angry just because the Second Young Lord has captured the hearts of the Demon Supremes. The First Young Lord only needs to accomplish that one thing."

Geom Muyang burst out in a strained tone, "You're so frustrating! Do you, the Demonic Buddha, truly believe I'm more suited for the Cult Leader's position?"

The Demonic Buddha stated with certainty, "Yes, you are more suited."

"This is why I call it groundless confidence. Aren't you just left with me because you couldn't get chosen by Mugeuk?"

Geom Muyang spat out words he should never have said, words that would deeply wound the Demonic Buddha, without any filter.

Unexpectedly, the Demonic Buddha did not seem offended. Those words sounded like a scream.

Until now, Geom Muyang had hidden his true feelings when dealing with him. It made him wonder what Geom Muyang was thinking, but now, he was screaming that he was struggling.

"Those words are the ones that are truly groundless."

When the Demonic Buddha replied calmly, Geom Muyang took a small vial from his robes.

"Do you know what's in here?"

"What is in it?"

"It's imperceptible poison."

The Demonic Buddha was startled at the words 'imperceptible poison'.

"Are you saying you're going to kill the Second Young Lord with that?"

Geom Muyang answered without hesitation.

"There's no reason I can't kill him."

The Demonic Buddha stared at him and asked, "Then why are you taking it out here? Ask the Second Young Lord for a drink, slip it in, and kill him! Just kill him!"

After that outburst, the Demonic Buddha soothed him with all his heart.

"You know you can't do that, don't you? The Second Young Lord declared he would fight for the succession without bloodshed. If you poison the Second Young Lord, no one will follow the First Young Lord. Not the Demon Supremes, nor the Demonic Cultists below them."

Geom Muyang looked down at the vial and said, "That's why... I'm considering using it on myself."

SLAP!

Geom Muyang's head snapped to the side.

The Demonic Buddha had leaped up and mercilessly slapped him across the cheek.

A shocked Geom Muyang stared at him. He had never dreamed that the Demonic Buddha would lay a hand on him, so he was beyond surprised.

The Demonic Buddha held out his hand.

"Give it to me."

A cold aura, along with a golden radiance, emanated from the Demonic Buddha's body.

It was the first time Geom Muyang had seen it. The Demonic Buddha, this angry in front of him.

"Give it to me!"

Overpowered by his forcefulness, Geom Muyang gave him the vial.

The Demonic Buddha uncorked it and poured the contents over the cliff. Then he threw the bottle away as well.

The two were silent for a long time.

"I've... never been hit before."

"It's the first time I've ever hit a blood relative of the Cult Leader."

He had expected the prideful Geom Muyang to go berserk, but surprisingly, he was calm. Perhaps if he had been hit when he spoke of killing Geom Mugeuk, he might have exploded.

"I paid a high price for that poison. What a waste."

"What's a waste is the time you spent on such futile thoughts."

The corners of Geom Muyang's mouth, which had been curled up the entire time, returned to their proper place. Geom Muyang sat down. He had been looking down at the Demonic Buddha while speaking, but now they were at eye level.

"First Young Lord, look up at the sky for a moment."

The Demonic Buddha looked up at the sky.

Geom Muyang's gaze, which had been fixed on the distant Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, also turned to the sky.

The Demonic Buddha wasn't originally this kind of person. Geom Muyang felt it. Both he and the Demonic Buddha had changed a lot. Everyone was changing as they became entangled with Geom Mugeuk.

"You must overcome your anxiety to become the successor. If the Second Young Lord has struck like a typhoon, then the First Young Lord must become a rock. Become a rock that stands firm even in a typhoon."

Geom Muyang's eyes wavered. This person, the Demonic Buddha, is sincere.

The last Demon Supreme remaining by his side.

Come to think of it, the Demonic Buddha had been there from the beginning.

He was the Demon Supreme who had stayed from the very beginning to the very end.

"I'm not a rock, but a mere pebble rolling in the typhoon. Elder, you should go to Mugeuk too! Mugeuk will understand your heart better. He'll be a better speaker than me, and more considerate."

"That's why I don't like it. That's my role, so why is the Second Young Lord doing it? I, the older one, should be considerate and understanding. Just as I'm trying to understand the First Young Lord right now."

Geom Muyang felt a surge of emotion.

The last time they met, he had said this to Geom Mugeuk.


"If you think the Demon Supremes are your people just because they smile in front of you, you're gravely mistaken. In the final moment, they will ultimately make the choice that benefits them."



He had lived with that mindset until now.

"Why did you choose me?"

The blowing wind rustled the hems of their clothes.

"I suppose I just like the First Young Lord more than the Second Young Lord."

The Demonic Buddha spoke with a laugh, as if joking, but Geom Muyang did not laugh.

When his life had been pushed to the edge of a cliff, someone was standing at that edge, protecting him.

The Demonic Buddha, who was only half the height of an adult, stood in front of him like a giant, blocking the way.

"Then I'll head down first."

The Demonic Buddha bid farewell and turned away.

"The Demonic Buddha."

"......"

"Actually, that medicine from before... it wasn't imperceptible poison. It's an internal injury treatment made by the Demonic Physician. I had no intention of drinking it whatsoever."

"I know."

Geom Muyang was startled.

"You knew?"

The Demonic Buddha took out an identical vial from his robes.

"Because I have one too."

"You hit me even though you knew?"

The Demonic Buddha smiled awkwardly.

"If not a chance like this, when else would I get to hit the First Young Lord?"

Without waiting for an answer, the Demonic Buddha quickly turned and descended the mountain.

Watching him go, Geom Muyang eventually let out a disbelieving laugh.

Geom Muyang also rose from his seat. Instead of the distant Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, he looked up at the sky.

"...If I go on like this, I'll lose in the end."

He might have already lost.

Still, he could not just lose. He thought he had to do his best until the very end.

For some reason, it felt like he would not have a nightmare tonight.


"Are you going to keep getting on my nerves?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who had been reading a book, lifted his head and looked at me.

I was pacing back and forth in the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's room.

"I'm in the middle of some important contemplation."

"And I'm asking why you're doing that important contemplation here."

"There are so many books here, I feel like I'm getting smarter."

"Then go contemplate in the Heavenly Demon Archives. You'll become the smartest person in the world."

"But you're not there, Elder."

I sidled up to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"What can I do when you're the person I think of when I'm in a crisis?"

"Don't you have that mask-wearer you like so much? You're close enough to give him the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng. Go ask him."

I barely managed to suppress a laugh.

This stubborn old man gets jealous from time to time, which doesn't suit him at all. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was especially jealous of the Smiling Demon.

"Who could compare to our Elder? Tell the Smiling Demon to go stare at a wall in the Valley of Evil."

"That's not it, is it? You're not disturbing him so he can have a good time with the woman who came with him."

"So you know that the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman came."

"Even if I don't want to know, all sorts of reports fly in all day."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon returned to his book.

"So go discuss that 'Golden Grand Operation' or whatever it's called with the mask-wearer or the drunkard."

I sat on the floor next to the window where the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was reading.

"I came up with a grand name for the operation, but I haven't been able to make a single detailed plan. You've read so many books, surely there's a method in one of them?"

"You brat, this is a place to rest by avoiding those nonsensical operations. Find the answer out there."

"Fine. I'll stay here until I find an answer!"

"By whose permission!"

The moment I threw myself onto the bed, an invisible force pushed me away.

"Don't lie on the bed with clothes you've worn outside!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon used telekinesis to move me to the front of the door.

I leaned against the window next to the door and contemplated.

"What on earth is your problem?"

"This operation is difficult because it's not about unconditionally making the Demonic Buddha my person."

"Why can't you make him your person?"

There was no way the Blood Heaven Blade Demon did not know the reason.

"Because if I take the Demonic Buddha too, it would be cornering my brother too much."

I was worried that my brother might make a move he should not.

However, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was looking at the situation from a different perspective than I was.

"Is that really so?"

"Is it not?"

After a brief pause, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said, "If even the Demonic Buddha turns his back, wouldn't the First Young Lord give up cleanly? I had considered the First Young Lord to be that kind of person."

"!"

It seems I trusted my brother less than the Blood Heaven Blade Demon did. It was probably because of how he tormented me when we were young. I had a prejudice that he would resort to vile and petty acts if cornered.

However, separate from me, the relationship between my brother and the Demon Supremes also existed. To the Demon Supremes, my brother was a man who knew when to back down.

"You have to give the First Young Lord a chance to properly admit defeat. The things you're worrying about now are more likely to happen when he has lingering attachments."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who had been looking down at his book while speaking, lifted his head to look at me.

"When you crush someone, you crush them completely. For the First Young Lord's sake, too."

I stared at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon without a word.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

"It's what I always say, but I was just wondering how I would live without you, Elder."

"And it's what I always say, you'd live just fine sharing the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng with the mask-wearer."

"You're persistent."

"Right, worry about this grudge over here. Why are you worrying about their relationship? How arrogant."

I bowed my head respectfully to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Thank you. I've found the answer thanks to you."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was right.

Only when I faced him with my full strength would my brother laugh hollowly and admit defeat.

A half-hearted consideration would only wound his pride. I would make the Demonic Buddha my person, decisively. In fact, doing so would allow the relationship between my brother and the Demonic Buddha to reach a new point as well.

After leaving the Blade Demon's residence, I immediately headed toward the Demonic Buddha's residence, which was bustling with mad monks.


Chapter 243: As Much as I Struggle, So Does the Demonic Buddha

The Demonic Buddha resided in a massive temple called the Golden Buddhist Temple. Dozens of large and small buildings, mostly painted gold, made up the temple. The pagodas erected throughout the grounds also gleamed with a golden light.

The Sichuan statues at the entrance, meant to ward off evil, looked different from those at a conventional temple. Their terrifying forms resembled demons.

A great golden Buddha statue stood in the middle of the temple, as large as the giant stone statues throughout the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. It was said that when the Demonic Buddha's Great Golden Mara Art reached its zenith, the golden Buddha would appear and disappear as he performed his martial arts.

Monks of the Demonic Cult were normally called demonic monks. The monks of the Golden Buddhist Temple, however, were called mad monks, using the character for 'madness'.

When I announced my arrival, a mad monk with an enormous build came out to meet me.

"I will guide you."

I knew this mad monk. He was Daegwang, the Demonic Buddha's right-hand man. His build was as great as his madness.

He's the kind of man who could suddenly lunge at me and strangle me with those prayer beads without it being strange at all.

The large man made the Demonic Buddha look even smaller when they stood together. Despite this, the Demonic Buddha had made such a large man his right-hand.

He might have chosen Daegwang to show he has no inferiority complex about his short stature.

Passing mad monks greeted me, pressing their palms together. I had heard my popularity here had risen since I barked at the training ground. Of course, they officially supported my brother because the Demonic Buddha was his ardent supporter.

The Demonic Buddha was chanting in the main Dharma hall.

I had only ever seen him with my brother, so seeing him dressed in a monk's robe and kasaya, reciting Buddhist scriptures, felt incredibly unfamiliar. The only thing that reminded me he was the Demonic Buddha was the golden Buddha statue, which looked far more terrifying than a normal one.

After paying my respects to the statue, I quietly sat behind the Demonic Buddha. He showed no sign of finishing his chanting, so I silently closed my eyes and cultivated the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

Lately, my martial arts training focused on two things. If I needed to be aware of my surroundings, I practiced the Heavenly Demon Defense Art. If no one was around, I practiced the Heavenly Space Secret Art. All the martial arts I had learned were important, but these two were also crucial. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art was a martial art akin to having another life, and the Heavenly Space Secret Art was perhaps the most important martial art after the Nine Calamities Demonic Art from now on, essential for achieving complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art on time.

Unfortunately, I was still researching the oral secrets of the Heavenly Space Secret Art. The incantations were so esoteric that performing the martial art was not easy.

Some time passed. The Demonic Buddha's chanting grew louder, and demonic qi started to swirl around me. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art activated naturally, protecting my body.

I thought I heard the chanting inside my head. Then I saw an illusion.

Pitch-black darkness.

A golden light shone from the distance. A figure began walking toward me. It was the Demonic Buddha, but in this illusion, he was tall. He walked right up to me and stopped, his face flustered.

The Demonic Buddha reached out his hand but it was repelled. An invisible, transparent barrier between us stopped him from crossing. It seemed the Demonic Buddha couldn't see me beyond it.

I understood. The Demonic Buddha had tried to invade my mind with the Great Golden Mara Art to read my thoughts but had been blocked. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art had activated and prevented the intrusion. After all, the Heavenly Demon Defense Art I had learned, along with the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, was an absolute demonic art that took precedence over any other.

The Demonic Buddha made a troubled expression, then turned and walked back into the darkness. The golden light vanished into the gloom.

Why did he appear before me with such a tall stature?

It occurred to me that perhaps, in that brief moment, I was the one who had looked into his mind.

The chanting that had echoed in my head gradually faded and then disappeared. When I opened my eyes, the Demonic Buddha had turned around to face me. He seemed flustered that his demonic art had not worked.

However, the Demonic Buddha pressed his palms together as if nothing had happened. "Second Young Lord. I'm glad you've returned safely this time."

"It's thanks to your concern." I also pressed my palms together and paid my respects.

"But wouldn't it have been more fortunate for you if I hadn't returned safely?" I asked.

The Demonic Buddha slowly rolled his prayer beads. "The Buddha said that all life is precious."

To hear about the preciousness of life from a man who made me worry those prayer beads might fly at me like hidden weapons.

My gaze naturally shifted to the golden Buddha statue behind him. Looking at the Buddhist painting behind the statue, I remarked, "Over there, demonic monks are tearing people to shreds, aren't they?"

At my unexpected words, the corners of the Demonic Buddha's mouth twitched upward slightly. He forcefully suppressed an incredulous laugh.

"Why have you come to see me? If you want to devote yourself to Buddhism, I'll personally shave your head. That'd be good. Then brothers wouldn't need to shed blood, just like you want."

"I like to have fun, so I'd get excommunicated for breaking my vows right away. My brother's more patient and quiet, so it'd suit him better. His head's a prettier shape, too."

Though we exchanged words like a joke, we were engaged in a tense battle of wills.

"The reason I came to see you today is..." I paused briefly before telling him. "Because of the Golden Grand Operation."

By telling him the name of the operation, I had officially begun it.

The Demonic Buddha asked with a suspicious look, "Golden Grand Operation? What is that?"

"It's an operation to make you, the Demonic Buddha, my man. Today is the day it begins."

In the end, the Demonic Buddha couldn't hold back his laughter. "I truly can't help but admit that you're a peculiar person. I admit it, I do."

"You used to call me a madman. I've improved."

The Demonic Buddha suddenly stopped laughing. "Don't underestimate the First Young Lord. The successor will be the First Young Lord."

"When I went to see the Demon Supremes, I should have visited you first, Elder. Then the Demon Supreme would be somewhere saying, 'Don't underestimate the Second Young Lord. The successor will be the Second Young Lord.'"

The Demonic Buddha scoffed. "You think I would've fallen for you just because of that?"

"What do you think would have happened?"

"Not a chance."

Seeing his unwavering loyalty to my brother, my first impression of him as a greedy political monk seeking power felt so wrong that he would be justified in feeling aggrieved.

"Why do you like my brother so much?"

"Your brother is..." He seemed to have a reason but didn't tell me.

I have a feeling I'll only hear that reason once the Demonic Buddha becomes my man.

"I believe the First Young Lord is more suited to be the Heavenly Demon," he said.

I nodded my head silently.

"Does that mean you think so too?"

"I admit that there are certainly things my brother does more meticulously and better."

"Then yield."

Instead of answering, I asked him, "Isn't it difficult dealing with my brother?"

"Are you trying to drive a wedge between me and the First Young Lord? It won't work."

"As I've said before, you, the Demonic Buddha, are a small giant. Gaining you was my brother's greatest fortune. I thank you."

"Why are you thanking me?" The Demonic Buddha gave me a suspicious look.

Knowing he wouldn't open his heart easily, I calmly conveyed my feelings. "I once told you that I intend to end the tradition of killing each other in the succession fight with this generation. I asked you, Elder, to help my brother from the side, as his strong pride makes it difficult for him to control himself. Do you happen to remember?"

"I remember."

"I believe it's all thanks to you, the Demonic Buddha, that my brother hasn't run wild until now."

"I said that if the First Young Lord were to run wild, I would pour oil on the fire. That I would incite him to burn everything down. So why do you think I would hold the First Young Lord back?"

I gazed at him and spoke calmly. "Because you know my brother better than anyone. If you hadn't been by his side, he wouldn't have been able to endure this long."

It was my sincere feeling. Regardless of whether I could win him over, I was genuinely grateful to him for steadfastly protecting my brother's side until I could come to him like this.

"I will take my leave for today." I respectfully pressed my palms together and bid him farewell.

The Demonic Buddha silently turned his back and began chanting again.

As I conversed with him, I realized one thing for certain. He may be the smallest in stature, but he was the most difficult person to win over.

It starts now.


The next day, I approached the Demonic Buddha as he was leaving the Golden Buddhist Temple and greeted him.

"Have you eaten?"

"I have not."

"Would you care to join me?"

I thought he would naturally refuse, but he readily accepted. "Let's do that."

I made a surprised face. The Demonic Buddha asked, "Why are you so surprised?"

"I didn't expect you to agree so easily."

"There's one thing you're mistaken about. I'm a very moderate and merciful person."

Moderate and merciful? He was saying such brazen things so nonchalantly.

"That's a relief. I was planning to follow you around every day."

The Demonic Buddha started walking first, and I followed behind him. "What do you like? Just say the word!"

Passing cultists stared at us.

Are their gazes filled with thoughts like, 'Is the Demonic Buddha now associating with the Second Young Lord too?'

However, the Demonic Buddha paid them no mind at all. In the past, he would've been uncomfortable if such talk reached his brother and caused misunderstandings.

The Demonic Buddha, walking forward with a resolute expression, looking only ahead... had definitely changed.


That evening, I went to see the Blood Heaven Blade Demon again. Seo Daeryong, having finished his duties for the day, was receiving martial arts instruction. Between his work at the Sanzu River Hall and his martial arts training, Seo Daeryong was always the busiest person.

"I'll be waiting in the room," I said.

"Why are you here again?"

"Didn't I say I'd be staying over until I find an answer?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon then shouted, "Don't lie on the bed without washing!"

"It's not like a woman's coming to this bed. Aren't you being a little too neat?"

At that, Seo Daeryong stepped forward for his master and raised his voice. "Who says that? That no woman comes here."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and I both stared at Seo Daeryong. The one who flinched more at those words was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Don't you dare disrespect our Master!"

A heavy silence flowed.

My eyes said, Daeryong, I don't think this is it!

Seo Daeryong's eyes replied, Director, what do I do?

"He had women lining up for him in his youth. He's still hale and hearty now." I sighed with my eyes, and eventually, Seo Daeryong's voice trailed off. "...So don't disrespect him."

Finally, Seo Daeryong hung his head low. "I will prepare for hellish training starting tomorrow."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon said quietly, "Tomorrow? It starts now!"


Seo Daeryong's training didn't end until late at night. After sending his disciple off, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon entered the room. I had been reading a book until then. I couldn't remember the last time I had read a book that wasn't a martial arts manual.

"Do you teach this late?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded. "The kid is bright, so it's fun to teach him."

"He may not look it, but wasn't he the top entrant at the Sanzu River Hall?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon sat in a chair by the window. "So, why is the person who should be carrying out a grand operation here?"

"I told you, didn't I? Whenever I feel like I'm facing a crisis in life, I only think of you, Elder."

"It's not easy, is it?"

"He's an impregnable fortress. He's fiercely bound by his loyalty to my brother. You could say it's like the relationship between you and me, Elder."

"Then wouldn't a root of the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng solve the problem?"

I feigned not hearing him and sighed. "It's not easy."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon then smiled and recounted a past event. "I once had a drink with the Demonic Buddha at the Alluring Inn. At that time, I asked the Demonic Buddha the same thing. It's not easy, is it?"

"And what did he say?"

"The Demonic Buddha answered just like you, that it's not easy. It's funny, the two of you saying it's not easy in front of me."

I pictured the two of them drinking together. It must have been a very frustrating time for the Demonic Buddha. The very fact that he drank with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon proved it. Behind that resolute facade he showed me lay the anguish of the Demonic Buddha confessing to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon that it wasn't easy.

Leaning against the window, I looked at the moon and repeated once more, "It's not easy, really."

I was once again reminded that there is nothing more difficult than winning a person's heart. One would think it would get easier with my experiences with the various Demon Supremes, but when it comes to human relationships, it's always as difficult as the first time.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked up at the moon with me. "It's the matter of becoming the successor to the Heavenly Demon. How could that be easy?"

His words were a comfort. Just then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said abruptly, "Mugeuk."

For a moment, I was startled. It was the first time he had ever called me by my name. I looked at him with a trembling heart.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, still looking up at the moon, spoke calmly. "I know you've worked hard until now to win the hearts of us old folks. It's okay to rest when you're tired."

I gazed at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, deeply moved. The man who used to poke me in the side with a displeased look had now become my sanctuary.

What would I do without you, Elder? I was about to say it playfully, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon beat me to the punch.

"You can't live without me."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at me with a smile. I also smiled brightly.

"Thank you for your words. I'll also take a little rest and..."

It was at that very moment. A thought flashed through my mind.

If it's not easy for me, and it's not easy for the Demonic Buddha, then?

"Ah! As much as I'm struggling, the Demonic Buddha must be struggling too, right? He's not showing it on the outside, but his heart must be as anxious as mine, right?"

In the current situation, the best thing the Demonic Buddha could do was persuade me. The reason he readily agreed to have a meal with me today must have been because of that feeling.

"I was too hasty. Now isn't the time to push hard, but to slowly pull him to my side."

It was the moment the first detailed plan of the Golden Grand Operation was finally established.


Chapter 244: Because I'm Doing Nothing

The Demonic Buddha left the main prayer hall. It was time for a meal, so he expected Geom Mugeuk to be waiting at the entrance. Today marked the fifth day the Demonic Buddha had eaten with Geom Mugeuk.

They never talked about anything special. They exchanged a few meaningless pleasantries, ate, and then parted ways. Their meetings felt like a duel where opponents tested each other with feints.

Geom Mugeuk probably thought they were gradually getting closer, but he was sorely mistaken. The Golden Grand Operation? Why was someone else using his gold for an operation?

Sorry, but that operation is my operation.

The Demonic Buddha decided he would get closer to Geom Mugeuk. Then, he would turn the tables and persuade Geom Mugeuk to give up his claim to the Heavenly Demon's seat. This was the Demonic Buddha's plan.

If the Demonic Buddha could do that, he would not need to win over the other Demon Supremes. It was the fastest and most certain method.

Of course, Geom Mugeuk would not give up easily, but the Demonic Buddha saw a possibility because of Geom Mugeuk's personality.

The Second Young Lord is impulsive.

Geom Mugeuk was more emotional than anyone the Demonic Buddha had ever seen. That must be why the other Demon Supremes were won over. There was one more thing.

He's a man who always keeps his word.

Crucially, Geom Mugeuk wanted to end the succession battle peacefully.

There is definitely a chance.

The Demonic Buddha's life was not just spent chanting sutras. People said he was blinded by power because he had been diligently meeting people. He would use that experience to deal with Geom Mugeuk.

I'm different from the other Demon Supremes!

The Demonic Buddha steeled his resolve and left the Golden Buddhist Temple.

WHOOSH.

No one was at the entrance. Geom Mugeuk, who had waited for him every day, was nowhere to be seen.

Why didn't he come today? From what I've seen, Geom Mugeuk isn't the type to give up so easily.

The Demonic Buddha waited there for Geom Mugeuk for a while. He wondered if he had ever stood outside waiting for someone like this before.

Geom Mugeuk did not arrive, even after the Demonic Buddha's precious patience ran out.

Geom Mugeuk did not come the next day, or the day after. On the third day, the Demonic Buddha could not bear it any longer and went to Geom Mugeuk's residence.

What's going on?

There, the Demonic Buddha witnessed an unexpected sight. Geom Mugeuk was sprawled out like a corpse on a wide, flat rock in the yard.

The startled Demonic Buddha rushed over and looked down at Geom Mugeuk. Only then did Geom Mugeuk open his eyes. Their gazes met, one looking up and one looking down.

Geom Mugeuk asked, "You're here?"

"I thought you were dead," the Demonic Buddha replied.

"You must have been happy for a moment."

The Demonic Buddha sat on the edge of the rock.

Geom Mugeuk said, "It's comfortable here. Cool on the back, too. Why don't you lie down?"

"I'm fine."

Geom Mugeuk was clearly not his usual self.

The Demonic Buddha said, "You came every day, but then you stopped. I came to see if something was wrong."

Geom Mugeuk gazed at the sky for a moment, then spoke softly. "Three days ago, on my way to see you, Demonic Buddha, I happened to look up at the sky."

The Demonic Buddha's gaze naturally turned to the sky as well.

"A single bird was flying across the cloudless sky," Geom Mugeuk continued. "As I watched it, a thought suddenly struck me. I'm envious."

The Demonic Buddha looked at Geom Mugeuk.

"Why am I envious? I have movement arts. I can fly like that. I can even fly higher and faster. That's when I realized. Ah, I'm struggling."

This was a strategy, but one that contained Geom Mugeuk's true feelings.

"I've been running forward, only looking ahead," Geom Mugeuk said.

His life before regression was one thing, but he had run relentlessly even after returning. What he just said came from the heart.

The Demonic Buddha could not understand Geom Mugeuk's intention.

However, one thing was certain. The Demonic Buddha himself was someone who had only ever looked forward.

Born with a short stature, he did not want to die being mocked. He hated pity and help even more. He had gone through hell to reach his current position.

Second Young Lord, you wouldn't know what it means to only run forward.

Right now, the rock carried two men who had only ever run forward.

"I've been lazing around for three or four days since then," Geom Mugeuk said. "I'm sorry for not sending word."

To the Demonic Buddha, it did not seem like Geom Mugeuk was pulling a trick. A trick needed a purpose, and what could he possibly gain by lying here like a wreck?

Well, he has accomplished so much at such a young age. He must be tired.

The Demonic Buddha thought that if he used this exhaustion, he might make Geom Mugeuk give up the succession more easily than expected.

The Demonic Buddha subtly suggested, "How about taking a break for a while? Let go of the pressure of having to become the successor."

He prayed inwardly for a reply like, "Yes, I think I'll just give up on being the successor and all that."

However, Geom Mugeuk did not answer. Instead, he abruptly asked the Demonic Buddha a question.

"Aren't you tired, Demonic Buddha?"

Despite the sudden question, the Demonic Buddha did not reveal his feelings.

"I'm tired because of you," he said. "If you'd just back out of the succession race, I'd be full of energy."

Geom Mugeuk smiled faintly, then suddenly shouted. "Ah! That's the bird! The bird that ruined my meal with you, Demonic Buddha!"

A small bird flew here and there.

The Demonic Buddha asked, "How do you know it's that bird?"

"The way it flies is exactly the same. Look, isn't it saying, 'I'm so free, aren't you envious?'"

"To my eyes," the Demonic Buddha said, "it just looks like it's saying, 'My wings hurt so much from only flying forward, it's so exhausting.'"

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Demonic Buddha.

The Demonic Buddha still watched the bird. He had said it like a joke, but he was serious. He did not envy that bird at all.

Watching it flap its wings ceaselessly felt like watching himself. He was always busy, moving with the First Young Lord, meeting people, managing the mad monks, and training his martial arts.

It's because you're weak that you struggle. It's the mentally rotten who complain about being tired. He had lived his life with those words on his lips. The years passed quickly, making him more anxious and his life even busier.

So what I have left is...

After a long while lost in thought, the Demonic Buddha looked at Geom Mugeuk.

Sometime during his reverie, Geom Mugeuk had fallen asleep next to him. The Demonic Buddha was inwardly surprised to see him sleeping so close.

He trusts me this much?

The Demonic Buddha thought it was an act. The Second Young Lord was as cunning as a fox, so this had to be a trick to make him think he was trusted.

It won't work on me, Second Young Lord.

The Demonic Buddha rose from the rock without a sound.

It won't work on me...

As the Demonic Buddha walked far away, out of the residence, Geom Mugeuk spoke softly with his eyes still closed. "Demonic Buddha, let's just put down this whole successor business and everything. Let's get some rest."

I'll pull gently, so just let yourself be gently reeled in.


Geom Mugeuk did not visit the next day either.

The Demonic Buddha naturally made his way to Geom Mugeuk's residence.

Geom Mugeuk was not home, but a servant came out of the building just then.

"Where has the Second Young Lord gone?" the Demonic Buddha asked.

"He received a message from the Thousand Poisons Forest and went there."

"The Thousand Poisons Forest?"

The Demonic Buddha, who was about to return to his own residence, turned his steps toward the Thousand Poisons Forest instead.

Although many thought the Poison King was on the First Young Lord's side, the Poison King had not yet officially announced his support.

Since such a person had summoned Geom Mugeuk, the Demonic Buddha intended to go and see. He wanted to know what they talked about and how they interacted. His steps toward the Thousand Poisons Forest quickened.


I came to the Thousand Poisons Forest for the first time in a while.

On the way, I met several poison users. After I barked with the Poison King in the training grounds, their looks were varied. They ranged from 'We wholeheartedly support the Second Young Lord' to 'How dare you turn our Poison King into a dog!'

When I arrived at his residence, the Poison King was concocting something. As I got closer, I saw it was not a poison he had made before.

"That looks like an extraordinary poison," I said.

The Poison King was so engrossed in making the poison that he did not even answer.

It was nice to see him so completely absorbed in his own world after such a long time. I looked around the room for a moment.

This place was exactly as it used to be. Not just the furniture, but even the medicine bottles and tools on display were all in the exact same spots.

Then, a certain sight caught my eye.

"HEOK! This is!"

As I was so startled, the Poison King looked up.

"It's something I was eating before and left behind," he said.

It was still sitting there, just as it was.

Aigoo, please clean up after yourself! Instead of nagging him, I framed his laziness in a nice way.

"The more dangerous the things you handle, the more everything needs to stay in its familiar place. Is that it?"

At that, the Poison King turned his gaze back to the poison he was making and replied, "No. I haven't had time to clean because I've been making this since I got back. I should use that excuse next time someone says it's messy."

Since long ago, not even Sangseon could enter this space carelessly. The Poison King even did his own cleaning. Come to think of it, he had let me into a space that was exclusively his.

While I tidied up a bit, the Poison King completed the pill.

"It's done!" he exclaimed.

Seeing the flash of ecstasy on his face, it was clearly a poison that was not easy to make. It had a vibrant, colorful hue, like a flower.

"It looks potent," I said. "Who on earth are you planning to kill with this? The Murim Alliance Chairman? The Evil Alliance Chairman?"

Then, the Poison King abruptly held it out to me.

"Eat it."

"You're going to poison the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Second Young Lord so openly?"

"Can't I?"

"Then my brother must be hiding behind that curtain."

Despite my words, I accepted the pill. "What in the world is this?"

"It's the Heavenly Qi Pill."

I was stunned at the words 'the Heavenly Qi Pill'.

Among poison users, the Heavenly Qi Pill was a legendary poison ranked within the top three. It was also a miracle herb, but not one that increased inner arts.

"I found the Amazing Soul Grass in a corner of the safehouse," the Poison King said. "No one had recognized how precious it was."

"Ah! Detective Seo told me. He said you dug up all the safehouses, Poison King."

"I did that to find the Silent Flower Snake that would be nearby. Where there is Amazing Soul Grass, there is always a Silent Flower Snake. The Heavenly Qi Pill is made by combining the fruit of the Amazing Soul Grass and the inner core of the Silent Flower Snake."

"Why are you giving me this frightening thing?" I asked.

"You should be asking why I'm giving you this precious thing."

The Poison King spoke, boasting about the effects of the Heavenly Qi Pill. "If you take the Heavenly Qi Pill, your constitution will become one that can withstand any heat or cold. Even without inner arts, you'd have a constitution that could survive being thrown naked into a desert or onto a snowy mountain."

That was not all. It would also give me a much greater advantage when facing martial arts of extreme yang or extreme yin.

"But the problem is, its toxicity is so strong that you'll die if you eat it, won't you?" I asked.

"That's right. Many have melted away trying to withstand it, greedy for the effects of the Heavenly Qi Pill."

The Poison King stared intently into my eyes and added a question.

"But you can survive it, can't you?"

"!"

For a moment, silence fell.

I could tell from his expression and his eyes.

"You knew," I said.

"Yes. I already knew that you have a Myriad Poison Immunity Constitution. We were together for so long, did you think I wouldn't know?"

The Poison King was truly the Poison King.

"That's a shame," I said. "I was planning to reveal that fact at a dramatic moment someday."

"I was the one planning to dramatically reveal that I knew."

"You succeeded. I'm very surprised."

Even though he knew I had Myriad Poison Immunity, the Poison King was not as upset as I had expected.

"I thought you'd be very upset if you knew this," I said.

"Why would I be upset? You're the person I've been waiting for for a long time."

"Someone with Myriad Poison Immunity?"

The Poison King's eyes sparkled.

"I can test all sorts of poisons on you," he said. "Now, first, take this and tell me everything. How it tastes, how potent it is. What else I should add."

I playfully took a step back.

"I'm the Second Young Lord. The man who will become the Heavenly Demon. The hellhound who roamed the training grounds with you. I'm not a test subject."

The Poison King laughed at my banter. I only realized now, in my second life, that assuming he would hate Myriad Poison Immunity just because he was the Poison King was a prejudice.

"Then I will take it," I said.

I sat in a meditative posture and took the Heavenly Qi Pill. It was a truly potent poison. Without Myriad Poison Immunity, I would not have been able to dissolve its toxic energy.

Its taste was more bitter and potent than any miracle herb I had ever taken. It set a new record for bitterness and potency.

"You made it this bitter on purpose just to mess with me, didn't you?"

It was a complaint I simply had to make.

And so, I dissolved all the energy of the Heavenly Qi Pill. Unlike other miracle herbs, its energy did not settle in my qi center but seeped into the blood vessels throughout my entire body.

Now, I would not die of cold even if I fell into ice-cold water. I could bask in most flames as if they were a campfire.

I gave the Poison King a deep bow.

"I will never forget the grace you have shown me by bestowing this precious miracle herb."

"Forget the grace. Can you answer a question for me?"

"A hundred would be fine."

"Who is it that you're trying to face?"

The Poison King had sensed it. He knew my endless drive was fueled by some powerful goal.

"If I find more Amazing Soul Grass, I will let you know immediately."

That was my roundabout way of saying I could not tell him. It was half an answer, since I had not said, 'There is no such person.'

The look in the Poison King's eyes deepened. Just as he was about to say something, Sangseon came and reported.

"The Demonic Buddha has arrived."

"Why is the Demonic Buddha here?" I wondered.

The startled Poison King glared at me. "Of all things, you managed to make the Demonic Buddha come to the Thousand Poisons Forest. What kind of trick did you use?"

It seemed the Demonic Buddha had never once visited the Thousand Poisons Forest before.

"If I had used some kind of trick, he never would have come here," I said. "He's here because I'm doing nothing."

"I have no idea what you're talking about."

The Poison King quickly tried to leave through the back door. "Tell him I'm not here. That Demonic Buddha guy makes me uncomfortable."

I quickly blocked his path.

"I have a favor to ask."

"Later."

"If you grant my favor, I'll come running whenever you need to test a poison."

The Poison King sighed, then ordered Sangseon to bring in the Demonic Buddha.

"If I don't grant it, you'll just pretend to be busy that day, won't you? Or run away through the back door."

"You know I wouldn't do that."

"That's why I'm agreeing," the Poison King said. "So, what's the favor? You want me to persuade the Demonic Buddha to abandon the First Young Lord and join your side? Or should I poison him without a trace and bury him in the Thousand Poisons Forest?"

"It might be more difficult than that."

My request was something the Poison King had not expected at all.

"Just for today, please hang out with us."


Chapter 245: He Will Play with the Bloody Wind

The Poison King was speechless for a moment. He blinked, then asked.

"Are you asking me to play with you right now? And with the Demonic Buddha, too?"

"That's right."

The Poison King placed a palm on Geom Mugeuk's forehead to check for a fever.

"This must be a side effect of the Heavenly Qi Pill."

The Poison King even grabbed Geom Mugeuk's wrist and took his pulse.

"Is playing for one day that difficult for you?"

Geom Mugeuk blocked the Poison King as he tried to escape through the back door.

"You don't need to feel so burdened. I'll be with you."

"I'd rather you ask me to go bark at the training grounds again. Why on earth are you being like this?"

"I want to rest for a day. I also wanted to play with you, the Poison King. So let's just hang out for a day."

As the Poison King sighed, Sangseon announced from outside that the Demonic Buddha had arrived.

The Poison King cursed Geom Mugeuk with his expression and went outside.

"A distinguished guest has arrived."

"Have you been well?"

The two men greeted each other politely. The Poison King acted as if nothing had happened, receiving the Demonic Buddha with the dignity of a Demon Supreme. This was unlike how he had tried to run away, claiming the Demonic Buddha made him uncomfortable.

"Is this your first time in the Thousand Poisons Forest?"

"It is. On my way here, I saw that the scenery was spectacular everywhere."

"There are many even better places."

In truth, the Poison King had never been to the Golden Buddhist Temple where the Demonic Buddha resided. As someone who preferred seclusion in the Thousand Poisons Forest, he never had a reason to visit the residences of other Demon Supremes.

After finishing his greetings, the Demonic Buddha looked at Geom Mugeuk.

"Second Young Lord, so you were here."

He said it as if he had come without knowing Geom Mugeuk was there. His acting was quite good. Geom Mugeuk knew full well that the man had come because of him, but he played along.

"As expected! It seems you and I are fated to meet, the Demonic Buddha. To think we'd run into each other in a place like this."

"It seems so."

"Seeing you like this makes me so happy. It seems the time I've spent with you recently wasn't in vain, the Demonic Buddha."

Even with the Poison King next to him, Geom Mugeuk expressed his feelings without hesitation.

"Won't the Poison King be disappointed then?" the Poison King interjected.

"Why would I be disappointed?"

"Is there anyone in our Cult who doesn't know of the special friendship between you two?"

He was referring to them barking together at the training grounds.

The Poison King looked at Geom Mugeuk and shook his head.

"I've been through all sorts of things since meeting the Second Young Lord."

The Poison King sent a telepathic message to Geom Mugeuk.

This is the biggest problem of all!

Geom Mugeuk turned his head, pretending not to have heard.

After the greetings were over, the Poison King guided the Demonic Buddha to the guest pavilion of the Thousand Poisons Gate.

"Come, this way please."

The place was like a rustic lookout pavilion, its harmony with the surrounding scenery creating a wonderful atmosphere. It was a place rarely used since there were almost no visitors, but Sangseon always kept it clean.

One person looked abnormally young, and one person was abnormally small. With Geom Mugeuk there as well, the gathering looked truly special.

"Did you handle your business outside the Cult well?"

"Thanks to your concern, it was handled well."

The conversation died down, and a brief silence followed.

Although the Demonic Buddha met many people, even he felt awkward in this situation. He had almost no interaction with the Poison King usually, and he really couldn't get used to that youthful appearance. Of course, he knew the other party probably felt the same way looking at him.

The Poison King's telepathy flew to Geom Mugeuk.

I can barely breathe already, and you want to play? A life-and-death duel would be more fun.

Fortunately, Sangseon brought tea, clearing the air.

"This tea tastes great!"

Geom Mugeuk drank the tea comfortably, but the Demonic Buddha only fiddled with his teacup, not bringing it to his lips. If one of his subordinates had drunk tea as casually as Geom Mugeuk in this place, he would have roared at them.

You're drinking tea served by the Poison King? You idiot! I'd rather you die by my hand!

That was how feared the Poison King was by everyone.

"To be honest, I came to see you today because of the Second Young Lord."

The Demonic Buddha glanced at Geom Mugeuk and continued.

"I heard the Second Young Lord was here, so I came to visit. Lately, I've been thoroughly enjoying my interactions with the Second Young Lord."

Geom Mugeuk could clearly feel that this Demonic Buddha was not the same as before. He showed a new side of himself, like a man who had bet everything on his dealings with him. Such candor was not characteristic of the Demonic Buddha.

"I'm curious. What do you usually talk about when you meet with the Second Young Lord, Poison King?"

At that, the Poison King said, "Today, I called him over and made him do some cleaning."

The Demonic Buddha flinched in surprise. He thought the Poison King was expressing displeasure at his question.

"It seems I've said something rude."

Just then, Geom Mugeuk cut in.

"I really did clean."

Geom Mugeuk spoke to the surprised Demonic Buddha as if complaining.

"Did you think I got close to the Demon Supremes just by running my mouth? I put in a tremendous amount of effort too."

If he had really gone so far as to clean, it was clear that Geom Mugeuk's claim of being tired wasn't just a ploy.

"Even so, you should be more selective about your work."

He didn't add the words, since you are a body that could become the Heavenly Demon. After all, his goal was to prevent him from becoming the Heavenly Demon.

An awkward silence fell again at his words. In other words, it implied that the Poison King had assigned work indiscriminately.

However, the Poison King didn't express any displeasure toward the Demonic Buddha. He could just take it out on Geom Mugeuk instead.

Did you hear that? Those words that make people uncomfortable. How am I supposed to play with him?

He means no harm. You know that, right?

I can't even play by myself, how am I supposed to play with him?

Was he the only one? Geom Mugeuk and the Demonic Buddha were also people who had never really played in their entire lives. That was why Geom Mugeuk wanted to have a good time with them. It wasn't an opportunity that came often.

First, how about you give us a tour of the Thousand Poisons Forest?

Before Geom Mugeuk's telepathy had even finished, the Poison King spoke to the Demonic Buddha.

"Since you've come all this way, I will give you a tour of the Thousand Poisons Forest."

The Demonic Buddha was about to say he would see it next time, but Geom Mugeuk shot up to his feet first.

"Let's go. It'll be fun."

And so, the Poison King guided them into the Thousand Poisons Forest.

The Thousand Poisons Forest was vast and dense. After walking for about fifteen minutes, they came upon a magnificent bamboo grove with a walking path.

"Oh, so there was a place like this."

It was a direction Geom Mugeuk had never been before. Past the bamboo grove was a giant tree that must have been a thousand years old, and behind it was a field where nameless flowers were in full bloom.

The three of them, captivated by the beautiful scenery, walked slowly.

The Demonic Buddha, who had been reluctant at first, gradually became immersed in the scenery of the Thousand Poisons Forest. Exclamations of "How nice," repeatedly escaped his lips.

"Be careful."

A colorful snake flicked its tongue from a tree.

"That's the White Spotted Snake. It carries a potent venom that even a master can't survive for a day without an antidote."

Geom Mugeuk figured the Poison King must have named that snake as well.

On the way, Geom Mugeuk asked about the poisonous herbs, insects, and snakes they saw, and the Poison King explained them with excitement.

The Demonic Buddha thought Geom Mugeuk's actions were an attempt to humor the Poison King.

I have to admit, he's diligent.

However, Geom Mugeuk asked about all sorts of things. The Poison King, in turn, told him everything he knew, and Geom Mugeuk listened with extreme seriousness.

Just then, the Demonic Buddha remarked, "The Second Young Lord is very curious."

"How many chances does a person get in their life to hear an explanation about poisons directly from the Poison King?"

In fact, Geom Mugeuk was trying his best to memorize everything the Poison King said.

It didn't matter to him since he had Myriad Poison Immunity, but who knew when someone else might get poisoned?

The Demonic Buddha also listened to the explanations beside them. He, who was always the one teaching, learned several new things for the first time in a while. There was a joy in learning.

After walking for a long time, they arrived at a valley with a cascading waterfall.

SWOOOOOSH.

They decided to take a short break there.

"I'm hot, so I'm going for a swim."

Geom Mugeuk casually threw off his top and plunged into the water.

"It's nice being with the Second Young Lord. It's never boring."

The Poison King nodded at the Demonic Buddha's words. It would have been a relief if it was just boring without Geom Mugeuk at this moment, but for the Poison King, it was an ordeal.

Just as the Poison King was wondering if he should jump into the water too, the Demonic Buddha brought up the topic of the succession.

"I admit the momentum is shifting toward the Second Young Lord. That's why the First Young Lord desperately needs your support, Poison King."

The Demonic Buddha intended to use this opportunity to secure an official endorsement for the First Young Lord from the Poison King.

"Whether the First Young Lord would be a better Cult Leader or the Second Young Lord would be a better Cult Leader, that's something no one can know, isn't it?"

Seeing the Poison King nod, the Demonic Buddha continued to speak.

"There are times when I look at the Second Young Lord and feel afraid. I worry that his strange fervor might drag the entire murim into our affairs."

At that, the Poison King, who had just been listening, suddenly spoke.

"And would that be so wrong?"

"It's not that it would be wrong, but..."

"I believe we shouldn't be worried about this fervor, but rather about the lack of it."

The Poison King had been awkward, but he said what he needed to say.

On the other hand, the Demonic Buddha felt the bewilderment of being hit right on the mark. He had always felt a sense of regret that the First Young Lord didn't have even a little of the same fervor as Geom Mugeuk.

The Poison King looked at Geom Mugeuk. Geom Mugeuk, who had been swimming, was now shouting as he went under the waterfall. It was impossible to tell if he was shouting in pleasure or pain.

"I believe the Second Young Lord is more suitable to be the Heavenly Demon."

The Demonic Buddha was flustered by the Poison King's words. The Poison King had chosen Geom Mugeuk.

"Just because his martial arts are strong or he's more eloquent doesn't mean he'll be a better Heavenly Demon, does it?"

"That's not why. I see it in the Second Young Lord."

"What is it that you see?"

The Poison King looked at Geom Mugeuk, who was sitting under the waterfall making a fuss, and said, "I see our destiny."

The Poison King admitted that because he liked his own world, he wasn't good at understanding other people's feelings.

However, he felt it. The more he looked at Geom Mugeuk, the more he sensed a great destiny approaching them.

He believed he could feel it precisely because he had spent so much time in his own world. Something that the Demonic Buddha, entangled in countless relationships, could never see.

"You've fallen for the Second Young Lord's intentions. You've been taken in by his schemes and tricks."

"If the Second Young Lord were that kind of person, his request to me today would have been to persuade you, Demonic Buddha."

"Then what did he ask?"

"He asked for the three of us to have fun together today."

"!"

In that moment, a thought struck the Demonic Buddha.

Ah, it won't be easy to defeat the Second Young Lord. How do you win against a madman like this?

The confidence he had at the beginning shriveled up instantly.

"If the Second Young Lord becomes the Heavenly Demon, it could instead bring a storm of blood."

"The Second Young Lord will be playing with that bloody wind."

The Demonic Buddha said no more. He could feel that the Poison King's decision was firm.

This won't be easy.

If he couldn't change the Poison King's mind, the only Demon Supremes supporting the First Young Lord would be himself and the Fist Demon, and the Fist Demon's support was only half-hearted.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk, who had been pretending to be a cultivator under the waterfall, swam over to them.

"Did you see my waterfall training? It was as if I became a martial artist dreaming of revenge through extreme training..."

Without hearing him out, the Poison King stood up and said, "There's still more to see. Let's go."

The Demonic Buddha also shot to his feet and followed him.

Geom Mugeuk shouted as he got out of the water.

"Why? Did I do something wrong? Let's go together! Hey, let me dry my clothes before we go!"

I told them to take a break. It looks like they had an important conversation in the meantime. Right, how could people who have never played in their lives play so easily? It's a relief they didn't end up fighting.

FWOOOOSH!

As Geom Mugeuk walked, he emitted his Hot Yang Qi. Steam billowed up, and his clothes began to dry in an instant.


I was grateful to the Poison King.

He was doing his best to grant my request. Otherwise, he wouldn't have made such a suggestion.

"Let's make a bet."

At the word 'bet', the Demonic Buddha showed interest. He was curious about what kind of bet it was, and he had a strong competitive streak and liked betting itself.

"What kind of bet?"

"In this forest, there is a poisonous herb called the Seven Lives Grass, which has seven-pronged leaves and purple berries. Let's bet on who can find it first."

"Isn't that too disadvantageous for us? You must be very familiar with the geography here, Poison King."

"I don't know where the Seven Lives Grass is either. I know for sure that it exists, but it seems I'm not fated to find it."

Since it didn't seem like he would lie about something like this, the Demonic Buddha asked again.

"If it's a bet, there should be a reward."

As the two of them pondered, I said, "Next time we have a chance, how about the losers treat the winner to a grand round of drinks at the Alluring Inn?"

The Poison King and the Demonic Buddha nodded. A competitive fire burned in the Demonic Buddha's eyes. For him, at least, this was more than just a bet for drinks.

"Alright. Let's do it."

And so, we wandered around, searching for the Seven Lives Grass.

It wasn't easy to find, even after searching for a long time. I even used the Divine Eye Technique to search, but I couldn't find it.

"I found it!"

The one who found the Seven Lives Grass was the Demonic Buddha, who had crisscrossed the forest with his small body.

The Poison King and I rushed to him using our movement arts.

"Is this it?"

"Oh! It is! This is the Seven Lives Grass."

The Poison King looked genuinely moved.

"To think you found something this precious. You truly have a talent for gathering spiritual herbs. We should go to that forest over there next time."

As he said that, the Poison King carefully dug up the Seven Lives Grass. He did it with such care that I asked, thinking, no way.

"You didn't propose this bet because you needed the Seven Lives Grass, did you?"

For a moment, the Poison King's back flinched as he was digging up the Seven Lives Grass.

The Poison King carefully placed the Seven Lives Grass in his robes and said to the Demonic Buddha, "When you visit next time, let's go out and play again. You are welcome anytime, Demonic Buddha!"

After saying his farewells as if bidding a final goodbye, the Poison King launched himself away.

He was gone just like that.

As the Poison King disappeared into the distance, the Demonic Buddha looked at me with an expression that said, 'What on earth just happened?'

"We've been had! He mobilized us as his personal gatherers!"

The Demonic Buddha took my words, which could have been serious, as a joke.

"He must have been very uncomfortable in this situation."

From far away, the Poison King glanced back at me.

His gaze said it all.

I had a great time playing. I'm leaving now.

"......"

My efforts end here. Now it's your turn.


Chapter 246: Now, Get Out of That Narrow and Stifling Place

"I want to play more," Geom Mugeuk said.

The Demonic Buddha nodded. "Play more."

The Demonic Buddha pinned all his hopes on changing Geom Mugeuk's mind.

"But let's get out of here," Geom Mugeuk suggested. "I don't want to wander a place teeming with poisonous insects without the Poison King."

"Of course."

Geom Mugeuk and the Demonic Buddha turned back the way they came.

After the Poison King left, the Demonic Buddha's expression relaxed. He had clearly been uncomfortable around the Poison King, too.

"Thank you," the Demonic Buddha said.

"For what?"

"For coming all this way to find me, of course."

"You seemed to be having a hard time lately."

"I swam and took a walk for the first time in a while. I feel much better. How about you, the Demonic Buddha?"

"I enjoyed it, too," the Demonic Buddha replied.

But the Demonic Buddha didn't feel great. His heart grew more anxious after the Poison King revealed he would also aid Geom Mugeuk. Only one method remained. He had to change Geom Mugeuk's mind himself.

"They say only those who know how to play can truly play," Geom Mugeuk said candidly. "I was planning to have a blast with you today, the Demonic Buddha, but that's not so easy either."

The Demonic Buddha replied to Geom Mugeuk's words. "Since you're young, you might feel like you have to do something to be playing, but when you get older, resting is playing."

The Demonic Buddha paused and looked up at the sky. "It's been a long time since I've rested like this."

That brief glance at the sky revealed a man who always lived in a state of tension. He looked like someone who had surfaced from the deep sea just to breathe. When he spewed curses next to his brother, he just seemed like any other vicious Demon Supreme.

"The Blade Demon always tells me that if things get tough, you should rest before you continue."

The Demonic Buddha looked at Geom Mugeuk. "Do I look like I'm having a hard time?"

Geom Mugeuk gave an unexpected answer. "Whenever I see you, the Demonic Buddha, I get the feeling that you've lived more diligently than anyone else."

This wasn't flattery. It was sincere.

"You've worked hard until now."

The Demonic Buddha will probably think this is just flattery.

This was exactly what Geom Mugeuk had been practicing. If he had something to say, he said it without delay. He figured the Demonic Buddha must have wished for someone to genuinely acknowledge his hardships.

You've suffered a lot, the Demonic Buddha.

The Demonic Buddha felt the sincerity in Geom Mugeuk's eyes. He tried hard to hide his emotions, but a flicker of passion crossed his gaze.

Damn it! How can someone so young look at a person with such deep eyes?

The Demonic Buddha started walking, and Geom Mugeuk followed quietly behind him. They walked in silence for a long time before stopping at a scenic spot.

"Let's rest here for a bit before we go," the Demonic Buddha said.

"Alright."

Geom Mugeuk dipped his feet into the clear, flowing stream.

"It's so cool and refreshing. You should dip your feet in, too, the Demonic Buddha."

"Aren't you scared?" the Demonic Buddha asked.

"Of what?"

"The Thousand Poisons Forest contains all sorts of poisons. How do you know what kind of poison might be in that stream?"

"I heard from the Poison King a long time ago. He said there are no poisons in flowing streams. Come on in."

"I'm fine."

"When was the last time you dipped your feet in a stream?"

The Demonic Buddha couldn't remember. Besides when he was very young, when had he ever done it? Had he ever done it at all?

"It's my wish! Please, just dip them in with me once."

"Do you have so few things to wish for?"

"I'm doing it so I can brag later," Geom Mugeuk explained. "'Back in my day,' I'll say, 'I dipped my feet in a stream with the Demonic Buddha, took walks, and even made bets on finding poisonous herbs. I did it all.'"

The Demonic Buddha laughed in disbelief.

"These feet have only ever splashed in places where blood flows. They deserve a luxury like this once in a while."

When Geom Mugeuk pulled him forcefully, the Demonic Buddha feigned defeat. He took off his shoes and dipped his feet in. They were small, radiant feet.

"I'm experiencing all sorts of things in my life," the Demonic Buddha muttered.

It was the same for the Poison King, who had called it the strangest of all strange things.

"It's cool and nice, isn't it?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

The Demonic Buddha stared intently at him.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

"Because at times like this, you don't seem like a young man."

"It's because I grew up always watching Father's mood. You know what kind of person Father is, don't you?"

"He's not an easy person," the Demonic Buddha agreed.

His father was a panacea for explanations. When something was difficult to explain, blaming his father made people understand.

"The Demonic Buddha, what was the most joyful moment of your life?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

The Demonic Buddha fell into thought.

When was it?

The past years flowed through his mind like the stream at his feet, but no joyful memories came to mind. There must have been some.

Instead of answering, the Demonic Buddha asked, "What about you?"

"I've had several recently. As you know, I've been running around causing all sorts of trouble. If I had to pick just one, it was when I went hunting with Father."

Is that my only joyful memory? Of course not. He just didn't mention his dealings with the other Demon Supremes to the Demonic Buddha.

"What did the Cult Leader say when you went hunting?"

"He just scoffs whenever I talk. You know how he is, right?"

Geom Mugeuk imitated his father's scoff.

The Demonic Buddha nodded. "That's pretty close."

"I've been on the receiving end so many times that I'm good at it now."

Since the Demonic Buddha still couldn't recall a joyful moment, Geom Mugeuk listed more of his own.

"It was also fun when I left the cult and pretended to be someone else. Oh, and I have a right-hand man named Detective Seo. It's fun teasing him, too. You know the type, right? The kind of person who takes all your teasing. Not because they're a fool, but because they have a big heart. Oh, there's another one. I have a subordinate named Lee Ahn, the prettiest in the Central Plains. Her face is pretty, she's smart, and she's even kind-hearted. Just thinking about her is joyful. Also... it's joyful when I'm quietly by myself."

Even as Geom Mugeuk spoke, the Demonic Buddha couldn't think of anything.

"What about you, the Demonic Buddha?"

"I'm fine."

"No matter how happy you were, if you can't remember it, it's just gone, isn't it? Isn't that a waste? So please, try to think of just one thing, even if it's trivial."

Geom Mugeuk was persistent.

"If I were you, I'd give any answer just to get it over with," the Demonic Buddha said.

Just then, he blurted it out. "A cave."

The Demonic Buddha recalled his distant childhood. "There was a mountain behind my house that I used to climb often when I was young. There was a small cave there. I felt good when I was inside that cave."

His gaze deepened.

Small since childhood, he was different from other children. He could endure being teased and ostracized by his friends, but the fact that his parents and siblings treated him no differently left a deep scar on the Demonic Buddha's heart.

He first discovered the cave the day his younger brother beat him for the first time. His body was so small that he was no match for his brother, who was several years younger. What made him more angry and resentful than the beating was that his older brothers just watched and didn't stop it.

Crying, he wandered the mountain alone and discovered the cave. He could enter because of his small frame. The entrance was so narrow that other children had trouble getting in, but the Demonic Buddha could. Inside the narrow entrance was a small space where he could sit, with a crack through which he could see outside.

Being there calmed his heart and made him feel safe. From that day on, the place became the Demonic Buddha's sanctuary.

"I have a memory of feeling good when I was in that cave."

Geom Mugeuk felt a pang of pity.

He asked for a joyful moment, and the Demonic Buddha had to go all the way back to his childhood?

"Could you describe that cave and the surrounding scenery in detail for me?"

"......"

"Just because."

When the Demonic Buddha gave a rough description, Geom Mugeuk kept asking for more details. He only stopped after hearing enough to picture it perfectly.

"Why on earth did you ask?"

"Don't be surprised."

SNAP!

The moment Geom Mugeuk snapped his fingers, they were standing in front of the cave.

The Demonic Buddha was startled. It was the cave from his childhood. It was his own sanctuary, where he had crawled to hide from the world.

"Is this an illusion technique?" the Demonic Buddha's voice trembled. He knew Geom Mugeuk's martial arts were outstanding, but he didn't know he could use illusion techniques.

"It's a martial art called the Spacetime Manipulation Technique."

When Geom Mugeuk answered honestly, the Demonic Buddha asked in a trembling voice, "Is it by any chance the martial art of the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader?"

"That's right."

"Ah!"

As someone once closest to the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, the Demonic Buddha knew about his martial arts.

"He passed this on to you?"

"Yes. Besides the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, only one other Demon Supreme knows I learned this. It's a secret even Father doesn't know."

"!"

The Demonic Buddha was shocked. "Why are you telling me a secret like this?"

"Because I had to tell you to bring you to this cave, the Demonic Buddha."

The Demonic Buddha pulled his feet from the stream and shot up from his seat. "Second Young Lord!"

He was truly angry. "This is what I'm worried about. This emotional side of you! This impulsive emotion that makes you reveal such a secret to me, your enemy!"

Geom Mugeuk gazed at the stream. "Why are you my enemy, the Demonic Buddha?"

"!"

"You will become my Demon Supreme, the Demonic Buddha. Just like the others."

Geom Mugeuk slowly turned his gaze toward the Demonic Buddha. Their eyes locked. The seated Geom Mugeuk and the standing man were at the same eye level, so the Demonic Buddha saw it clearly. Geom Mugeuk's gaze was more resolute and intense than ever. The playful Geom Mugeuk was gone. In his place was the man who would become the next Heavenly Demon.

"Please become my Demon Supreme."

The Demonic Buddha's heart surged at those words. A mix of overwhelming emotion and the desire to deny them churned inside him.

Geom Mugeuk continued calmly. "That's right. There are Demon Supremes I like more. Some I follow like my parents or Master, and others I consider brothers or friends. Just a moment ago, the Poison King was someone I would've gladly barked alongside like a dog."

"Yes, but why?" the Demonic Buddha asked. "Even if I'm not your enemy, I'd be at the very end of the line of Demon Supremes you cherish. Why did you tell me your secret?"

Geom Mugeuk's gaze returned to his feet in the stream.

SPLASH, SPLASH.

He kicked his feet playfully in the water and spoke calmly. "To be honest, I don't know either. I don't know if I should say something cool like, 'This is my decisive move!' or if it's just an impulsive emotion like you said. Or maybe it's respect for your loyalty to your brother."

Geom Mugeuk's splashing stopped.

"Or maybe it's that cheap sentimentality that's perfect for getting someone killed, just as Father said. I really don't know."

The Demonic Buddha said softly, "Someday, you'll make a big mistake because of emotions like these."

"Then, when that time comes, please stop me, the Demonic Buddha."

"!"

"I'm also trying to build that kind of relationship with you. When I told you I cleaned the Poison King's residence, did you tell me to be more selective? No. Even when I become the Heavenly Demon, I'll clean the Demon Supremes' rooms if necessary. That's the kind of Heavenly Demon I'll be. Please be by the side of such an emotional Heavenly Demon and stop me. Tell me, 'You can't do that, you emotional Heavenly Demon bastard!'"

After a brief pause, the Demonic Buddha refused. "I refuse."

He remained loyal to the First Young Lord.

They were silent for a moment.

Then, the Demonic Buddha suddenly said, "Make the cave entrance bigger. I want to go inside once. Oh, and there was a small crack in front, through which the village below was visible."

Geom Mugeuk changed the cave just as the Demonic Buddha described.

The Demonic Buddha crawled inside.

"How is it?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

"Not great. It's narrow and stifling. I can barely breathe."

What was so great about this suffocating cave that I came here every day?

He looked at the village for a while. Geom Mugeuk had created the illusion so meticulously that smoke from cooking rice rose in the distance.

Back then, he would leave the cave and look down the path from where Geom Mugeuk now stood. He always hoped his mother or brother would come looking for him. Of course, that hope was never fulfilled.

Then one day, instead of going down the mountain, he went in the opposite direction and left his hometown. He had never returned.

The Demonic Buddha looked at Geom Mugeuk through the narrow crack. Geom Mugeuk sat with his back to him, looking down at the village.

"If you think about it, you've probably had many joyful moments," Geom Mugeuk said. "Can an old memory like this really be the best one? Like when you first learned martial arts, or the day you became a Demon Supreme. There must have been a day when someone truly acknowledged you. There were probably many happier days that you just don't remember. How was today? Wasn't it enjoyable?"

A golden radiance burst from the narrow crack of the cave.

"Who in the world are you?" the Demonic Buddha asked.

Still facing away, Geom Mugeuk said, "I am the one who will become your Heavenly Demon. So now, please come out of that narrow and stifling place."

One might have expected a retort like, 'Hey, Second Young Lord!' but the Demonic Buddha came out of the cave without a word. He sat down next to Geom Mugeuk.

The two looked down at the distant village for a moment. Then they looked up and saw a single bird flying in the sky.

"It's that bird from back then!" Geom Mugeuk shouted. "You bastard, I'm not envious of you at all anymore!"

At Geom Mugeuk's shout, the Demonic Buddha thought, I really need to find a word to describe him other than 'madman'.

Geom Mugeuk flopped backward onto the grass. "I'm going to lie down for a bit."

A large, fluffy cloud passed through the blue sky.

"Look at that cloud. I made it, but isn't it spectacular? Ah, this is nice."

Geom Mugeuk had looked at the sky with the Demonic Buddha several times recently, but this moment felt the most relaxed. He felt the tension that always emanated from the Demonic Buddha finally loosening.

Yes, this is enough. That looseness is enough.

Geom Mugeuk wasn't doing this to become the successor. He cherished the Demonic Buddha because he would one day be his Demon Supreme. He just hoped his feelings would reach him.

Just then, the Demonic Buddha also slowly lay back.

He supported his head with both arms and looked up at the sky before closing his eyes.

He recalled lying here as a child, looking up at the sky. The feeling of grass tickling his back, the sound of birds, the rush of the stream, and an ant tickling his foot. The old memories merged with his present sensations, coming back to him vividly.

Geom Mugeuk saw a faint smile form on the Demonic Buddha's lips. He closed his own eyes, his heart at peace.

A cool breeze blew, and sleepiness gently washed over them.


Chapter 247: Drunk on Alcohol, Drunk on Moonlight

The Demonic Buddha opened his eyes. He shot up, startled, but found himself still inside the world of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. Geom Mugeuk slept beside him.

I fell asleep?

He had thought Geom Mugeuk was just acting when he saw him lying on a rock. He had never fallen asleep so defenselessly, not once since becoming a Demon Supreme, or even long before. This was the first time.

The Demonic Buddha looked down at Geom Mugeuk without a word. Geom Mugeuk slept with a peaceful expression on his face.

Now I understand.

No other words were necessary. He understood why the other Demon Supreme had been captivated by the Second Young Lord. How could anyone refuse when a person like this asked them to be his Demon Supreme?

Sensing the Demonic Buddha's presence, Geom Mugeuk woke up.

"Did I wake you up for no reason?"

"Not at all. It was brief, but I slept soundly."

"Let's leave now."

"Alright."

Before leaving, the Demonic Buddha glanced back at the cave.

"I don't think I'll have any reason to miss this cave in the future."

The Demonic Buddha had hidden in that place as a child and had now emerged. He suddenly thought it might be time for his adult self to come out of his own cave.

"Then I'll release the Spacetime Manipulation Technique."

When the Spacetime Manipulation Technique disappeared, the two of them stood by the stream in the Thousand Poisons Forest again.

"Let's head back."

"Already?"

"What do you mean, 'already'?"

"I want to hang out more."

"What's so fun about hanging out with an old man like me?"

"It is fun, and we need to get some drinks."

"Drinks?"

"We need to get drinks from the Poison King, who used us as gatherers."

They had promised that whoever found the Seven Lives Grass first would be bought drinks.

"Today? Right now?"

"Can you come back here next time and say, 'Hey, Poison King. Didn't the loser of our last bet agree to buy drinks?' Can you make a demand like that?"

Of course, that would never happen. The Demonic Buddha wouldn't bring it up even if they ran into each other. If Geom Mugeuk hadn't mentioned it, he would have forgotten completely.

"If today passes, we won't be able to punish the Poison King."

"Are you really going to see this through to the end?"

"What'll you do if you're already tired? It might seem like we've been out for a long time, but it's only been half a day. I'm not comparing, but I've gone on excursions with other Demon Supreme for dozens of days. You know that, right?"

"That sounds exactly like a comparison."

"Come on, let's go. You're not at an age where you get tired of having fun this quickly!"

The Demonic Buddha let himself be dragged along as if he couldn't resist, but his steps were quick and light as they headed for the Poison King's residence.


Jo Cheonbae, the owner of the Alluring Inn, spoke politely to the youthful young man entering the tavern.

"We're not accepting any more customers today. I'm sorry."

Speaking carelessly to someone just because they looked young could lead to big trouble. In fact, the younger they were, the more cautious he had to be. From a businessman's perspective, the most frightening thing was the sword of a reckless youth who swung it without thinking of the consequences.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk stood at the second-floor railing, looked down, and remarked, "I suppose I should say my farewells to the owner."

He and the Demonic Buddha had arrived about an hour ago.

"Are you leaving already?"

"No. It's because I don't think I'll be seeing you again."

"What do you mean by that?"

Geom Mugeuk spoke chillingly to the bewildered Jo Cheonbae. "You see, you just told the Poison King of our Cult that you wouldn't sell him any drinks and that he should leave."

Jo Cheonbae's gaze shifted to the young man. He was startled out of his wits.

"Oh my! I didn't recognize you. I'm so sorry!"

As Jo Cheonbae was about to prostrate himself, the Poison King stopped him.

"There's no need to make a fuss."

Then, Geom Mugeuk added, "He can't help but make a fuss. I'm sure he doesn't know it, but our owner here is probably more afraid of the Poison King than any other Demon Supreme."

When the Poison King looked at Jo Cheonbae, the owner lowered his head, not daring to meet his eyes.

"Am I really the scariest?"

"Originally, yes, but I was surprised by how young and handsome you are. You're the most handsome man in the Central Plains."

Geom Mugeuk, who was watching, didn't let it slide. "Owner, what about me?"

"You, Director, are the Greatest of All Time handsome man."

Then the Poison King asked coldly, "So you're saying I'm not the best?"

"Oh my! That's not it. What I meant was..."

The Poison King left the flustered man behind and came up to the second floor.

Jo Cheonbae looked up at Geom Mugeuk on the second floor with a deeply moved expression.

Thanks to you, Director, I've even had the honor of serving the Poison King. I have no regrets now.

Geom Mugeuk smiled and conveyed with his eyes.

You don't know yet. No one knows who else might come.

The Poison King joined them at the table on the second floor.

"I didn't think you would come."

"How could I not come when you left this?"

The Poison King took out a letter that Geom Mugeuk had written. When he and the Demonic Buddha had gone to the Poison King's residence, the Poison King had fled through the back door. Geom Mugeuk had left a letter with Sangseon, and the Poison King had read it.

"If you don't buy me drinks, I'll buy my own and storm the Poison King's residence. I'll bring not only the Demonic Buddha, but also Detective Seo, Lee Ahn, the Demonic Army General, and Cheon Sohwi!"

The Poison King scowled. "How could I not come when you say something like this!"

If Geom Mugeuk had written that he would spread rumors about the Poison King not keeping his promise, he wouldn't have come. The Poison King didn't care what others thought. However, a large group flocking to the Thousand Poisons Forest to drink and make a racket was something the Poison King would never tolerate.

Of course, that wasn't the only reason he came. He had interpreted the letter as another of Geom Mugeuk's requests for help, an extension of 'Please hang out with us today'.

"I'm sorry. How much must I have wanted to hang out with the Poison King to do such a thing?"

"Didn't we hang out to our heart's content?"

"We have to hang out for seven days and nights to say we've really hung out. I'm prepared to stay up all night."

The Poison King waved his hands dismissively, saying he couldn't because sleeping past the time of the Purple Orb would make his morning difficult.

"The one who looks the youngest is making such a fuss!"

"You just wait until you're my age!"

The Demonic Buddha felt uncomfortable again now that the Poison King had arrived, but he was also a little glad. The Demonic Buddha knew the Poison King wouldn't have come just because of the letter. It meant his relationship with Geom Mugeuk was deep.

He could understand getting close to the Drunken Demon through drinking. However, becoming this close with the Poison King, who lived in his own world, was unbelievable. To the Demonic Buddha, the Poison King was the most uncomfortable and difficult person in the world.

"Well, let's have a drink."

The three of them toasted and drank. It was the first time the Demonic Buddha had drunk with them.

Seeing the Demonic Buddha coolly empty his cup, Geom Mugeuk asked, "Wasn't it your principle to never eat any food when in the Poison King's presence?"

"That's right."

"But you're eating so comfortably."

"If the Poison King decided to poison me, what difference would it make whether I ate the food or not?"

The Poison King smiled faintly, his expression saying, 'Yes, that's right.' That was why the Poison King was so fearsome. If he decided to use poison, not even a Demon Supreme could stop him.

The Poison King sent a telepathy to Geom Mugeuk.

[You two came out quite late. What were you doing?]

[We were resting with our feet in the stream.]

[The Demonic Buddha too?]

[Yes.]

[I can't imagine it.]

He would never believe they had slept side by side.

They drank another glass of alcohol. The fine liquor Jo Cheonbae had saved and the delicious dishes naturally lifted their spirits.

"This is why I come to the Alluring Inn."

When Jo Cheonbae brought a new dish, Geom Mugeuk said to the Demonic Buddha, "Why don't you leave a phrase or a trace of your martial arts on that wall over there, to mark your visit?"

"......"

"Most of the Demon Supreme have been to this spot, even Father. From now on, I plan to have each one leave a mark whenever they visit. Isn't that a great idea? And the first one will be the Demonic Buddha!"

The words 'the first one' stirred the Demonic Buddha's heart. A needless competitiveness kicked in. He thought that if everyone was going to write something, it would be better to be first.

"Then, let me just..."

Just then, a sound came from behind.

SKSKSKSK.

Geom Mugeuk and the Demonic Buddha turned around. The Poison King was already writing on the wall with his chopsticks. He wrote a single line of text in splendid calligraphy.

The Poison King was here.

The Poison King said to Geom Mugeuk, "You wanted me to do this, right?"

"Yes, but I was just offering the first chance to the Demonic Buddha."

"Was that so? I didn't hear you."

Geom Mugeuk believed the Poison King had simply been lost in his own world and hadn't heard the conversation. The Demonic Buddha, however, took it as a challenge.

The Demonic Buddha's body glowed with a golden light as he formed a hand seal.

"......"

He left a trace of the Great Golden Mara Art on the wall. It looked like a golden dragon with its mouth open, about to devour the Poison King's words. It was the Demonic Buddha's petty revenge for having the first spot stolen and a manifestation of the highest level of martial arts, leaving only a mark without piercing the wall.

"WAAAAAH!"

The people from the tavern had come up at some point and now admired the wall. The Poison King's writing and the Demonic Buddha's martial arts blended together perfectly, as if coordinated. Would the onlookers ever imagine the dragon wanted to eat the words?

Amidst the cheers, the Demonic Buddha sat down as if it were nothing, but his face was filled with pride.

The Poison King sent a telepathy to Geom Mugeuk.

[Getting sulky over something like this. He's such a child.]

[And what about the one who couldn't wait and just wrote it first? You two should be friends!]

[No way, that guy is so uncomfortable to be around!]

When Geom Mugeuk looked over, he saw Jo Cheonbae grinning from ear to ear in the distance.

They drank again, freely. No one urged anyone to drink or forced conversation. They let silence be and went with any idle chatter. They drank comfortably.

While drinking, Geom Mugeuk looked out the second-floor window. It wasn't late, and many people were passing by. As he blankly watched the people, he saw the Poison King blend into the crowd and disappear. The Poison King had already paid for the drinks and left without a word of goodbye.

Just then, the Demonic Buddha asked from behind him, "How can I trust you? That your heart won't change when you become the Heavenly Demon."

And here he was, asking this after suggesting they put everything aside to drink and relax.

Without turning around, Geom Mugeuk answered, "I don't know."

These were people for whom taking a single day off was this difficult.


When the Demonic Buddha returned to his residence, someone waited in the courtyard. It was Geom Muyang.

"Young Lord!"

The Demonic Buddha was drunk and held a bottle of liquor.

"Have you been drinking?"

"Yes, I had a drink for the first time in a while."

"Please give me a drink as well."

"Of course. I'll go get a cup."

"No, just give it to me."

Both of them were acting strangely. The Demonic Buddha wasn't the type to buy and carry liquor, and Geom Muyang wasn't the type to drink straight from the bottle.

"I just met with the Second Young Lord and the Poison King today. I was just drinking with the two of them."

"I see."

After each took a sip of liquor, the two men's gazes naturally turned to the night sky. The Demonic Buddha thought that he had looked up at the sky a lot today. He had looked during the day with Geom Mugeuk, and now at night with Geom Muyang.

Geom Muyang glanced at the Demonic Buddha. His flushed red cheeks mingled with the golden light, glowing in a unique color. It wasn't just the color. Today, the Demonic Buddha was different.

Geom Muyang's heart grew heavy as he guessed the cause. He had hoped that even if everyone else left, the Demonic Buddha would stay by his side. He hadn't expressed it, but he had been anxious.

To be honest, he had once wished for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon or another Demon Supreme to become his right-hand man. That was before he knew the Demonic Buddha would do so much for him.

"It seems the Poison King has completely turned to the Second Young Lord's side," the Demonic Buddha said honestly.

He had to make Geom Muyang face reality now. Words like 'It will be fine' or 'I will try harder' would only push him further toward the edge of a cliff. Now was the time to walk back from the cliff's edge with him.

I think this is as far as we can go, First Young Lord.

However, the words wouldn't come out. He couldn't bring himself to say them.

The Demonic Buddha looked at Geom Muyang. Geom Muyang was calm, even at the news that the Poison King had turned his back. In the past, he would have pretended to be fine before spitting out a cold remark or shifting the blame to the Demonic Buddha. He would have reacted sharply. However, Geom Muyang was as calm as if he had expected it.

"Now, only the Fist Demon remains."

The Demonic Buddha was grateful that he had said 'the Fist Demon' alone, not 'the Demonic Buddha and the Fist Demon'. It meant Geom Muyang believed he was an exception who would not change.

He could see that Geom Muyang had grown. He had endured and endured, tormented by the daily desire to kill Geom Mugeuk. He must have been tempted to use any means to kill him first and see what happened, and he had endured it admirably. Whether because he was wary of the Heavenly Demon, because of his relationship with Geom Mugeuk, or because he wasn't inherently a villain. In any case, he had endured well.

That's why he really wanted to say the words.

Let's see it through to the end! I will play the role of a one-man army.

However, he didn't. Those words would have been a lie to the First Young Lord.

The Second Young Lord is an opponent you cannot defeat.

Did Geom Muyang read the resignation in his eyes?

Drunk on alcohol and moonlight, the Demonic Buddha now understood why he was the last one remaining. It wasn't because Geom Mugeuk had approached him last. The result would have been the same even if he had been approached first.

His parents had failed to protect him, but he wanted to protect the First Young Lord until the very end. Because of that feeling, the First Young Lord was both a son and himself to the Demonic Buddha. Even if the First Young Lord did not become the successor, he would not leave his side.

"From the Demon Supreme's perspective, what kind of person is Mugeuk? Please tell me honestly."

After a brief pause, the Demonic Buddha said, "I don't know what kind of person he is."

With that answer, Geom Muyang was certain. Even the Demonic Buddha had been swayed by Geom Mugeuk. He could tell just by seeing him carrying a liquor bottle. A liquor bottle in the Demonic Buddha's hand? He had never seen such a thing.

"In the sense that you don't know what kind of person he is, Mugeuk resembles our father more than I do."

Geom Muyang smiled at the Demonic Buddha, gave a slight bow, and turned away.

As he walked away, the Demonic Buddha called out, "First Young Lord!"

"What is it?"

"The one who resembles the Cult Leader is you, First Young Lord."

"Is that so?"

"Yes, I'm certain."

Geom Muyang, who had been walking slowly, turned to look back.

The Demonic Buddha looked up at the night sky and drank straight from the bottle. He drank for a long time without stopping.

Geom Muyang realized the time had come for him to make a decision.


Chapter 248: When Are You Going to Kill Me?

After leaving the Demonic Buddha's residence, Geom Muyang walked slowly through the inner court of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

He walked while carefully observing each of the inner court's buildings. He had never looked at these buildings in detail before.

The martial artists standing guard greeted him politely.

When Geom Muyang accepted their greetings, the martial artists exchanged puzzled glances. Geom Muyang was always in a hurry and had never properly returned a greeting before.

Walking through the inner court, Geom Muyang arrived at the Eastern Fist Garrison.

Although it was late, the Fist Demon was awake.

Geom Muyang followed a guide and arrived before a cliff.

The Fist Demon stood before the cliff and spoke without turning around.

"I plan to shatter this cliff with a single blow. That's my dream."

Geom Muyang looked up at the massive, seemingly endless cliff. He thought it was an impossible task, even for the Fist Demon.

"If it's you, Fist Demon, you'll surely achieve that dream."

Only then did the Fist Demon turn to face him.

"Greetings, Fist Demon."

"First Young Lord, welcome."

Every time Geom Muyang saw the Fist Demon's terrifying face, which made even the cult's demonic statues look kind, he felt a natural fear.

"I apologize for visiting so late at night."

"Not at all. I was awake for my late-night training."

Surprisingly, the Fist Demon still attended the late-night training sessions. Geom Mugeuk had not participated since returning to the cult, but Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi attended consistently.

The Fist Demon did not want to seem like he stopped attending just because Geom Mugeuk was absent. He had continued to go, and these days, he never missed a session because of Cheon Sohwi.

He hadn't realized it when Geom Mugeuk first mentioned it, but as time passed, he saw that her talent and character were flawless for the next Fist Demon. So, he would give her separate instruction during their training.

The Fist Demon found this late-night training enjoyable.

Honestly, it might have been because he was with two young, beautiful women. It could have been Cheon Sohwi, who held absolute respect for the Fist Demon, or Lee Ahn, who made him laugh with her unexpected jokes. For a man who had been a sincere teacher his entire life, these sessions had become a valuable and enjoyable time.

"So, what brings you here?"

The Fist Demon could sense from the late-night visit that Geom Muyang was on the verge of a major decision.

"You're the only one, Fist Demon, who has announced official support for me."

"I'm not a man who breaks his promises."

"If you had met Mugeuk first, would you have made that promise?"

The Fist Demon stared at Geom Muyang as if to pierce through him. Still not used to the Fist Demon's face, Geom Muyang slightly bowed his head to avoid his gaze.

"If that were the case, I would have announced my support for the Second Young Lord."

Geom Muyang was actually glad the Fist Demon answered so honestly. He had come to see him today precisely because he knew this was the kind of man the Fist Demon was.

"What kind of person is Mugeuk?"

"Wouldn't you, his older brother, know better?"

"No, I don't know him well."

The Fist Demon's gaze turned back to the cliff.

"I said the same thing to the Second Young Lord as I did to you earlier. I told him my dream was to shatter this cliff."

Geom Muyang was curious. He wondered how Geom Mugeuk had responded.

"He said he wanted to shatter it too."

Geom Muyang felt it in that moment. To the Fist Demon, at least, those words were the correct answer.

"Perhaps the one to shatter this cliff one day will be the Second Young Lord. That's the kind of person your brother is."

It must have been because of this small difference. These small differences must have accumulated, creating the gap that now existed between him and Geom Mugeuk.

"Couldn't those words have been a lie? Couldn't he have said that just to get on your good side?"

They were desperate words he would not normally say, but Geom Muyang seemed determined as he revealed his honest feelings.

"Of course, that's possible."

"Then why did you believe him?"

The Fist Demon understood how Geom Muyang felt. Geom Mugeuk could wrap even them around his finger, so it must have been impossible for the young Geom Muyang to deal with him.

"Because the Second Young Lord showed me with his actions. He came to the Eastern Fist Garrison and rose from the White Fists to the Black Fists."

"With Mugeuk's martial arts skill, that wouldn't have been a difficult task!"

The Fist Demon calmly asked the agitated Geom Muyang.

"If it was such an easy task, why didn't you do it?"

"!"

Geom Muyang could not answer. He knew it too. The Fist Demon was not talking about just martial arts skill. He meant that when actions followed words, belief gained power.

The Fist Demon's gaze turned back to the cliff.

After a moment, Geom Muyang asked.

"May I ask one last question?"

"Go ahead."

"Do you believe that it would be better for our Cult if Mugeuk becomes the Heavenly Demon?"

"Why do you ask me that?"

"Because I feel that among the Demon Supremes, you would give the most honest answer."

The Fist Demon was lost in thought for a moment. He had a premonition that his answer would greatly impact Geom Muyang. Nevertheless, the Fist Demon spoke honestly.

"Before I answer, I'll say one thing. Regardless of my answer, my official position of supporting you won't change."

"Thank you."

The Fist Demon stared at Geom Muyang and said without a hint of apology.

"I have higher expectations for the Second Young Lord's Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

It was a cruel answer for Geom Muyang, but he had answered honestly.

Those words flew and lodged themselves heavily in Geom Muyang's chest.

"Thank you for speaking honestly."

Geom Muyang bowed politely with a trembling voice and turned away. Before leaving, he looked up at the cliff one last time. Looking at it again, he did not have the courage to even think about shattering it.

The Fist Demon watched his departing back, then turned to head to the late-night training.

He offered no words of comfort or encouragement.

Because the cliffs given to each person had to be overcome by themselves.


My brother came to see me.

Dressed neatly in a martial arts uniform with his sword at his side, my brother stood under the moonlight with a different feel than usual.

My brother said abruptly.

"Let's have a match."

I could tell. This was to decide the successor by the outcome of this fight. He had come knowing he would lose.

"Alright. I've wanted to beat you up for a while now."

"This isn't a joke."

"I'm not joking either. You're a vicious brother who tried to instill a fear of the murim in his younger brother, who was about to become a martial artist. You deserve a beating, don't you?"

"If it has caused you that much resentment, then by all means."

"Don't talk like it's no big deal."

"Even so, I won't apologize."

As if by agreement, we did not speak of fighting over the succession. We just acted as if we were settling an old score.

My brother drew his sword, and I drew mine as well. Except for when we dueled as children, this was the first time we had pointed our swords at each other like this.

The Soaring Sky Sword Art versus the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

My brother had reached ten-star complete mastery, and I had reached twelve-star complete mastery. Even without that difference, the gap in experience, skill, and inner arts was too vast for my brother to defeat me.

I would not hold back. However, I would not overwhelm him at once, allowing him to use every technique he could.

"Be careful, I'm coming for real."

My brother, after a serious warning, unleashed the First Technique, the Equal Sky Strike.

SHWIIIIIIK!

A single streak of sword light flew to cut me in two, but my own Equal Sky Strike was faster and more powerful.

KWAAANG!

My brother was shocked to see his First Technique nullified so futilely in mid-air.

With a surprised face, he unleashed the Second Technique, but this time too, a more powerful Second Technique nullified it.

Third Technique, Fourth Technique...

As the exchange continued, my brother's despair grew deeper. He must have known I was stronger, but he probably did not know I was this much stronger.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had said it.

Crushing him completely would be the best path for my brother. I agree with those words.

I revealed all of my skills, enough to make my brother feel despair.

That was the path for my brother. So that he would never harbor any other thoughts. So that he would accept that not becoming the successor was not a disappointment, but the natural outcome.

My brother must be looking at a wall. A wall taller and larger than the cliff the Fist Demon was looking at.

When the Soaring Sky Sword Art did not work, my brother charged, swinging his sword. He must have come knowing he would lose. However, as defeat became a reality, my brother grew desperate.

I want to be the successor!

However, that desperation could not bridge the gap in our skills.

TAAANG.

The sword flew from my brother's grasp and fell to the ground.

After staring at the sword with a dazed look for a moment, my brother glared at me and said.

"Actually, I was planning to beat you with these fists."

"Of course! A man's gotta use his fists!"

I sheathed the Black Demon Sword and told my brother.

"But what can you do? I'm a disciple of the Fist Demon."

"......No techniques."

At my brother's words, I laughed out loud. For him to say something like that in this situation was a good sign.

Alright, brother. I'll beat you up for sure.

The two of us clashed with our fists. Whether it was swordsmanship, fist arts, or just brawling, how could my brother possibly defeat me?

PWAK! PWEOK!

My fists slammed into my brother's face and body.

This was the punishment for instilling fear in his younger brother because of his own greed. We had to settle the score.

PWAK! PWEOEOK!

These were fists meant to forgive my brother.

Even while being beaten to a pulp, my brother never used his inner arts. He could have taken the opportunity to try and kill me, but he did not. He did not even attempt it.

This is why. Brother. The reason I wanted to bring you back alive. Father probably saw it first. What kind of person you are.

And just as my exhausted brother was about to collapse!

My brother's fist connected with my face.

I took one solid hit. It seems I also had some feelings of guilt towards my brother. If I had not regressed, he would have become the successor.

But brother, me becoming the successor is for your own good too. Let's at least live this life. Whether we get along or fight tooth and nail, let's survive.

And so, the fight that was not a fight came to an end.

My brother, having succeeded in landing the final blow, smiled with satisfaction and fell flat on his back.

HUU, HUU, HUU.

My brother's ragged breaths contained everything.

His breathing slowly began to even out.

Until then, I also lay down next to my brother and looked up at the night sky.

Lying down, my brother asked.

"Can you do a good job?"

He was probably hoping I would say no, or that there was even a sliver of a chance I would say, 'you do it'.

"I can do better than any of the Heavenly Demons in history."

"Damn it!"

My brother shouted while lying on his back.

"Uwaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!"

He screamed as if in a final struggle. Many people in our Cult must be hearing this shout. This shout was deciding my brother's fate and mine.

After he stopped shouting, my brother let out a deep sigh. He exhaled all his last lingering attachments with that breath.

"You really have to do a good job."

"I will."

"The successor of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult can't be joking around and acting flippant. You can't do that!"

"That's because you haven't seen me when I'm serious. You'll be begging me to tell a joke."

"Don't do things like that!"

"Alright."

My brother had completely given up on the succession. That was why this question was also sincere.

"When are you going to kill me? At least give me time to get my affairs in order before you do."

"Why is your head so full of such negative thoughts? Let's say my darkness was instilled by you, but who planted it in you?"

"You're the strange one."

My brother had given up on everything, but there was no need for that. Because I needed him.

"From now on, you have to help me."

"Don't say such nonsense."

"I'm serious. I don't need a puppet brother. I don't need a wounded and depressed brother. I need my real brother."

I got up first and extended my hand to my brother, who was still lying down.

After I get rid of Hwa Mugi, I might even give you his position. We don't know what we will be like then. So, brother, take my hand.

My brother sat up on his own without taking my hand. He wiped his bloody nose as he sat and said.

"This is embarrassing."

"Be proud. You've got a killer of a brother, don't you?"

"I want to kill you. For real."

And the next moment.

My brother extended his hand to me. It was a hand asking to be pulled up.

The moment I saw that outstretched hand, a surge of emotion welled up inside me. There were so many things I wanted to say that I could not say anything at all.

I grasped that hand tightly. I could feel my brother gripping my hand back just as tightly.

I forcefully pulled my brother to his feet.

After staring at me for a moment, my brother raised a fist in front of me and said.

"If you don't act like a proper successor from now on, you'll get another beating from me!"

I smiled at my brother. It was the first smile I had smiled because I genuinely liked him.

"If someone bullies me, can I call for you?"

"You crazy bastard."

My brother started walking towards the Heavenly Demon Hall first.

I had said I would bring my brother to our father, but now my brother was leading me.

The cultists standing guard were startled to see the two brothers walking side by side late at night, their faces bruised.

"Shouldn't we wash up a bit before seeing Father?"

"We have to go like this to show him what an extreme evil, atrocious younger brother you are for beating up your older brother."

And then my brother said.

"Make sure to tell me before you kill me... and if anyone bullies you, make sure to tell me."

A gust of wind blew, fluttering our clothes. It was a wind heralding a new beginning.


Chapter 249: The Reason I Have Called You All Today

I entered the Heavenly Demon Hall with my brother.

Father was already there with Head Strategist Sama Myeong. He should have been asleep at this hour. His presence meant he had received a report that we fought and were on our way.

A strange tension filled the hall as my brother and I walked side-by-side.

Father looked down at us wordlessly as we approached.

"Father."

My brother, who always addressed Father as 'Cult Leader', called him 'Father'. He used to find it hard to even look at Father, but today he stared straight at him.

Then, he spoke the most difficult words of his life.

"I will withdraw from the succession contest."

Father rarely showed his emotions, but a quiet passion surfaced in his eyes. It was a feeling mixed with joy and pity.

"Will you not regret this?"

"No, I won't."

"Once a decision is made, it can't be reversed."

My brother looked at me. "I want to see the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult led by my younger brother."

Our gazes met. This moment would torment my brother for a long time. He would regret it again and again.

Thank you, Hyung. I may not be able to prevent that regret, but I'll make it the most precious emotion of your life.

My brother looked at Father again.

"This is my earnest request, Father."

I hadn't expected my brother to be so proactive. He was not the same brother from before my regression. My brother had changed after I regressed, growing through various emotional shifts. Now that he could look at Father like that, their relationship would also change.

I sent a telepathic message to Father.

[I brought Hyung back looking truly magnificent, didn't I?]

[He was always a magnificent child.]

[Are you discriminating against me because he's the eldest son?]

The corner of Father's mouth curled up slightly as he looked at me. Father, I'll spend my entire life jesting just to see that smirk. Please, don't let that smile fade!

Father's gaze returned to my brother. He must have known how difficult this decision was for my brother.

And Father accepted my brother's sincerity, right here and now.

He issued a command to Sama Myeong.

"Activate the Eight Demons Edict immediately."

The Eight Demons Edict was a supreme order. It summoned not only the Eight Demon Supremes but also all the demonic practitioners they commanded.

"I will obey your command."

In the dead of night, a truly unprecedented order was given.


The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was teaching Seo Daeryong late into the night. He smiled with satisfaction at the technique Seo Daeryong displayed.

"Well done!"

Seo Daeryong felt like he could fly at his master's praise. The praise was especially moving because his master was so stingy with it.

"Thank you!"

Seo Daeryong, who was always full of jokes around Geom Mugeuk, was on his best behavior with his master. In his heart, his master was more precious than the Heavenly Demon.

When the training ended, Seo Daeryong presented a book.

"I asked an investigator stationed outside to acquire this for me."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was startled when he saw the book. It was a book he had wanted to read.

"This must not have been easy to find."

"I was lucky."

"What money do you have?"

It was a rare edition, so it must have cost a great deal.

"I'm still single, so my monthly salary just piles up."

"For the crime of spending lavishly, it's back to hellish training starting tomorrow."

"Ah! The hellish training was supposed to end today."

Though he feigned annoyance, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was inwardly touched.

Just then, a bell rang out.

DEEEENG! DEEENG!

"What bell is this, in the middle of the night?"

It was no ordinary bell. The sound was clear and deep, unlike any he had heard before.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon answered Seo Daeryong's question.

"It's the bell announcing the Eight Demons Edict."

Seo Daeryong asked in surprise, "What could be happening at this hour?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon gazed toward the Heavenly Demon Hall and said softly, "Either a war has broken out..."

Seo Daeryong tensed at the word 'war'.

"Or what was bound to come has finally arrived."

A war wouldn't have broken out, so it had to be the latter.

"If that's the case, you'd better train harder in your martial arts. If you want to keep being the right-hand man."

The mention of being the right-hand man made him realize it was related to Geom Mugeuk. Still, Seo Daeryong couldn't figure out what was going on.

"Open the wardrobe at the very end and bring out the blood-colored robes!"

Seo Daeryong went inside the house and opened the last wardrobe. A set of ceremonial robes as red as blood was hanging there.


At that moment, the Drunken Demon was drinking with the Flower Sword Supreme at the Drunken Dream Palace.

Yeo Bin, one of the three great drunkards, set down the side dishes. As she was about to turn away, the Flower Sword Supreme spoke to her. "Have a drink from my cup."

Yeo Bin politely accepted the drink and drank it. She then poured a drink for the Flower Sword Supreme before withdrawing.

Once she was gone, the Flower Sword Supreme said, "Just accept her when she says she likes you. Don't regret it later."

The Drunken Demon drank the alcohol he held.

"A woman suffers if she meets a man who loves to drink."

"Isn't that girl also one of the Three Drunkards?"

"Exactly. If we're both drunkards, are we supposed to earn money just to spend it all on alcohol?"

The Flower Sword Supreme shook her head at the Drunken Demon's ridiculous excuse.

"You're my friend, but I really don't understand..."

DEEEEEEENG!

The resounding bell made the Drunken Demon, who had been leaning back, straighten up. In an instant, the Flower Sword Supreme was already flying across the lake, her white martial arts uniform fluttering.

Watching her, the Drunken Demon shook his head this time.

"If it's the Cult Leader's command, you'd jump into hell just as quickly, wouldn't you?"

Yeo Bin ran to the Drunken Dream Palace.

The Drunken Demon set down his cup and said, "Sober everyone up!"


The Poison King was concocting a poison.

It was called the Seven Lives Extreme Medicine. Its main ingredient was the Seven Lives Grass, discovered by the Demonic Buddha in the Thousand Poisons Forest. It was a mystical poison that made its victim feel pleasure for seven days, only to die on the final day while experiencing pain equal to all the pleasure they had felt.

He worked while wearing the Heavenly Antivenom Silk gloves that Geom Mugeuk had gifted him.

DEEEENG!

The Poison King ignored the bell and focused only on his work.

Just then, Sangseon entered holding some clothes. Without lifting his head, the Poison King said, "Tell them I can't go."

"Do you think you can handle the consequences of refusing the Eight Demons Edict with that poison?"

Sangseon went to him and held out the clothes.

The Poison King reluctantly took the clothes and complained, "When I actually get there, it probably won't even be that important."

"Hurry and change your clothes. The Poison Disciples are preparing."

When Sangseon brought the poison pouches from the wall, the Poison King was mixing poisons again. Sangseon had to forcibly pull him away to get him dressed.

Once the Poison King was properly dressed, with twelve poison pouches tied to his waist, he looked just like a tall and handsome murim Young Lord.

As the Poison King left his residence, he said, "Now I've made the Second Young Lord do all the cleaning."

He had a precise guess about today's summons. It was worth it to have played along with him.


The moment he heard the bell, the Demonic Buddha's hand stopped turning his prayer beads.

He could tell that the First Young Lord had finally made his decision.

It was a moment he had been waiting for, but also a moment he had prayed would never come.

...First Young Lord.

A golden radiance burst from his body. The light was more intense than ever, as if showing his turbulent emotions.

Only after praying for the First Young Lord did the Demonic Buddha rise from his seat.

First Young Lord, let us go and see where fate leads us.


The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was circulating his qi.

He had now fully recovered from his injuries. Thanks to the Ten-Thousand Year Blood Ginseng, his inner arts had become even more profound. His body itched with energy, and he wanted to run out and fight alongside Geom Mugeuk right away.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman, sitting beside him, said softly, "I dreamt that Orabeoni was going on a night outing."

She was sensing the winds of fate blowing through the Divine Cult.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon opened his eyes and rose.

"If your dream says so, then I must prepare."

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon opened a closet hidden within a white wall.

A dozen masks hung there. Each mask held a different meaning.

"You choose for me."

"It seems it will be a celebratory occasion, so how about that mask?"

She pointed to a brilliantly colorful and ornate mask. It was the Happy Ghost Mask, used for major cult events or banquets.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon took out the Happy Ghost Mask as she instructed.

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman turned away so she would not see him change his mask. She was walking the path of fate, loving a man whose face she did not know.

Just as the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon finished changing his mask, the bell began to ring.


The bell rang out during the late-night training session.

The Fist Demon stopped training and said to Lee Ahn, "You'll need to prepare a congratulatory gift."

Because the First Young Lord had visited, the Fist Demon had an idea of what this nighttime summons meant.

The quick-witted Lee Ahn understood at once.

"Finally!"

Tears welled up in her eyes. She had perhaps been waiting for this moment more eagerly than the person it concerned.

"That's all for today's training."

Then, he gave an order to Cheon Sohwi.

"You go ahead and prepare the Iron Fists!"

Cheon Sohwi accepted the command for such a major event with a moved expression.

"I will obey your command."

Cheon Sohwi leaped away and disappeared.

Before leaving, the Fist Demon said one more thing to Lee Ahn.

"The Second Young Lord will want to see you. Go and get ready."

"Yes! Thank you."

Lee Ahn leaped toward her quarters. She had waited so long for this moment and could not be late. She would take out the clothes she had saved and put on makeup. She would congratulate Geom Mugeuk looking her most beautiful for this important moment.


Torches blazed on all four sides of the grand training ground.

Geom Woojin sat on the central platform, while Geom Mugeuk stood facing him. Geom Muyang had stepped aside to stand next to Sama Myeong.

The elite demonic practitioners of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, including the Demonic Army, surrounded the grand training ground like an iron wall.

Now, the Eight Demon Supremes and their subordinates began to enter.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon arrived first, dressed in red. He entered with the colossal Heaven Destroying Dao slung across his back, followed by the Blade Fiends of the Southern Blade Sect.

CHUK CHUK CHUK CHUK CHUK CHUK!

Though famous for being fierce, they entered in perfect formation without a single misstep.

Next came the Flower Sword Supreme, dressed in a pure white martial arts uniform. The Demonic Swords of the Northern Heaven Sword Sect followed her. Normally, they would exchange fierce glares with the Blade Fiends, but today, no one even glanced at the other side. They lined up behind the Flower Sword Supreme in perfect order, as if competing.

The Fist Demon arrived next. Following him were the Iron Fists of the Eastern Fist Garrison, who had entered the murim with only their bare fists. They wore formal attire and bracers on their wrists, which were engraved with the demon symbol of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Though they used bare fists, they did not fall behind in the battle of wills. Their clash of spirits was often more intense than that of the Demon Supremes.

Next, the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme entered. Though she was still young with relatively low martial arts, the shamans of the Western Illusion Sanctum following her lacked no presence. Even amidst the demonic qi filling the training ground, their ghostly energy eerily announced their arrival.

The procession continued. The Drunken Demon entered next. He walked with steps that seemed both drunk and sober, and the Drunkards followed him. Though they were drunk, they too were in perfect formation. The drunken energy they emanated seemed to intoxicate even the demonic and ghostly energy that had dominated the grounds.

Next, the Demonic Buddha entered. He had a calmer expression than ever before. The Mad Monks following him, however, were different. Dressed in golden kasas, they entered chanting Buddhist verses with crazed eyes, sweeping the grounds with yet another kind of energy.

This time, the Poison King entered. The Poison Disciples following him had more confident expressions than any other demonic practitioners here. They were filled with a confidence that bordered on arrogance. Their faces clearly said, 'If we decide to, all of you will die.'

The last Demon Supreme to enter was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. A fiery heat could be felt from his eyes behind the Happy Ghost Mask. Behind him, the Faceless Warriors followed, wearing white masks with red lines drawn on them like bloodstains. Their cold gazes announced who they were.

As the elite demonic practitioners of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult gathered, the area was engulfed in a heat that felt like it could explode at any moment.

Only one person could cool that heat in an instant.

The Heavenly Demon Geom Woojin slowly rose from his seat and walked forward. Even among these countless demonic practitioners, he exuded a singular presence.

The demonic practitioners all bowed at the waist and shouted.

"The Supreme Heavenly Demon the Invincible Divine Cult!"

It was a thunderous roar that truly shook the heavens and the earth.

After the shouts ended and the grounds fell silent, Geom Woojin finally spoke. "The reason I have called you all today is to make a momentous announcement."

His low, heavy voice flew into everyone's ears as if embedding itself there.

Tension flowed, and not a single breath could be heard.

"Mugeuk, listen well."

Geom Mugeuk showed his respect and said in a loud voice, "I will receive your solemn command."

Geom Woojin declared in a voice more resonant and powerful than ever, "From this moment on, I shall make Mugeuk the next Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

It was the moment Geom Mugeuk officially became the successor.

Geom Mugeuk raised his head and looked at his father. He wanted to say so many things, but now was the time to show respect and follow the heavenly mandate.

"For the future of the Divine Cult, I will devote my body and soul so as not to tarnish the cult's reputation."

Geom Woojin patted Geom Mugeuk's shoulder. The encouragement in his father's eyes and touch was sincere.

[Well done, my son.]

That single telepathic message made Geom Mugeuk feel as if all his past struggles had been rewarded.

[Thank you, Father.]

Geom Mugeuk slowly turned to face the demonic practitioners.

Their gazes flew toward Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk released his qi. He held nothing back, opening it all.

Those who knew Geom Mugeuk and those who did not were all overwhelmed by his presence and powerful qi. If his father was a blood-red dot in a black and white painting, Geom Mugeuk was a sky-blue dot. If his father was a large dot, Geom Mugeuk was a small one.

The eight Demon Supremes all bowed at the waist to show their respect.

"We greet the Young Cult Leader."

The demonic practitioners of the eight factions behind them, and even those surrounding the area, all performed a clasped hands greeting and bowed their heads.

"We greet the Young Cult Leader!"

A deafening shout echoed through the grounds.

The status of Second Young Lord and Young Cult Leader was the difference between heaven and earth. Not only the demonic practitioners of our Cult, but now no one in the murim could treat Geom Mugeuk lightly.

WAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!

A roar that shook the heavens and the earth continued.

Geom Mugeuk's chest swelled with emotion.

He had run this far for this very moment. A new history was now unfolding, not only for Geom Mugeuk but also for the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

When the endless cheers subsided and the grounds grew quiet, Geom Mugeuk slowly walked toward the Demon Supremes.

Towards his Demon Supremes.

It was his first step as Young Cult Leader.


Chapter 250: In the Midst of the Fervor

Eight Demon Supremes stood in a line, watching Geom Mugeuk. Every cultist gathered there focused on his movements.

Geom Mugeuk walked first to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"The Blade Demon."

"Young Cult Leader."

Geom Mugeuk's gaze on the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was intense.

"It's all thanks to you, Elder, that I was able to become the successor."

With all the cultists watching, Geom Mugeuk loudly gave the Blood Heaven Blade Demon credit.

At his words, the blade demons standing behind the Blood Heaven Blade Demon roared and released their demonic qi. If the Heavenly Demon hadn't been present, they would have shouted, "Blood Heaven! Blood Heaven!"

Geom Mugeuk watched them with pleasure. Thanks to these aggressive and rough fellows, he had reached the final stage of the Meridians Strengthening Art and achieved Myriad Poison Immunity.

Thank you, you blade demons!

Others would have been startled to hear it, but Geom Mugeuk found them endearing.

He respectfully conveyed his feelings to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"I respect you, Elder!"

Geom Mugeuk said it with sincerity. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was the first Demon Supreme to become his person and had given everything without holding back.

"It's thanks to the Young Cult Leader's outstanding capabilities. What has this old man done?"

"Please continue to guide me well in the future."

Since it was an official occasion, the two men showed each other proper respect.

Of course, Geom Mugeuk was not one to let it pass so formally. In his usual tone, completely different from his current calm voice, he sent a telepathic message.

[Elder, let's drink later! Let's have a grand celebration! By the way, a Young Cult Leader can lie in bed without washing, right?]

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was very pleased by Geom Mugeuk's unchanging banter.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon knew Geom Mugeuk would be like this even if he became the Heavenly Demon. It was this very character that had made him fall so deeply for the man named Geom Mugeuk.

[Are you trying to get scolded by the Cult Leader for fooling around? Focus!]

Next, Geom Mugeuk walked over to the Flower Sword Supreme.

"The Sword Supreme."

"Young Cult Leader."

"I ask for your continued guidance in the future. Thanks to you, Sword Supreme, my swordsmanship has improved greatly."

The Flower Sword Supreme was inwardly flustered. Their duel didn't deserve such high praise, especially since she had lost. He was saving her face in front of her subordinates.

Indeed, the demonic swords' expressions brightened. They too roared and released their demonic qi.

They tried to shout louder and release even greater demonic qi than the blade demons before them.

Even on a day like this, the blade demons and the demonic swords were engaged in a war of nerves.

The Flower Sword Supreme smiled and said, "The Young Cult Leader's talent for martial arts is a gift from the heavens, so my help must have been insignificant."

"You're being too modest. Please continue to guide me well in the future."

"I will."

Next, he stood before the Fist Demon.

Geom Mugeuk knew deep affection hid behind that fearsome face. That was why he also knew how powerful that man's straightforward punch was.

Geom Mugeuk wanted to shatter a cliff himself, but he also wanted to let the Fist Demon shatter one. He wanted to make his dream come true.

"Master."

"Young Cult Leader, now that you've become a person of high status, I think I should stop being your Master."

"I learned about life from your fists, Master. No matter what position I rise to, you'll always be my Master."

Because it meant Geom Mugeuk would serve him as Master even as the Heavenly Demon, a pleasant smile graced the Fist Demon's fearsome face.

At that, the iron fists also roared. They were the ones who had learned fist techniques alongside Geom Mugeuk.

They had grown fond of Geom Mugeuk during training, so they sincerely congratulated him on becoming the Young Cult Leader. Among the Black Fists at the very front stood Cheon Sohwi.

This time, he stood before the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme.

He felt sorry that he hadn't been able to take care of Cheongseon separately while looking after the other Demon Supremes and leaving the cult to face enemies.

"Demon Supreme."

"Young Cult Leader."

Fortunately, her face showed no disappointment. On the contrary, she was more favorable than anyone.

She knew well that she would not have risen to the position of Demon Supreme if it weren't for Geom Mugeuk. Moreover, her connection with the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who had taught her martial arts, was also because of Geom Mugeuk. That was why she was determined to become stronger as quickly as possible to repay that debt.

Geom Mugeuk showed her proper respect, just as he had with the previous Demon Supremes.

"The martial artists say that the scariest person in our Cult is the Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme. Please continue to be our Cult's most fearsome blade!"

"Please help me a great deal, Young Cult Leader!"

The shamans released their ghostly energy in unison. The torches held by the cultists flickered as if in a wind from the spreading energy. A gloomy aura, as if ghosts might appear at any moment, filled the air.

Next, he stood before the Drunken Demon.

The Drunken Demon looked at Geom Mugeuk with a flushed face.

"The Drunken Demon."

"Young Cult Leader."

"Learning about alcohol and the jianghu from you, Drunken Demon, has been a great help. I'll be in your care in the future as well."

At the same time, Geom Mugeuk sent a telepathic message.

[I want to call you brother.]

[I want to call you 'little brother'.]

[Should we just go for it?]

[Don't. If we do that, I'll really get on the Cult Leader's bad side.]

Unlike the playful telepathic exchange, the Drunken Demon spoke in a calm and stern manner.

"Come anytime. The alcohol for the Young Cult Leader is always ready. Now, this drink is to celebrate you becoming the Young Cult Leader."

As the Drunken Demon drank the alcohol from his waist, the drunkards behind him all drank in unison. The alcoholic aura they emitted mixed with the demonic qi and ghostly energy, swirling around the area. The atmosphere grew more and more intense.

Next was the Demonic Buddha.

He was the Demon Supreme Geom Mugeuk felt most sorry for in this place today.

"Congratulations, Young Cult Leader."

He was calm. He was not foolish enough to blame Geom Mugeuk for the First Young Lord's failure.

"Thank you."

"The future of our Cult rests on you, Young Cult Leader, so I hope you never forget that."

"I will keep that in mind."

The Demonic Buddha's gaze went over Geom Mugeuk's shoulder toward Geom Muyang in the distance. Geom Mugeuk could feel his concern for Geom Muyang.

"We monks will pray for the Young Cult Leader's future."

As soon as the Demonic Buddha finished speaking, the mad monks began chanting sutras in unison, praying for Geom Mugeuk's future.

Geom Mugeuk knew. At the very least, the Demonic Buddha would be praying for Geom Muyang.

Please protect my brother until the end, Demonic Buddha.

That was Geom Mugeuk's honest feeling.

Geom Mugeuk now stood before the Poison King. Seeing the Poison King put his mind at ease, and a smile formed on his face. At some point, the Poison King had become such a pleasant person to him.

"The Poison King."

"Young Cult Leader."

"Thanks to your teachings in the Thousand Poisons Forest, I will be largely free from the danger of poisonkilling intent in the future. Thank you."

"You have a constitution that is naturally strong against poison, so as long as you keep my words in mind, you'll never die from poison."

A telepathic message immediately flew to the Poison King.

[Thanks to you playing with me that day, I was able to become the Young Cult Leader like this.]

[If you're so grateful, let's make another bet on finding poisonous herbs.]

Geom Mugeuk deliberately lowered his telepathic voice.

[I am the Young Cult Leader. I'm a different person from the herb-gathering Second Young Lord.]

[Come and do some cleaning, too.]

Of course, it didn't work on the Poison King.

The Poison King's eyes shone clearly as he looked at Geom Mugeuk.

With this, you must have taken one more step toward the person you must face.

Finally, Geom Mugeuk stood before the last Demon Supreme.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon wore a brilliantly colored mask.

"The Smiling Demon."

"Young Cult Leader."

The two men stared at each other without a word. Just from the look in the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's eyes behind the mask, Geom Mugeuk could tell how happy he was.

Geom Mugeuk felt it was an immense stroke of luck to have met someone he could trust so deeply in his life.

"The mask is splendid."

"It's the mask I wear when attending a celebratory banquet. It's a mask that's perfectly suited for today's occasion."

The two eyes of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon were smiling within the eyeholes.

Geom Mugeuk no longer needed to scrutinize the true meaning behind his smile. At least when it came to him, what he saw was all there was.

"I will look forward to the day we go out to fight again."

"I, too, will be waiting."

Having finished speaking, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon laughed out loud. At that, the Faceless Warriors standing behind him followed suit and laughed in unison. It was a grotesque laughter. It was the Faceless Warriors' own way of congratulating him on his ascension to Young Cult Leader.

The laughter of the Faceless Warriors spread through the place. The ghostly energy of the shamans swirled in all directions, and the sound of sutras echoed along with the fierce demonic qi.

They were not the only ones Geom Mugeuk acknowledged.

Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned from the cultists of the eight factions to the martial artists of the Heavenly Demon Hall.

In the distance, he could see the figure of the Demonic Army General, Jang Ho. As direct subordinates of the Heavenly Demon, they would be the first to throw themselves into the fray if anything happened.

He politely gave a clasped hands greeting toward Jang Ho. The roars of the Demonic Army added to the fervor.

He also expressed his gratitude to the investigators and execution martial artists of the Sanzu River Hall with a clasped hands greeting. They too congratulated him with a great roar. Among the investigators, Seo Daeryong stood smiling brightly.

[Congratulations, Director! No, Young Cult Leader!]

[I'm counting only on my right-hand man!]

[Please, trust some of your other body parts too!]

Smiling pleasantly, he also paid his respects to the heads of other organizations with a polite clasped hands greeting. The roars reached their peak.

And finally, Geom Mugeuk looked for one person. A person who could not be hidden no matter how large the crowd. His eyes met with Lee Ahn, who was standing among the cultists.

[You look even prettier today.]

[Since all the cultists are gathered, I was thinking of seducing someone young and handsome if I find one.]

[Even if you combine all the guys here, it won't work.]

[Don't say that. I'm not that special.]

[No, not you. I mean they can't compare to me.]

She laughed. She really liked that Geom Mugeuk hadn't changed even after becoming the Young Cult Leader.

[Congratulations, Young Cult Leader.]

[It's thanks to you protecting me.]

She would never dream that this moment today existed truly because she had thrown her body on the line for him.

Receiving everyone's congratulations, Geom Mugeuk ascended the platform. There were still people to whom he had to convey his thanks.

This time, Geom Mugeuk went to greet Head Strategist Sama Myeong.

"Strategist."

"Congratulations, Young Cult Leader."

Sama Myeong had watched Geom Mugeuk's process of rising to this position closer than anyone. He worried because Geom Mugeuk was too outstanding, and he felt uneasy because he was unpredictable. Even right now, he had never imagined he would say something like this.

"Now that I've become the Young Cult Leader, please teach me some Go behind Father's back."

Sama Myeong smiled at Geom Mugeuk's words.

"That would be difficult."

"You don't wish for me to win, Strategist!"

"I only wish for peace in our Cult. As long as it's not about Go, the All-Knowing Hall will always help the Young Cult Leader."

After exchanging pleasant greetings with Sama Myeong, Geom Mugeuk went to Geom Muyang, who was standing there blankly.

Isn't he the most uncomfortable person in this place? Everything he sees before him could have been his. How regretful must he be?

"Brother, I'm counting only on you."

If it had been just the two of them, Geom Muyang would have shouted, 'You crazy bastard, stop it!' but he couldn't do that now.

"I entrust our Cult to you."

Geom Mugeuk suddenly pulled Geom Muyang into a tight hug.

[Are you crazy?]

[You're the crazy one, brother. For yielding this great position to me.]

[You crazy bastard, get off me!]

A roar erupted at the sight of the two men. They had kept their promise to have a succession battle without seeing blood.

Geom Mugeuk finally stood before his father.

"Father."

Geom Woojin took Geom Mugeuk and walked forward.

As the two stood side by side, a roar erupted.

Just by standing together, immense power was vested in Geom Mugeuk. He was a Young Cult Leader clearly acknowledged by the Heavenly Demon.

And so, amidst roars that seemed as if they would last forever, the late-night announcement of the successor came to an end.


Geom Muyang was walking alone.

The entire cult was bustling with noise, truly in a festive mood.

He wanted to put on a good-natured face and get swept up in the atmosphere, but it wasn't easy.

His role ended here. The role of a supporting character being hugged by the protagonist on stage.

As he was walking slowly while looking down at the ground, someone called him from behind.

"Muyang."

When he turned around, it was his father.

"...Father."

Geom Woojin said to him in a gentle tone.

"Let's eat together."

The moment he heard those words, Geom Muyang felt a surge of emotion. Before he could compose himself, his vision blurred. Geom Muyang clenched his teeth and forced himself to hold it back. He didn't want to show his father a crying face on a day like today.

"I was getting hungry anyway."

"Let's go. The cooks will be awake today, so let's ask them to make your favorite food."

The two walked side by side toward the Heavenly Demon Hall.

Walking with his father like this, memories of past days surfaced in Geom Muyang's mind.

The days he had strived to look good in his father's eyes.

He had done his best to fulfill his role as the eldest son. He wanted to look good to his father. He wanted to receive his father's praise, and he wanted to be acknowledged by his father.

The surest way to do that was to become the successor. He had thought he would be miserably abandoned if he failed to become the successor...

"Are you disappointed?"

"No, I feel rather relieved."

Now, Geom Woojin was no longer looking at the eldest son, but at his son. To Geom Muyang, Geom Woojin was not the Cult Leader, but his father.

Geom Woojin offered no words of comfort.

However, to Geom Muyang, his father's simple words, 'Let's eat together,' were a greater comfort than any consolation. He was so grateful.

Geom Woojin walked ahead, and Geom Muyang followed a few steps behind.

The moonlight silently and gently illuminated the path of the father and son as they walked.


From a distant rooftop, I was watching Father and brother walk away.

Originally, I had planned to have a drink with my brother.

But I stepped back after seeing Father taking care of him. We could drink some other time, but a meal with our father on a day like today would be something my brother would never forget for the rest of his life.

Because of my regression, perhaps my brother had become a source of pain for Father.

I was grateful to Father for taking care of my brother like that. A father is a father.

I leaped up and landed on the top of the tallest spire in the cult.

Standing there with my arms crossed, I looked around at the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, in its festive mood, was completely abuzz. It was a joyful and exciting atmosphere for the first time in a long while.

In the midst of that fervor, I thought about the things I had to do in the future. My mind was calm, and I was confident I could handle what was to come.

I stood there alone at the top until the fervor subsided and the dawn began to break.


Chapter 251: Now is the Time for Everyone to Become Stronger

Becoming the Young Cult Leader changed nothing. My path was set, and my tasks were decided. I had to become strong and kill Hwa Mugi.

But reality had changed in other ways.

The first change stood in a line in my residence's courtyard. A symbol engraved on their chests told me who they were. It was the image of a demon on a shield.

"We're from the Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguard unit."

Bodyguard martial artists were dispatched from the Heavenly Demon Hall as soon as I became the Young Cult Leader.

"I'm Cheokyeon, and I'll be responsible for the Young Cult Leader's safety from now on."

He wore an eyepatch over one eye. A one-eyed bodyguard was rare, which made him look very special. The bodyguards behind Cheokyeon each stated their names and greeted me. There were twelve of them in total. They explained they would protect me in shifts of six, day and night.

I knew Cheokyeon and the other bodyguards well.

Cheokyeon lived a fate that burned brightly like a flame before vanishing. They were my older brother's bodyguards when he was the Young Cult Leader. They all died with him the day Hwa Mugi attacked. Not one of them fled. They were men who offered their lives as a testament to their loyalty.

Thank you.

I thanked them in my heart.

"From now on, we'll protect you, Young Cult Leader."

That loyalty was now directed at me. These were more fates I had to change.

The only problem was that I didn't need them.

They would try to stay by my side constantly, but I had many things that required me to move quickly. I would also take many actions they couldn't understand. I had to make them keep their distance somehow.

I couldn't believe I had such a task on my first day as Young Cult Leader.

Telling them, 'I don't need you, so you may leave,' was pointless. They weren't the type to leave just because I said so. The problem couldn't be solved that way.

This was a problem for Hwi, the head of the bodyguard unit and Father's personal bodyguard. Of course, it wouldn't be easy.

Bodyguard martial artists are the most conservative people in the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions. It's impossible to protect a target without being conservative. Stronger masters tend to overestimate their skills, making them difficult to protect. I was a prime example, already thinking of how to send my bodyguards away.

"Rest for a moment."

I was about to meet Hwi to settle things, but Cheokyeon seemed to have read my mind.

"The bodyguard Captain told us this. The Young Cult Leader might try to send you back, but you have nowhere to return to. If you send us back, we'll have to leave the bodyguard unit."

Hwi had anticipated my move and acted first. He understood my personality well and made it clear that dismissing the bodyguards was not an option. For better or worse, I had to keep them with me.

"Then are you all completely my men now?"

"Our official affiliation is with the Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguard unit, but in practice, yes."

I told Cheokyeon, "Take off your eyepatch."

Cheokyeon flinched but quickly removed the eyepatch. He wasn't wearing it because of an injury. The pupil hidden beneath it was blood-red.

I approached Cheokyeon, looked into his eye, and said, "You've learned the Ghost Eye Art."

The Ghost Eye Art is an ocular art passed down among bodyguards for finding hidden people. Learning it is extremely painful, and the user cannot normally use the eye. For a single moment of crisis that might never come, one had to give up an eye for life.

"Isn't it painful?"

"It's bearable."

"Stay still."

I placed my palm over his eye. A fine stream of qi flowed in and soothed his pupil. When I removed my hand, Cheokyeon bowed his head.

"Thank you."

Cheokyeon looked at me, bewildered. He probably never imagined I could manage his pain like this.

"It's just a temporary measure."

It was the same with Lee Ahn, and now with Cheokyeon. Protecting someone demanded too great a sacrifice. This might not be a problem unique to our Cult, but the burden our Cult placed on its bodyguards was too harsh.

"I understand that if you completely master the Ghost Eye Art, you can use this eye normally."

"That's correct, but achieving complete mastery is an incredibly difficult task."

"I'll help you."

Cheokyeon's red eye widened in surprise, as if he were seeing a ghost.

"How old are you?"

"I'm twenty-nine."

He was young. The bodyguards with him were also younger or a similar age.

"I may be young, but this is my twelfth year in the bodyguard unit."

This meant he passed the bodyguard unit's test at seventeen. Since ordinary skills weren't enough to enter the Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguard unit, Cheokyeon's talent had to be outstanding.

"The juniors with me are also young, but I can vouch for their skills."

Of course, they were. They were sent to bodyguard the Young Cult Leader. Hwi must have sent young masters who would lead the next generation, masters with both skill and loyalty.

Uncle Hwi, you've chosen really well.

After all, these men had already proven their character with their deaths.

"How much do you know about me?"

"We're aware of almost everything that's happened recently."

"Then you must have some idea of my personality."

"I have a very slight inkling."

"Tell me."

Cheokyeon hesitated for a moment, then spoke cautiously. "I think you're not an easy person to serve."

I nodded. "If you can let go of just one thing, you'll get along with me better than anyone."

"What is that?"

"Impatience. You just need to let go of the impatience to become my bodyguard right now."

Cheokyeon and the other bodyguards looked puzzled. They had already been assigned as my bodyguards, so my words were baffling.

"I don't understand what you mean."

Instead of answering, I asked a question. "What is your ultimate dream?"

"To become the best bodyguard."

"Then is your dream to be the Young Cult Leader's bodyguard? Or the Cult Leader's bodyguard?"

After a brief pause, Cheokyeon answered. "Of course, our final dream is to become the Cult Leader's bodyguard."

The other bodyguards would have the same goal.

"That's why I'm saying you need to let go of your impatience."

They still looked like they couldn't understand my intentions.

"Bring thirteen wooden swords."

Realizing I intended to test their skills, Cheokyeon immediately had a subordinate bring wooden swords. A moment later, we each held a wooden sword. I dipped my sword's tip in white powder.

"Alright, think of the man at the end over there as me. Protect him."

They immediately formed a protective formation around the man I indicated. They were tense.

"You don't need to worry about me getting hurt, so do your best to block me. Alright, here I come."

I rushed toward them.

They tried to block me, but they couldn't stop my determined attack. I unleashed the Four Strides of the Wind God and broke through their formation. They stumbled and collided as their swords swung at empty air. They exposed impenetrable openings, tripped over their own feet, and lost sight of me for an instant.

Just as they thought, What in the world is happening?, I leaped back to my original spot.

The twelve bodyguards stared at me, dazed.

What did he just do?

None of them had dropped their swords. No one had been struck.

Then, one of them gasped.

"......"

The others startled in shock. They looked more horrified than if they had been stabbed. Without realizing it, white powder had been dabbed on everyone's heart. Their leader, Cheokyeon, was no exception, and neither was the comrade they were protecting. More astonishingly, the powder had been applied without them knowing when or how. In the blink of an eye, they had all died.

"With your current skills, do you think you can bodyguard me?"

Cheokyeon's face turned red, as did the others'. Despite the skill difference, the helpless defeat was incredibly shameful for them as bodyguards.

"I'm not trying to humiliate you. I'm showing you reality. To protect me, you have to be much stronger. The masters I'll face from now on will be like this."

I approached them, meeting each person's eyes as I spoke.

"You couldn't stop me today, but you must stop me next time. You can't stop me alone, but twelve of you together must. Don't waste time guarding me while I eat or sleep. Use that meaningless time to train your martial arts."

Having them follow me around to bodyguard me right now was meaningless.

"Then are you saying we should only train in martial arts continuously?"

I shook my head at Cheokyeon's question. "You have your own positions, so I can't have you do that. We must move together for official events, but there's no need to waste time playing bodyguard during my daily life or when I'm with the Demon Supremes."

For them, this was a heaven-sent opportunity. They were the type to sacrifice sleep just to train amidst their difficult bodyguard duties.

"Discard thoughts like, 'These are the rules of the bodyguard unit,' or 'It goes against the principles.' We will establish new rules. When I tell you to stand down and rest, you will accept my command unconditionally. If I don't call for you, that time is for training. Train to become the number one bodyguard in murim."

At my unexpected words, the eyes of Cheokyeon and the other martial artists wavered.

"I need that kind of bodyguard."

I slowly approached and brushed the white powder from Cheokyeon's chest, revealing the bodyguard unit's symbol.

"I need the shield on your chests to be a shield of ten-thousand-year cold iron that no one can pierce."

I could feel Cheokyeon getting emotional. They were still young and moved by my words. Becoming the best bodyguards was their dream, and now they had an opportunity.

"If you keep your promise to me, I'll make one of my own. I'll take you all with me to the very end. When I become the Heavenly Demon, you will be my bodyguards."

Cheokyeon and the bodyguards were stunned. Usually, the Heavenly Demon's bodyguards are replaced upon succession, but I had just declared I would take all of them with me.

"If a problem arises and you get kicked out of the bodyguard unit, I'll take responsibility and accept you, but that won't happen."

Cheokyeon couldn't decide if this was the right way to proceed.

"Instead of giving you a lot of time, I'll check your skills frequently. Anyone who is lazy will be sent away immediately. This might be a more difficult task than bodyguarding me."

Now was the time for everyone to become stronger. I had to make my bodyguards strong, no matter what.

Cheokyeon looked at his subordinates, asking for their opinions instead of deciding alone. I felt telepathy flash between them. I liked his way of handling things.

"I learned the Ghost Eye Art to see ghosts... but right now, I feel like I'm possessed by one."

Cheokyeon's expression showed he was making an emotional decision. He then added, "We've decided to follow the Young Cult Leader's words."

The bodyguards behind Cheokyeon shouted in unison. "We will become stronger. We'll bet our futures on you, Young Cult Leader."

I could feel their determination.

"Become strong. So that in the future, you may become the greatest Heavenly Demon's Guard in all of murim."

They would be able to do it, because I would help them.

And we had to succeed, if only to kill Hwa Mugi.

"Where are your quarters?"

"They've been prepared nearby."

"I'll have them rebuilt with the best facilities, including an attached training ground."

They all looked deeply grateful.

"Well, since it's the first day, shall we all go together?"


I led the bodyguards toward the Heavenly Demon Hall.

The bodyguards followed gallantly behind me. Their gazes were cold and confident when dealing with the cultists, unlike how they were with me. They had the authority to cut down anyone to protect me. While on duty, they could even skip greeting a Demon Supreme. I was the only one who had scolded them. They were not lacking in any way.

As we walked, the cultists parted like water.

They didn't dare block our path. The way they looked at me had also completely changed. Before, they used to reveal their emotions, whether it was support or disapproval. I could read their minds to some extent.

But now that I was the Young Cult Leader, they didn't dare reveal their feelings. They showed absolute respect and greeted me politely. Whether they liked me or not didn't matter. They knew that getting on the bad side of the next Heavenly Demon meant death.

The bodyguards waited at the entrance, and I entered the Heavenly Demon Hall alone.

Father sat on the grandmaster's chair, as always.

I walked the path of blood and stood at the bottom of the stairs.

"I trust your health has been robust and your days peaceful?"

"Why are you doing something you never do?"

"Well, as the Young Cult Leader, I should at least offer this level of greeting."

The corners of Father's mouth curled up.

"Act as you usually do."

I smiled pleasantly and asked Father, "Did you get to talk badly about my brother and me to your heart's content?"

"I couldn't. Your brother isn't the type to badmouth people behind their backs."

Father, you looked really cool yesterday taking care of my brother.

"I kept my promise to bring him here holding his hand, so from now on, you need to help a little too, Father."

Father didn't answer, but I believed he would help with my brother's problem one way or another.

"You kept singing the song of 'successor, successor,' but you'll have many things to do from now on."

I knew that. I had many internal matters to handle and events to attend, especially external events in Father's place.

"I'll show off this handsome face I got from you to the world."

In truth, I was counting on the Heavenly Space Secret Art. I had to master it somehow to secure more time.

Father looked down at me in silence, then suddenly asked, "Are you ready?"

I knew instinctively.

The moment I had been waiting for had finally arrived.

"I am ready."

At my calm reply, Father rose from the grandmaster's chair.

"Follow me."

I followed Father toward something more important to me than the position of successor. Though I walked slowly, my heart began to pound as if it were sprinting.


Chapter 252: That is the Nine Calamities Demonic Art

I followed Father down an unfamiliar path.

I had never walked the path behind the Heavenly Demon Hall before. Even before my regression, when I returned to the Cult for materials for the Great Art, I never came here.

Father led me to a beautifully decorated garden and told me it contained formations.

"Follow my footsteps exactly."

The garden's formations made up the Nine Lakes Evil Spirit Misdirection Formation. It was a terrifying, deadly trap. Anyone who failed to find the correct path of life would be chased by evil spirits until they died.

I carefully followed, stepping exactly where Father stepped.

Once we passed through the Nine Lakes Evil Spirit Misdirection Formation, the view changed completely. A large, castle-like building now stood where nothing had been moments before.

This was the Nine Calamities Demonic Palace, a place more secret than any other in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

Father pressed his palm against a small panel beside the door and injected his qi. The massive door slowly opened. Only those who had learned the Nine Calamities Demonic Art could enter this place.

I stepped into a new world.

A single sight overwhelmed me the moment I stepped inside.

A giant stone statue of the seated Heavenly Demon Soul dominated the room. It looked exactly like Father on his grand throne.

The Heavenly Demon Soul held out its hand. I knew instinctively that its palm was the place for the Heavenly Demon.

A thrilling shiver ran through my body when I saw the Heavenly Demon Soul. I felt a powerful urge to climb onto its outstretched hand and stand tall. A desire to meet my own Heavenly Demon Soul consumed me. It was difficult to keep my composure.

Then, Father's words made my heart tremble even more.

"I, too, received the Nine Calamities Demonic Art from Father in this very place."

A memory of the past flickered in Father's eyes as he seemed to recall that day.

What kind of person was grandfather to you, Father?

Father had never once spoken about my grandfather.

But I have so many things I could tell my children about you, Father.

I slowly looked around. In that vast space, the past and present coexisted.

One wall held a mural depicting the Demonic Cult's beginnings. The scene was frightening, bizarre, and primal. Its paintings and statues were so vivid they seemed ready to leap out and move at any moment.

Another image beside it showed the Demonic Cult in a later era. As time passed, the Cult changed, and the depictions of demonic people and spirits were different.

"The Nine Calamities Demonic Art has been passed down through long ages, changing and improving little by little, sometimes being lost and then reconnected."

Details of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art were also written on the wall.

The wall recorded when the Nine Calamities Demonic Art was born and detailed the era when it had nine techniques. It also described a time when the art was divided into the Nine-Transformation Demonic Sword Style, the Nine-Transformation Demonic Blade Style, and the Nine-Transformation Demonic Fist Style, becoming a demonic art with seven techniques in its first half and seven in its second. It even chronicled a period when the art was lost to darkness. The entire process, up to its restoration as nine techniques, was recorded in detail.

"So the Nine Calamities Demonic Art has continuously changed."

"It was inevitable. Fools and geniuses have appeared in every era."

Father's gaze returned to the statue of the Heavenly Demon Soul.

"But amidst all those changes, the one thing that never changed was the Heavenly Demon Soul."

The techniques changed with the era, but the Heavenly Demon Soul did not.

It was the ultimate existence, summoned only upon achieving complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

I had already seen an image of the Heavenly Demon Soul several times before coming here. I felt it watching me in the Myriad Evil Sect Leader's cave, and I saw it again while enduring the Murim Alliance Chairman's tyrannical pressure.

I could not forget its gaze. It seemed to find me pathetic, yet it also seemed to long for me, and even pity me.

"Have you ever summoned the Heavenly Demon Soul?"

Father nodded.

This meant he had completely mastered the Nine Calamities Demonic Art and could summon the Heavenly Demon Soul.

Father, did you lose to Hwa Mugi even after summoning the Heavenly Demon Soul? Or did you fight without summoning it? What kind of battle took place that day?

Even now, I could not easily associate defeat with Father's resolute profile. I did not know if I would ever learn what happened that day, but one thing was certain.

That would never happen again.

"If I achieve complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, can you and I each summon a Heavenly Demon Soul?"

"That's right. It is known that the Heavenly Demon Soul differs slightly depending on the person who summons it. The Heavenly Demon Soul I summon and the one you summon will be different."

A Heavenly Demon Soul different from Father's. I imagined two Heavenly Demon Souls standing tall, facing each other, and eagerly anticipated that moment.

"My Heavenly Demon Soul... might be quite talkative."

A faint smile touched Father's lips, which for him was the equivalent of a hearty laugh.

"I don't know if I'll be able to see it in my lifetime."

He was teasing me, but his words also implied the difficulty of completely mastering the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Father leaped up, landing on the palm of the Heavenly Demon Soul statue.

"Come up here."

As if I had been waiting, I leaped up and landed beside him.

I reached out and touched the statue's hand. It felt cold like stone.

The symbol of the Heavenly Demon Soul was engraved in the center of the palm, shaped for a person to sit. It seemed Father had also received the Nine Calamities Demonic Art right here.

Father gazed at me and asked again.

"Are you ready?"

I looked at Father and replied.

"I want to feel the true sensation of the Heavenly Demon Soul."

Father's majestic pressure then filled the hall.

Finally, Father spoke the words I had so desperately longed to hear.

"From this moment, I will transmit the Nine Calamities Demonic Art to you."

My body trembled as I faced this great destiny. My once-calm heart began to pound again.

I sat down and straightened my back into a proper posture.

I breathed thinly, long, and steadily until my breath and consciousness became one. I was finally ready to accept my destiny.

This palm was no ordinary place. I did not understand the principle, but the flow of qi and demonic qi was much smoother here.

"A technique is a process for the sole result of killing and maiming, and the movements that optimize that process. Your achievement will depend on how well you understand this."

Father started with the profound principles of martial arts, then began reciting the incantations of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

I closed my eyes and began to memorize the incantations.

It was more difficult than any martial art I had ever encountered. I could usually grasp the basics just by listening, but the Nine Calamities Demonic Art was composed of entirely new concepts.

I focused all my mind on memorizing Father's words. Understanding and interpretation could wait.

"...The Shingwol must be cold, and the Subun must be hot. If the Hawan is the leaf, the Geonri must be the root. Only when chaos becomes order and a roar becomes silence will the Jungwan turn to life and the Geogwol to death. When the Jungjeong is clear and tranquil, the Danjung..."

The incomprehensible incantations continued endlessly. After a long time, the final incantation concluded.

"...To stand tall and alone in this world, that is the Nine Calamities Demonic Art."

When Father finished, I exclaimed without realizing it. Understanding could come later. I knew instinctively that the Nine Calamities Demonic Art was an incredible martial art. The dignity and grace of this absolute demonic art wrapped around me like an overwhelming emotion.

"How much did you memorize?"

"I've memorized all the incantations themselves."

Father acted differently than usual. He normally would have said, 'Then let's go,' and stood up. Instead, Father repeated the incantations.

"Now, listen again."

He was more serious than ever while teaching the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. This was likely because the art was taught directly, not through manuals. Misremembering or misinterpreting even a single character could be fatal.

Father repeated the incantations three times, then told me to recite them.

I began to recite the incantations.

Father looked satisfied when I recited them perfectly from beginning to end.

"Perfect."

I bowed deeply to Father.

"I'm so happy. Thank you, Father."

I was too overwhelmed with emotion to say anything else. I felt only joy and gratitude.

I thought the transmission would end there. I expected him to say, 'I've taught you, now it's up to you to learn it.'

But that was not the case.

Father then passed on a few key principles and the core of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. He did not explain everything, but he precisely pointed out parts I might find confusing.

"Have you memorized this as well?"

"Yes, I have."

"I'm telling you this so you don't wander down unnecessary paths."

"Thank you, Father."

Father perched on the fingertip of the Heavenly Demon Soul, and I sat beside him.

"Father lectured me on the entire key principles of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, from the first incantation to the last. He taught me how to interpret them and how to train. Even with all that, it took me a very long time to achieve complete mastery."

Father looked at me.

"I will not teach you the entire key principles."

This was not surprising, as it was just like Father. His reason, however, was truly astonishing.

"You must also know that even with the same martial arts, it can change greatly depending on how one interprets it."

Then he said the most surprising thing I had heard since meeting him.

"I want to see your interpretation of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art."

"!"

I was startled. Truly startled.

And I knew what those words meant. Father acknowledged me as a martial artist. No, it was more than that.

"Show me, your Nine Calamities Demonic Art."

He wanted to see a Nine Calamities Demonic Art superior to his own. Father, a man of immense pride, was saying this to me now.

"So, carve your history into this place!"

My heart swelled with emotion. The joy of Father's acknowledgment was even greater than the joy of receiving the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. Tears I had held back before now threatened to fall.

Father stood up before I could answer.

"Let's go."

He had returned to his usual blunt self.

I did not say I would show him, because I truly intended to.

Thank you, Father.

I think... I've really done well by returning.


I left the Heavenly Demon Divine Palace and climbed to the summit of the Great Sky Peak.

I stood alone, reciting the incantations of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art over and over, striving to engrave them into my mind forever.

My life was on the line here. Everyone's lives were on the line here.

I also mulled over the key principles and insights Father had taught me. Without them, learning the Nine Calamities Demonic Art would have taken much longer.

I forgot even hunger as I immersed myself in the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. My mind was clear and pure, and I felt ecstatic.

I was not there, nor was Father. In the end, even the Nine Calamities Demonic Art disappeared. I entered a true state of selflessness and perfectly engraved the art into myself.


The first place I went after coming down from the Great Sky Peak was the Alluring Inn.

Jo Cheonbae rushed out to greet me as I entered.

"Young Cult Leader! My sincerest congratulations! When I heard the news that you had become the Young Cult Leader, I wanted to visit you within the Cult's grounds."

He looked like he truly wanted to hug me.

So I pulled him into a sudden hug. Jo Cheonbae looked shocked enough to faint.

"You shouldn't do this to someone as lowly as me."

"'Lowly,' this is the last time you'll say that. It's rude to say such things to a friend, isn't it?"

Jo Cheonbae exclaimed, "Aigoo," at the word 'friend' and waved his hands dismissively. Nothing more needed to be said. Emotion filled Jo Cheonbae's wrinkled face.

"There has never been anyone like you, Young Cult Leader, and there never will be again."

"Show me that emotion through your cooking! I'm starving to death!"

I went up to the second floor.

I looked at the wall where the Demonic Buddha and the Poison King had left their marks and saw a new message beside them.

Blood Heaven, had a drink with disciple and left.

Surprisingly, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, who had come with Seo Daeryong, had left the message.

It was amazing enough that they had come for a drink together, but he had even mentioned his disciple. I smiled, picturing the two of them.

A moment later, Jo Cheonbae came up with alcohol and side dishes.

He looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's new writing on the wall and said.

"Elder Blade Demon came by a while ago and left that. It's all thanks to you, Young Cult Leader."

"It might have been thanks to me at first, but now it's because of our host's skill with drinks and cooking. Do you know how picky those people are?"

I tugged on Jo Cheonbae's sleeve as I spoke.

"Have a drink with me."

"Yes, I'll pour you a celebratory drink."

"Did you know? This is the first celebratory drink I'm receiving."

"Aigoo! This lowly... no, is it alright for you to receive your first drink from me?"

"I know, right? I thought of you, the host, before any of the Demon Supremes. I wonder why?"

Jo Cheonbae answered wittily.

"Could it be because you were hungry?"

"I have been starving for a few days, actually."

We laughed together.

I am different from before.

I had gone from Second Young Lord to Young Cult Leader, and now I had learned the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

However, I will continue to live an unchanging life.

I will live a life where I can share a drink with Jo Cheonbae like this.

The tenth star of complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art can be achieved in the training grounds.

However, I believe the twelfth star of complete mastery cannot be achieved in the training grounds. I believe the path to the twelfth star is found in a drinking session with Jo Cheonbae, in a single line drawn on the wall by the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, and on a moonlit walk with Lee Ahn.

My absolute, unchanging principle regarding martial arts.

For the martial arts to change, the person must change.

And I also know.

That a demonic path that does not break the table is ten times harder than one that does. Jo Cheonbae is a milestone on the demonic path I will protect. When the smile disappears from his face, my demonic path will be heading the wrong way.

So, this is enough for my celebration. A grand one, with just the two of us.

"Now, let's have a drink, host!"


Chapter 253: What is Harder Than Embracing

Becoming the Young Cult Leader brought another change.

I moved to a new residence deep within the inner court. The house was large, the training ground was large, and it had flower gardens and walking paths. It was a much better house than my previous one. The number of maids attending me also increased significantly.

The first thing I did in my new residence was change the interior to my liking.

Truthfully, I camped so much before my regression that I can sleep well anywhere. However, my sleeping place has now become important.

I would be busy as the Young Cult Leader and busy with training. This space was precious because it would become my sanctuary amidst all that busyness.

I switched to a large bed and laid out plush, cozy, pure white bedding. I placed a desk by the window where sunlight streamed in. I also added a comfortable chair where I could sit and read.

The bookshelf was filled with books the Blood Heaven Blade Demon recommended.

My goal is to read them all within the year, but I don't know if I'll even get through half of them.

I pulled out a book and sat in the chair by the window. Then, clutching the book, I threw myself onto the bed. I rolled around on the plush, pleasant white covers.

"Yes, this is it."

I lay down and read the book.

Does reading a collection of poetry and paintings help with martial arts training? Of course, it does. Focusing solely on martial arts might be helpful up to a certain level, but once you reach my level...

TUK!

"Ouch!"

I had dozed off, and the book fell on my face.

Right, I can dodge the sword of a master, but I can't dodge this.

I lay on the bed for a moment, savoring the brief tranquility. Once I left this bed, I would have to train like a madman and charge forward. That is why I was so grateful for this moment. Being grateful for the obvious is the way to a happy life.

My residence was not the only thing that changed.

As promised, I had the bodyguards' old, cramped quarters demolished. I built them large, spacious lodgings with an attached training ground. When all the bodyguards pitched in to help the laborers, the quarters were completed in no time.

I also made sure to provide the best possible beds and furniture. They were naturally pleased that I took care of such details so meticulously.

Their leader, Cheokyeon, thanked me on behalf of everyone.

"Thank you so much."

By keeping my promise, I was showing them what kind of person I was.

"For the time being, I'll also be focusing on my training, so don't look for me unless it's important."

With that, I headed straight for my personal training ground.

I had two training grounds. There was a large one outdoors and a smaller, personal one indoors. I went to the indoor training ground to train.

Though smaller than the outdoor one, it was more spacious than any other indoor training ground. It was probably the largest and best-decorated one after Father's. You could tell just by looking at the eighteen types of weapons lined up against the wall. They were far too excellent for training purposes.

The walls, ceiling, and floor were also sturdily built to withstand any impact. Truly, everything changed once I became the Young Cult Leader.

Right, new wine in a new wineskin, new martial arts in a new training ground!

My heart trembled as I prepared to begin my training in the Nine Calamities Demonic Art in earnest. It was an absolute demonic art that no trickery or demonic qi could penetrate. The training for the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, which I had longed for even in my dreams, had finally begun.

The Nine Calamities Demonic Art consisted of nine techniques. Six techniques were used by a person, and three were used by the Heavenly Demon Soul. One could achieve complete mastery by perfectly mastering only the six techniques used by a person.

However, in that case, the Heavenly Demon Soul would be unable to unleash its techniques. The Heavenly Demon Soul is powerful on its own, but it is even stronger when it uses its techniques.

Imagine something as massive as a demon king using techniques as swiftly as a human attacks!

Therefore, I had to master all nine techniques to achieve complete mastery.

The Nine Calamities Demonic Art was a completely different martial art from the Soaring Sky Sword Art. If the Soaring Sky Sword Art was a sword art, the Nine Calamities Demonic Art was, true to its name, a demonic art. Using each technique consumed an immense amount of inner arts, and its power was naturally incomparable.

I calmly began my training, starting with the mind cultivation method. This was the most crucial moment in the training. A single misstep could lead to qi deviation, so I moved my true qi slowly and cautiously. This was the first time in my life I had practiced a mind cultivation method with such concentration.

Fortunately, I succeeded in circulating my true qi for one full cycle according to the oral formula. If not for the key principles Father had taught me, I would have been stuck right from the start.

I had not started training the techniques yet. I would begin the real training only when I could comfortably circulate my qi with the mind cultivation method. I circulated my true qi for one cycle, then two, then three.

As I circulated my qi, I came to my senses and realized that six hours had passed in a flash. I had been so engrossed in the mind cultivation method that I had not even noticed I was hungry. Each time I circulated my qi, the inner arts in my qi center reacted differently. I could feel the pure and profound inner arts slowly starting to heat up.

While I was happy to have found a martial art I could immerse myself in, I also felt a sense of fear. I had a premonition that the road ahead was very long.

"I'm hungry, so let's eat first."

Today, I cooked myself. I chopped firewood, started a fire, and prepared the meat.

I can't just eat something simple and rush back to training. Especially when doing such important training, I have to eat better and rest better to maintain my body and mind in peak condition.

I grilled plenty of meat and called the bodyguards to eat with me. They were surprised that I had cooked myself and even more surprised that I had called them to eat together. They were most surprised that the food was actually edible.

"I'll cook for you again next time. Look forward to it."

Before they left, I called their leader, Cheokyeon, aside.

"How's the training?"

"Everyone is doing their best," Cheokyeon replied.

"I'll check in on you all soon, so tell them to work even harder."

"They will all be pleased."

"Wait. Let me see your eye."

"It's fine."

"I'm not fine with it."

Cheokyeon removed his eyepatch. It was redder than when I had seen it before. The pain must be considerable.

"If you keep enduring hardship, your personality will sour."

I placed my palm over his eye and infused it with qi to soothe it.

I could have taught him the method, but with his current martial arts skill, it would be difficult for him to achieve this kind of effect. The eye requires extremely delicate handling.

"It feels even more comfortable than when you did it for me before," Cheokyeon said.

Perhaps that's the case. There might be a difference in me before and after learning the Nine Calamities Demonic Art that I myself am not aware of.

Cheokyeon bowed his head deeply.

"Thank you, Young Cult Leader."

To me, it was a trivial gesture, but to him, it was not.

"I always used to tell the old bodyguard I kicked out that building affection with a bodyguard is like scoring points to ask them to die in your place. That it's a despicable act."

I said it because I was curious how he would respond.

Cheokyeon covered his eye with the eyepatch again and said, "With or without affection, I will simply fulfill my duty."

It sounded like a heartless reply, but I could tell.

He doesn't protect someone because he likes them, but rather, he likes the version of himself that protects someone. Yes, that's it. Lee Ahn was the special one.

"The meat was delicious."

Cheokyeon bowed once more and turned away.

He seems like a blunt person who is faithful to his work, but I still don't know what kind of person he truly is. When you look at someone, you have to look closely. Closely enough to remove their eyepatch.


In the evening, I trained in the Heavenly Space Secret Art.

The problem was the Heavenly Space Secret Art. With the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, I felt like I was taking it one step at a time, but the Heavenly Space Secret Art was complete darkness. I tried this and I tried that, continuously making various attempts.

It's so difficult even for me, so it's no wonder the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader shook his head and said it was absolutely impossible.

If only someone could just say, 'Ah, that's what it is!' Just that one phrase would be enough. Then again, it's probably because no one has ever heard that one phrase that no one has succeeded until now.

Still, I did not give up. To achieve the Twelfth Star complete mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, I must master the Heavenly Space Secret Art to a level where I can create a definite time difference.

"Agh, I don't get it either!"

TTAK!

With a snap of my fingers, I opened the space I liked. It was a transparent sea and a pure white sandy beach, a blue sky and a broad-leafed tree. A comfortable chair sat beneath it, and a single crab scuttled by.

"Nice, so nice!"

I flopped down right there.

I don't know why I like this place so much.

Lying here with my eyes closed felt so good. The gently rustling breeze made me feel sleepy.

Still, there was a hopeful sign. Ever since I started learning the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, the overwhelming difficulty of the Heavenly Space Secret Art felt subjectively a little easier. There was also how Cheokyeon said his eye felt more comfortable.

Could it be that the Nine Calamities Demonic Art was having some kind of effect without me realizing it?


Cheokyeon visited Geom Mugeuk's residence.

"Young Cult Leader!"

Geom Mugeuk's reply came from inside the training ground.

"Come in."

When Cheokyeon entered the training ground, Geom Mugeuk was nowhere to be seen. Instead, an incense stick burned in the center of the training ground.

I definitely heard a voice from inside?

Just then, Geom Mugeuk suddenly appeared from behind. He stood there, holding an incense stick.

"Where were you?" Cheokyeon asked.

He wondered if Geom Mugeuk was practicing a concealment technique, but Geom Mugeuk gave an incomprehensible answer.

"I was hoping to be in a different time than you."

"Pardon?"

Geom Mugeuk walked over and compared the incense stick in the training ground with the one he was holding. Seeing that their lengths were the same, he sighed. The Heavenly Space Secret Art was a series of failures.

"What is it?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

Cheokyeon, who had been staring at the incense, quickly reported.

"Word has come from the Valley of Evil. They say the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman is leaving today."


When I arrived at the Valley of Evil, the Faceless Warriors who would bodyguard the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman were preparing a carriage in the courtyard.

"Did I call you here when you're so busy?" the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon asked.

"The Pavilion Master is leaving, so of course I have to come and say goodbye."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman had not yet come out. Only the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was in the courtyard.

"Aren't you sad to see her go?" I asked.

"I am."

I was startled. I had expected an answer like, 'Her body is healed, so now we should live our own lives.'

"Then why are you letting her leave? Why don't you ask her to stay longer?"

"She is a woman with big dreams," the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said. "I believe watching over her from a step away is the best thing for her."

I never knew the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon thought this way.

"That's truly amazing of you."

Just as the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon was about to say something, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman emerged from the building. She had put on beautiful makeup and wore a lovely dress, wanting to look her best for the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon before she left.

"I've been in your care for a long time," she said as she bid her farewell.

I spoke with a regretful expression. "Our Cult, which was once so gloomy, shone brightly because of your presence, Pavilion Master. I suppose it will become a world of darkness again."

The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman smiled brightly at my words.

"Knowing it's not true but still feeling good about it... I suppose I'm getting old, too."

"Please stay and enjoy yourself a little longer," I said.

She glanced at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon. "Orabeoni's body has fully recovered, and you must be busy with work. I should get going."

Her eyes were pleading for a response from the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon.

This was another test!

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon avoided the many wrong answers and chose the correct one.

"Stay a while longer. The work can wait."

A smile spread across the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman's face.

"If you had said you were busy, I would have unpacked my bags again."

She gazed at the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, conveying her sorrow at their parting. The two of them looked at each other without a word. That made their farewell all the more poignant.

She bid me farewell as well.

"Second Young Lord, you will become a great Young Cult Leader."

"By any chance, can you see my future too?"

She shook her head.

"It's not that you can't tell me because the future is too terrible to speak of, is it?"

"On the contrary, I would have to tell you then. You are my benefactor, after all."

The moment I saved the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, I became her benefactor.

"I cannot see the futures of those who bear too great a destiny," she explained. "Young Cult Leader, you possess a destiny that I cannot handle."

She added one last thing.

"Please take good care of my Orabeoni."

I replied with the same greeting as always.

"That's what I should be saying to you!"

And with that, the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman left.

Since I had come all this way, I did not want to leave just yet. I walked through the Valley of Evil with the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon and vented my frustrations.

"My martial arts training has hit a wall recently."

"If it's a martial art that could stump the Young Cult Leader, it must be a formidable one," he said.

He probably thinks it's the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, but the problem is the Heavenly Space Secret Art.

After walking in silence for a moment, the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon suddenly brought up the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman.

"Earlier, you said that my consideration for the Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman was amazing."

"Because it's not an easy thing to watch over someone with that kind of heart."

"It's not that difficult," the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said. "Because we are not clinging to each other."

We naturally stopped walking. I could not understand what he meant.

"The first time I met her was also for my own benefit. It was to obtain information through the brothel. It's the same now. If she takes control of all the brothels in the world, I will possess all that information. There is a selfish motive."

"By that logic, the Pavilion Master would be the same," I said.

After all, it was something she could not easily achieve without the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's support.

So, in some ways, the two of them might have an ideal relationship. They have feelings for each other, and on top of that, they have clear business objectives.

"The Thousand Flower Palace Chairwoman and I are a step apart," the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said with clear eyes. "That's why we can see each other better than if we were clinging to one another."

He looked at me.

"Young Cult Leader, you should also try taking just one step back from that martial art. Just one step."

The moment I heard those words, I felt it. I realized that my heart had been so rushed that I had been clinging to the Heavenly Space Secret Art. I had thought I could only obtain it by embracing it so tightly it was suffocating.

"It might actually be more difficult to take a step back than to cling to it," the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon said.

Right now, he and I were standing a step apart, facing each other. Perhaps that is why I could see so clearly. I could see not only the clear eyes behind his mask but also the heart of the Smiling Demon, who was trying to help me in any way he could.

I filled my expression with gratitude and said to him, "See? I told you I'm the one who should be looking after you."


Chapter 254: Yesterday is Like Today

I decided to accept the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon's advice and take a step back from the Heavenly Space Secret Art. Of course, it wasn't as easy as he said. We are martial artists, people who always charge forward.

First, I reduced my training time for the Heavenly Space Secret Art. I used that time to practice the Nine Calamities Demonic Art instead.

Right, this isn't the time to worry about other martial arts.

With this mindset, I focused on the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. Honestly, if it weren't for the Heavenly Space Secret Art, I would have wanted to train in the Nine Calamities Demonic Art all day.

The Nine Calamities Demonic Art was a truly profound and high-level martial art. Its difficulty held a magical allure that drew people in. Its core technique alone was incomparable to other martial arts. The inner arts cultivated through it were also far greater than my previous core techniques.

If Father were here, I would have definitely joked with him.

[You're telling me you were learning this amazing martial art all by yourself!]

I became completely engrossed in training the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. For now, I focused on accustoming my body to its breathing method instead of its techniques. Even that alone was enjoyable.

Of course, that didn't mean I had completely lost interest in the Heavenly Space Secret Art. The more I learned the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, the more I realized I needed the Heavenly Space Secret Art.

I also realized something else. Reducing my training time was not the answer to taking a step back. This method was wrong.


When I arrived at the residence of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon of the Southern Blade Sect, he was reading a book. I stood at a distance and watched him.

My heart strangely calmed whenever I saw the Blood Heaven Blade Demon reading a book by the window.

I want to read books but can't read much, so maybe I'm finding some vicarious satisfaction?

Just then, a telepathy from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon reached me.

[Stop peeking and come over.]

[You can send telepathy quite far. Can you perhaps use the Thousand Li Telepathy Art?]

[Look who's talking!]

I walked over to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Aren't you busy? I've never seen such an idle Young Cult Leader."

"I am busy."

"And yet?"

"No matter how busy I am, isn't my place right here? Right next to our Elder!"

I leaned against the windowsill and rested my arms on it.

"Honestly, I've been quite free lately."

"A Young Cult Leader should be looking for work to do."

"I don't want to. Things will suddenly pile up all at once. I'm just going to rest while I can."

"Then why did you come here instead of resting?"

"Because I'm most at ease when I'm with you, Elder. I came here to rest."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head, but he was clearly pleased. I entered the room and made a needless jest.

"Ah, this is nice! How do you smell so good even at your age?"

"You don't need to feed a fish you've already caught."

"It's not flattery, I'm serious."

I looked over the books on the bookshelf and mentally noted the interesting ones.

I plan to buy them later and put them on my own bookshelf. If I buy them, I'll read them someday.

"Have you read all of these books?"

"Unlike someone, I don't buy them just for decoration."

"Someone once said that buying a book is the first step of reading."

"You like looking at the books on the shelf more than reading them, don't you?"

"I'll read them all someday! I'll read even more than you, Elder."

"Do you think these are all the books I've read?"

I looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon in surprise.

"No way, you're a Demon Supreme. What am I supposed to do if you open your secret vault and it's filled with books instead of weapons or miracle herbs?"

"If a sword comes flying, I'll try blocking it with a book."

The sight of him holding a book, which once seemed so out of place, now suited him more than him holding the Heaven Destroying Dao.

"There's some tea I just brewed over there. Drink it if you want."

"As a matter of fact, I was just craving a cup of tea."

I sat at the tea table and drank the tea.

"It's the same tea, so why does the tea you brew taste better, Elder?"

"It's because you enjoy making an old man work."

I pretended not to hear and stroked the tea table.

"I should get a tea table just like this for my room."

Just then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked abruptly, "Is something troubling you?"

He knew me better than anyone, as expected. I fidgeted with my teacup and asked him.

"Have you ever taken a step back?"

At my question, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze shifted from his book to me.

"From what?"

"From the thing you desire most, Elder."

He seemed to ponder my question's intent for a moment before answering firmly.

"Never."

His expression seemed to say his life was only about moving straight ahead.

Of course, to someone who didn't know him, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would seem like that kind of person. That stubborn old man didn't look like someone who would ever back down.

However, he had already taken several steps back by accepting me. I was the one who charged straight ahead. I went straight for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon to open the door to his heart, and he stepped back to accept me. If he had also charged straight at me, our relationship would have been different.

"Why the sudden question?"

"I was wondering how one can take just a single step back."

Having been through thick and thin, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon probably guessed what I meant.

"Among the books you've read, is there one called 'How to Take a Single Step Back'?"

"How could such a thing exist?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze started to return to his book but then turned back to me. He was curious, after all.

"Seeing a smart kid like you worrying about something, the subject must be extraordinary."

"It's a martial art."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon would probably think that martial art was the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. It was a concern that arose after I became the Young Cult Leader.

"But why are you trying to step back?"

"It's so profound and difficult that I've hit a wall, so I'm trying to look at the martial art from a slight distance. I also wonder if it's not working out precisely because I desire it too desperately."

"And it's not that you're not desperate enough?"

"I don't think that's it. I'm confident in my efforts, at least."

After a brief pause, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked, "But trying to step back from that martial art to find a solution like this... isn't that actually getting closer to it?"

"!"

In that moment, a realization flashed through my mind. I couldn't hold back and shot up from my seat.

"That's right! I wasn't stepping back, I was embracing it even more fiercely."

I ran to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"If I'm going to embrace someone, it should be you, Elder! Elder!"

"Stay away, you're disgusting!"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon used telekinesis to push me back, forcing me to sit at the tea table again. Then, he deliberately lowered his voice and said, "Young Cult Leader, please maintain your dignity."

I slurped down the remaining tea and replied, "Nope, I'm going to abandon it even more. I've found the answer."


"The prodigal son has returned! I've rejoined you!"

The three members of the late-night training group stared at me. I had been too busy to participate at all, but I suddenly showed up today.

Lee Ahn said to me, "You've become the Young Cult Leader, but you're still going to attend the late-night meetings?"

"Yep. I'll still do it even when I become the Cult Leader."

"We wouldn't like that."

Thanks to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, I had a realization. To take a step back from the Heavenly Space Secret Art, I had reduced my martial arts training time and tried to find other methods. Now, the conclusion I reached was to just do things as I used to.

It was like before I started learning the Nine Calamities Demonic Art or the Heavenly Space Secret Art. Back then, I still trained diligently in martial arts. The difference was that there was no pressure in my training. I sparred hard with the Demon Supremes and trained in every spare moment. I did it naturally, without the burden of having to achieve something by a certain time.

In that process, I had continuously grown stronger and improved.

I had to step back. Not from martial arts, but from the pressure and the impatience. If I just lived hectically like before, it would be achieved at some point.

"Please bestow your teachings upon me after so long."

The Fist Demon took off his shirt as if to say 'let's do this properly'. A fearsome face on a perfectly muscular body, a sight I hadn't seen in a long time. I took off my shirt as well. Compared to him, my hands and body were like a baby's.

I felt sorry to the Fist Demon for neglecting my fist arts training, especially after pestering him so much to become his disciple. I performed the Thunder Arhat Fist alongside the Fist Demon. Normally, preoccupied with the Heavenly Space Secret Art, I wouldn't have even thought of performing the Fist Demon's martial arts.

Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi were also engrossed in their training beside us. Lee Ahn's skills had improved again in the meantime. I could tell from this brief glimpse how dedicated she was to her training.

When our eyes met for a moment as she performed a technique, I gave Lee Ahn a smile. She smiled back faintly.

Cheon Sohwi looked at the Fist Demon with an expression that said, 'Did you just see that blatant display of affection in front of a maiden, Fist Demon!' She then flinched, surprised at herself. She was startled that she had unconsciously expressed such a thought to the intimidating Fist Demon.

The Fist Demon pretended not to notice and continued training. It was while we were training like that.

KWAREUREUNG!

A sound of thunder erupted from my outstretched fist. Not just me, but Lee Ahn and Cheon Sohwi, who were training beside me, were also startled.

"Was that sound from me?"

"Yes, that sound came from your fist."

Everyone was surprised, but I was the most surprised of all.

"What happened? To be honest, I've neglected my fist arts lately. Today was the first time in a while that I've practiced them. Why on earth did it make a thunder sound?"

The Fist Demon gave me a look that said 'how should I know' before silently resuming his training.

Did I get stronger in the meantime? Or was it because I unknowingly took a step back from the fist arts?

One thing was certain. After learning the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, my martial arts had begun to stir.

KKWAREUREUREUNG!

This time, a thunder sound came from the Fist Demon's fist. It was a louder thunder than the one from my fist.

"Hey, why are you making that sound now when you haven't been? You didn't make it while we were training, did you?"

The Fist Demon ignored my protest and continued training.

"Hey, why did you have to do it on the very day I first made a thunder sound! Are you perhaps jealous...?"

KWAREUREUNG!

My words were drowned out by the Fist Demon's thunder.

"This is too mu..."

KKWAREUREUREUREUREUNG!


I was heading to my residence, my body tired, when I suddenly thought of someone and changed direction. I thought of a person who would be awake even at this late hour, and indeed, he was.

"What are the stars telling you, Hyung?"

At that, the Drunken Demon, who was looking up at the night sky from a boat on the lake, answered.

"The stars are saying this. Your fate is the best in all of murim!"

The Drunken Demon turned to me and smiled warmly.

"You're here?"

I stood at the lake's edge and used Flying Over Water, crossing the water in a single breath to land on the boat.

"You're showing off your skills freely now."

On the day I was chosen as the successor, I demonstrated my qi before all the cultists. Now that I had even become the Young Cult Leader, there was no reason to hide my skills.

"I'm not the type to hide things. I'm someone who likes to step up and get attention."

"Actually, me too."

"Is there any other reason we became sworn brothers? Let's go get some attention in the Central Plains next time!"

"I know a lot of good places. Let's go!"

Could he possibly know as many as I do? We should have a drink together somewhere with good liquor and a great view.

We filled each other's cups to the brim.

"Congratulations on becoming the Young Cult Leader."

"Your help was a big part of it, Hyung. Thanks."

"Maybe the fifth biggest part?"

"You're drunk, my Hyung. Seeing you being self-deprecating again."

We toasted and emptied our cups.

"Kyah, this is good!"

"As expected! Liquor is best enjoyed with my Hyung."

It felt so good to drink with him after such a long time. We drank back and forth, sharing all sorts of stories. I comfortably told him about my struggles with being stuck in my martial arts.

The solution was very much like the Drunken Demon.

"Drink! The answer is in the liquor. Once you're drunk, everything will be resolved."

"You really are the person with the best fate in the world, Hyung."

"Drink. In liquor, there is life, there is the jianghu, there is everything."

We drank again. Drinking with the Drunken Demon after so long, the liquor went down like water.

The Drunken Demon told all kinds of stories. He gossiped about the Demon Supremes. He talked about the women he met in his youth. He talked about martial arts. He seems to speak carelessly when drunk, but he never crosses the line. That's why I always think this. The only time the Drunken Demon makes a mistake is when he's sober.

PLOP!

Eventually, the Drunken Demon jumped into the water, and I jumped in with him. After swimming around the lake, we floated on our backs, looking up at the night sky.

"This place is still nice."

"When you're enjoying yourself like an immortal here, it feels like time has stopped. An hour ago feels like now, and now feels like an hour from now. Yesterday is like today, and today is like tomorrow."

Hyung. That time, I have to be the one to stop it.

Perhaps because we were talking about time, the Heavenly Space Secret Art came to mind. The blood vessels inside my body appeared, overlapping with the night sky. I had tried various methods until now, sending qi from one vessel to another, then from here to there. There were still so many possibilities left.

Stop it. Why am I thinking about that at a great moment like this?

I'm here playing with the Drunken Demon precisely to take a step back from the Heavenly Space Secret Art.

PLOP!

I dived back into the water. However, the next moment, I poked my head out of the water again. I again imagined my blood vessels and superimposed them over the stars.

Not here, not there either. Where was it just now?

Then, I found a spot where the blood vessel I envisioned and a star perfectly aligned.

I found it!

A thrill ran through my entire body.

Is it a simple coincidence? Or...?

What if I circulate my qi in the order of those constellations? It feels like something might happen.

Could it be that the Heavenly Space Secret Art was a secret art created by observing the constellations in the sky?

"Hyung!"

"What's wrong?"

"I think I solved that problem I mentioned earlier."

The Drunken Demon was startled. Soon, he burst into a hearty, delighted laugh.

"See, what did I tell you? Drinking solves everything!"

"I'm leaving first! Hyung, thanks. Let's talk again later."

From the water, I shot straight up into the air. Changing direction in mid-air, I flew towards the lake's edge.

From behind, I heard the Drunken Demon's voice.

"This Hyung is always here."

Starlight poured down on the Drunken Demon as he floated on the water.

*

I returned to the training ground and prepared two incense sticks. After lighting both sticks at the same time, I placed one in an incense burner and activated the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

The created space was an empty void. I designed it to heighten concentration and minimize the consumption of inner arts. There, I recited the incantations of the Heavenly Space Secret Art. I moved my qi in a different sequence than before, following the order I had realized from observing the constellations.

Did it work?

I couldn't tell yet whether it had worked or not. At my current level, I would only know by leaving this space and comparing the time. Even a small difference would be enough. As long as the Heavenly Space Secret Art has begun!

Please!

It was my desperate wish to somehow achieve the Twelfth Star mastery of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

When the incense had burned a certain amount, I released the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

SEUSEUSEUSEUT

The world of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique vanished. Emerging from it, I slowly walked toward the lit incense stick. I crouched in front of the incense burner and planted the stick to the same depth.

My heart trembled as much as my gaze, which was fixed intently on it.

The two incense sticks were burning at different lengths.


Chapter 255: You Decide

"I did it!"

I cheered, truly happy. I jumped up and down on the spot, overwhelmed with joy.

I had finally taken the first step in the Heavenly Space Secret Art.

The time difference was not yet significant, but the fact that I had succeeded was what mattered.

What if I continued to train in the Heavenly Space Secret Art and could double the time difference? I would be able to have twice as much training time as others. Three times, four times... what would happen if the Heavenly Space Secret Art reached its peak?

The important thing was inner arts. A greater time difference would demand more inner arts.

I needed to gather more inner arts and raise the level of the Heavenly Space Secret Art even higher.

It all depended on my effort.


The next day, I collected all the money left on the battlefield. I even sold the remaining night-luminescent pearls.

With that money, I headed to the Thousand Poisons Forest.

"Greetings to the Young Cult Leader."

Sangseon personally came out to guide me. It seemed he now greeted me this way because I had become the Young Cult Leader.

"You can treat me as you always have," I said.

"I cannot do that."

The poison masters I met along the way also bowed their heads respectfully, a change from before.

"It was a very good decision not to engage in a fratricidal struggle with the First Young Lord," Sangseon said.

"Thank you for saying so."

After we arrived at the Poison King's residence, Sangseon withdrew.

The Poison King was not home. I looked around and found him in a nearby forest, practicing his poison arts.

I smiled the moment I saw him.

Two poisonous snakes coiled next to the Poison King, watching him train. They were the same snakes the Poison King had named before.

Black smoke billowed from the Poison King's fingertips and formed a shape. Surprisingly, the smoke created a rabbit.

The rabbit-shaped smoke flew forward, and the snakes chased after it. They were like excited puppies running after a ball.

When a snake pounced on the rabbit, the black smoke vanished with a POP.

New smoke rose from the Poison King's fingertips. This time, a butterfly fluttered away. The snakes excitedly slithered after the butterfly again. They moved with incomparable speed and agility. The smoke vanished again.

The snakes raised their heads and flicked their tongues, anticipating what he would send next.

Just then, a large cloud of smoke flew from the Poison King's hand. The smoke, shaped like a tiger, charged at the snakes. The startled creatures disappeared into the forest.

I thought he had chased the snakes away because he knew I was there.

But that was not it. The Poison King paced back and forth, contemplating something. Even when he trained, he was lost in his own world.

Then he saw me and was startled.

"When did you get here?"

"Since the rabbit was hopping. Is that real poison?"

"If it were, the kids would all die."

He meant that even spirit beast snakes could not withstand his ultimate poison if he used it lightly.

"It's a harmless version I use for practice. What would happen to the forest if I used real poison every time I trained?"

He was not conserving his poison but cherishing the Thousand Poisons Forest.

"But you train too, Poison King?"

"Don't martial artists fear me the most?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was one, and so was the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon, who trained facing a wall. The Demon Supremes all trained in their own ways. A swan's feet are this busy beneath the water's surface.

The Poison King sat on a rock, wiped his sweat, and asked, "What brings you here?"

"I came because I missed you, Poison King."

"If you missed me, you would've come sooner."

"I've been busy."

"You had time to drink with the Drunken Demon?"

"Has that rumor already spread? Their lips are so loose."

I sat down next to him.

"How does it feel to be the Young Cult Leader?"

"It's exciting. New martial arts, a new house. People are polite, and I don't have to be on edge and fight with my brother anymore. Isn't that natural?"

"That's unexpected. For some reason, I thought you wouldn't be excited."

"I like being in the spotlight. Why else do you think I talk so much?"

As we talked, the Poison King once again drifted into his own thoughts. I could not tell if he was thinking about me, the poison arts he had just displayed, or the snakes that had disappeared. These moments no longer bothered me. It seemed I was beginning to understand his world.

A moment later, the Poison King's gaze fell on the small leather pouch I was holding.

"What's that?"

I handed the leather pouch, full of bank notes, to the Poison King.

The Poison King checked the amount and looked surprised.

"This is quite a large sum."

"Please use this money to acquire highly poisonous miracle herbs."

The miracle herbs available on the market were too expensive for their minimal effect.

In contrast, miracle herbs made from poisonous herbs or the spirit cores of poisonous creatures were relatively cheap. This was likely because they were mostly used in special cases or for treatment.

Thanks to my Myriad Poison Immunity, this was an opportunity for me to get miracle herbs on the cheap. I had enough inner arts and had not planned on spending money on miracle herbs, but the Heavenly Space Secret Art had changed my mind.

"Why miracle herbs? You already have a lot of inner arts, don't you?"

"I'm greedy when it comes to inner arts."

After a brief pause, the Poison King asked, "Are you planning to conquer murim or something?"

"Yes, I am."

He probably knew very well that I was not that kind of person.

"Give me the money. I'll kill them all for you."

A smile naturally spread across my lips.

"Just hearing you say that is reassuring."

"Then I'll take the money."

"The miracle herbs are even more reassuring."

A dragon formed from the tips of the Poison King's fingers.

It let out a mighty roar in the air, then flew towards me.

POOF!

The smoke dissipated upon impact with my face. Behind it, the Poison King said, "Come back in twenty days."

The Poison King would spend the money far more economically and effectively than I ever could.

Of course, I did not forget to confirm.

"You can't get lost in thought and forget to buy the miracle herbs. Look at me, look me straight in the eyes. If you forget, I won't be your poison experiment subject anymore."

The Poison King did not answer and started training again.

Looking back from a distance, I saw crows flying up in all directions. As I watched the black smoke bursting everywhere, I wondered what would happen if that were real poison. Everyone had a good reason to fear the Poison King the most.


I reallocated my training time. Fifty percent went to the Heavenly Space Secret Art, forty percent to the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, and the remaining ten percent was spent rotating between the Heavenly Demon Defense Art and the Fist Demon's fist techniques.

While the core martial arts were important, the supplementary ones were also crucial. The Four Strides of the Wind God would harmonize with the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, the Thunder Arhat Fist would protect me if my sword was knocked from my hand, and the Heavenly Demon Defense Art would shield me in the final moments. The balance between these martial arts was important.

It had already been ten days since I began training the Nine Calamities Demonic Art in earnest.

The heart technique was now quite familiar to my body. The amount of innate true qi accumulated through the Nine Calamities Demonic Art's heart technique was incomparable to my previous one, and I recovered used inner arts much faster.

After finishing my training, I sat by the window enjoying a cup of tea when a message arrived, summoning me to the Heavenly Demon Hall.


When I arrived at the Heavenly Demon Hall, Father and Sama Myeong were waiting together.

Whenever Sama Myeong was present, it always meant a mission was being assigned.

I slowly walked into the tense atmosphere.

After greeting Father and Sama Myeong, I spoke with high spirits.

"Is it finally time to show this handsome face, which resembles Father's, to the world?"

The corner of Father's mouth twitched upward slightly.

"Your banter never tires."

"I should at least try to be funny. No matter how serious the world gets, we should live with a smile. Where is it? I'll go and take care of everything."

Then, Sama Myeong spoke with a smile.

"It seems the Young Cult Leader's handsome face will have to be shown on another occasion. We have summoned you today for a different reason."

The reason I was called was for something I had not expected.

"Now that you have become the Young Cult Leader, you must step down from the position of the Sanzu Hall Director, and we must appoint a new one."

Lately, I had entrusted most of the Director's duties to Seo Daeryong. I was very busy, and I had other intentions as well.

"Who are you thinking of appointing as the new the Sanzu Hall Director?"

At my question, Sama Myeong looked at Father.

Unexpected words came from Father.

"You decide."

I was stunned. I truly had not expected him to tell me to choose the next the Sanzu Hall Director.

"Now that you are the Young Cult Leader, you should have that much authority."

Those words were truly moving. Father was not looking at me as a father right now. The Heavenly Demon was looking at his successor. The Cult Leader was looking at the Young Cult Leader.

My thoughts on the Sanzu Hall Director were firm.

"If it were any other position, I might not be so sure, but the Sanzu River Hall is the most important organization for the discipline of our Cult. Therefore, the right person must be seated there."

That is why the person I recommend is!

"I would like to make the Sanzu River Hall's the Special Investigator, Seo Daeryong, the next the Sanzu Hall Director."

Neither Father nor Sama Myeong seemed very surprised, as if they had expected it.

"He works well. He has a strong sense of responsibility. He even has a good background. He's the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's disciple. Oh, right, and he entered the Sanzu River Hall with the top score."

Sama Myeong carefully interjected.

"As you said, Detective Seo is a fine person. However, he seems to lack the experience to be appointed Director just yet."

"That lack of experience won't be much of an issue within the Sanzu River Hall itself. He has already sufficiently demonstrated his abilities while handling my duties."

That was also the reason I had entrusted my work to Seo Daeryong. To show that he was fully capable of acting as the Director.

"For the head of an organization, a person's character is more important than their experience. Look at the Demonic Army of the past and the Demonic Army of today. Didn't it become a completely different organization once Jang Ho became its leader?"

Neither Father nor Sama Myeong could deny that. I spoke with all my sincerity to Father and Sama Myeong.

"I recommend Seo Daeryong! I vouch for him."

Father, who had been looking down at me quietly, said, "Don't vouch for people so carelessly."

Even as the Heavenly Demon, he was still a father.


That afternoon, Seo Daeryong came to find me while I was in the middle of training.

Seo Daeryong was completely flushed.

"I'm on my way from the Heavenly Demon Hall."

It seemed Father and Sama Myeong felt the need to interview Seo Daeryong directly.

"I thought I was going to faint. I'm still having trouble breathing."

Seo Daeryong staggered over and leaned against a wooden training dummy in the corner.

"I heard from the Head Strategist. That you, Young Cult Leader, recommended me for the position of the next the Sanzu Hall Director."

Seo Daeryong clutched his head.

"Me, a Director? And the Sanzu Hall Director at that! Ah, just thinking about it again makes it hard to breathe."

Seo Daeryong gasped for air, looking like someone who had just broken through an encirclement.

"If it's that hard, you don't have to do it. You can do it next time."

"Right? That's right. No. That's not it. When will an opportunity like this ever come again! Ah! Me, a Director."

Seo Daeryong wandered around the training ground like a madman.

He then tripped on a weapon rack, fell, and sat on the floor with his head hung low.

"So, did you go and tell them you couldn't do it?"

Then, Seo Daeryong took something out from his robes. I could not see what it was since his back was turned.

"What is that?"

"The new second-in-command."

"What do you mean?"

"Until now, the second-in-command in the Sanzu River Hall office was a flowerpot that the Flower Sword Supreme brought as a gift. From now on, this is the new second-in-command."

He stood up, walked over to me, and held out what was in his hand. It was an identification plaque. On the ornate plaque, engraved with the symbol of the Heavenly Demon Hall, were four characters written in a powerful script.

The Sanzu Hall Director.

"They said the official appointment ceremony will be held later."

The position of the Sanzu Hall Director had been given to Seo Daeryong. Father and Sama Myeong had acknowledged my first decision as the Young Cult Leader.

Seo Daeryong's eyes trembled as he looked at me.

"How could I refuse? When you vouched for me and pushed for me, who am I to decline? I shouted that I would work hard, even if it cost me my life. I don't remember much of what happened after I shouted. I don't even know how I got out of the Heavenly Demon Hall. Ah! Did I even greet the Cult Leader properly on my way out? When I came to my senses outside, this identification plaque was in my hand."

I gave Seo Daeryong a strong hug and said, "Congratulations, my right-hand man. Congratulations, Director of the Sanzu Hall."

Seo Daeryong's face filled with emotion as he looked at me. A mere investigator had become the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's disciple, and now, the Sanzu Hall Director. It was hard to imagine what he must be feeling.

"Later, when you're facing a terrifying enemy, you might resent me. You might think, 'He should have just let me live as an ordinary investigator!'"

"You'll listen to that resentment, won't you?"

"Anytime."

"Then I'll give it a try."

"It'll be even harder to learn martial arts while being the Sanzu Hall Director, but train like your life depends on it. When you get older, you'll want to train like your life depends on it, but your body won't be able to keep up."

"You say that like you've experienced it yourself."

"I'm the Young Cult Leader who knows everything, aren't I?"

We looked at each other and laughed happily.

"I have another story to tell my grandson."

"I didn't recommend you for your sake, or for mine."

"Then for what?"

"For the people that the Sanzu River Hall, which you will lead, will protect. For those who have to endure injustice just because they lack power."

Seo Daeryong's eyes sparkled. The dark and gloomy man of the past was no more. There was only the present him, who seemed capable of handling anything entrusted to him.

Seo Daeryong, who had been staring at me with a fiery gaze, grinned and said, "Did you know? The second-in-command I raised, no, the third-in-command flowerpot, has borne fruit."

Yes, Daeryong. Raise the Sanzu River Hall well, just like that plant.


On the day I had promised to meet the Poison King, I headed to the Thousand Poisons Forest with a heart full of anticipation.

During that time, I had focused intently on my martial arts training. I did nothing but eat and train. Sleep and train, eat and train. I slept soundly in my new bed and cooked one meal for myself each day. Sometimes, I brought my bodyguards to eat with me.

I trained all day long. I worked hard, with the mindset that this could be my last training session. At the very least, my failure should not be because I did not try hard enough.

"Has the Poison King been well?"

Sangseon answered my question.

"He has been busy. This was the first time he has been away for so long."

I felt a surge of guilt and emotion. I knew very well how much he hated going outside.

I finally arrived at the Poison King's residence.

As I opened the door and stepped inside, a scent different from usual struck my nose.


Chapter 256: Murim Will Grow Tense

Miracle herbs lay on a long table.

It looked like a shop that sold miracle herbs. Each one had a distinct fragrance, and they all mingled into a unique aroma.

At a nearby table, the Poison King was completely engrossed in compounding medicines.

I examined the miracle herbs on the table while I waited for the Poison King to finish his work.

I recognized some of the herbs, but most were unfamiliar. The quantity far exceeded my expectations.

Presently, the Poison King finished compounding the medicine and placed it on the table.

"You're here?"

"What were you doing?"

"I mixed the ones that are more effective when combined."

Combining these highly toxic miracle herbs to enhance their effects? That's a statement only the Poison King could make.

"I heard you went to the Central Plains yourself?"

"If I didn't? How else could I have gotten these items in twenty days? I mobilized my entire network for the first time in a long while."

The word 'network' sounded awkward coming from the Poison King, who lived as a recluse in the Thousand Poisons Forest. His connections must be precious and reliable. Mobilizing his network meant he was now indebted to someone.

"I'm greatly indebted to you."

The Poison King approached me, his eyes twinkling. His look seemed to ask, So, how are you going to repay me?

"Whenever you need my help, please don't hesitate to call on me."

"It won't end with just once or twice."

"I'd be happy to see the Poison King often."

The Poison King went to the end of the table. He picked up the first miracle herb and handed it to me.

"Here, take these in order, starting with this one."

It seems he even decided the order I should take them in.

"What would happen if I took them all at once?"

"With your Myriad Poison Immunity, you won't die, but all hell will break loose inside you. Just take them as I give them to you."

Before taking it, I asked the Poison King a question.

"Please tell me how much each of these costs."

"Why? Don't you trust me?"

"If I didn't trust you, I wouldn't be asking."

For someone who would never deceive you, asking like this is a form of courtesy.

The Poison King told me the price of each miracle herb. When I added up the total, I was surprised.

"This is more than the money I gave you."

"The last miracle herb was too good to pass up, so I chipped in a bit."

"More than 'a bit.' It looks like you sold off one of the pillars of the Thousand Poisons Forest."

"Do you even know how many pillars the Thousand Poisons Forest has? Now hurry up and eat."

He hates going out more than anything, yet he went himself and even added a large sum of his own money. How could I not be fond of the Poison King?

"Then I'll take it gratefully."

"The first one is the Black Ocean Pill. Take it and circulate your qi for one full cycle."

The moment the Black Ocean Pill entered my mouth, my face contorted.

"Ugh! It's so bitter. Why is it this bitter?"

"It's poison. Did you expect it to be sweet?"

I began to dissolve the Black Ocean Pill's medicinal effects with the heart technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. Since my Yang Do was large for accumulating inner arts, I could absorb a great amount of the medicinal effect.

"Next is the One Myrtle Poison. It's highly compatible with the Black Ocean Pill, so your internal energy won't clash."

He isn't giving them to me from least potent to most. He's giving them according to the compatibility and properties of each miracle herb.

"Next, take the Soul Stealing Pill."

Just when I thought it had gotten a bit better with the One Myrtle Poison.

"No matter what, this is just wrong. Ugh."

I tried to spit out what was in my mouth, but the Poison King covered my mouth to stop me.

After forcing it down, I spoke to him.

"You're getting revenge on me now because I asked you to buy miracle herbs, aren't you?"

"To fill your qi with subtle and fragrant miracle herbs, you'd have to pay several times more."

It was also a privilege only someone with Myriad Poison Immunity could enjoy.

"And the truly bitter medicine hasn't even come out yet."

I shot up, made a clasped hands greeting, and bid him farewell.

"A true master fights well even without inner arts."

I tried to run away, but the Poison King forced me back down.

I was half-joking and half-serious. With a little exaggeration, it felt like my tongue and intestines were melting away.

Each time a miracle herb dissolved in my body and its medicinal effects spread through my circulatory system, I would take a new one.

"I figured as much, so this time I prepared something a bit sweet. Drink up."

To think that the Myraid Blood Poison Extract was considered one of the sweet ones!

Even after that, I continued to take the miracle herbs.

The Demonic Soul Divine Pill, the Hundred Soul Purification Powder, the Thousand Scorpions Blood Essence, the Dark Yin Pill, the Yin Yang Two Poisons Grass, the Celestial Nirvana Fragrance......

They were truly miracle herbs that I had only heard of by name, or had never even heard of at all. There were multiple doses of some, and only a single dose of others.

This was the first time I had ever taken such a wide variety of miracle herbs in succession. Not just me, but likely no one in the entire jianghu had ever done so.

"It's really okay to take all of these, right?"

"I don't know either. This is a first for me too."

The Poison King looked thrilled. He too had likely never seen someone dissolve so many poisons at once. In fact, he was even more excited than I was.

Someday, in the book he will have completed, this very moment will be recorded. What would the title be?

The Correlation Between Myriad Poison Immunity and Toxic miracle herbs?

No. The title would be something like this.

How the Poison King Tormented Someone with Myriad Poison Immunity?

Seeing how delighted he looked today, he was more than capable of coming up with such a title.

Taking all the prepared miracle herbs took a long time. I would take one, circulate my qi for a full cycle, then take another and circulate my qi again. I diligently dissolved the medicinal effects. By dissolving the medicines with the heart technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, I absorbed a far greater amount of their effects than before.

There were a few ordeals in the middle where the bitterness and toxicity were so intense I felt like I was going to die. After all, even with the same poison, being poisoned by it was a completely different matter from consuming it directly.

"Here, this is the last one, the Myraid Poisons Divine Pill."

This was the very medicine the Poison King had bought by adding a large sum of his own money. Of all the poisons I had consumed so far, it boasted the most powerful effect.

I dissolved the medicinal effects of the Myraid Poisons Divine Pill with the heart technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

The medicinal effects raged through my entire circulatory system. Then, like water from a valley flowing into a river and eventually into the sea, the effects became inner arts and gathered in my qi center.

Even after taking all the miracle herbs, I circulated my energy several more times to control the inner arts within my body.

Only after confirming that all the medicinal effects had become pure inner arts did I slowly open my eyes. A tremendous amount of inner arts had been added to my qi center.

If it hadn't been for the Poison King, I wouldn't have been able to gain even a quarter of this inner arts with that money. He must have bought high-quality medicines cheaply, and the order of consumption was perfect.

Now, in terms of inner arts, I'm more confident than anyone in the murim. It isn't just because the quantity increased. The purity of my inner arts has also deepened to an incomparable degree. Getting stronger is one thing, but this will be a great help in my training of the Heavenly Space Secret Art.

I could tell from the Poison King's expression how much deeper my gaze had become. The next moment, the Poison King was even more surprised. With Origin Reversal, that deep gaze had suddenly become an ordinary one.

"How much stronger are you going to get?"

I answered calmly.

"I will become strong enough to protect everyone."

As I rose from my seat, the Poison King said to me.

"We are the ones protecting you. The Demon Supreme protects the Young Cult Leader."

I stared intently at the Poison King before speaking abruptly.

"The Poison King."

For a moment, the Poison King flinched. I was not displaying my usual polite demeanor, but a heavy, imposing dignity.

"Then become stronger!"

"!"

After saying that, I strode out of the room.

As soon as I left, I poked my head back through the open door. The Poison King was still staring in my direction with a dazed expression.

"You're not mad, are you?"

"Acting like the Heavenly Demon already?"

"Who else would I play this prank on if not the Poison King?"

"There are plenty of others, aren't there? The Smiling Demon, the Blade Demon, the Drunken Demon!"

I lowered my voice again, making it stern.

"The one this lord wished to play this prank on was the Poison King."

At the end of that banter, I added my sincere feelings.

"The Poison King, I will never forget the favor you've done for me today."


Long after Geom Mugeuk had left, the Poison King remained lost in thought.

"You called for me?"

To Sangseon, who had arrived after being summoned, the Poison King said something unexpected.

"Report to the Heavenly Demon Hall that we are doubling the poison production of the Thousand Poisons Forest."

Sangseon was startled. That wasn't all.

"Increase the training intensity for the poisoners, and while you're teaching the kids, you should train as well."

"If we do that, the murim will grow tense."

The Murim Alliance, in particular, might go on high alert. Everyone was on edge regarding the poisons entering the Thousand Poisons Forest. The fact that we had gathered highly toxic miracle herbs this time might have already been reported to the Murim Alliance or the Evil Alliance. They were that sensitive when it came to poison.

The Poison King rose from his seat. A black energy began to rise around his body like a heat haze. It was the Heaven Destroying Poison Gas, which the Poison King emitted whenever he revealed his presence.

Enveloped in the black mist, the Poison King muttered.

"Let them be tense."


On the day of the Sanzu Hall Director inauguration ceremony, investigators and enforcement martial artists from the Sanzu River Hall came to Seo Daeryong's residence to bodyguard him.

In the past, on the day Geom Mugeuk was inaugurated, Seo Daeryong had visited with the enforcement martial artists, but now the tables had turned. The investigator who came today was the most senior one, the Special Investigator Gong Myeong.

"Director, let us go."

He must not feel good, since a man so much his junior has become the Director.

"Investigator Gong, I'll be in your care from now on."

"I will serve you with all my loyalty."

"After joining the Sanzu River Hall, I learned a lot from you, Senior. I will start putting what I learned from you to use now."

Seeing Gong Myeong's pleasant smile, Seo Daeryong suddenly had a thought.

I wasn't this kind of person before.

I was someone who couldn't even make eye contact properly. Someone who always jumped to negative conclusions. In the past, I would have immediately thought, He's probably cursing me on the inside even while he's smiling, right?

However, now I was trying to convey my sincerity. I was trying to understand the other person's feelings.

Under the guard of Gong Myeong and the enforcement martial artists, Seo Daeryong arrived at the Sanzu River Hall. He found the investigators and enforcement martial artists lined up in rows.

"We greet the Director!"

Seo Daeryong's appointment to the Director position was unconventional. While some among them were inwardly displeased, they were all of one mind on a single point. Because Seo Daeryong had worked so diligently, everyone acknowledged his competence.

At that moment, someone arrived to lend him support.

"Director, congratulations."

Turning at the voice from behind, he saw the Demonic Army General Jang Ho walking toward him. Seo Daeryong was surprised, as he hadn't expected him to be here.

"General! You've come in person."

"Of course I had to come."

They were the two who used to drink together at the Alluring Inn when Lee Ahn wasn't around. Now they stood facing each other as the Demonic Army General and the Sanzu Hall Director.

"Do you know? I've always wanted to be a martial artist like you, General Jang. That hasn't changed."

Jang Ho grinned his characteristic manly smile. Whenever Seo Daeryong looked at Jang Ho, he always thought of him as a man like a towering mountain. He vowed to become such a martial artist himself.

When the Demonic Army General came to congratulate him in person, the investigators and enforcement martial artists wore surprised expressions.

Then, another person appeared. Lee Ahn had come to congratulate him. Her beautiful appearance seemed to brighten the entire area. Moreover, as her martial arts skills had reached a master's realm, she had truly joined the ranks of experts. The enforcement martial artists present were stunned by her beauty, and then stunned again by her powerful aura.

"Congratulations, the Sanzu Hall Director."

"Thank you, Martial Artist Lee."

"I knew this day would come."

At Lee Ahn's words, Seo Daeryong whispered.

"But I didn't!"

Jang Ho and Lee Ahn laughed together.

Just then, another person arrived. Seeing the newcomer, the investigators and enforcement martial artists all bowed at the waist in unison, showing their respect.

"We greet the Young Cult Leader!"

Seo Daeryong, Jang Ho, and Lee Ahn also bowed respectfully.

Geom Mugeuk walked over and spoke respectfully.

"Congratulations, the Sanzu Hall Director."

"Thank you, Young Cult Leader."

Seo Daeryong looked at Geom Mugeuk, his eyes trembling with emotion.

To Seo Daeryong, who was so choked with emotion he didn't know what to say, Geom Mugeuk gave a single nod, his eyes full of trust. That was enough.

Gong Myeong came to Seo Daeryong and said.

"Everyone is gathered. Please say a few words."

With a trembling heart, Seo Daeryong stood before everyone. He had anticipated having to say a few words and had even practiced at home, but he was still incredibly nervous.

"The former Director was someone who surpassed human limits. Now, a mere human has finally taken charge of the Sanzu River Hall."

At his words, everyone burst into laughter.

"On the day the former Director was inaugurated, he said this in this very spot. 'I don't know if we will become happier or unhappier, but one thing is certain. Our hearts will beat faster than before.' The Director kept that promise. My heart is certainly beating faster than it used to, and I believe all of your hearts are as well."

Everyone wore expressions of agreement. Geom Mugeuk's the Sanzu River Hall was a completely different organization than it had been before. They had all received the gratitude of countless people who had been cleared of false accusations.

"I cannot make your hearts beat faster than the Young Cult Leader did. However, I am confident I can do this much. I will strive to keep our hearts, which have grown so warm thanks to the Young Cult Leader, from ever growing cold."

Applause and cheers erupted.

As he finished his speech and was about to go inside, the last person to arrive and offer congratulations appeared.

At his appearance, not only Seo Daeryong but also Geom Mugeuk, Lee Ahn, and Jang Ho were startled.

Surprisingly, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had appeared. He strode forward arrogantly, the Heaven Destroying Dao slung across his back. At the sight of his overwhelming presence, all the Sanzu River Hall martial artists tensed up.

"Master!"

Instead of offering words of congratulations, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon drew the giant dao he wore on his back alongside the Heaven Destroying Dao. Though it was a giant dao, it was slightly smaller than the Heaven Destroying Dao.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon gave it to Seo Daeryong.

"Use this from now on."

Even at a glance, it was no ordinary dao.

"It's the blade I used when I was young."

Seo Daeryong was stunned. A gift from his gruff Master? Moreover, if it was the blade he had used in his youth, it was a priceless gift of immeasurable value. Deeply moved, Seo Daeryong felt tears welling up in his eyes.

After giving him the dao, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon turned and walked away without another word.

Seo Daeryong performed a deep bow toward his departing Master, conveying his gratitude.

"Thank you, Master."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon left without looking back.

The investigators and enforcement martial artists watched this scene with astonished eyes. It was understandable that Geom Mugeuk would come, since he and Seo Daeryong were so close, but they had never expected the Blood Heaven Blade Demon to appear here.

No one looked down on Seo Daeryong. Even if they wanted to, they couldn't. With the Young Cult Leader, a Demon Supreme, the Demonic Army General, and the world number one beauty all coming to congratulate him, who would dare to disrespect him?

Seo Daeryong bowed politely to Geom Mugeuk, Jang Ho, and Lee Ahn before turning away.

Having turned, he slung the giant dao onto his back just like the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

Then, leading the investigators and enforcement martial artists, he entered the Sanzu River Hall.

In his retreating figure, walking confidently with the giant dao on his back, Geom Mugeuk saw the silhouette of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.


Chapter 257: A Human Will Inevitably Die

"Detective Seo was so cool," Lee Ahn said as we returned to my residence together. I was taking her to see the new place I moved into after becoming the Young Cult Leader.

"You seem like a completely different person from when I first saw you."

"That's because I've worked hard in the meantime," I replied. Since Lee Ahn would be offended to be called second-best when it comes to effort, I added, "But don't think, 'I should work harder too.' You're already overworking yourself enough as it is."

"I refuse. I'm not going to just overflow a little. I'm going to work hard enough to overflow torrentially."

I could guess what Lee Ahn was thinking. She must feel like she's the only one falling behind while everyone else pulls ahead.

"I'm sorry," she said.

"For what?"

"I'm only just now getting to see your new residence. In the past, I would have visited on the very first day you moved." She seemed sorry for the late visit. Her already slumped shoulders drooped even further.

"If we're going by that logic, then it's the same for me. I didn't even do a 초giant dao after coming to my new house, did I?"

"You were busy, Young Master."

"You were the busier one. What's more important, looking at a room or our work? The answer is obvious. So there's no need to feel sorry at all." I led her into the house. Its scale, much larger than before, startled her.

"Ah! It's really big."

"This person here is the Young Cult Leader of our Cult!" Passing maids came out and politely greeted Lee Ahn. Lee Ahn accepted their greetings with a smile. She was even more surprised when she entered my room.

"It's so different from the room I expected." The bookshelves filling the walls, the large bed with pure white bedding, and the desk and chair by the sunlit window seemed different from her expectations.

"This isn't your taste, is it, Young Master?"

"This is my taste."

"I never knew. You should have told me."

Before my regression, I did not have anything like 'taste'. I did not care whether the bed was large or small, or whether there were bookshelves or wardrobes. My only interest was in becoming the successor.

That was why I grew distant from the succession. I saw nothing. I did not see people properly, and I did not even care what was in my own room. At the time, I thought I was passionate, but thinking back now, I feel it might have been an escape into passion.

"There are so many books." She took an interest in the bookshelves first.

"Now that I'm the Young Cult Leader, I have to look knowledgeable."

"This book is incredibly thick."

"Don't take it out! It's for decoration. It's a pain to put back."

"I can't even pull it out if I wanted to. To think there's a book that requires inner arts to remove!" She examined another bookshelf. "There are a lot of books here that Elder Blade Demon has, aren't there?"

She had once borrowed and read books from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Yeah. I wrote down all the books he has there and filled this shelf with the same ones. The Elder knows books well, after all."

She took a book from another bookshelf and looked at it intently. "There's a book like this, too." The book she held was titled 'Escaping a surround the perimeter'.

"Have you read it?" I nodded.

"I've read it."

"Do you think you could escape if you followed this?"

"I didn't read it to escape. I read it to prevent escapes."

She laughed at my words. "You're someone who can order 'Deploy the surround the perimeter!', Young Master, but I might get trapped in a surround the perimeter by the Murim Alliance, so please lend me this book."

"By all means."

"Please lend me this one and this one too." She picked out a few books. She used to read mostly poetry collections, but the books she chose now were all about secret methods for surviving in the murim.

"Do you still read books these days?"

"I try to read for at least a quarter of an hour before bed. I have to build up indirect experience somehow." It seemed she was still worried about becoming a frog in a well.

"Lee Ahn."

"......"

She turned towards me.

"You think having a lot of worldly experience is better, don't you?"

"Of course. Isn't it?" Lee Ahn's eyes widened.

"That's right. Someone with a lot of worldly experience is cool and reliable. They have insight, and they can offer new teachings or experiences to those around them. However, it also means they've gone through and suffered all sorts of dirty things to get that way. They experience all the dirty and cheap things and see the very bottom of humanity. They even come to harbor distrust and disgust for mankind. In a person's life, could such experiences be only a good thing?"

Before my regression, I went through many things. Yes, thanks to that, I became stronger and survived. So what? Can I say my life is better than Lee Ahn's, who has silently walked the path of a bodyguard? I might have a higher chance of survival if thrown somewhere, but that does not mean it is a better life.

"What I'm saying is that you don't have to feel so regretful about your life, lived silently while walking a single path. You don't need to have all the miscellaneous wounds and pains packaged under the name of experience. You can fight without them, and you can win without them. I believe it. A moment will come when the life you've lived through hard work will protect you more powerfully than any other experience."

As I reached out my hand, a poetry collection pulled itself from the shelf. The book floated through the air and into her hands.

"So read what you want to read, too." I had seen her glance at that book twice.

Lee Ahn stealthily approached me, stared intently, and said, "It seems bloodline really is a thing."

I stared back at her with a 진Ji Han expression befitting her words. Then, as if suddenly embarrassed, Lee Ahn avoided my gaze and feigned indifference. "The bed is really wide and nice. It's soft, isn't it?"

"If you're curious, lie down on it."

"How dare I lie on the Young Cult Leader's bed! You thought I'd say that, didn't you?" She threw herself onto the bed.

However, her body floated just above it.

"Not with the clothes you wore outside! Now I understand why Elder Blade Demon didn't let me lie down." I floated her back to her original spot.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, she said with a 진Ji Han face, "I recently selected five people for the Ghost Shadow Squad. I looked at their 인Chengdu and their skills. As you said, I'm aiming for an elite organization rather than just numbers."

"You're doing well."

"Oh, and I'm leaving the cult tomorrow with Green Mask and his subordinates. I'm going to find people to join the Ghost Shadow Squad. I should have left earlier, but I postponed it to see the Sanzu Hall Director's inauguration ceremony. While I'm out, I'll also go see Strategist Go and the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader." She was officially stepping into the jianghu.

Sensing the worry in my gaze, she smiled and said, "Don't worry, I have nine tails, don't I?"

"Come back stronger!"

She rose from her seat, gave a polite clasped hands greeting, and said, "Yes, Young Cult Leader!"


I devoted myself to my martial arts training. Across both my lives, before and after my regression, this was the period I trained my martial arts the most diligently. Perhaps knowing I was immersed in a martial arts trance, Father postponed all the various events within the cult.

The Nine Calamities Demonic Art and the Heavenly Space Secret Art. I could not help but train these martial arts diligently.

First, with the Heavenly Space Secret Art, the more I trained, the more a time difference seemed to be created between the outside and inside of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique. However, the difference was still minuscule, so it was not yet at a stage where I could use the Heavenly Space Secret Art for actual training.

Using the Spacetime Manipulation Technique, then using the Heavenly Space Secret Art again, and then training martial arts inside it required using inner arts three times over. In comparison, the time difference between the outside and inside was not yet significant, so the time it took to recover my inner arts was longer.

I felt impatient, but I did not rush. This was not a martial art that could be achieved overnight, and consistency is the lifeblood of training. Repeat and repeat again. If I do that, I will find myself at the next stage before I know it.

Next was the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. Once I became familiar with its heart law, I began training in earnest, starting from the First Stance. It was an esoteric and profound martial art, but I calmly analyzed the oral formulas and progressed little by little. Today, I planned to unleash the First Stance for the first time.

The Nine Calamities Demonic Art, First Stance, the Human Destroying Stance. From the very first technique, it was simply annihilation. It meant that if you are human, you will surely die.

I gazed at the wooden dummy in front of me and calmed my mind. When I felt my body and mind were ready, I drew the Black Demon Sword.

SHAAAAK.

In a single moment, the dummy's head flew off. The sword form was faster than the Blue Sky Strike, the fast sword style of the Soaring Sky Sword Art. So, was the First Stance a success? It was a failure.

I slowly approached and examined the headless wooden dummy. A faint sword line remained on its back. There were no marks on the left or right sides.

The Human Destroying Stance was a technique where, at the moment of execution, four streams of sword qi flew in simultaneously from the opponent's front, rear, left, and right.

Imagine it. In a flash, what if sword qi flew in not from one place, but from four places at once? And it was not sword qi aiming for the same spot. They flew from four directions, each aiming for a different place. The frontal sword qi would fly towards the neck, the one from behind towards the back, the left sword qi towards the waist, and the right sword qi towards the legs.

However, only the frontal sword qi flew properly, while the sword qi from the other three directions failed to manifest correctly. I closed my eyes for a moment and recalled the oral formulas. After organizing them in my mind, I unleashed sword qi at a new wooden dummy.

I examined the wooden dummy again. This time, its back was severed, but the neck was intact. I repeated it over and over, but the First Stance would not unfold as I intended. I was missing something.

Father had said he wanted to see my interpretation of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. At this rate, how could my Nine Calamities Demonic Art ever surpass Father's? The only thing I could rely on was the Heavenly Martial Body, but even I could not be sure if I could wield a Nine Calamities Demonic Art that surpassed Father's.

As I was wracking my brain, I had a sudden realization. The greed of wanting to learn a Nine Calamities Demonic Art stronger than Father's was actually holding me back. Added to that greed was the desire to be acknowledged by Father, weighing down my ankles even more heavily.

This is not my way.

I immediately left the training ground.


When I entered the Heavenly Demon Hall, Father was looking out the window with his hands clasped behind his back.

"Come up here."

"......"

I walked the path of blood, climbed the stairs, and stood side-by-side with Father. It always felt good to stand here next to Father and look out at the cult's Jeong Gyeong, and now I stood here as the Young Cult Leader.

"I have decided to double the amount of poison production in the Thousand Poisons Forest."

"Why is that?" I asked, feigning ignorance.

Father looked at me. He knew I had been in contact with the Poison King recently, so he must have guessed that I had influenced this decision. His gaze turned back to the window. After a moment of silence, Father said softly, "Do not provoke the Poison King. He is a man who could be the beginning and the end of everything."

I knew what that meant. A war could start because of him, and a war could also be ended by him. Martial artists have no choice but to be sensitive to poison. A lifetime of training could be ruined by a single poisoning.

"I will keep that in mind."

Father turned to me and asked, "Why have you come today?"

"I came because I have a favor to ask of you, Father."

"What favor?"

"Please use the Human Destroying Stance on me."

Father flinched, surprised by the unexpected words. "You finally become the successor, and now you want to die?"

"Of course not." I opened the front of my robes. "I'm wearing Top-Quality Heavenly Silk and even the Ghost Armor. I'm asking you to use just enough power not to kill me."

"The reason?"

"I want to experience it directly to get a feel for it." Normally, I should have learned more from Father. However, since he had only given me the bare minimum interpretation because he wanted to see my version of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, it was a reasonable request for him to grant.

"Very well."

Once Father gave his permission, I stepped back to create some distance. Words like 'Are you ready?' or 'Here I come' were all omitted.

Father immediately drew the Heavenly Demon Sword from his hand.

"......"

A truly short and light sound of wind. In that moment, I was startled. Four demonic spirits had attacked simultaneously from all directions.

Father's Human Destroying Stance was not just four streams of sword qi. It was a sword qi where terrifying illusions of four demonic spirits appeared simultaneously from the north, south, east, and west and swung their swords. They were fearsome enough to freeze the body just by seeing them.

KAAANG! KAANG!

I blocked two, one grazed me lightly, and the other hit my body squarely.

PAK! PWAAK!

When the sword qi collided with my protective enhanced qi, I was sent flying and rolled across the floor.

"......"

It really hurt. I had blocked it using Top-Quality Heavenly Silk, the Ghost Armor, and even protective enhanced qi, but my back hurt so much it felt like it would break. It was a good thing Father had controlled his inner arts. If he had unleashed it to its limit, I could have died from this single move. Even if I had not died, I would have suffered a fatal wound.

It was the first time I had felt the terror of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, and at this moment, I was curious about something.

"By any chance, if my realm in the Nine Calamities Demonic Art rises, will these demonic spirits also manifest in my Human Destroying Stance?"

Father nodded. "Similar, but different demonic spirits will appear."

Similar, but different. He meant that because I would be interpreting the Nine Calamities Demonic Art differently and completing the martial art, different demonic spirits would appear.

My heart began to pound. Seeing the Heavenly Demon Soul is still a long, long way off, so I want to see my own little demonic spirits, even if just in the Human Destroying Stance.

"Is this sufficient?" Father asked.

"It is more than enough." I massaged my back, bowed, and was about to turn away when I asked him, "By any chance, have you given those demonic spirits names?"

That sneer formed on Father's lips. "The Poison King likes to name things. I suppose I've been influenced, since I've been spending a lot of time with him lately."

After politely bowing to Father, I turned away. The achievement in my martial arts is not mine alone. If I produce a Human Destroying Stance different from Father's, he too will receive some inspiration from my Nine Calamities Demonic Art. By influencing each other, we will both grow stronger.

At the end of the path of blood, I said to Father, "When I visit again, I will bring four friends with me."


Chapter 258: Someone to Discuss Swordsmanship With

I left the Heavenly Demon Hall and headed for the Northern Heaven Sword Sect.

Why should I struggle alone when there's someone I can discuss swordsmanship with?

This was my way. If I didn't know, I asked. I gained enlightenment while talking about other things. If I really didn't get it, I would just say to hell with it and go have fun.

I had neglected the Flower Sword Supreme because of the other Demon Supremes and various incidents, so I planned to make up for it now.

I was a runaway duel friend, returned.

Just as I had changed, so had the Flower Sword Supreme.

When I arrived at the Flower Sword Supreme's thatched house in the Northern Heaven Sword Sect, I was startled.

Her thatched house had changed. The once-cozy cottage was now a large mansion. The yard was larger, and the flower garden she tended had also expanded.

The only thing unchanged was the Flower Sword Supreme's beautiful, age-defying appearance. She greeted me warmly.

"Welcome, Young Cult Leader."

"Have you been well?"

"I'm always the same."

"The house has changed."

The Flower Sword Supreme followed my gaze around the property and smiled serenely.

"I decided to change the atmosphere."

The old thatched house was a home meant to be seen by others. It was a statement that she was a noble person who had cast off worldly desires to walk only the path of martial arts.

Now, she had shed her pretense and was showing her honest desires.

Why has her heart changed?

"You must be busy these days. What brings you here?"

"I came because I wanted to see you, Sword Supreme."

"You came at a good time. Please, come in."

I followed the Flower Sword Supreme inside. The interior was lavishly decorated.

"May I look around? I've been interested in decorating rooms myself lately."

"Feel free to look."

I slowly looked around the room. The furniture and decorations were ornate and luxurious. She made no effort to hide that she had spent a lot of money on the interior.

"It's truly wonderful."

Then, something caught my eye.

This is?

A book sat on the table. It was the collection of poems and paintings from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's bookshelf. Of course, it could have been an identical copy.

But a single book drew my attention so strongly because it involved the Blade Demon and the Sword Supreme.

"I must get a display cabinet like that for my room. I like it very much."

"I didn't know you had such a hobby, Young Cult Leader."

After looking around, we sat facing each other at the tea table.

As I drank the tea, I recognized the taste. It was the same tea I had drunk when I visited the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's home.

"I believe Elder Blade Demon drinks this tea as well."

"Is that so?"

I didn't miss the way the Flower Sword Supreme flinched. The book, and now the tea.

These two!

I couldn't help but smile inwardly. If the book and tea weren't a coincidence, their relationship must have changed.

"Aren't you curious why I changed the house?"

"Did you have a change of heart?"

"I felt like I wanted to live a little differently."

I looked around again. "To be honest, this room suits you much better than the old one, Senior. It's splendid and beautiful."

"You think so?" the Flower Sword Supreme smiled pleasantly.

Although we talked and smiled, she and I maintained a certain distance. It was neither too close nor too far, definitely more than a single step, but it wasn't uncomfortably far.

About five steps. That was the distance I perceived between the Flower Sword Supreme and myself.

"I came today as a duel friend," I said, challenging her to a duel. Fortunately, she readily accepted.

"I'd be happy to. I'm just not sure if a duel with me will be of any help to you."

"I learn a lot just by watching you draw your sword, Senior. If I didn't think it would be helpful, I wouldn't have suggested a duel, would I?"

"Can't you just leave that mouth of yours behind?"

"My mouth is needed in many places, so that would be difficult."

We went out to the training ground.

We stood facing each other, about ten paces apart. Her aura changed, as if we had never been joking just moments before.

It wasn't just the house that had changed. I could feel her aura was different.

She's been dedicating herself to training!

She was honed as sharp as a treasured sword. I had once compared the Demon Supremes' efforts to the paddling feet of a swan, and the Flower Sword Supreme best fit that analogy. Behind her swan-like elegance was an unseen effort.

What could have made her change like this?

I revealed my own aura without hiding it. Tension filled the Flower Sword Supreme's face as she looked at me, and her gaze grew cold.

The Flower Sword Supreme lunged first.

"......"

A sword flew toward me. I couldn't see her form. She had completely hidden her body behind the sword, becoming one with it.

The One Flower Sword and the Black Demon Sword clashed mid-air, creating sparks. Dozens of sword lines from the two blades instantly embroidered the air before vanishing.

Although she had lost our previous duel, the Sword Supreme was still the Sword Supreme. Her recent dedicated training shone through, elevating this duel to an even higher level.

Flashing sword lights, we soared into the sky together. The demonic swords of the Northern Heaven Sword Sect stopped to watch the gleaming lights in the air. The glinting flashes reflecting the sunlight were a magnificent sight.

CLAAANG!

With a final, long metallic ring, we landed on the ground.

Her sword wasn't knocked from her hand, and my sword wasn't at her throat, but the Sword Supreme must have known. She knew she had been defeated.

"You grow endlessly." She couldn't hide her bitter expression. Her training had failed to catch up to my growth.

I took care to preserve her pride.

"It's only because you went easy on me, Senior. I've shown all my cards, but don't you still have one last move left?"

All the Demon Supremes hid one final move for the very end. The Flower Sword Supreme was no exception.

"It's a move I hope I never have to use in my lifetime."

In other words, it was a hidden trump card that required her to risk her own life.

"Let's go inside."

Back inside, we quenched our thirst with cold tea and discussed swordsmanship.

We talked about the duel we just had. I took it a step further, sharing what I had felt when I previously achieved Twelfth Star mastery of the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

The Flower Sword Supreme listened intently, asking questions whenever she had one.

Someone of the Sword Supreme's skill would naturally know how sincerely I was speaking. She would know this was the essence of martial arts, something one would never share with someone they didn't cherish.

The Flower Sword Supreme's face gradually flushed with excitement.

When I finished speaking, she rushed out to the training ground.

"Wait! Just wait a moment."

She swung her sword alone in the middle of the training ground. Then she would suddenly stop her sword and fall into thought. She would swing it again, then stop.

She had an epiphany. She had found a way to overcome a wall she couldn't surpass through solitary training, all from our conversation.

She must have trained alone for a very long time after becoming a Demon Supreme. At the end of that lonely, blocked path, she had met me.

After swinging her sword for a long while, she returned, her face still flushed.

"Didn't you come to see me because you wanted to gain some enlightenment about swordsmanship from me?"

"That's right. To be honest, my swordsmanship has hit a wall recently."

"Then why are you imparting your martial arts knowledge to me?"

I calmed my aura and spoke with dignity.

"Because you will become my Demon Supreme in the future."

She stared at me without a word, so I calmly continued.

"Besides that, there are two other reasons."

"Two more?"

"First, I believe that when you break through your limits, Sword Supreme, that enlightenment will return to me. We're duel friends, aren't we?"

She nodded. "And the second reason?"

"Senior, you're the only one among the Demon Supremes who uses a sword, aren't you? The only person I can discuss swordsmanship with is you, Sword Supreme. You know Father's personality well. Who else would I learn from? Who else could I influence? For me, there is only you, Sword Supreme."

Of the three reasons, this one seemed to resonate with her the most. A wave of emotion passed over her.

"That's why I should have visited you first, and most often..."

I said honestly, "I always thought you would stay just as you are, Sword Supreme. It's a selfish and bad thought. I should have taken care of the good people first."

The Flower Sword Supreme spoke in a somewhat self-deprecating voice. "I'm not that good of a person. Perhaps you took care of everyone in the right order after all..."

A hint of regret flickered in her eyes.

We fell silent for a moment, each lost in our own thoughts.

I didn't offer any obvious consolations like, 'No, you're a good person, Sword Supreme.' The words needed right now were different.

"May I come again tomorrow?"

The Flower Sword Supreme nodded with an expression that said I was welcome not just tomorrow, but for a lifetime.


"Since when did you like flowers?"

Despite the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's words, I kept staring at the flowerpot on the windowsill.

"It looks like some kind of sly flower."

On my way back to my residence, I had stopped by the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's place and saw something new on his windowsill. It was a pot with a flower planted in it. If I had come here first, I would have just assumed the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had bought it.

"What in the world is inside the head of someone who calls a flower sly?"

"Where did you get the flower?"

"Someone gave it to me."

Since he had given the Flower Sword Supreme the book and tea, she must have given him the flowerpot in return. Or vice versa.

Hyung Drunken Demon, you're amazing!

It seemed the Drunken Demon's efforts to reconcile the two had finally borne fruit.

"......"

"An acquaintance gave it to me."

"So, who?"

"You're being noisy while I'm trying to read."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon refused to say the Flower Sword Supreme had given it to him. I didn't press him further. I also managed to hold back my teasing.

How happy must he be right now? It was the Flower Sword Supreme, of all people. Resolving past misunderstandings and conflicts, even exchanging gifts.

I should hold it in. I can tease him later.

"Stop staring! If I accidentally release my qi, the flower will die."

If that happened, he might unleash a lethal technique on me.

Daeryong, this flowerpot is more precious than the one in the office. If you drop it while training, you will have to endure at least a year of hellish training.

"I'm leaving now."

"Why are you leaving so soon?"

"I'm in the middle of hellish training these days. I'm probably the one training the hardest in our Cult."

"You've already become the Young Cult Leader. What more glory from the Ghost Shadows are you trying to attain by working so hard?"

Because our relationships had completely changed from before my regression, if I died now, the Demon Supremes would all die too. Would the Blood Heaven Blade Demon just stand by and watch me die?

That is why. To save them all.

I'm doing this so if anyone has to jump into hell, it'll be me.

Please, enjoy that glory from the Ghost Shadows, my Elder. Live happily in your later years, getting along with the Sword Supreme and traveling through the Central Plains.


The next day, I had another duel with the Flower Sword Supreme.

Her eyes were a little bloodshot, as if she hadn't slept all night.

"I didn't sleep well because I was training yesterday."

It seemed she had spent the whole night working to turn yesterday's enlightenment into actual skill.

I dueled with her again. Since we knew each other's moves, we began to use increasingly powerful techniques. By the end, the exchange was almost like a real battle.

After the duel, we talked about our fight. Since the pattern was similar, most of what we said overlapped with yesterday's conversation, but we talked as if it were the first time.

As we talked, the conversation sometimes branched out. We talked about our swordsmanship training as children, and I even learned how to grow flowers.

I went the next day, and the day after that. I went with the intention of making up for all the times I hadn't been able to see her. I was determined to keep going until she got tired of me and told me to stop coming.

The duels were similar in pattern, but we could feel a change.

Even with the same technique, the speed and the amount of qi infused were different. Some days it was fast, other days it was slow. An opportunity to test one's own sword arts so freely was not something that came easily.

And then, this morning.

I used the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, First Stance, the Human Destroying Stance.

SHAAAAAK!

The sound was different.

SLICE! SLICE! SLICE! SLICE!

I ran over in surprise and saw the wooden dummy had been cut into exactly four pieces.

"I did it!"

I had finally succeeded in making the sword qi fly in from four directions simultaneously. It seemed my duels and conversations with the Sword Supreme had helped.

After that day, I dedicated myself even more to my training.

I had a desire to see the form of the lesser demon in the Human Destroying Stance. That desire pushed me to the limits of my efforts.

I made sure to visit the Sword Supreme once a day for a duel and to discuss martial arts.

If someone were watching us, they might think we were just repeating the same thing over and over, but it wasn't the same.

We grew within the power that repetition provides.

As the Sword Supreme grew, I grew as well. She grew under my influence, and I, in turn, was influenced by her growth. We were burning with a fervor known only to those who wield the sword.

There was a change in our relationship as well.

"I changed the house because of Senior Blade Demon," she revealed honestly.

"Lately, I've been trying to forget my past grudges with Senior Blade Demon and get along with him. In the process, I found myself thinking a lot about the old days. Back then, I liked splendid and pretty things. That was who I was. While thinking about that, I impulsively changed everything. It's embarrassing, but it wasn't a change I made after deep consideration."

It must have been a longing for her younger days. The days she desperately wanted to return to.

"You did well. If you miss the thatched house later, you can just change it back."

"Wouldn't that make me seem too fickle?"

"I think it would make you seem like a free spirit."

"Yes, I'm not at an age where I need to worry about what others think anymore," the Flower Sword Supreme said with a pleasant laugh. In that moment, I realized the distance between us had shrunk from five steps to three.

Even amidst all this, my training continued.

I trained day and night. One day, after repeating the Human Destroying Stance countless times.

SHAAAK!

The sound of the Human Destroying Stance changed again.

In that very moment!

I saw it. A pitch-black entity slicing the wooden dummy's neck.

Finally!

One of the four demons had appeared.


Chapter 259: What Father Wanted to See

Unfortunately, I couldn't see the demon's face. The first demon to appear materialized directly in front of the wooden dummy, so I could only see its back.

The demon sliced four spots from the wooden dummy, then vanished.

A difference existed between being cut by an appearing demon and being cut by sword qi alone. When the demon appeared, the speed and power grew faster and stronger. The true Human Destroying Stance could only be completed when the demons manifested, considering their demonic qi and the visual and psychological effects.

I unleashed the Human Destroying Stance again.

SHWAAAK!

The demon appeared again. This time, I could only see its back as well.

A mix of joy and disappointment washed over me.

I wanted to see what you looked like! I worked so hard to see your face, not your back!

Then, a thought crossed my mind.

Ah! I can just bring a bronze mirror!

I started to get the bronze mirror but changed my mind. I felt I shouldn't go to such lengths just to see it. I decided to accept the order in which the martial arts manifested. If you don't want to show me, then fine.

I'll see the other demons' faces first.


"Did something good happen?"

The Flower Sword Supreme noticed that Geom Mugeuk's expression was particularly bright today.

"I've had a breakthrough in a swordsmanship that was giving me trouble."

"Ah! That's a relief."

The Flower Sword Supreme was pleased. She had progressed greatly while dueling and discussing martial arts with Geom Mugeuk. Gaining an achievement at the Demon Supreme level was a truly difficult feat. She had never dreamed she would achieve a breakthrough to the next level in such a short period.

"You are truly an unpredictable person."

When Geom Mugeuk first visited, she thought he would come for a day or two and then stop. She had assumed he was visiting as a form of networking now that he had become the Young Cult Leader.

That wasn't the case. What Geom Mugeuk had said on the first day was true.

You are the only person I can talk to about swordsmanship, Senior.

Geom Mugeuk genuinely wanted to discuss swordsmanship with her. He intended to teach the profound meaning of martial arts and also to learn. Although she had practiced swordsmanship her entire life, this was the first time she had ever contemplated, debated, and discussed the sword so seriously.

This opportunity made her realize how much she had longed for such a time. A duel friend. Geom Mugeuk had approached her as a true duel friend. Now, those words held a deeper meaning for her than any other relationship.

So, these words were her true feelings.

"Young Cult Leader, you are the only one I have to talk with as well."

Geom Mugeuk smiled and drew his sword.

"Shall we share a few moves then?"

When they soared into the air, all the demonic swordsmen came out to watch. They fought so high up that their figures were not clearly visible. There were only countless flashes of swift sword light. The demonic swordsmen watched, captivated, as if possessed.

Whenever Geom Mugeuk finished a duel and prepared to leave, he would always say this to the demonic swordsmen he met.

"I learn a great deal from the Sword Supreme every time. I envy you all."

The Flower Sword Supreme felt happy when she heard these words. Whether it was flattery or sincere, hearing such high praise from Geom Mugeuk was an incredibly joyous thing.

A man who generously shares his martial enlightenment and says such things to her subordinates... how could she not fall for him?


My training continued.

Father, who heard I was crazy about training, continuously postponed the external events the Young Cult Leader was supposed to attend. The Demon Supremes didn't seek me out either. The Drunken Demon might have come to ask for a drink, but even he didn't visit. Within the Cult, there was nothing but talk about the Young Cult Leader who was mad about martial arts.

I only dueled with the Sword Supreme. After returning from the duels, I practiced the Human Destroying Stance like a madman.

So many wooden dummies were sliced apart that a metal dummy arrived at my training ground. It was a special steel dummy made from a mixture of thousand-year cold iron and steel, one that couldn't be cut by sword qi.

KAAANG! KANG! KAAANG! KAAANG!

The crisp sound of metal rang out repeatedly. I saw the demon's back so many times that I even started to think, Hey, can't you turn your head just once?

I repeated the stance again and again.

Today, a gift from that tedious repetition arrived.

SHWAAAAK!

The sound of the Human Destroying Stance changed again. In that moment, I saw it. Another demon revealed itself behind the steel dummy. It was the appearance of the second demon.

This time, I could see the demon's face. I was momentarily startled.

It wasn't frightening. Surprisingly, my first impression was this.

He's handsome!

The demon I had summoned was surprisingly handsome. It was the kind of face you'd get if you showed an artist the Poison King's face and told them to draw a demon based on it.

Is this even okay?

I was truly surprised. Could it be that this demon reflects the heart of the person using the martial art? I hadn't thought that the demon's face needed to strike fear into the opponent. I had only focused on wanting to see the demon's face.

Is that why a demon like this appeared, instead of a frightening one?

Now I was curious about the appearance of the demon showing its back. Would it look the same? Or would it be different? To confirm if their faces are all different, I have to manifest the demons on the left and right as well.

Curiosity drove my desire.


"I think I'll have to stop my training for today."

The Flower Sword Supreme nodded with an expression that said she had expected this.

"Are you planning to go into seclusion training?"

"How did you know?"

"A hunch. I could feel your fervor rising recently. The moment has come for you to pour everything out one last time."

"You are amazing, as expected."

The way the Sword Supreme looked at me was different again from when I had first come to ask for a duel.

"Young Cult Leader, thank you so much."

"I was grateful as well."

I had grown incomparably closer to her. I now felt I was standing about two steps away from her. That distance came from her personality. Some people, no matter how close you get, will never allow you within one step.

"I'll visit again if I hit a wall in my martial arts."

"I'll be ready to welcome you."

I read the determination in her eyes. If she grew one more time from here, our Cult would welcome a new Flower Sword Supreme.

Geom Mugeuk looked around the training ground. For the time being, this was the end of his time here.

"The next time you come, it might have returned to being a small yard with a thatched hut."

"It will be an even more thrilling duel with a free spirit."

The Flower Sword Supreme smiled and looked at the training ground with him.

"Since it's the last day, would you spare me some time today?"

In truth, I had prepared something for her today.

"Seo Daeryong, who became the Sanzu Hall Director, is like my right-hand man. So I'd like to hold a small celebration for him today."

"If that's the case, I should make time."

"I've also invited the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. Since he is Seo Daeryong's Master, I felt it was right to invite him."

The Flower Sword Supreme could tell. He was trying to bring her along to naturally create a setting for her and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

"Will you wait a moment? I'll change my clothes and come out."

"Yes, please take your time."

Today, she took longer than usual to wash up, put on makeup, and choose her clothes.


Geom Mugeuk and the Flower Sword Supreme arrived at a hill with a green field below the Great Sky Peak. Drinks and food were prepared there. It was a banquet Geom Mugeuk had arranged in advance by asking the cooks.

The Flower Sword Supreme looked around and remarked, "Was there a place like this around our Cult?"

"There are many wonderful places if you look in every nook and cranny. You should travel and rest from now on."

"What fun is it to go alone."

Just then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and Seo Daeryong arrived. The two men, each with a giant dao slung over his back, now looked like a master and disciple to anyone who saw them. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon wore a neat robe he didn't usually wear. His hair was also neater than usual.

Geom Mugeuk barely suppressed the urge to make a teasing comment.

"You've arrived?"

"Why go through the trouble of a celebration?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon grumbled.

"Why are you so grumpy when your disciple has attained a high position?"

At the Flower Sword Supreme's words, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said nothing.

Seo Daeryong greeted the Flower Sword Supreme politely. "Thank you for taking the time to come."

"Congratulations."

"Thank you."

Seo Daeryong poured drinks for everyone. After a few drinks, I went for a walk with Seo Daeryong. I had deliberately left the two of them alone. Today's gathering was more for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon than for Seo Daeryong. I had given Seo Daeryong a heads-up about it beforehand.

"How's the Director job?"

"I'm still so busy adjusting that I can't think straight."

Seo Daeryong stopped walking and looked at Geom Mugeuk.

"I've been having nightmares lately. Dreams where I'm wandering around looking for you, Young Cult Leader, in a crisis. It's something I should be handling, but in the dream, I'm only looking for you. When I finally find you, you look at me coldly and say, 'Why did you take that position when you don't have the ability?'"

"I wonder if that only happens in your dreams?"

"Aish, I'm being serious."

Geom Mugeuk laughed. "Realistically, something like that might happen once in a lifetime, if at all. Don't waste your energy on things that won't happen."

"What if it does happen?"

"You'll have to solve it with this."

Geom Mugeuk lightly tapped the hilt of the giant dao Seo Daeryong carried.

Seo Daeryong stared at the hilt, worn by his master's hands, and nodded. "That must be why every day has to be a hellish training session."

The two of them turned to go back.

"Let's stay a little longer."

In the distance, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Flower Sword Supreme were drinking and talking. Their expressions were bright.

"It's a good time for them!" Seo Daeryong laughed at Geom Mugeuk's words.

"I went to see him earlier to come here together, and it seemed like he was playing Captain. He seemed to be trying on several different outfits. It was the first time I'd ever seen my Master like that."

Seeing the Blood Heaven Blade Demon smile made Geom Mugeuk feel good too.

That's right, forget all about the past now. Lock the door to the past, and there's no need to peek into the future. Just live happily like that.

"A spring breeze should be blowing for you too."

"I'm a lost cause. Go on ahead without me. I'm even busier now. My life is just work and training!"

Seo Daeryong watched the youthful freshness in the distance that defied age, his eyes full of envy.

"Is it really okay if I go first?"

"You have to take me with you! I'm your right-hand man!"


Time passed quickly. I went into seclusion wondering when I would come out, and before I knew it, I was leaving the training hall after one hundred days.

Without even shaving, I headed straight for the Heavenly Demon Hall. Father was guarding the Heavenly Demon Hall, looking the same as ever.

"What's with your appearance?"

"I wanted to see you, Father, so I rushed straight here. This way, it looks like I really suffered."

Overjoyed to see him, I started with a joke. "I was dying to eat something delicious. Please develop some food other than nutrient balls or beef jerky that can be used during seclusion training!"

Father greeted me with his unchanging smile. "For a lazybones to train for a hundred days, that's quite something."

"Those guys are so shy, it was really hard to get a look at them."

I tried to discard my desire for Father's approval. I thought that pressure was holding me back. Nevertheless, my heart trembled at this moment. It seemed I hadn't been able to discard it all. The desire to be acknowledged by Father for my martial arts.

"Let me introduce you to my friends."

After calmly settling my mind, I unleashed the First Stance.

SHWAAK!

The crisp sound of wind. Four streams of sword qi cut through the air. Four demons revealed their forms. They were my demons, the ones I had wanted to see so badly.

They looked different from the demons Father had shown me. Surprisingly, my demons each had a different appearance and feel. There was a frightening one and a handsome one. One gave off a strange sense of mystery, and another looked clever.

Father was surprised by their different appearances. He must have naturally assumed they would look the same. In truth, I was surprised too. I never expected demons with such different feelings to emerge.

The four demons didn't vanish immediately like Father's did. For a fleeting moment, it was as if they were looking at me, trying to communicate.

SHHH.

The next moment, the demons vanished as quickly as they had appeared.

Father had risen from his grand chair. He couldn't hide his surprise.

"Was this what you wanted to see, Father?"

The Nine Calamities Demonic Art, completed with my own interpretation, different from Father's.

Father, who had been looking down at me without a word, slowly nodded.

"Yes, it was something like this."

I recalled the conversation I had with Father on the day he passed down the Nine Calamities Demonic Art to me.

"The Nine Calamities Demonic Art has continuously changed."

"It couldn't be helped. Fools and geniuses have continuously emerged in every era."

I will become one of those geniuses and unfold a more advanced Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

I felt that Father's expectations had changed. At least when it came to martial arts, he wouldn't just be admiring me. He would strive to show his own changes. He would try to compete with me and win. He would genuinely help where he could, and win where he must. That's Father for you.

"Thank you for postponing the external affairs the Young Cult Leader had to handle."

"The first button is always the most important."

It was Father's consideration, telling me to properly master the Nine Calamities Demonic Art First Stance. Thanks to him, I have fastened the first button correctly. Now I just need to learn the Heavenly Space Secret Art and calmly fasten the rest one by one.

"I will leave the Cult immediately and take care of everything."

"Before you go..." Father said as he stepped down from his grand chair. "Let's eat together. You've worked hard."

Father is even using those evil arts he supposedly hates. The hardships of a hundred days vanished completely with those few words.


Chapter 260: Your Names Are

I ate with Father, our first meal together in a long while.

I loved this time so much. Whether we played Go or ate a meal, I cherished this quiet, wordless conversation with Father.

I usually joked around a lot, but this moment was probably the closest I got to my true self. I had, after all, lived almost my entire life in silence.

"Wasn't the training difficult?"

"My body wasn't tired, but enduring the tedious repetition was hard."

"How did you endure it?"

"Eventually, I emptied my mind. I told myself this repetition would be my lifelong task. Even if I escaped this boredom, another kind would just be waiting for me, so I should just do it. As I did, the repetition and boredom felt like they became one with me."

Father smiled. It was not a sneer, but a smile of sincere congratulations. His expression showed he believed I had found the right path.

I explained to Father in detail how I interpreted the First Stance. I described the trials and errors I went through and how I trained repetitively.

I spoke as if I were excitedly boasting, but I was actually giving Father information.

For his reference.

Father would strive to create a better technique by comparing my interpretation with his own. I prayed he would succeed.

I didn't regress to become stronger than Father or to defeat him. I came here to survive alongside him.

"If you're done eating, let's go for a walk to digest."

I followed Father outside. He looked at the distant summit of the Great Sky Peak and suggested, "Let's race to see who gets there first."

Father had proposed a movement arts competition for some reason.

"You haven't forgotten that I said we should have a match once I achieved complete mastery of the Swift Step."

"How about it? Are you confident?"

"Of course, I'm confident. For your information, even the Demon Supremes were all blown away by me."

"You can start first!"

"Then you'll have to run while looking at nothing but my back, won't you?"

I shot forward the moment the words left my mouth. This way, Father would have an excuse even if I happened to win.

I dashed forward at a terrifying speed using the Swift Step.

Could even Father keep up with this speed, now that I have achieved complete mastery of the Swift Step?

It was so fast that I had my doubts.

Just then, I thought I heard a fierce wind behind me.

When I turned my head, I saw Father next to me.

Father flew, standing perfectly erect in the air as the hem of his clothes fluttered. This was not a matter of speed.

Amazing!

While I ran for my life, Father flew with aloof elegance. The Heavenly Demon Flight Step, which he had mastered completely, suited him so perfectly it seemed made just for him.

Right, if it's not cool, it can't be slow either.

I ran with all my might. I thought I was running as fast as light, but Father reached the summit first.

"I lost. I lost in style, and I lost in speed. It seems even the god of wind is no match for the Heavenly Demon."

As I bowed my head deeply, Father remarked, "The Swift Step is fast as well."

Although he never acknowledged other martial arts, Father recognized the Four Strides of the Wind God.

Then, unexpected words flowed from Father's mouth.

"You will achieve the same result when you reach complete mastery of the Heavenly Demon Flight Step."

They were words of acknowledgment, but Father had a reason for suggesting the competition and for what he just said.

"I will pass down the Heavenly Demon Flight Step to you."

I knew why. It was because of what I had told him about the First Stance. Since I taught him one thing, he had to teach me one thing in return. That was his mindset. Father never simply accepted things without giving back.

"Thank you, Father."

I prostrated myself on the spot.

"At your current level, having grasped the pinnacle of movement arts, you should learn it without difficulty. Achieving complete mastery will not take very long either. Now, listen carefully."

Father then transmitted the oral secrets of the Heavenly Demon Flight Step. The transmission ended only after he confirmed several times that I had memorized them correctly.

I gave Father a deep bow.

"I am so happy, Father."

My joy was not just because the Heavenly Demon Flight Step was the greatest movement arts in the murim. Nor was it because I could create an even faster movement arts by combining it with the Four Strides of the Wind God.

I was happy because I had now inherited all of Father's unique martial arts. The Nine Calamities Demonic Art, the Heavenly Demon Defense Art, and now the Heavenly Demon Flight Step. This was the moment I learned all the core martial arts Father had mastered. My heart swelled with emotion.

"You may rise."

I stood side by side with Father on the cliff at the summit of the Great Sky Peak.

In the distance, the entire landscape of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult was visible.

"When I became the Young Cult Leader, I came up here with Father."

I looked at Father standing next to me. I imagined Father in his youth and pictured my grandfather standing beside him.

"Father's dream was the unification of the murim."

That was a fact I had not known.

After a brief pause, I asked Father, "What about you, Father?"

Father gave no answer. I knew. I knew Father dreamed of unifying the murim, and he knew that I was aware of that fact.

I brought up a difficult topic, something that had to be said at least once.

"Even if you achieve the great feat of unifying the murim and receive the praise and respect of everyone in the world... you will not receive my respect."

My words could have made him erupt in anger, but Father said nothing. He now knew well what kind of heart his son possessed.

We silently gazed at the distant Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the sprawling horizon and sky beyond it.

To lighten the heavy atmosphere, I spoke in a cheerful tone.

"Father, please give my friends some names. I've been thinking about some cool names myself. I thought about a ghost theme, like Night Demon, Blood Demon, White Demon, and Sky Demon, but that seemed too gloomy. So I considered something more elegant with a moon theme, like Bright Moon, Waning Moon, the Hidden Moon, and Sparkling Moon, or if not that, then based on colors..."

Father interjected at that exact moment.

"East, West, South, North."

I flinched.

"You're joking, right?"

Father looked at me with a completely straight face.

"Not even Plum, Orchid, Chrysanthemum, and Bamboo, or Clear Wind and Bright Moon, but East, West, South, and North?"

I couldn't tell if he meant malicious demons didn't deserve names, if he was reacting to what I said about unifying the murim, or if he genuinely thought East, West, South, and North were good names.

"East, West, South, North!"

He stated it once more, as if confirming it.

What could I do when Father was being like this?

Ah, I'm sorry. My dear demons!

"Oh, now that I hear it, it sounds great. East Demon, West Demon, South Demon, North Demon. Easy to remember, too. It's perfect. If anyone asks, I can proudly say Father named them!"

I would tell everyone Father was the one who named them! Despite that, Father did not even flinch.

In the end, the names of the four demons were confirmed as East, West, South, and North!


After descending the Great Sky Peak, I headed straight for the All-Knowing Hall.

I was going to hear from Head Strategist Sama Myeong about what I needed to do next.

As I entered the All-Knowing Hall, the strategists I encountered greeted me politely.

Their gazes were favorable. Given the nature of their work, they knew more about me than anyone, so the change in their eyes was worth noting.

After passing through several layers of strict security, I entered the operations room of the All-Knowing Hall. Sama Myeong was in a meeting with other strategists in the conference room.

I told the strategist who greeted me to let Sama Myeong be, and I waited in the operations room for the meeting to end.

The place operated at a frantic pace.

Messenger pigeons constantly arrived through a dozen holes in one wall, divided by region. Strategists sorted them according to the matter at hand.

One strategist ran around with documents. Another diligently wrote something, yet another moved dozens of different colored flags pinned on a map of the Central Plains. Not a single person was idle.

The murim was peaceful, but this place was a warzone. No, perhaps the murim was peaceful because this place was a warzone.

A short while later, Sama Myeong came out of the meeting and was startled to see me.

"Young Cult Leader, when did you arrive?"

"I just got here. I told them not to disturb you and that I would wait until the meeting was over."

"Let's go to my office."

"Let's just talk here. It's wonderful to see the strategists at work. It makes me think I should live more diligently."

"That's not something for a person who just came out of seclusion training to say. Please get some rest now."

"And that's not something for a person who has a mountain of tasks for me to say, is it?"

Sama Myeong and I looked at each other and smiled.

"How was your training?"

"As soon as I came out, I ran to boast to Father without even shaving."

The word 'boast' contained the entire result.

"Congratulations."

"It's all thanks to you, Head Strategist, for coordinating my external schedules. I'm sure my work has piled up. What should I start with?"

"First, you must visit the Hunan Branch and the Jiangxi Branch. The Hunan Branch is the first point of conflict should a war with the Murim Alliance break out, and Jiangxi is a strategic point for dealing with the Evil Alliance. Therefore, visiting these two Branches and meeting their Branch Managers is the first thing the Young Cult Leader must do."

"I understand."

"I will send the official mission order tomorrow morning."

"Yes, I will see you when I return."

As I was about to turn and leave, Sama Myeong said, "From now on, the Young Cult Leader will have a great influence on the fate of our Cult."

I smiled and told him, "That's why I plan to visit you often, Head Strategist."


I left the All-Knowing Hall and walked toward my residence.

On a quiet path, a man in a mask appeared before me. The person who dropped his concealment and revealed himself was the Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguard Captain, Hui.

"Ahjussi!"

"Young Cult Leader."

"Please just call me Geuk, like you did when I was young."

"I cannot do that."

I was overcome with emotion seeing him after so long.

"How long has it been? You have more gray hairs now, Ahjussi."

"I'm getting older too."

"It's because you have it tough serving Father. He's extremely demanding, isn't he? Does he give you a hard time?"

"It is the greatest joy of my life."

The Hui I knew truly was that kind of person. A man whose entire life was his duty as a bodyguard. A man for whom Father was everything.

"You used to give me piggyback rides on snowy days."

When Hui smiled, his two eyes under the mask curved like moons.

"You remember that?"

"Of course. I loved it so much back then."

After we exchanged greetings, Hui revealed why he had sought me out.

"Please take the bodyguards with you when you leave the Cult this time."

I could not answer readily. I had originally planned to go alone. He had anticipated this and come to me.

"To be honest, this is not for the Young Cult Leader's sake. I am well aware that your skills are such that bodyguards would be more of a burden."

Hui did not beat around the bush.

"It is for my juniors. Those kids will grow into excellent bodyguards if they are with you, Young Cult Leader. I have watched your recent actions. The Young Cult Leader I saw was an ocean. An ocean vast enough to embrace all of my juniors."

Given his personality, it could not have been easy for him to come and say such things to me. That was how much he cared for the Heavenly Demon bodyguard unit and his juniors.

That day, they all died with us.

If this was a request from Hui, who had dedicated his entire life to Father, then yes, I should take not just twelve, but twelve hundred of them.

"I will go with them."

Hui bowed his head respectfully.

"Thank you."

"Not at all, Ahjussi."

I also bowed my head respectfully to Hui.

When I raised my head again, Hui was already gone. He was not the type to repay a debt with words, so he would surely try to repay today's debt someday.

Hui Ahjussi, there's no need for that. You and your juniors have already paid with your lives.


My bodyguards were training in the martial arts training ground.

I watched them train for a moment before stepping inside.

They stopped their training and greeted me in unison with a clasped hands greeting.

"We greet the Young Cult Leader!"

Their powerful greeting was filled with spirit.

"Have you been training continuously for the past hundred days?"

Cheokyeon stepped forward to answer.

"Yes, we have trained every single day without fail."

"But why are there only six of you?"

"We do not know when we will be deployed on a bodyguard mission, so we live in day and night shifts. We switch the shifts once a month."

In other words, the night shift trained from evening until morning. I thought that was truly amazing.

Since it had been a while, I checked Cheokyeon's eyes first.

Knowing that refusal was futile, Cheokyeon obediently removed his eyepatch.

I looked into his crimson pupils and said, "The level of your Ghost Eye Art has risen by one stage."

Cheokyeon was startled.

"That's right. Did you figure that out just by looking at the color of my eye?"

"The color has changed from before."

"I look in the mirror every day and couldn't even tell."

I had distinguished the difference with the Divine Eye Technique.

My heart was drawn to his eyes because of the Divine Eye Technique. I had learned the Divine Eye Technique for myself, but he had learned the Ghost Eye Art for someone else, and that someone else ended up being me.

Although he might say it was all his choice and destiny, sacrificing one's eyes for another is never an easy thing to do.

I infused my qi into his eye to soothe it.

"It feels different."

"How so?"

"The pain has lessened significantly."

If that was the case, it was likely due to the change in my inner arts. It had become much more powerful and pure.

"Tomorrow, you will leave the Cult with me. An official mission order will arrive from the All-Knowing Hall early in the morning."

The expressions of Cheokyeon and the bodyguards brightened. They were finally getting their first mission.

Their unconcealable excitement and joy were palpable. They were so happy, it would have been a huge mistake to leave them behind.

"Thank you for trusting us."

"Protect me well starting tomorrow. I'm counting on you all."

With a resounding reply, Cheokyeon and the bodyguards bowed their heads. Right, since we're going out anyway, let's come back having grown even stronger.

The next morning, two carriages left the Cult.

It was my first official departure as the Young Cult Leader, formally attended by bodyguards.


Chapter 261: My Murim Is Not Far Away

The carriage was different from the one I usually rode.

It was a special carriage for the Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguard unit, built from a light yet sturdy material. It could withstand most impacts and was pulled by powerful horses equipped with armor for emergencies.

The day shift guarded the carriage on horseback. Cheokyeon rode inside with me to explain the bodyguard mission.

"The night shift is in the carriage behind us. They'll rest and switch with us in the evening."

I did not need a night bodyguard, just as I did not need a day bodyguard. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art would wake me if anyone approached while I slept.

Still, I let them proceed. Hwi wanted them to become excellent bodyguards, and experience was essential for that.

Of course, I also had something to do to speed up their training.

"Stop the carriage for a moment."

Cheokyeon ordered his subordinate in the driver's seat to stop the carriage.

I had the night shift's carriage pull up alongside ours and gathered everyone before me.

Then I walked to the carriage. The symbol of the Heavenly Demon Hall was engraved on the exterior, but a cover currently hid it.

SHWIIIIIIK.

I ripped the cover off with a satisfying tear, revealing the image of a fearsome demon.

"From now on, we won't travel while hiding our identities. All of you, change into the official uniforms of the Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguard unit."

The bodyguards wore plain martial arts uniforms.

Cheokyeon said, surprised, "According to regulations, we can't do that."

"We make our own regulations. Do as I command."

Conflict flickered in Cheokyeon's eyes, but his hesitation was brief. While guarding me, they had already strayed far from the existing rules.

He ordered his subordinates to change their clothes.

Cheokyeon and all the bodyguards changed. The official uniform of the Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguard unit was simple yet striking. A shield was embroidered on the left chest of the black uniform, and inside it was a drawing of the demon symbolizing the Heavenly Demon Hall. The character for 'demon' (魔) was embroidered in a powerful script on their black masks. That was enough.

Their entire atmosphere changed once they put on the official uniforms.

I looked at each of them and said, "Impressive. Among all the uniforms in our Cult, I think yours are the coolest."

They smiled faintly and glanced at each other.

"I know moving like this will be much harder for you. It'll be more dangerous, and unexpected things will happen. If you were ordinary bodyguards, I wouldn't have done this, but you're the ones who will guard the Heavenly Demon in the future."

Strength entered their eyes at the words 'the Heavenly Demon'.

"When Father moves officially, has he ever hidden his identity? That's why. You'll all experience and practice this from now on. You are openly guarding the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader."

"Yes! We'll protect you with our lives!"

"Please, just protect me without sacrificing your lives. Got it?"

My joke eased the atmosphere slightly.

Cheokyeon, perhaps thinking this was a good opportunity, announced the numbers assigned to each of them.

"During bodyguard operations, we'll call each other by numbers, from One to Twelve. Young Cult Leader, please call us by those numbers as well."

Cheokyeon was Number One. The numbers were assigned based on their experience in the bodyguard unit. The youngest, Number Twelve, was eighteen years old and looked obviously youthful.

I went and stood before Number Twelve.

He's too young to die protecting someone else.

"Do the Seniors give you a hard time for being the youngest?"

"They treat me so well because I'm the youngest that it's agonizing!"

I patted the young man's shoulder for his perfect answer, then boarded the carriage.

"Let's depart!"

The carriage set off again.

Cheokyeon could have ridden with me, but he rode on horseback with the other bodyguards. He had likely been in the carriage earlier only to explain the mission.

He was the leader, but he worked on equal footing with his subordinates. In fact, he led by example and worked even harder. Hwi might have valued this side of Cheokyeon, which could be why he came to see me personally. He saw the potential for Cheokyeon to become a good bodyguard.

Our first destination was the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Hunan Branch.

The journey by carriage would take some time, so I settled in for a leisurely trip.

It was a good opportunity to train in the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

The carriage was so well-made that it barely shook. I could focus on the Heavenly Demon Defense Art comfortably.

The Heavenly Demon Defense Art has two stages left. My goal on this trip is to raise it by one stage.

How long had we been traveling?

Cheokyeon shouted from outside, "We will take a short break."

The carriage stopped.

While the horses rested, I also got out of the carriage and sat on a rock.

The bodyguards stood guard in all directions around me, focusing all their senses on their surroundings.

My honest feeling? If you're all spread out like that, how am I supposed to protect you?

"Cheokyeon."

"Yes, Young Cult Leader."

Cheokyeon, who had been standing guard at the front, approached me.

"Show me the martial arts you've learned."

My words startled Cheokyeon. He realized I intended to review his martial arts.

"This isn't an opportunity that comes often, so hurry!"

"Yes! Young Cult Leader!"

The mission was important, but he was not foolish enough to miss this chance.

"The martial art I've learned is the Secret Shadow Sword Technique."

He announced his sword technique and began to perform the forms.

The other bodyguards turned their backs, as it was polite not to watch another person's unique martial arts.

Cheokyeon performed all the techniques of the Secret Shadow Sword Technique.

"It's a good sword technique."

I corrected his bad habits and posture and told him how he should train in the future. I did not say much. I pointed out just one, most important thing.

"Thank you!"

Cheokyeon expressed his gratitude with a moved face. The other bodyguards could not hide their envy.

"No need to be so envious. Number Two, step forward!"

When I tried to review everyone's martial arts, Number Two said in a fluster, "You must be busy. You can look at ours later."

"You're the ones who are busy."

"Pardon?"

"I can see the Branch Manager at a leisurely pace. It's just a courtesy visit, but your martial arts need to be improved as quickly as possible. If a sword qi flew at your back right now, could you block it? So, come on, your martial arts!"

Number Two performed his martial arts without further delay. Just as I had with Cheokyeon, I told him what he absolutely needed to fix and how he should train.

I reviewed the other bodyguards in turn. It did not take much time. The answer was obvious with just one look.

I could feel their excitement. It was a level of teaching they had never experienced. Since they still had so much to learn, they would grow stronger with every word I spoke.

"Thank you. We'll strive to improve even more in the future."

I'm teaching them this time so they don't die.

At night, I also pointed out the things the night shift martial artists needed to fix.


On the third day after leaving the Cult.

KRRRRRUMBLE!

Thunder roared, and rain began to pour down. It rained so hard that driving the carriage became impossible.

"We'll have to take a break."

Cheokyeon stopped the carriage under a large tree.

The bodyguards stood in the rain, surrounding the carriage.

"Don't stand there looking pathetic in the rain. Everyone, get inside the carriage."

"We're fine."

"That's an order."

Cheokyeon insisted they could not, but he ultimately could not defy my will and came inside.

Six people came inside. Since it was a large carriage, they could all sit facing each other. I handed them something to dry themselves with.

"Don't feel awkward. Don't mind me, just watch the rain outside."

I heated water in the kettle with True Samadhi Fire and poured them warm tea. Everyone's eyes went wide at the sight.

"We'll drink it well!"

They were still stiff and found it difficult to interact with me. Even their gazes, which were supposed to be on the window, were all fixed on the window opposite me.

We silently watched the falling rain.

SHWAAAAAAAAA!

Sitting huddled together, sipping tea and watching the rain, had its own charm. After dealing with the old Demon Supremes, being with these young men felt refreshing.

Cheokyeon spoke cautiously. "We're supposed to be protecting you, Young Cult Leader, but for some reason, it feels like we're the ones being protected."

I smiled faintly and asked Cheokyeon, "With the skills to enter the Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguard unit, you could've joined other organizations. Why did you apply to be a bodyguard?"

He answered without hesitation. "I've wanted to be a bodyguard since I was young. I always thought bodyguards looked cool. I believed that protecting someone was honorable."

"Do you still think the same way?"

Cheokyeon's answer did not come as quickly this time.

"I do."

I saw pain in his eyes and thought perhaps he was regretting his choice. It was already a difficult job, and his eyes must have been hurting terribly.

Just then, I made eye contact with Number Three. He had the gentlest impression among the day shift.

"What about you?"

"I thought I had more talent for protecting than for killing."

"What is a talent for protecting?"

"I don't find protecting someone boring. I think it might be because I have an introverted personality."

Then Number Nine chimed in without being asked. "I judged that bodyguard missions were relatively safe. I want to live a long life."

His comrades all smiled as if they had heard this before. He seemed to enjoy making his colleagues laugh.

These were words I would never hear from Hwi. He had lived, and was still living, in an era of devotion.

These young martial artists were certainly different from the Seniors. Of course, that did not mean they lacked a sense of duty compared to Hwi. Nor did I think Hwi was old-fashioned compared to their rational and individualistic attitudes. I just felt that the times were changing.

As I sat lost in thought, the pouring rain began to subside.

Cheokyeon spoke as if he had been waiting. "We'll depart now."

Before they got off, I asked, "Is anyone's hometown in Hunan province?"

My sudden question made them look bewildered.

"No one?"

Then Number Three, who had said protecting suited him, stepped forward. "My hometown is here in Hunan."

"Are your parents in your hometown?"

"Yes, my mother lives there alone."

"When was the last time you saw her?"

"I think it's been about three years."

"Let's stop by on our way."

Number Three was startled. "No, it's alright. We're on a mission, we can't do that."

"A few days' delay is fine. How much could the Hunan Branch Chief possibly want to see me? But how much must your mother want to see you? It's not polite to come all this way and just pass by. This isn't a request, it's an order, so let's go!"

And so, the carriage began to head toward Number Three's hometown.

I know well that all sorts of people live in every corner of these Central Plains, and all sorts of things happen. I know how far humans can fall, how cruel they can become, and how many martial artists lose their way and wander in that perilous realm.

My murim isn't far away. Jo Cheonbae of the Alluring Inn is my murim, and the hometown of Number Three who guards me is my murim. This is how I don't lose my way.

The carriage ran on, cutting through the clear blue sky as if the heavy rain had never happened.


Not far from his hometown, the running carriage slowed. I lifted the curtain and looked outside. A shattered carriage lay overturned on the side of the road. Bloodstains dotted the ground, and traces of a fierce battle remained.

Cheokyeon's voice came from outside. "I'll find out what happened."

Number Two questioned a nearby resident to learn what had occurred.

"A few days ago, a shipment from the Hunan First Escort Agency was attacked and plundered. The Head Escort, several escorts, and porters were killed in the process."

"Isn't the Hunan First Escort Agency the largest escort agency around here?"

"That's right."

Usually, no one dared to touch a shipment from a region's largest escort agency. A place like the Hunan First Escort Agency would have deep ties with various sects, and messing with them would invite retaliation.

Something unusual, something that should not have happened, had occurred.

Of course, it was not our place to intervene. I immediately said to Cheokyeon, "Alright, let's pick up the pace."

"......"

The carriage began to run at an even faster speed.


The carriage arrived at Number Three's hometown.

"That's it."

Number Three pointed toward a small inn.

It was the Dohyeon Inn, named after him. I heard on the way that Number Three had set it up for his mother with the money he earned after joining the God of War of our Cult.

"It was my mother's dream to run an inn."

Just because they're of the demonic path, does that mean there are no filial sons?

We stopped the carriage in front of the inn.

When we entered, there were no customers and no owner. Surprised, Number Three called out loudly for his mother.

"Mother!"

But no one was there. An inn rarely closes its doors, so a look of worry crossed Number Three's face.

I went into the kitchen and checked the furnace. "This kitchen was used for business as recently as yesterday. So don't worry."

Just then, a bright-looking child entered the inn. "They're not open today. The owner lady and the cook are at the Wind and Water Mountain Villa."

The child introduced himself, saying he worked as a waiter when it was busy.

I asked the child in a friendly manner, "Do you know why they went there?"

"This morning, martial artists from the Wind and Water Mountain Villa came and took them. They said they needed food to be cooked."

If that was the reason the inn was closed, it was a relief. Murim sects sometimes mobilized people from inns when they needed a cook.

"Where is the Wind and Water Mountain Villa?"

"It's at the end of the western road over there."

"Thank you."

I pressed a coin into the child's hand. He thanked me happily before leaving.

This time, I asked Number Three, "Do you know about the Wind and Water Mountain Villa?"

"I don't know it well. I left home at a young age to train in martial arts, and I've only seen my mother once every two or three years since then."

He hung his head low, but no one would think he had done anything wrong. He was a most filial son for consistently visiting his mother, even if it was only once every few years.

"Young Cult Leader, please wait a moment. I'll clean a guest room for you first."

Number Three acted nonchalantly, but I knew his inner thoughts. He must have wanted to run to see his mother right away. He must also have been worried, hearing she was taken by a murim sect.

I stood up from my seat. "His mother is working, so how can we young people just sit around? Let's go help her and bring her back early."

Number Three waved his hands at my unexpected words, insisting it was fine, but I boarded the carriage. All the bodyguards mounted their horses, and Number Three mounted his as well. An undeniable joy flickered across his face even as he said no.

"Let's go, to the Wind and Water Mountain Villa!"

The carriage began to race toward the Wind and Water Mountain Villa.


Chapter 262: If It Tastes Bad, You Die

Hwa Sun's hands trembled with fear.

"If it tastes bad, you bitch, you're a dead woman!"

The martial artist's words echoed in Hwa Sun's ears as he left the kitchen.

Hwa Sun never dreamed the atmosphere would be like this when she was first dragged to the Wind and Water Mountain Villa. Merchants came when a martial family called and left when told. That was their life, but Hwa Sun never expected such a murderous air.

Those words were not a simple threat.

"Be careful. Two people have already died in this kitchen today."

A serving maid secretly told Hwa Sun this while bringing ingredients. The maid was an acquaintance of Hwa Sun. The maid would occasionally stop by the inn for noodles or dumplings when she went to the market. Hwa Sun always gave her generous portions and told her to eat more.

"A terrifying master came to the villa. His palate is so picky that he tore out the villa cook's tongue and killed him. The cook from Bukwha Village who was dragged here next died even more horribly. What're we going to do!"

The terrified maid stomped her feet, but the sight felt strangely distant to Hwa Sun, as if it were happening to someone else.

Hwa Sun kept making mistakes while cooking. She added the wrong spices. Her trembling hands dropped a bowl.

I know how skilled the cook from Bukwha Village was. If his skills weren't enough, mine won't be either. Did they really kill him?

What if I die?

Her heart grew heavy when her son's face came to mind. Hwa Sun missed him so much. It was about time for him to visit.

It was at that very moment.

"Mother!"

The startled Hwa Sun turned her head. Her son stood at the kitchen entrance.

"Hyun! Is that you, Hyun? Hyun!"

Hwa Sun was so shocked it was a wonder she did not collapse.

Samho ran and hugged his mother.

"Mother!"

"Hyun!"

Hwa Sun clutched her son, too overwhelmed with emotion to speak.

Soon, however, Hwa Sun lowered her voice.

"Why're you here? Go! Go wait at the inn!"

"Mother, what's wrong?"

"Just go! I'll explain later, so just go."

Hwa Sun could only think about sending her son away.

Unlike his frantic mother, Samho calmly took Hwa Sun's hand.

"Why have you gotten so thin?"

His mother had aged so much in the past three years. Samho could tell she had suffered a great deal.

Tears streamed from Hwa Sun's eyes as she held her son's hand. Despite her fear, Hwa Sun was happy and glad to see him. Tears of joy continued to flow.

Samho also teared up seeing his mother's tears.

"I'm sorry I couldn't visit more often."

"No, it's not that. You must be tired from work. It's okay, it's okay. Now, we've said our hellos, so go and wait."

Hwa Sun's heart raced. It would be a disaster if the villa's people saw him here.

"Go! Mom will make you a meal later."

Hwa Sun tried to force her son away. Seeing his face was enough.

Hwa Sun knew her son was the God of War in the Demonic Cult, but she did not know what kind of work he did. Hwa Sun just assumed he must be going through all sorts of hardships to establish himself.

Just then, other people entered the kitchen. It was Geom Mugeuk and his colleagues.

Hwa Sun startled, thinking a martial artist from the villa had arrived.

"My son just stopped by for a moment. He'll be leaving soon. He's going."

Then, Geom Mugeuk strode forward and greeted Hwa Sun politely.

"It's a pleasure to meet you, Mother."

Samho introduced Geom Mugeuk to the surprised Hwa Sun.

"He's the one I serve."

The unexpected situation startled Hwa Sun. She quickly tried to bow, but Geom Mugeuk swiftly stopped her and took her hand.

"My name is Mugeuk. Please treat me comfortably, like a son."

The moment Hwa Sun looked at Geom Mugeuk, her heart, which had felt like a battlefield, calmed.

It was probably because of his eyes. In her life as a merchant, Hwa Sun had seen countless people, but this was the first time she had seen someone with such clear eyes.

Hwa Sun felt comfort and relief. She was convinced that if he was a person with eyes like these, she could trust him with her son.

"I'm in the presence of a noble person."

Not knowing Geom Mugeuk's identity, Hwa Sun assumed he was the Young Lord her son served.

"My son, I ask for your kind care."

"Thanks to your son, I'm doing well. You have a wonderful son."

"It's thanks to the Young Lord's good care. Thank you."

Samho then introduced his other colleagues.

"These are my colleagues."

Cheokyeon and the bodyguards greeted Hwa Sun.

Cheokyeon spoke on their behalf.

"Hyun is so good at his job that we receive a lot of help from him."

"Please take good care of my son."

Hwa Sun felt regretful. If only they had met under different circumstances. She would have cooked for them and treated them to delicious food herself. This was the first time her son had ever brought colleagues home.

I have to get them out of here.

Hwa Sun thought the problem could become even bigger if they were discovered as a group. It was not just about her own son. She would be endangering the precious sons of other families as well.

They were all so young. Dozens of martial artists were at the Wind and Water Mountain Villa. Besides, had Hwa Sun not heard that a terrifying master had arrived?

"You should quickly escort the Young Lord down to the inn. There's food in the kitchen you can serve him, so make sure he's taken care of. Now go! Go!"

Just then, a man's voice came from outside.

"Is the food ready? I told you clearly. If it tastes bad, your life is..."

The martial artist entering the kitchen flinched.

Inside, men lined both sides, staring at him.

"Who... who are you people?"

The man tried to draw his sword, but his arm would not move. His vital points were already sealed.

When on earth?

Geom Mugeuk approached the man and casually draped an arm over his shoulder.

"You have to die if the food tastes bad? Why?"

Geom Mugeuk asked in a friendly manner, but his eyes were colder than ever.

"Th-that's..."

"Never mind. I'll find out when I meet him myself."

Geom Mugeuk went to Hwa Sun.

"Mother, is the food ready?"

"Yes, but it's gotten cold, so I think it needs to be reheated."

"That's alright. I happen to have a talent for heating things up. Today, I'll make it very hot."

Geom Mugeuk placed the dishes Hwa Sun had made on a tray and lifted it.

Then Geom Mugeuk ordered the bodyguards.

"Your mission today is to be Mother's bodyguard. Protect her as you would your own parents."

Samho and the other bodyguards formed a line around Hwa Sun. It was the formal Big Bro formation for six people to bodyguard one person.

Geom Mugeuk kicked the butt of the martial artist whose vital points were sealed.

"Let's go."

The martial artist's vital points suddenly released. Terrified by Geom Mugeuk's incredible martial prowess, the martial artist led the way.

If I can just get to where there are more people!

The martial artist led the way. Geom Mugeuk followed, carrying the tray.

Behind them, six bodyguards walked, surrounding Hwa Sun.

Hwa Sun still felt anxious, but her son beside her gave a confident expression that reassured her. Hwa Sun did not know what was happening, but she was happy just to see her son like this. She prayed and prayed that today's events would end safely.

Many of the villa's martial artists were in the wide front courtyard.

The martial artist in the lead sent them a look.

What are you doing? Get over here and subdue these bastards!

However, something astonishing happened. The martial artists passing by and those running toward them all froze like stone statues.

Their vital and mute points were sealed in an instant.

The martial artist in the lead was horrified.

He's subduing them while carrying a tray? How?

It was as if a poison spread through the air. The moment they met Geom Mugeuk's gaze, their vital and mute points were sealed. Whether they were far or near, a master or a novice, no one was an exception.

"Ah!"

Cheokyeon and the other bodyguards gasped in admiration at the incredible sight. They had heard rumors that the Young Cult Leader's martial arts surpassed the Demon Supreme's, but they never knew it was this amazing.

And so, they entered the building and headed for the residence of the Wind and Water Mountain Villa's Chairman.

The martial artists guarding his door also froze instantly. One had been about to say, 'Who are you people?' and was stuck with his mouth agape. The martial artist next to him had been glaring and was frozen in a strange expression.

Inside the room, two men were talking.

The Bloodhand Sword sat in the seat of honor. He had committed all sorts of evil deeds and was already listed as a public enemy of murim by the Murim Alliance.

Opposite him sat Lee Yeom, the Wind and Water Mountain Villa's Chairman.

"No matter how you look at it, your demand is too excessive."

"Not just the number one escort agency in Hunan, but every escort bastard in the Central Plains will think of me as their sworn enemy. Shouldn't my share be larger?"

"Didn't we promise to split it three ways from the start?"

"On second thought, it doesn't seem fair. Don't you and that other guy just sit in a corner and each take a third?"

"I was the one who provided the information for this job."

"Then reduce his share."

"Do you say that knowing who he is?"

"And do you think I'm doing this without knowing who I am?"

Lee Yeom sighed inwardly. This was why you should not join hands with scum like this.

Lee Yeom himself had been vehemently against it, but it ended up like this because that person had been stubborn. Perhaps that person had even anticipated this situation. Since his own share would not be taken, it was a way of telling Lee Yeom to handle it himself.

Just then, the door opened and Geom Mugeuk stepped inside.

Geom Mugeuk revealed no qi, so the two men assumed he was just a servant bringing food.

Geom Mugeuk placed the food on the table.

The Bloodhand Sword told Geom Mugeuk, "Wait here for a moment."

The Bloodhand Sword picked up his chopsticks and took a bite of the food.

"Ptooey!"

He immediately spat the mouthful onto the floor.

Lee Yeom frowned. The Bloodhand Sword had not brutally killed two cooks because the food tasted bad. It was to pressure Lee Yeom. It was a way of saying, 'If things go wrong, I can kill you just like this. Give me more money.'

The Bloodhand Sword's martial arts skill was a level above his, so Lee Yeom had no choice but to endure the humiliation. Still, the man could not act completely recklessly because of that other person.

Still, Lee Yeom could not give in. If he gave the man what he wanted, nothing would be left for him after participating in this perilous affair. After all, Lee Yeom was the one who had discovered that this escort mission was a huge score, the kind that only comes around once every few years.

"Who made this?"

"It was made by Lady Hwa."

"Where is that bitch now?"

"She's outside the door."

"Tell her to come in at once!"

"Why do you ask?"

"She made such tasteless food, so her tongue must be pulled out. What's the use of having such a worthless tongue?"

Geom Mugeuk turned his head toward the door, and it opened as if on cue.

Hwa Sun stood in the hallway before the door. Three bodyguards stood on either side of her. Cheokyeon and Samho were at the front.

The Bloodhand Sword assumed they were martial artists from the Wind and Water Mountain Villa. He glared at Lee Yeom.

"What do you think you're doing?"

Lee Yeom could not understand what was happening. He had never ordered anyone to protect that woman. On closer inspection, they were not his men.

Just then, Lee Yeom saw the emblem on Cheokyeon's chest.

That emblem? No, it can't be.

Lee Yeom grew tense. Only one organization in all of murim used a demon as its symbol. He had heard that ordinary demonic practitioners could not use that emblem, only the elites could.

Did that person send them? But why are they protecting that woman?

Lee Yeom's mind was in turmoil.

The things that would surprise Lee Yeom were only just beginning.

Geom Mugeuk picked up a new pair of chopsticks and ate the food.

"It's delicious, though. I think the problem is with your tongue."

The Bloodhand Sword was so dumbfounded he laughed hollowly. A person does not just suddenly go mad, so he assumed Lee Yeom had also ordered this.

"What do you think you're doing!" the Bloodhand Sword roared at Lee Yeom.

Lee Yeom silently watched Geom Mugeuk, trying to read the situation.

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Bloodhand Sword and said coldly, "Eat it again."

"Agh, this crazy son of a bitch!"

The Bloodhand Sword moved to cut down Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk fully revealed his demonic qi. A colossal demonic qi pressed down on the Bloodhand Sword.

"......"

The Bloodhand Sword could not move a single finger.

What is this? Uuuugh!

The Bloodhand Sword had never felt such a dreadful demonic qi. The pressure was like Mount Tai crushing him, making it impossible to breathe. Fear washed over him that he might actually suffocate. A master of his caliber, dying from qi alone? It sounded absurd, but it was happening right now.

The Bloodhand Sword had lived his entire life without fear, but in this moment, he felt the terror of death. His spirit would not break even against a demonic practitioner, yet now, he did not even dare to look this young opponent in the eye.

Just then, the crushing demonic qi lessened slightly.

"I said, eat it again."

Not daring to disobey, the Bloodhand Sword ate the food.

"...It's delicious."

"Why are you telling me? You should tell the person who cooked it."

The Bloodhand Sword turned his head to look at Hwa Sun.

"It was delicious."

Just then, Geom Mugeuk said.

"Again!"

This time, the Bloodhand Sword spoke politely.

"It is delicious, Lady Hwa."

Geom Mugeuk smiled at Hwa Sun.

"He says it was delicious."

With a trembling heart, Hwa Sun nodded once.

"Please wait a moment. I'm just going to talk with these people for a bit and then I'll be out."

The door closed, and the bodyguards led Hwa Sun to the end of the hallway.

The very moment the door closed.

"......"

Geom Mugeuk slammed the chopsticks he held into the Bloodhand Sword's forehead.

The Bloodhand Sword slumped forward. His head hit the table as he died.

Lee Yeom was so shocked he felt his heart would leap from his mouth. He never imagined Geom Mugeuk could kill the Bloodhand Sword in a single move, or that he would. Geom Mugeuk had not even looked at the man sitting next to him as he struck.

The Bloodhand Sword had survived until now despite committing all sorts of evil deeds. To think he was killed with a chopstick without another word was shocking.

"You said you were splitting the stolen goods three ways?"

"I'll give it all up! Take my share too!"

"Who is the last person?"

Lee Yeom said in a trembling voice, "Weren't you sent by him? To take this whole score for himself?"

"I asked who that person is."

Lee Yeom wondered what on earth this situation was and hesitated to answer. Geom Mugeuk picked up the remaining chopstick. There was no need to threaten him by poking his cheek or forehead.

Having seen it disappear into the Bloodhand Sword's forehead, Lee Yeom knew he could not withstand that chopstick.

"It's Commander Yeo!"

Geom Mugeuk finally understood. He understood why Lee Yeom had mistaken him for someone sent by that person.

"It's Yeo Sogwang, the head of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Hunan Branch!"


Chapter 263: A Meal Cooked by Mother

"The Branch Manager of the Demonic Cult is behind the escort robbery?"

Geom Mugeuk's aura turned cold when he heard the name that should not have been spoken.

"Commander Yeo agreed to handle the cleanup so this incident won't escalate."

As the master of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Hunan Branch, he wielded enough power in the region to make such a promise.

"What's the evidence of his involvement?"

"There's... no evidence. He's not the type to leave any behind. I'm the witness."

The moment Lee Yeom uttered Yeo Sogwang's name, he crossed a bridge of no return. He had to abandon Yeo Sogwang to survive.

"What if you're framing the Branch Manager?"

"Then you can kill me."

Judging by his attitude and desperate eyes, Lee Yeom was telling the truth. In fact, it was not shocking or surprising.

It's easy to understand when I think back to the Demonic Army General from my first regression. He used the Demonic Army for personal gain. If I've been policing the inside until now, it's time to start policing the outside too.

"How did you find out about the Hunan First Escort Agency's escort mission?"

"I have a man among their Head Escorts."

"Who is it?"

"It's Yang Daenam."

Once Lee Yeom started talking, he showed no hesitation.

"First, let's see what you plundered from this escort mission."

"This way. Please follow me."

Lee Yeom rose from his seat, his body feeling heavy. He realized his inner arts had been suppressed at some point.

I was suppressed without even realizing it.

Lee Yeom realized his opponent's martial arts far surpassed an ordinary master's. Killing the Bloodhand Sword with a single chopstick wasn't because the Bloodhand Sword had let his guard down. This man probably could have killed the Bloodhand Sword with a small wooden toothpick.

He's a master far stronger than even Commander Yeo.

His skills were one thing, but he also showed no fear of Yeo Sogwang. A Branch Manager of the Demonic Cult was a person of great power. Who on earth was this man?

Lee Yeom activated a hidden device on the bookshelf. A wall rotated, revealing a secret space.

Inside were three large boxes, filled to the brim with gold ornaments.

Geom Mugeuk grew angry at Lee Yeom and Yeo Sogwang when he saw the plundered wealth. This was worse than desperate men committing a crime for a big score.

Both men likely possessed great wealth already, and there were plenty of ways to make money without resorting to this. Yeo Sogwang especially would have received considerable tribute money from various places.

And yet they commit an act like this?

Geom Mugeuk suppressed his surging anger and asked calmly.

"Did the Bloodhand Sword accomplish this alone?"

"The job was easy because Head Escort Yang leaked the travel route in advance. We set a trap and launched a surprise attack."

"Even your methods were cheap."

Lee Yeom, who had been tattling enthusiastically, shut his mouth. He cautiously observed Geom Mugeuk's expression.

"You have plenty of money, so why did you do this?"

"......"

"Aren't you going to answer?"

"Isn't it... better to have more money?"

"That'd be true if it were money you earned."

Lee Yeom couldn't say anything and hung his head. He wanted to be honest. He wanted to scream that in the murim's dog-eat-dog world, the one who gets robbed is the fool.

You think the same way, don't you? You damn hypocrite!

Geom Mugeuk left the room and ordered Cheokyeon, who waited in the hallway.

"Tell the heads of the local Sanzu River Hall and the All-Knowing Hall to come here at once!"

"Yes, I understand!"

Lee Yeom was startled. Through his dealings with Yeo Sogwang, he had heard that the Sanzu River Hall and the All-Knowing Hall were core organizations of the Demonic Cult. To summon the heads of such core organizations so casually?

Then Lee Yeom's gaze fell on Cheokyeon's chest. He had only seen the demon at first, but now he also saw the shield surrounding it.

Could it be?

He had once vaguely heard about this symbol during a drinking session.

The Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguard unit?

Lee Yeom's gaze shifted to Geom Mugeuk.

Then this man is? N-no way... the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult? Gasp!

Lee Yeom's heart sank. He had truly messed with the wrong person.

His legs gave out, and he prostrated himself on the floor.

"Please spare me! I failed to recognize someone of your high stature."

No matter how Lee Yeom begged, Geom Mugeuk's gaze remained cold.

As if to prove Lee Yeom's guess, the local heads of the Sanzu River Hall and the All-Knowing Hall rushed over like the wind.

Geom Mugeuk handled the matter swiftly and decisively.

First, Geom Mugeuk explained the incident to the heads. He informed them that since the Hunan Branch Commander was involved, they couldn't use demons from that branch. The Sanzu River Hall and the All-Knowing Hall had to step in instead.

After his explanation, Geom Mugeuk ordered the Special Investigator of the Sanzu River Hall.

"First, return the plundered goods and the Bloodhand Sword's body to the Hunan First Escort Agency and explain the situation. Also, tell them to deal with the Head Escort, Yang Daenam, who leaked the mission information."

"Understood."

Lee Yeom watched nervously. Then Geom Mugeuk turned to him.

"And send that man to our Cult and lock him in the prison."

Locked in the prison of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult? Lee Yeom's vision went dark.

"No! Please spare me!"

Geom Mugeuk asked nonchalantly.

"Did you really think you could get away with something this big?"

"That's why I confessed everything, isn't it?"

"And that's why I haven't killed you, right?"

Lee Yeom was speechless. This was a time for a bribe. However, since Geom Mugeuk had ordered the goods returned, that wouldn't work either.

Geom Mugeuk gave him a choice.

"Fine, then choose. Do you want to go to our prison? Or do you want to go to the Hunan First Escort Agency?"

Lee Yeom knew that both choices meant death.

"Please spare me! I only made the plan!"

"This isn't your first time doing something like this, is it?"

"It is the first time."

Lee Yeom's voice trembled, and he couldn't meet Geom Mugeuk's gaze.

How could it be his first time? I just watched the Bloodhand Sword brutally kill the cooks he brought. That alone is enough to guess what kind of life he's lived.

"In my eyes, you're the most vicious of the three."

Geom Mugeuk punched without hesitation.

PWAAAK! KWAAJIK!

Lee Yeom's chest caved in, and he died instantly.

KURURURUNG!

A sound like thunder erupted from the fist, startling everyone. It was as if heaven itself had delivered punishment.

Geom Mugeuk continued his orders.

"Dismantle the Wind and Water Mountain Villa, and distribute all the money from it to the families of those who died in this incident!"

"Understood."

While Geom Mugeuk cared for the victims' families, there was another reason to handle it this way.

"The Hunan First Escort Agency is one of the orthodox sects, right?"

"Yes, that's correct."

Each region had places where the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's influence was strong, and others where the Murim Alliance's or the Evil Alliance's was strong. Naturally, influence was stronger closer to a faction's Headquarters and weaker farther away.

Hunan Province was a place where the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's power was strong.

However, not all sects here followed and supported the Demonic Cult.

There were relatively fewer, but many sects still followed the orthodox or unorthodox factions. Hunan Province clearly had branches of the Murim Alliance and the Evil Alliance.

"Notify the Murim Alliance so there are no misunderstandings. Tell them we'll deal with Yeo Sogwang ourselves."

The All-Knowing Hall interacts frequently with the Murim Alliance, so they'll handle it well.

"For the time being, place this village under special management. It's where my bodyguard's mother lives."

Cheokyeon watched from the side as Geom Mugeuk handled things decisively yet meticulously.

Being the Young Cult Leader really isn't a job for just anyone, he thought.

Having finished his work, Geom Mugeuk went to Hwa Sun, who rested in a guest room.

"It's all over. Let's go back now. I'd like to eat a meal cooked by mother."

Hwa Sun felt relieved. She could tell from Geom Mugeuk's bright expression that things were resolved well. Her anxiously pounding heart finally calmed.

"Of course, I should cook for you."

"I told you to speak comfortably."

"I can't do that. This is more comfortable for me, Young Lord."

Outside, the bodyguards moved in a formation that protected Hwa Sun.

When they arrived at the carriage, Geom Mugeuk spoke to Samho and Hwa Sun.

"Only the two of you should ride in the carriage."

Hwa Sun looked bewildered.

"So you can have a nice chat with your son after so long. Now, get in. We're leaving."

Geom Mugeuk climbed into the driver's seat. Samho protested, but Geom Mugeuk settled it with a single phrase. "It's an order."

The carriage carrying Hwa Sun and Samho raced toward the village.

After they had been riding for some time, Hwa Sun's laughter drifted from the carriage.

It's the most pleasant sound I've heard since leaving the Cult.

Geom Mugeuk had no memory of his own mother, who passed away when he was very young. On days like this, he sometimes missed her.

Mother, your sons are living well without fighting.

The bloodless succession battle with his brother had also been for his late mother's sake.

The carriage arrived at Hwa Sun's inn.

Hwa Sun got out of the carriage and finally felt safe upon seeing her inn.

Geom Mugeuk treated her warmly, like her own son.

"Mother, we're hungry!"

Hwa Sun rolled up her sleeves and went into the kitchen.

For the first time in a long while, Geom Mugeuk and the bodyguards ate a home-cooked meal filled with a mother's care. Her cooking was truly delicious.

Hwa Sun felt so happy watching her son eat with his colleagues.

The scene overlapped with the image of him as a child, flocking to the house with his neighborhood friends to eat.

When did he grow up so much.

The little boy her son once was had become a grown man eating with his colleagues. Her heart swelled with pride and emotion.

Geom Mugeuk cleaned his bowl and spoke to her.

"I want to bring you to our Cult and eat your food every day."

She felt relieved.

With my son serving such a good superior, I won't have to worry about him.

She brought out more rice and side dishes.

"Young Lord, have another bowl! I added extra meat for you."

Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly at her words.

"I'll cherish your son more than any of the other guys!"

She laughed at Geom Mugeuk's joke, and the bodyguards laughed along.

Hwa Sun was sincerely grateful to Geom Mugeuk. Although she didn't know the details of what happened at the mountain villa, she could feel he had resolved it.

Thank you, Young Lord.


Geom Mugeuk's party stayed there for four more days.

They normally would have left the next day, but Geom Mugeuk wanted to give more time to Hwa Sun and Samho, who had reunited after three years.

Samho made up for his filial duties to his heart's content.

On the third day, Samho took his mother to a nearby temple. They ate delicious food and admired the beautiful scenery on the way. When his mother's legs hurt, Samho carried her on his back.

When Samho asked if she would live in the Demon Village, she shook her head. She didn't want to be a burden to her son or leave the hometown where she had lived her entire life.

Four days later, Geom Mugeuk's party reluctantly bid Hwa Sun farewell and set off toward the Hunan Branch.

During a short break, Samho approached Geom Mugeuk.

"I heard you ordered my hometown to be placed under special management."

Cheokyeon must have told him.

"Of course. From now on, visit your mother more often. That's an order, too."

Samho realized then that he had been too neglectful of his mother, using his busy schedule as an excuse.

"Thank you so much. I won't forget the grace you've shown me."

"Thanks to you, I ate my fill of your mother's delicious cooking. I should be the one thanking you."

When the break ended, Cheokyeon took the driver's seat, saying he would drive.

"I'll drive as fast as possible."

"Let's go slowly. We're not in a hurry."

Cheokyeon asked, puzzled.

"Don't we need to go quickly?"

"......"

"What if the bastard realizes his corruption has been exposed and runs away?"

There's no chance of that. The Sanzu River Hall and the All-Knowing Hall aren't that sloppy. They'll ensure he knows nothing until we arrive.

"Resign as Branch Manager because of this? That's unlikely. If he did, that would be its own punishment. He'd live his whole life in regret, but that won't happen."

Lee Yeom said Yeo Sogwang left no evidence. There's no way he'd get scared and run away preemptively.

"They're all humans full of greed, so they can't distance themselves from this lump of avarice."

And so, the carriage made its way leisurely toward the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Hunan Branch.


Yeo Sogwang looked out the window.

His comfortable, kind-looking appearance made him look nothing like a demon.

"Is there still no word from Chairman Lee?"

His right-hand man, Hwang Pyo, answered Yeo Sogwang's question.

"Not yet."

Word should have come that the goods were sent, but there was no news from Lee Yeom.

"Could it be... that bastard has other ideas?"

Yeo Sogwang shook his head firmly.

"He's not that kind of person."

Besides, the blade used this time was the Bloodhand Sword. Yeo Sogwang used that greedy bastard precisely to prevent unforeseen issues. The Bloodhand Sword wouldn't dare have other ideas, as he wasn't easy to deal with.

"What about the Young Cult Leader?"

"He's later than scheduled."

"He's trying to have a battle of wills. He learned bad things at a young age."

"Have you heard the rumors? They say the Second Young Lord, the new successor, is truly extraordinary."

"Of course he's extraordinary."

Nevertheless, Yeo Sogwang was relaxed.

"Even so..."

He's still just a hot-blooded youth. No matter how he tries to hide it, there's an unavoidable childishness that comes with age. I plan to melt him with sweet words.

I'll show him exactly how I climbed from an ordinary martial artist to a Branch Manager.

"So come quickly, Young Cult Leader."


Chapter 264: My Reputation Depends on You

Geom Mugeuk entered the Hunan Branch with a commanding presence, flanked by bodyguards on his left and right.

Yeo Sogwang and all his subordinates came out to greet the Young Cult Leader.

Cultists from the Hunan Branch lined both sides of the path and shouted thunderously.

"We greet the Young Cult Leader!"

Yeo Sogwang walked out to meet Geom Mugeuk, seeing him for the first time.

He's truly handsome.

He was not just handsome, but refreshingly so, with confident eyes. This was for the better. The easiest people to manipulate had either high self-esteem or a strong inferiority complex.

Yeo Sogwang was particularly skilled with the prideful. He was better than anyone at catering to their moods, which was how he had risen to the position of Branch Manager.

"It's an honor to meet you, Young Cult Leader."

Yeo Sogwang bowed deeply. His back was as flexible as the political skills he had honed his entire life.

Geom Mugeuk stared intently at Yeo Sogwang.

"You make a very good impression."

"I hear that from time to time."

"They say in the jianghu to be wary of faces like yours, don't they?"

Yeo Sogwang smiled, even though Geom Mugeuk provoked him with their first greeting.

"That's right. One must be wary of all the other bastards. However, in this murim, there are exactly two exceptions. One of them is you, Young Cult Leader. Now, please, let's go inside."

Yeo Sogwang led Geom Mugeuk into the main hall.

A banquet had been prepared there.

As Geom Mugeuk entered, musicians began to play and dancers began to dance. The cooks started heating and serving the dishes.

"Now, please take the seat of honor."

Usually, an honored guest would rest on the first day and attend a banquet the next evening, but not this time. The Young Cult Leader would have traveled comfortably, and he was still in his prime.

Yeo Sogwang had to show him from the very beginning that life with the head of the Hunan Branch was enjoyable. If Geom Mugeuk said he was tired, they could just hold another banquet tomorrow. When it came to entertaining people, Yeo Sogwang was more confident than anyone in the jianghu.

Geom Mugeuk sat in the seat of honor, and Yeo Sogwang sat beside him.

Cheokyeon took out a silver needle and checked each dish for poison. The other bodyguards stood at a slight distance around Geom Mugeuk, guarding all directions.

Geom Mugeuk watched them and smiled. They were like kids when they were with him, but among other people, they were clearly different. Their presence was extraordinary.

"Your bodyguards are young."

"They're young, yet they were chosen to be the Young Cult Leader's bodyguards, so how skilled must they be? They are people who would not be out of place in any elite unit of our Cult."

Geom Mugeuk said this loudly so all the bodyguards could hear.

Seeing this, Yeo Sogwang made a mistake.

Just as I thought! He has that characteristic bravado of a young man.

However, he did not know that Geom Mugeuk had genuinely praised them to boost his subordinates' pride.

"Truly, the presence of each and every one of them is extraordinary."

Yeo Sogwang played along with Geom Mugeuk's praise.

This time, Geom Mugeuk offered a pleasantry.

"Isn't the Hunan Branch a strategic point for our Cult to keep the Murim Alliance in check? That is why I visited this place before any other Branch."

"Entrusting such a grave duty to a person as lacking as myself makes my shoulders heavy."

"As long as they aren't heavy from carrying other things."

Yeo Sogwang did not waver, even at the meaningful words.

"I am only loyal to the Cult."

"As expected! It's no wonder Headquarters trusts Commander Yeo. Let's have a drink."

The two men toasted and drank.

Putting down his cup, Yeo Sogwang remarked casually.

"The Young Cult Leader's great fame has resounded all the way here to Hunan."

"What kind of rumors?"

"The rumor that you are the greatest talent among all successors in history."

Geom Mugeuk put on a pleased expression.

"Moreover, you are incredibly handsome. I can dare to say with confidence that you are the most handsome among the prodigies of the murim."

"Our Commander Yeo is gilding my ugly face."

"I speak from the heart. Please, ask my subordinates. I am a man who cannot lie."

Yeo Sogwang called over his right-hand man, Hwang Pyo.

"What do you think?"

"Not just among prodigies, he is the most handsome among all martial artists."

At his words, Yeo Sogwang laughed loudly.

"Oh, I have made a mistake. Not just prodigies, but all martial artists."

This sort of thing had happened many times before. Yeo Sogwang would give a compliment, then Hwang Pyo would step up and give an even bigger one. Then Yeo Sogwang would laugh, hoho, and repeat the compliment.

It was their method for entertaining people. A compliment about appearance was always effective, especially if the target was young.

Geom Mugeuk smiled pleasantly.

Yeo Sogwang thought he smiled because the compliment pleased him, but Geom Mugeuk was actually smiling for a different reason.

So this is what it felt like. Everyone must have been quite pleased, huh?

"What do you mean?"

"Nothing. Let's have another drink."

"Excellent. To the birth of a new murim hero!"

Yeo Sogwang was good at receiving Geom Mugeuk's words. Whatever Geom Mugeuk said, Yeo Sogwang would agree and elevate him by saying he himself had not thought of such a thing. He was truly a man with a knack for groveling.

Yeo Sogwang was good at flattery. However, he did not know that the one smiling foolishly at his flattery was the true incarnation of the Divine Art of Sycophancy.

"Our Commander Yeo, have a drink!"

Hearing the word 'our' attached to his title, Yeo Sogwang smiled inwardly.

Now it was time to add the finishing touch.

As the alcohol took effect and the atmosphere ripened, Yeo Sogwang beckoned a woman over.

She was one of the dancers from earlier. The woman, noticeably beautiful even among the others, slowly walked over.

Yeo Sogwang introduced her.

"She said she desperately wanted to greet the Young Cult Leader when you arrived. If it's not too much trouble, please grant her a cup of wine."

The woman came and bowed politely to Geom Mugeuk.

"My name is Yakran."

She was beautiful. Her beauty was so outstanding that no man could resist if she truly tried to seduce him.

Yakran approached and picked up the wine bottle.

"I will pour a cup for the esteemed guest."

Just then, Geom Mugeuk shot up from his seat and swept her into his arms. Everyone was startled by the sudden action.

"Now, we'll drink later. Commander Yeo, wait right there."

Holding her, Geom Mugeuk dashed out of the main hall. The flustered bodyguards ran after him.

Yeo Sogwang was also flustered, but he soon shouted in a loud voice.

"As expected, a hero loves a beauty! The bedchambers are in the building to the left as you exit!"

Yeo Sogwang could not help but smile at how easily things were going.

Wine and women, they always work.

Of course, he had not expected it to work so passionately and easily.

Meanwhile, Yakran was extremely surprised.

First, she was surprised by the Young Cult Leader's impulsive action. Next, she was surprised that she had floated through the air as he ran. The Young Cult Leader had pretended to hold her but had not actually touched her body.

An unexpected situation unfolded after they entered the room.

He had rushed in as if he would toss her onto the bed, but Geom Mugeuk gently set her down in a chair. An invisible energy seated her.

That was when she saw his eyes. His handsome face did not even register. He looked at her with such clear eyes. Is it okay for a cultist's eyes to be this clear?

Geom Mugeuk spoke in a tone as gentle as his gaze.

"You know who I am, right?"

"......"

His words were gentle, but an unknown atmosphere made her voice tremble.

"How many times has this happened?"

"What do you mean?"

"Yeo Sogwang must have forced you to entertain like this before, right?"

Yakran was startled. She was surprised that he had noticed and that he was trying to dig into Yeo Sogwang's background.

Fear washed over her. If she got caught in a power struggle, she would die.

"It seems even my status can't make you open your mouth."

How could she dare refuse to answer him?

"No, it's not that. It's just that if Commander Yeo finds out what I've said... he'll kill my family back home."

"Did that man threaten to kill your entire family?"

"......"

"How did you feel then?"

"I was scared, and I was angry."

Was it because he was the revered Young Cult Leader? Or was it because his deep eyes seemed to peer into her heart? The answer she should have agonized over came out easily.

"Yes, you should be angry. You're supposed to be angry at a bastard who threatens to kill your family."

Yeo Sogwang had threatened her since she was young. If he told her to come to a drinking party, she came. If he told her to pour drinks, she poured. She was even forced into his bed.

But she could not refuse.

Yeo Sogwang held her family's lives hostage, not her own. Her sick father, her young siblings, her hardworking mother.

The bastard threatened and brainwashed the young girl. He told her this was how the world worked. That she could earn more money by staying close to power. That she could save her father if she sent more money for medicine.

She hated it. She hated serving drinks to strangers so much she could die. She had thought of killing herself several times but could not because of her family.

She begged Yeo Sogwang to stop, but he was not an opponent a pure, young girl could handle.

After hearing her whole story, Geom Mugeuk approached her. He gazed at her for a moment and then said softly.

"I'm sorry. I came too late, didn't I?"

The moment she heard those words, something surged up from deep within her chest. Tears suddenly streamed down her face. She thought she had no more tears left, but once they started, they would not stop.

She tried to stop crying, but she could not. She wanted to scream at Geom Mugeuk. Why did you come only now? Why only now.

The girl she was in her childhood would have screamed like that.

But that young girl was no longer there.

"...I'm sorry."

There was only her, the victim, apologizing.

The next moment, a gentle energy enveloped her, lifting her head on its own.

Her heart grew calm in the gentle energy, the likes of which she had never felt before.

Perhaps that was why she mustered her courage and asked the one thing she had been curious about.

"Why did you think I was forced to come here?"

Yeo Sogwang had clearly introduced her as a dancer who wanted to see the Young Cult Leader.

"It was because of your eyes when you walked up and looked at me."

"Because of my eyes?"

"I saw the anger in your eyes."

She was startled. She thought she had looked at him gently. Had he read the feelings hidden within?

"My right-hand man looked at me with the same eyes at first. He was mired in anger and defeatism, believing the organization would never change."

Yakran's face was no longer the one that had trembled in fear.

"What will happen to me if I don't tell you about Commander Yeo?"

"I'll just let you go."

"Really?"

"Yes. I'll have to find another way. He's a corrupt man anyway, so I'll eventually find evidence to make him pay for his crimes."

Yakran still hesitated. Geom Mugeuk did not push her and rose from his seat.

"You can forget this conversation and act as if nothing happened. I will make sure that bastard pays for his crimes."

As Geom Mugeuk was about to leave, she spoke.

"Wait."

When Geom Mugeuk turned back, she asked.

"The person you said had the same eyes as me, what happened to him?"

"He rose to the position of the Sanzu Hall Director. It's a position for punishing those who have given up on being human."

Yakran's eyes trembled. A moment later, surprising words came from her lips.

"Wait, if you leave now, they'll doubt the Young Cult Leader's virility."

Geom Mugeuk's eyes widened, not expecting such a joke. It was not in his character to let a joke like that slide.

"You are the first woman to ever look out for the most important reputation of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader."

Yakran also laughed at Geom Mugeuk's joke.

"My dream was to die on stage while dancing, but it looks like I'll die doing something crazy like this."

She walked to the table and began to write names with the paper and brush there. She started with the most recent person. Among them was a name Geom Mugeuk would know.

The Bloodhand Sword.

The mere fact that she had entertained him was proof of Yeo Sogwang's involvement. He would make all sorts of excuses, but it would not be easy for him to get away from Geom Mugeuk.

Besides the Bloodhand Sword, the names of several other influential figures came out one after another.

She also wrote down in detail what had happened to her. To write about her own experiences meant she was staking her life on this.

Yakran handed the paper to Geom Mugeuk.

"This... is my life."

"No. This is your new life."

From now on, she would be able to live a different life.

Geom Mugeuk had Sam-ho come in.

"Escort this Young Lady to the All-Knowing Hall. Have the martial artists there escort the Young Lady to her hometown, and find a way to treat her sick father."

Yakran's eyes went wide with surprise. It was so moving it was hard to believe.

"He's not going to follow me and kill my whole family, is he?"

To her half-joking, half-fearful question, Geom Mugeuk spoke coldly to Sam-ho.

"Now, go and annihilate this Young Lady's family and return!"

At that, Sam-ho said to Yakran in a blunt tone.

"I recently visited my mother for the first time in three years."

Yakran looked at Sam-ho in surprise.

"She had aged a lot in that time. Money is important... but you should visit before it's too late."

Geom Mugeuk watched Sam-ho and smiled faintly. He got a glimpse of what kind of man Sam-ho was.

Geom Mugeuk smiled at Yakran, whose eyes had reddened at the thought of her parents.

"If you were that worried, you shouldn't have written this in the first place, and do you think our Cult couldn't find your family's home if you didn't tell us?"

Yakran gave an awkward smile.

"Are you going to punish him today?"

"......"

"I want to see it too. The sight of him dying."

Even if he died, her scars would remain for a lifetime. If they were going to remain anyway.

"Then there's something I want to see too. When he dies, show me your dance."

Yakran slowly nodded her head.

"Yes. I want to show you, Young Cult Leader. I don't know if I can dance well in front of a corpse, though."

Geom Mugeuk and Yakran walked out of the room.

The bodyguards looked at Geom Mugeuk with awe. They had been startled when he first swept her up and ran, but after hearing the conversation, they were once again filled with admiration. The more they learned about Geom Mugeuk, the deeper their loyalty became.

Geom Mugeuk bantered with Yakran.

"The reputation of my virility depends on your expression."

Yakran smiled and said.

"Don't worry, I'm a performer."

The two returned to the banquet hall.

Geom Mugeuk walked with his chest puffed out confidently. Yakran followed behind with a satisfied smile, her head slightly bowed.

Yeo Sogwang sidled up next to Geom Mugeuk and asked casually.

"You seem to be in a good mood?"

Geom Mugeuk nudged him in the side and grinned.

"Because today, I'm going to see the most wonderful dance of my life."


Chapter 265: I'm a Demon, So What's Wrong With Killing a Few People?

Geom Mugeuk returned to the seat of honor and sat down. When Yeo Sogwang tried to take the seat beside him, Geom Mugeuk had Yakran sit there instead.

Yeo Sogwang did not feel bad about being pushed from his seat. He actually admired Geom Mugeuk.

Running to a room holding a woman while so many people are watching? And then seating her next to him so openly? I could never imagine doing that.

In any case, events were unfolding just as Yeo Sogwang intended.

He's completely fallen for it.

If Geom Mugeuk was this impulsive, perhaps Yeo Sogwang could seize the opportunity to advance to Headquarters. Filled with anticipation, Yeo Sogwang tried to flatter Geom Mugeuk even more.

"Look at the dancer's expression. She's completely lost in happiness. Then again, what woman wouldn't be captivated by our Young Cult Leader's manliness?"

Yeo Sogwang's gaze shifted to Yakran. Her expression was different than usual. She had always looked at him with fear, but now she seemed strangely confident.

Foolish wench. She must think she owns the Young Cult Leader just because she slept with him once.

She did not realize that getting involved with the Young Cult Leader had shortened her life. When the Young Cult Leader decided to end their relationship, he would not just leave her be. Even if it was not the Young Cult Leader, one of those bodyguards would take care of her.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk asked Yeo Sogwang a question.

"Our Commander Yeo, what do you hate the most?"

Yeo Sogwang racked his brain, wondering why the Young Cult Leader was asking such a thing. He could not guess his intention. The question seemed obvious, yet the Young Cult Leader had an unpredictable side.

"......"

Things he hated? Of course, there were. He hated everything that hindered his career advancement or got in the way of accumulating wealth. He especially hated when someone saw through his intermediate mastery, but he could not say any of those things out loud.

"I hate those bastards from the orthodox sects who are trying to bring down our Cult. I hate their hypocrisy."

"As expected! Having our Commander Yeo with us is reassuring. Now, on that note, have a drink from me."

"Thank you."

As Geom Mugeuk poured Yeo Sogwang a drink, he asked casually, "Commander Yeo, have you saved up a lot of money?"

Yeo Sogwang flinched inwardly but quickly feigned hardship.

"How I wish that were true. As you can see, I have more than a few subordinates to look after. It's like I have no fate with money. It all slips away as soon as it comes in."

"Commander Yeo, stop feigning poverty and lend me some money."

Suddenly asking to borrow money? Is he asking for a bribe? Or is this just a drinking game joke?

He tried to grasp the Young Cult Leader's true intentions, but he just could not figure out what he was thinking.

Yeo Sogwang smiled and took a wallet from his robes.

"If our Young Cult Leader needs money, I suppose I'll have to part with my pocket money."

He opened the wallet and said, "I have eighty taels. I can lend you this, at least."

Geom Mugeuk accepted the money, then shook his head.

"This isn't enough."

Does he really want a bribe?

Yeo Sogwang had climbed to his current position by offering many bribes. He could usually tell how much someone wanted just by listening, or even calculate the right amount without a word, but the Young Cult Leader wanted a bribe? Here, in such a public place? It was so far beyond common sense that no matter how hard Yeo Sogwang tried, he could not grasp the hidden motive.

Alright, let's see about this.

Yeo Sogwang smiled and rose from his seat.

"Please wait a moment."

Yeo Sogwang left the main hall.

Yakran, sitting beside Geom Mugeuk, looked at him with a puzzled expression, but he offered no explanation.

The bodyguards also exchanged glances, but none of them could guess Geom Mugeuk's intentions.

A moment later, Yeo Sogwang returned with a small box.

"Here it is."

On his way back, Yeo Sogwang had reached a conclusion. It was true when Geom Mugeuk ran off holding Yakran, and it was true now.

The Young Cult Leader is enjoying the attention. He's someone who likes to stand out far more than I thought.

What would a Young Cult Leader have to fear? He must think it is cool to say, 'Look, I take bribes this openly.'

This foolish Young Cult Leader. This is just leaving behind a weakness. If it becomes a problem later, is he planning to silence everyone here by killing them all?

Geom Mugeuk looked inside the box.

"Oh, you've saved up a lot of money."

"I'm giving you all the money I've saved."

Geom Mugeuk closed the box and spoke again.

"Commander Yeo."

"Yes, Young Cult Leader."

"Give me more."

For a moment, Yeo Sogwang's expression soured. He quickly replaced it with his usual good-natured smile, a true talent in itself.

"Didn't I tell you that's my entire fortune?"

"I know you have other assets saved up separately."

"I do not."

Yeo Sogwang was smiling and waving his hands in denial when Geom Mugeuk spoke.

"What about the money you earned by joining hands with the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader?"

Yeo Sogwang startled. He was so shocked that the words 'How did you know that?' almost slipped out.

Of course, the seasoned Yeo Sogwang handled it without showing any surprise.

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Why be like this between us? I understand completely. With a meager salary, you have to earn some side income to take care of your subordinates. Isn't that right?"

The amount he had gained from the Heavenly Peace Sect affair was too large to agree with that. Moreover, he had killed over twenty people to bury the secret. It must never be revealed.

How much does he know?

For now, Yeo Sogwang flatly denied it.

"There seems to be a misunderstanding. I have certainly interacted with the Heavenly Peace Sect, but that was for handling Branch affairs."

He had a fake ledger prepared for such occasions, fabricated to show the incoming money was used for the Branch.

Then, Geom Mugeuk gestured for him to bring his face closer. Yeo Sogwang, inwardly tense, leaned in. He feared a fist might fly at him at any moment.

Fortunately, that did not happen. Something more terrifying than a fist flew at him instead.

"Then how much did you take from the Clean Night Gang Chief?"

"!"

"Don't you remember? Then do you recall the money you received from the Western Spear Sect's Vice Sect Leader?"

Several more names followed one after another.

Yakran, listening beside him, was inwardly surprised. Those were the names she had written down for him. When she gave him the paper, he had seemed to just glance at it, but he had memorized it all perfectly.

Yeo Sogwang's eyes wavered. He was a man who rarely got flustered, but this time, his composure shattered.

What? How on earth did he find out?

No, that was not important. The important thing was how to get out of this situation.

"Our Commander Yeo's expression has stiffened. I always liked your smiling face."

Yeo Sogwang forced a smile. The situation required improvisation, but with so many names mentioned, his mind became a jumble. He was unsure what to say. The greatest crisis of his life had suddenly ambushed him.

"Now I get it. I know what our Commander Yeo hates the most. Giving up his own money. Am I right?"

Yeo Sogwang's lost gaze turned toward Yakran, who sat next to Geom Mugeuk.

At that moment, their eyes met. The instant he saw her confident gaze, he knew.

Damn it! That damned wench told him everything!

She had followed his orders so well for so many years that he never dreamed a situation like this would occur.

"Did that dancer perhaps say something to slander me?"

"Why do you suddenly say such a thing? Could it be that Commander Yeo has some connection to this woman?"

In that moment, Yeo Sogwang realized he had misspoken. He should have denied everything unconditionally. He absolutely could not afford to be entangled with Yakran.

However, the pressure did not end there.

"Where is the cargo from the number one escort agency in Hunan?"

Yeo Sogwang's vision went dark. The Young Cult Leader knew all about his corruption.

"It's slander! It's a conspiracy by someone to bring me down!"

"......"

Yeo Sogwang's gaze turned to Yakran again.

"Is this that dancer's doing?"

He could not answer yes. If he did, everything about forcing her to entertain guests would be revealed. More importantly, he had introduced such a woman to the Young Cult Leader. He would have a better chance of survival by just being a corrupt martial artist.

He already knew when he came here. He came to get me. If so?

Yeo Sogwang dropped to his knees and bowed his head low.

The music that had filled the hall stopped. Everyone held their breath. The sight of Yeo Sogwang, who wielded absolute power in Hunan, on his knees was utterly unfamiliar.

"Please show me mercy and forgive me. I was momentarily blinded by greed."

He could only hope for the Young Cult Leader's impulsive and unique personality to emerge. He prayed Geom Mugeuk would laugh heartily and say something like, 'Something like that is nothing.' Isn't he someone who likes to stand out? Please! Stand out by forgiving me! Show off!

However, at the moment he was supposed to stand out, Geom Mugeuk instead became calm and cold.

"Where is the money you've saved up all this time?"

"...It's in the bank."

"Not that. Not the money you put aside for show in preparation for the Sanzu River Hall's audit. I'm talking about the money you scraped together so tenaciously."

Yeo Sogwang said nothing. He could not. To survive the killing intent, he had to give up the money immediately, but what kind of money was that?

Geom Mugeuk beckoned to Hwang Pyo, who stood far off.

Hwang Pyo ran over with a tense face and knelt beside Yeo Sogwang.

"You know where the money is hidden, don't you?"

Geom Mugeuk unleashed his killing intent on him. At once, all the hair on Hwang Pyo's body stood on end. He felt as if blood was draining from his body. A chilling fear that he could really die washed over him.

"Tell me the truth, and I'll let you live."

Hwang Pyo's heart pounded. He had always thought he could die for Yeo Sogwang. However, when faced with actual death, he was scared. Had Yeo Sogwang really treated him well enough to be worth dying for?

Geom Mugeuk read his wavering heart perfectly.

"You must have watched your master accumulate immense wealth. What did he give you?"

He gave him scraps, and he made a huge fuss about it, too.

Hwang Pyo looked at Yeo Sogwang kneeling beside him. Seeing him look so haggard and unlike his usual self, Hwang Pyo understood. His loyalty was only valid as long as Yeo Sogwang held power over his life and death.

"...The assets are hidden in a temple called Yanghosa."

Geom Mugeuk sent a telepathic message to Cheokyeon.

Contact the All-Knowing Hall right now and have them retrieve everything!

Yes, I understand.

Hwang Pyo pleaded desperately.

"I confessed honestly, so please let me live!"

At that very moment!

PUAAAK!

Yeo Sogwang drew his sword and sliced off Hwang Pyo's head. Gushing blood splattered onto Yeo Sogwang's body and face.

Yeo Sogwang wiped the blood from his face. More than resentment for Hwang Pyo, he felt regret. He should not have trusted him to the end. This bastard, that wench. He should have used them for a few years, then gotten rid of them and found new ones.

Yeo Sogwang spat on Hwang Pyo's corpse and said coldly, "Who do you take me for, a fucking idiot? Did you think you could live after spouting such nonsense next to me?"

His always-smiling expression vanished as if he had taken off a mask. This was his true face. He had not known his mask would be stripped away so easily, all because of that strange Young Cult Leader.

"Young Cult Leader, you never intended to let this man live from the beginning, did you?"

"You must have lived your whole life sucking up and worrying about what others think. Are you trying to read someone else's mind even at the very end?"

The sword in Yeo Sogwang's grip trembled. He spoke as if lamenting.

"It's unfair. I never even got to spend the money I saved my whole life."

"You were addicted to making money. You should have seen people and the world while spending money. You only ever saw the money."

Yeo Sogwang thought that might be true. He had felt a greater thrill when earning money than when spending it.

"......"

He wanted to refute it, but the words would not come. He, who was known for being eloquent, could not think of anything in front of the damned Young Cult Leader. Could the life he had built for so long really crumble in an instant like this? Was it really happening? It truly felt like a dream.

Yeo Sogwang screamed with all his might.

"It's possible! I'm a demon, so what's wrong with killing a few of those insignificant bastards?"

Normally, he would never have said such a thing. It was something only low-life thugs would say.

It would not have been so miserable if Geom Mugeuk had at least played along and said, 'Right, I'm a demon too. So what's wrong with killing a guy like you?' But Geom Mugeuk just stared at him with impassive eyes.

Yeo Sogwang screamed as if in his death throes.

"Uwaaaaaaah!"

Just as Yakran could not handle him, he could not handle Geom Mugeuk.

Yeo Sogwang lunged forward. His sword flew toward Geom Mugeuk, then suddenly changed direction. He aimed the blade at Yakran's heart, blaming her for everything.

PUUK!

A sword plunged into flesh with a tearing sound.

Yeo Sogwang's sword stopped just before Yakran's heart. Geom Mugeuk's Black Demon Sword was embedded in his chest instead.

Geom Mugeuk said to Yakran, "The ghost that tormented you now disappears from this world."

When he pulled out the sword, Yeo Sogwang fell backward, dead.

"Send away the ghost in your heart along with him now."

Yakran understood why Geom Mugeuk was saying this. He meant she should not suffer for the rest of her life from the scars she received because of Yeo Sogwang.

Gazing at Yeo Sogwang's corpse, she took a deep breath and said, "I will dance."

She had been waiting for this moment.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk said, "Don't dance here. Dance on a stage later. A dance shouldn't be performed in a place like this, where dirty blood flows, but on a stage."

"But you promised, didn't you?"

From Geom Mugeuk's clear, deep eyes that stared at her without a word, Yakran understood. Geom Mugeuk had made that promise just so he could say these words to her.

"There's no need to vent your grief. He's not even worth it. Perform your greatest dance on your stage."

Tears welled up in her eyes.

"Why are you being so good to someone as insignificant as me?"

Geom Mugeuk stood facing her.

"Because the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult has wronged you."

Geom Mugeuk gazed at her and said politely, "I will apologize on its behalf. I am sorry."

The tears Yakran had been holding back streamed down her face. The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult was apologizing. To an insignificant life that could be snuffed out with a flick of his finger. How could she possibly cling to past wounds in the face of this?

She gave Geom Mugeuk a deep bow.

"I will never forget this kindness. Please come and see my dance someday."

The other dancers and musicians who were there also bowed their heads.

Watching this, Cheokyeon could feel it. Geom Mugeuk's demonic path, which had once lingered on the meal cooked by Samho's mother, had today lingered on that woman's dance.

And now, he felt he could see it, just a little. What it was they had to protect. The eyes that had ached so much they felt like they would fall out, hurt a little less.


Chapter 266: No Matter What Anyone Says, It's the Young Cult Leader

Only Geom Mugeuk and the bodyguards remained in the empty banquet hall.

Geom Mugeuk had the bodies cleared away, then sent everyone else out. He wanted to have a drink with the bodyguards.

I perched on a table and picked up a bottle of liquor.

"Your shift change is soon, right? Come on, everyone, have a drink."

Cheokyeon and the bodyguards silently accepted the drinks. They no longer argued that they couldn't drink on duty. A unique relationship had formed between us.

"You've all worked hard."

I raised my cup high, and they all raised theirs and drained them.

Drinking a single cup of liquor in the empty, storm-swept banquet hall had a strange charm.

You should at least rest at times like this.

Some might call being a bodyguard cool, but it's a difficult job without a sense of duty. They aren't main characters, supporting characters, or even minor roles. Their job is to be the background.

"Do you ever drink before going to sleep?"

Cheokyeon answered my question.

"We drink sometimes. On a day like today, we probably would have."

"A day like today?"

Instead of answering, Cheokyeon asked me a question.

"Doesn't punishing evil ever tire you out?"

"That's why we lose. Because we get tired. The other side is like weeds that grow back the moment you turn around, but this side is the farmer who has to pull them out one by one."

Cheokyeon's eyes trembled slightly. His gaze soon shifted to the bloodstain where Yeo Sogwang's body had been.

"When I first saw Yeo Sogwang, I didn't know he was that kind of person."

"You can't be fooled by first impressions. Petty men are skilled at disguise. If you meet someone and they give you an overly pleasant feeling, you should be cautious first."

"In that sense, I suppose I'm fortunate."

Being one-eyed, Cheokyeon made a strong first impression. He couldn't compare to the Fist Demon, but he had a slightly milder version of Jang Ho's look.

"You have a pretty handsome face when you take off your eyepatch, don't you? Manly, too."

"Me? This is the first I'm hearing of it."

Just as Cheokyeon's mood began to lift, I quickly added my warning.

"This is what I'm telling you to be careful of. Things that make you feel good for no reason!"

Cheokyeon and the bodyguards laughed together.

"Will you be departing for the Jiangxi Branch tomorrow?"

"I'd like to, but I have to finish things up here before I go."

Cutting someone down isn't difficult. The aftermath is always hard. You have to clean up the mess the bastard made and find a replacement.

"I'm not in a hurry. Let's take our time."

Would it be any different there? Good and bad people were all mixed together, just living their lives.


The next morning, a rumor spread through the Hunan Branch that the Branch Manager was dead.

Since so many people witnessed Yeo Sogwang's death, the details of why he died also became known. Today the rumor was confined to the Branch, but it would spread throughout the Hunan region within a few days.

Now, every Branch Manager in the Central Plains would fear me. I didn't think that was a bad thing. Discipline required them to be scared stiff and on edge.

That afternoon, the head of the All-Knowing Hall's Hunan region visited me again.

"We've recovered all the assets Yeo Sogwang hid in the private bank. What should we do with this money?"

"Send all the money to Headquarters."

"Understood."

Father, your son is out here working hard and earning money! I should boast playfully to him about it.

"Until the higher-ups appoint a temporary Branch Manager, you will have to stay here at the Branch for the time being, Young Cult Leader."

I had cut down the Branch Manager without appointing a successor, so it was unavoidable. Even without the All-Knowing Hall martial artist's words, I had already planned to stay and help with the aftermath.

They had entrusted me with selecting the Sanzu Hall Director, so they might accept my suggestion for the new Branch Manager here as well.

"When you return, immediately send me information on the executive-level personnel under the Branch Manager. Send all available information."

"Understood."

After receiving the information from the All-Knowing Hall, I immediately interviewed the potential candidates for the next Branch Manager.

A single interview couldn't reveal a person's true character, but their past actions offered clues.

I recorded my impressions of each person and sent the report to the All-Knowing Hall. The next step was up to Father and the All-Knowing Hall, whether they sent a new person or chose from my list.

After finishing my work, I went to the training ground to practice the Heavenly Demon Defense Art. Lately, I felt a tingling sensation whenever I trained, an instinct telling me a breakthrough was near.

My prediction was correct. On the third day of training, the Heavenly Demon Defense Art reached the next stage. I was now one step from complete mastery. Once I crossed that final stage, I would have two lives.

It's usually difficult to pinpoint the reason for an advancement in such a profound art, but this time I knew. It was the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. Learning it had undoubtedly influenced my Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

I immediately performed the First Technique of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. I was curious what effect the advancement of the Heavenly Demon Defense Art had on it in return.

First Stance, the Human Destroying Stance.

The East Demon, West Demon, South Demon, and North Demon appeared at once, tearing space to shreds.

The fearsome one, the handsome one, the mysterious one, and the intelligent-looking one were all the same as ever.

Yet something had changed.

They lingered just a little longer than before. The advancement in the Heavenly Demon Defense Art had also affected the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

Of course, that didn't mean I was having an emotional exchange with them. It was still the stage of my one-sided courtship.

East, West, South, North, I'll be counting on you from now on!

Will the day ever come when those demons respond to these feelings of mine?

It was different now, of course, but that day would be when my Nine Calamities Demonic Art became completely different from Father's.


That day, after Geom Mugeuk finished training, two men came to see him. One of them introduced himself first.

"My name is Chungsik. I know it's rude, Young Cult Leader, but I've come to ask a desperate favor."

Chungsik's voice trembled with nervousness.

Geom Mugeuk recognized him.

"You're the musician from the banquet."

Chungsik looked startled that Geom Mugeuk recognized him.

"You recognize me?"

"I do. I don't easily forget a face. What brings a musician to see me?"

Chungsik glanced back at the middle-aged man with him.

"This is my friend."

The other man introduced himself.

"I am Haesong, a vegetable seller in the local market."

Haesong seemed even more nervous than Chungsik.

"A pleasure to meet you. I am Geom Mugeuk."

"It is an honor to meet such an esteemed person."

"What business brings you to me?"

Haesong struggled to speak. He had practiced what to say, but now his heart pounded so hard that the words wouldn't come out.

Unable to watch any longer, Chungsik spoke for his friend.

"Before you came here, Young Cult Leader, this friend's son was unjustly assaulted. He was injured so badly that a physician said he might be crippled."

Haesong bit his lip hard. This was why he couldn't speak. Thinking of his son filled him with such indignation and emotion that he was on the verge of tears.

"Who was responsible?"

"There's an organization in the Hunan region made up of young martial artists. They call themselves the Martial God Society."

"Who led the assault?"

"The son of the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader and the son of the Clean Night Gang Chief."

The Heavenly Peace Sect and the Clean Night Gang. These were the same sects that had allied with the deceased Yeo Sogwang. They were already slated for investigation, and now they had revealed themselves in this unexpected way.

Since the heavens wouldn't let these sects slip through the net, I suspected their evil deeds were even greater than they appeared.

"We know how rude it is for lowly people like us to come and ask such a favor of you, Young Cult Leader, but that day, we saw you step forward for Yakran. We thought that if it was you, Young Cult Leader, you would be able to resolve my friend's unjust situation."

Chungsik's gaze turned to Haesong.

"I'm a man who has lived his entire life just playing music. This friend is the one who bought me an instrument when I was poor and helped me learn to play. I want to repay that kindness, even if it costs me my life."

Haesong lowered his head. Even a simple vegetable seller knew how burdensome and dangerous it was to approach the Demonic Cult's Young Cult Leader. His friend had risked his life for him, and in truth, Haesong had risked his own. He would never have come for any other reason.

Haesong's voice trembled as he spoke.

"Honestly, I was giving up. How could a mere market vendor stand against the Heavenly Peace Sect and the Clean Night Gang? But my friend told me your arrival, Young Cult Leader, was an opportunity from the heavens."

Haesong looked at Geom Mugeuk.

"I want to make them pay for their crimes."

He had trembled the entire time, but in that moment, his eyes were a father's eyes.


Haesong's wife was startled. When the musician suggested her husband see the Young Cult Leader, she had thought it was a fool's errand. She never believed the Demonic Cult's leader would meet a mere musician. She had worried they would only get a severe beating for their trouble.

But now the Young Cult Leader had come in person, and his bodyguards stood guard around her house. She was so shocked she was out of her mind.

Inside the room, Haesong's son, Haejin, lay groaning in pain.

His injuries were obviously severe. A physician had treated him, but he remained bedridden. In his current state, he couldn't dream of being a martial artist, let alone living a normal life.

Hearing the door open, Haejin forced himself to speak through the pain.

"Mother, I'm okay. I'm feeling much better."

Haejin tried his best to endure the pain so his mother wouldn't worry. Haesong's wife held back tears as she sat beside her son.

"Haejin, an esteemed person has come to see you."

Haejin opened his eyes then, but he was in too much pain to see clearly.

"Let me take a look."

Geom Mugeuk turned Haejin onto his side and placed a palm on his back.

He infused a bit of true qi to regulate the boy's qi and blood, and Haejin's ragged breathing immediately subsided.

Seeing this, Chungsik, Haesong, and his wife were relieved and overjoyed. It was the first time Haejin had looked so peaceful since the injury.

Geom Mugeuk cleared the blocked qi and blood channels and reset the broken bones. He performed the difficult treatment instantly with minimal pain. If not for the DUDUK, DUDUK sound, they wouldn't have known what he was doing.

"What happened?"

Haejin's expression eased, and he recounted what had happened.

"I went to work at the banquet hall. You can earn more money serving liquor and food at a prestigious family's banquet than working at an inn."

Haesong sighed. His son had used his hard-earned money to attend a martial arts academy. If Haesong had more money, his son wouldn't have needed such work. Chungsik had told him not to blame himself, but as a parent, he couldn't help it.

"My dream is to become a martial artist."

"You were born with a good constitution, so you'll be able to become a fine martial artist. You should thank your parents."

"Really?"

Haejin looked at his parents, a bit more clear-headed. The couple forced a smile, trying to hide their sorrow.

Geom Mugeuk asked again.

"What happened there?"

"I was carrying liquor for the banquet for a while, and during a break, I practiced the movement arts I had learned. I shouldn't have practiced..."

Haejin sighed with regret before continuing.

"Just then, a passing Young Lord Seo saw me and asked if I had learned martial arts. When I told him I attended a martial arts academy, he told me to have a duel with Young Lord Seok, who he was with. I insisted that I didn't want to, but..."

Haejin's expression turned indignant, then flickered with fear. The memory made his anger surge, but the fear of being beaten to death had also left a deep scar.

Now I understood. They used the duel as an excuse for the assault to avoid responsibility. This probably wasn't the first or second time they had done this.

"How is my body?"

"Fortunately, no vital blood vessels were damaged. I just cleared the vessels that were blocked by your injuries. You don't have to give up on your dream."

"Thank you so much."

Tears streamed down Haejin's cheeks.

Chungsik, Haesong, and Haesong's wife were also overjoyed. They had only hoped he wouldn't be crippled, but now their son could dream of becoming a martial artist again. They were even happier than their son.

"Are banquets held often?"

"They're held once every three or four days."

"Now, get some deep sleep."

Geom Mugeuk pressed one of Haejin's acupoints, and he fell into a peaceful sleep.

"Leave the rest to me, and just focus on your son's treatment."

The three of them bowed deeply to Geom Mugeuk. They never imagined the Young Cult Leader would help them so readily. It felt like a dream.

Before leaving, Geom Mugeuk said to Haesong.

"I came because I saw the look in your eyes. You are the one who saved your son."

As Geom Mugeuk stepped outside, he heard Haesong finally break down and weep. The cries of his wife and friend soon joined his.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to Cheokyeon, who was waiting for him.

"Send word to the All-Knowing Hall again. Tell them to send over materials on the Heavenly Peace Sect and the Clean Night Gang, and find out when the next banquet is."

"Yes, I understand."

As they walked toward the carriage, Cheokyeon added a comment.

"You're truly amazing."

"What is?"

"The way you take care of all these matters one by one."

"I ride in a carriage you guys drive, treat someone with true qi, then ride back to punish some fools. What's so amazing about that? The musician's courage to seek me out for his friend, that's amazing. A father's courage to demand justice for his son against powerful sects, that's amazing. A son's endurance, pretending not to be in pain for his mother, that's amazing. The word 'amazing' should be for things like that."

But Cheokyeon shook his head firmly.

"No. No matter what anyone says, you're more amazing, Young Cult Leader."

Cheokyeon opened the carriage door. As Geom Mugeuk climbed in, he said, "Getting stubborn, are we? You're changing. It's a bit rebellious."

Cheokyeon closed the carriage door.

"And whose fault do you think that is?"

Geom Mugeuk smiled as he looked at Cheokyeon through the window. He felt that his bodyguards, once a gray background, were slowly filling with color.

And so, the carriage raced off to handle a matter that was both amazing and not amazing at all.


Chapter 267: You're Not on My Level

The next day, a martial artist from the All-Knowing Hall rushed over.

"Here is the information you requested on the Heavenly Peace Sect and the Clean Night Gang."

He explained that the All-Knowing Hall had opened a temporary branch near the Hunan Branch just to provide me with information quickly. This was the power of the Young Cult Leader.

I examined the documents the martial artist handed me.

"The scale of the Heavenly Peace Sect is quite considerable."

I knew it was a large sect, but its size and internal stability were substantial.

"Yes, it's undeniably the number one sect in Hunan. They maintain neutrality by interacting with our Cult, the Evil Alliance, and the Murim Alliance in a four-four-two ratio."

Other sects besides the Heavenly Peace Sect also maintained thorough neutrality while building their own power. It was mostly large sects like the Heavenly Peace Sect that did so.

"What was the business you were pursuing with Yeo Sogwang?"

"We're investigating that matter, but we haven't uncovered anything yet. Both Commander Yeo and the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader handled things very secretively."

If the All-Knowing Hall's intelligence network couldn't find it, an external investigation seemed impossible.

"I see. Pause that investigation for now and look into the succession structures of the two sects. Investigate in detail who will inherit the family when the current Sect Leader steps down, and which successor would be most advantageous to us."

"Understood."

After the martial artist from the All-Knowing Hall left, I immediately called for Cheokyeon.

"The banquet?"

"It is this evening."

"Select fifty of the most skilled martial artists from the Hunan Branch and have them stand by near the 연President."

"Understood."

After Cheokyeon left, I stared silently out the window.

While you were making your perfect deals, your children, who should have been the most perfect, were becoming the worst.


Today, as always, the young men and women of the Martial God Society laughed, chatted, and drank at the 연President.

At their center was Seo Cheong of the Heavenly Peace Sect.

This gathering was maintained strictly by the logic of power. The greatest influence was one's family, followed by one's personal martial arts skill.

Seo Cheong was a predator who belonged to the highest tier in both categories. He was the Chairman of the Martial God Society.

The second-in-command was Seok Pung of the Clean Night Gang.

However, Seok Pung was not drinking beside Seo Cheong, but in a corner.

They were once as close as inseparable friends, but recently, Seo Cheong's attitude toward him had changed. Seo Cheong treated him coldly for some reason, and their relationship had naturally grown awkward.

"Orabeoni, give me a drink too."

"Pour it yourself."

Many beautiful women surrounded Seo Cheong, but he wore a bored expression.

Lately, drinking wasn't fun, and playing with women wasn't fun either. He needed something hot and stimulating. To be honest, he wanted to kill someone.

A few months ago, he had fought with some martial artists from the Yonghwa Bang. At that time, Seo Cheong couldn't hold back and cut them down. He killed three people. That was Seo Cheong's first murder.

He and Seok Pung, who had been with him, secretly buried their bodies.

It started after that day. The day he started wanting to kill people. He couldn't forget the thrill of stabbing a person. He killed two more people after that.

The first was a middle-aged woman walking on a road at night. She knew no martial arts, but he couldn't resist the sudden urge and impulsively cut her down. He rummaged through her belongings to make it look like a bandit attack and then left.

His heart didn't beat as fast as the first time. So, a few days later, he killed another person. This time, it was a low-ranking martial artist from the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Hunan Branch. Was it because he killed someone he shouldn't have? This time, his heart pounded even faster than during his first murder.

Once he tasted blood, an uncontrollable desire for slaughter awakened within him.

Seo Cheong drained his cup and stood up. As he left his seat, he bumped into Seok Pung. It was unclear if it was an accident or intentional, but Seok Pung felt displeased.

Seok Pung knew. He knew when Seo Cheong's attitude had changed. It was because of his own slip of the tongue. While drunk, he had carelessly brought up the story of the Yonghwa Bang martial artists Seo Cheong had killed. He had mentioned it lightly, saying something like, 'Those bastards back then,' but he knew he had made a mistake when he saw the look in Seo Cheong's eyes completely change. Damn it! He's holding a grudge for way too long.

Seo Cheong was returning from the latrine.

He noticed someone practicing movement arts in a secluded corner.

Not long ago, another guy had been practicing movement arts just like that. A guy who just carries liquor has the audacity to practice martial arts? So he had made the man duel Seok Pung and had him crushed.

Thinking this was a good way to cure his boredom, Seo Cheong beckoned to his companions. They swarmed over. Upon seeing the young man practicing, they exchanged mischievous glances as if they had found a new toy.

"......"

At Seo Cheong's call, the young man practicing movement arts turned around.

Seo Cheong was startled when he saw him. It wasn't the face he expected. He had anticipated a somewhat foolish and naive face, but this was a handsome Young Lord. It was none other than Geom Mugeuk.

"Who are you?"

For someone who just carried liquor, he had an air of dignity and grace. His reaction was not that of a mere worker.

"And who are you?"

When Geom Mugeuk asked back, the crowd erupted in laughter. Their faces filled with anticipation, eager to see what would happen to the person who had gotten on Seo Cheong's nerves.

"You've got a lot of pride, huh? Then again, for a martial artist, pride is life."

Seo Cheong mentioned pride. It was a method he always used. If he gently fanned the flames with pride, his opponent would always jump in like a moth to a flame. It worked especially well when many eyes were watching, like now.

"Since you're acting like a man, you should show off your skills. How about a duel?"

"With whom? You?"

The crowd burst into laughter again. Among the prodigies of Hunan, no one could defeat Seo Cheong.

"You're not on my level."

Seo Cheong gestured with his eyes to Seok Pung, signaling for him to be the opponent.

Seok Pung's expression hardened. It was the same last time, and now again.

Am I on the same level as a brat like that? Making him fight such a person was a blatant attempt to humiliate him in front of everyone.

"I did it last time, so this time..."

"You do it!"

Seo Cheong cut him off coldly. With so many people watching, Seok Pung's pride was wounded. However, he had to endure it. Not because of skill, but because of the Heavenly Peace Sect's power.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk asked Seok Pung.

"Then who are you?"

"I am Seok Pung of the Clean Night Gang."

Geom Mugeuk exclaimed with exaggerated admiration.

"Oh! I heard the successor of the Clean Night Gang was an outstanding talent. The number one prodigy in Hunan in terms of skill! So it was you! It's an honor!"

Seok Pung was bewildered by the unexpected reaction. It had been a very long time since someone had praised him in front of so many people. Especially recently.

Then, Geom Mugeuk tilted his head and muttered as if to himself.

"Ah, or maybe not? If you're the most skilled in Hunan, there's no way you'd take orders from someone else, right?"

In that instant, Seok Pung's expression stiffened. Whether the words were sincere or intentionally mocking, they were a perfect provocation.

This time, Geom Mugeuk spoke to Seo Cheong.

"You must be amazing, ordering around the successor of the Clean Night Gang like a subordinate. Who are you?"

The praise directed at him was instantly transferred to Seo Cheong, and Seok Pung's face flushed red. Seeing Seo Cheong's sly smile made his anger surge even more.

"Shut up! What does someone like you know to be spouting such nonsense?"

Seok Pung was about to lunge at Geom Mugeuk.

"If you attack me like this, you'll really be admitting you're that man's subordinate."

Seok Pung flinched and froze.

Geom Mugeuk began to rattle him. Now, Seok Pung was the one jumping into the blazing bonfire of pride.

Geom Mugeuk looked around and remarked.

"It really seems to be true. Everyone's looking at you like you're that guy's subordinate."

Seok Pung looked around.

Someone should have stepped up and said they were friends, not in a superior-subordinate relationship, but everyone was too busy watching Seo Cheong's reaction to say anything.

Instead, Seo Cheong stepped forward.

"Why are you getting swayed by that bastard's attempt to drive a wedge between us?"

Seok Pung was even more irritated by Seo Cheong, who used the expression 'getting swayed' while trying to stop him. The words that followed were even more annoying.

"Stop whining like a little girl and just duel that weirdo already."

He knew full well how infuriating such words were, yet he said them on purpose.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk asked Seok Pung.

"But hey, if you two really fought, you'd win, right?"

"!"

It was a question he had desperately wished someone would ask, and at the same time, a question he could never answer.

"You're just putting up with it because the Clean Night Gang is weaker than the Heavenly Peace Sect, aren't you?"

It was true. If they fought seriously, he was confident he could beat Seo Cheong. Seok Pung had a better physique, and he didn't think his martial arts were inferior in any way.

A silence fell over the place. A short while later, Seo Cheong broke the silence.

"Why aren't you denying it?"

However, Seok Pung said nothing.

Seo Cheong's gaze turned cold.

"You're not going to say anything until the end?"

Still, Seok Pung remained silent.

Harsh words spilled from Seo Cheong's mouth.

"Look at this bastard. You really think that, don't you?"

In truth, Seok Pung wasn't just not speaking, he couldn't speak.

His mouth wouldn't open. It was strange. His mute point certainly hadn't been sealed, but it felt as if some invisible energy pressed down on his jaw and the crown of his head. He thought it was probably because he was so angry at Seo Cheong.

Seo Cheong grabbed him by the collar.

"You really thought that?"

POW!

Seo Cheong's fist snapped Seok Pung's jaw to the side. In that instant, the pressing force vanished.

"Th-that's not it..."

POW! POW!

Fists rained down on Seok Pung's face. Not expecting to be hit, Seok Pung's anger flared to its peak.

Dodging the fourth punch, Seok Pung threw a punch of his own.

POW!

Not expecting Seok Pung to fight back, Seo Cheong was sent flying. Lying on the floor, Seo Cheong's eyes widened.

"How dare you! Are you crazy?"

Seok Pung was the one who was more surprised and flustered. His fist had flown out without him realizing it. This time, too, some invisible force had been at work, but Seok Pung believed it was his long-suppressed anger finally exploding.

Seok Pung roared.

"You bastard! Stop looking down on people!"

The words he had held back for so long finally burst out.

Seo Cheong got up, radiating killing intent.

"It seems our Young Lord Seok has had many complaints until now."

Seok Pung felt both fear and relief at the same time. However, the fear gradually began to grow.

Damn it! You crazy bastard! What have you done?

He knew very well how cruel Seo Cheong was. Especially with everyone watching, the man would surely come at him to see it through to the end.

It was then. A stream of telepathy reached him.

"Shall I help you?"

The one who sent the telepathy was Geom Mugeuk.

Seok Pung had completely forgotten about his existence. Come to think of it, today's incident had happened because of him. Annoyingly, the man was watching the situation with his arms crossed.

"That guy will use the duel as an excuse to cripple you. With that same method you two often use."

"What are you?"

"Don't want my help? Then don't take it."

Seo Cheong pushed the onlookers back to create space.

"Young Lord Seok, I request a duel. Surely you won't run away like a coward, will you?"

Seok Pung's mind raced.

"How are you going to help?"

"Reveal the evil deeds Seo Cheong has committed! Then I'll help you."

"He'll really try to kill me then."

"It's the same now, isn't it?"

Seok Pung felt the killing intent rising in Seo Cheong's eyes. He thought he might really be killed. The man lived and died by his pride, and he had just been hit in front of everyone. He was the type to at least cut off a limb.

On the other hand, killing or injuring Seo Cheong in the fight would also be a problem. If he messed with the successor of the Heavenly Peace Sect, they wouldn't just let it go.

Driven into a desperate corner, Seok Pung looked at Geom Mugeuk. This whole thing had started because of him, yet no one was paying him any mind. He was like a demon. Perhaps that was why he felt he could trust him.

Just as Seo Cheong was approaching, Seok Pung shouted loudly.

"A while ago, you murdered the Yonghwa Bang martial artists you fought with and buried their bodies."

In an instant, a dead silence fell. Until now, it had just been an interesting event, but now the situation had become serious.

Seok Pung shouted again.

"You also stabbed a passerby to death, and you even killed a demonic practitioner."

All the things he had told Seo Cheong when they were close were now pouring out.

Seo Cheong, resolving to kill Seok Pung no matter what, looked around and spoke.

"None of you believe that nonsense, right?"

Only a heavy silence filled the air. A few who met Seo Cheong's gaze laughed awkwardly.

"Of course we don't believe it!"

"We don't believe it."

Seo Cheong was triumphant. Even if they did believe it, no one would dare speak a word of what happened today.

Just then, a single phrase echoed through the 연President.

"I believe it."

The one who spoke was Geom Mugeuk. Everyone's gaze turned toward him.

The corner of Seo Cheong's mouth curled up.

"Alright, let's say you believe that nonsense. So what are you going to do about it?"

To Seo Cheong's question, Geom Mugeuk smiled and replied.

"Something like this?"

Geom Mugeuk pointed to the door and snapped his fingers.

Then, the doors began to open slowly.

CREAAAK.

The first person to step inside was Cheokyeon.

The bodyguards followed him, and behind them, fifty demonic practitioners from the Hunan Branch filed in.

"Who the hell are these bastards?"

Those nearby tried to block them but were mercilessly beaten and thrown aside by Cheokyeon and the bodyguards.

Someone recognized the emblem on Cheokyeon's chest.

"It's the Demonic Cult! They're demonic practitioners!"

At his shout, everyone froze.

Only then did everyone see the demonic emblem engraved on their chests.

Screams erupted from all over. Some trembled uncontrollably, some immediately dropped to their knees, some were caught trying to escape through a window, and others hid under tables. It was utter chaos.

Even Seo Cheong was shocked.

They're really demonic practitioners!

As haughty as he was, he wasn't so bold as to raise his voice in front of the Demonic Cult.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to his subordinates.

"Since Seok Pung has revealed all his crimes, lock Seo Cheong in the prison and begin the investigation."

Seo Cheong shouted reflexively.

"By whose authority! You bastard!"

At that, Cheokyeon revealed his cold demonic qi and roared.

"Watch your mouth! This is the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult!"

At those words, Seo Cheong was utterly astonished. Seok Pung and the others were horrified.

Someone quickly dropped to his knees, and all the others followed suit.

"Please spare us!"

Everyone cried out to be spared.

Amid the uproar, Seo Cheong stood blankly, muttering with a dazed expression.

"...The Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult? Why? Why would the Young Cult Leader come here?"

Geom Mugeuk slowly walked toward him and said.

"We're not on the same level, but shall we have a special duel?"


Chapter 268: Everyone is Always So Oblivious

Even when challenged to a duel, Seo Cheong stood his ground and refused to back down.

His pride was everything to him. With Seok Pung and the others watching, he refused to kneel as they had.

Geom Mugeuk repeated the words Seo Cheong had said at their first meeting.

"'You have strong pride?' Well, for a martial artist, pride is life."

Killing intent surged within Seo Cheong the moment he heard those words. An image of himself stabbing Geom Mugeuk to death flashed through his mind.

I'll cut down all the cultists who rush at me. I'll stand tall, drenched in blood, while everyone stares in shock and admiration. The fantasy alone was thrilling.

He hated Geom Mugeuk's clear, deep eyes, which seemed to see right through his desires.

"How could I dare cross swords with the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult?"

No matter how wounded his pride was, Seo Cheong was not foolish enough to attack the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

"When someone begged you like this, did you grant his request?"

Seo Cheong was confused at first, but then he remembered. Not long ago, the man he had crushed in a duel had begged the same way. He had pleaded that he was no match and asked to be forgiven just once.

"Why are you doing this to me?"

"Didn't that friend over there already explain why?"

"Everything that guy said is a lie!"

At that, Seok Pung, who was kneeling, shouted.

"I know where he buried the bodies."

Seo Cheong ground his teeth as he watched Seok Pung lunge forward, as if ready to die together.

"That moronic bastard!"

The two men glared at each other, their eyes burning with the desire to kill.

Seo Cheong's gaze returned to Geom Mugeuk.

"They were all just unimportant people. A low-level martial artist, a passing traveler. I'll compensate for everything."

Geom Mugeuk opened his energy pathways and released his demonic qi.

In that moment, Seo Cheong felt as if he had plunged into an ocean of unfathomable depth.

The pressure instantly constricted his entire body, making it hard for Seo Cheong to breathe.

He tried to resist, but it was useless. The inner arts techniques he had learned since childhood, his swordsmanship, his methods of controlling his mind, none of it worked.

A scream escaped his lips. He felt like he would be crushed to death or suffocate.

You bastard! Why the hell are you doing this to me! You've probably killed all sorts of people too!

Unable to bear it any longer, Seo Cheong screamed.

"Please, stop!"

Then, as if it were a lie, the demonic qi crushing him vanished.

Seo Cheong opened his tightly shut eyes and saw Geom Mugeuk's legs in front of him. While enduring the demonic qi, he had unknowingly fallen to his knees.

His face flushed with shame, and he shot to his feet.

Honestly, I don't understand. It's unfair. If it were anyone else, maybe, but shouldn't the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult understand me better? To him, those people must be even more insignificant.

"I said I'll compensate. I'll pay their families more money than they'll ever see in their lifetimes. Wouldn't that make their deaths even more valuable?"

Geom Mugeuk looked at him and smiled.

Not knowing what kind of person Geom Mugeuk was, Seo Cheong naturally misunderstood that smile. He did not realize that his fate had already been sealed with death, or a pain greater than death.

Yes, this is it. The Demonic Cult can't touch our Heavenly Peace Sect.

His father had once told him that the Heavenly Peace Sect was a proud sect desired by the Demonic Cult, the Evil Alliance, and even the Murim Alliance.

"Call Father."

"Alright, I'll call him."

Seo Cheong felt relieved at Geom Mugeuk's ready reply.

It's fine, I'm okay. It's no big deal. Nothing will happen to me for killing a few insignificant people. That demonic practitioner was just a low-level martial artist anyway.

Thinking it was a relief he had not killed anyone important, Seo Cheong shook off his fear. As always, everything would be resolved once his father arrived.

Next, Geom Mugeuk approached Seok Pung.

Kneeling on the ground, Seok Pung trembled in fear as Geom Mugeuk came closer. He was confused. He could not tell if this situation had happened because of the Young Cult Leader, or if he had escaped a near-death crisis at Seo Cheong's hands because of the Young Cult Leader. He could not make sense of anything.

"You just go and testify exactly as you said before."

At that, Seok Pung's gaze shifted to Seo Cheong, who was standing ahead.

Geom Mugeuk drove his point home.

"Sure, you might be scared of the Heavenly Peace Sect and change your testimony, but from that point on, who should you be afraid of?"

Geom Mugeuk slowly clenched his fist in front of the man's face.

The moment his fist was fully clenched!

KWAKWANG!

A sound like thunder erupted from his fist.

"Uwaaak!"

The thunderous sound exploding before his eyes made Seok Pung panic. It was a real thunderclap. Thunder from a fist? If he were hit by that fist, his entire body would turn to dust.

"No, I'll tell you everything honestly. There are more evil deeds that bastard has committed."

He thought that if he tattled on all of Seo Cheong's crimes, he himself could get away safely. He did not even consider things like burying the bodies together or unilaterally beating a young man who worked here nearly to the point of crippling him as crimes. Geom Mugeuk did not bother to shatter that delusion.

"As expected. You looked smart from the moment I first saw you."

Watching this, Seo Cheong scoffed.

Even so, he can't touch me. If he could have, he would have done it already.

The ones he could threaten were gangs like the Clean Night Gang. The sound of thunder made him even more certain.

When Geom Mugeuk gave the signal, the Hunan Branch cultists came forward. They subdued the inner arts of Seo Cheong, Seok Pung, and the other men before leading them away.

Seo Cheong shook off the hands of the martial artists who tried to grab his arms.

"I'll walk on my own two feet!"

Seo Cheong remained defiant to the end.

Because he was so defiant, the expressions of the other men being dragged away with him also relaxed somewhat. After being terrified, they were now being led away without anyone getting hurt, which made them think, 'This isn't such a big deal, is it?' They knew nothing.

In the empty banquet hall, only Geom Mugeuk and his bodyguards remained.

Cheokyeon said to Geom Mugeuk.

"You resolved it without lifting a finger."

"Didn't I tell you? This matter isn't a big deal."

"I thought you would crush Seo Cheong in a duel."

"His father is coming to see him, so would that be right?"

At that moment, Geom Mugeuk was thinking of two fathers.

This incident began with the father of Haejin, who was assaulted here, and it will end with the father of Seo Cheong, who assaulted him.

"Let's see how this father reacts."


The Heavenly Peace Sect Leader, Seo Baekjong, was in the middle of a meeting.

With his intense gaze and cold impression, he was a legendary figure who had raised the Heavenly Peace Sect from a mere small sect in Hunan to the number one sect in Hunan. Having spent his entire life running only towards success, he was working today as well to make the Heavenly Peace Sect even stronger.

Just then, his subordinate, Yoo Maeng, rushed in and reported via telepathy.

[The Young Lord has been captured by the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Hunan Branch.]

Seo Baekjong showed no agitation at Yoo Maeng's report.

[Have them wait until the meeting is over.]

Seo Baekjong remained calm even at the report that his son had been captured. He finished the meeting he was in. He showed so little change in emotion that it was hard to believe he had even received Yoo Maeng's report.

After the meeting ended and he had sent everyone out, he finally asked.

"Was he taken by the Young Cult Leader?"

"Yes, that's what I've heard."

After Yeo Sogwang's death, rumors that the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Young Cult Leader was at the Branch had spread widely throughout the Hunan region.

"Did he know he was my son when he took him?"

"......"

For a moment, an unconcealable displeasure flickered in Seo Baekjong's eyes.

"How did it happen?"

Yoo Maeng reported cautiously.

"It seems the Young Lord committed murder."

Seo Baekjong was not surprised at all. His reaction made it impossible to tell if he already knew, or if he simply did not care about such a trivial matter.

"Who did he kill?"

"Several people, but the problem is that a martial artist from the Demonic Cult's Hunan Branch seems to be among them."

"Foolish!"

He was not calling him foolish for killing. It was anger at his failure to clean up properly after the killing.

"Since it was revealed in front of everyone, it seems it won't be easy to cover this up."

"But why was he captured by the Demonic Cult?"

"The Young Cult Leader was apparently there."

"Did my son invite him?"

"That hasn't been confirmed. What has been confirmed is that a fight broke out with the Clean Night Gang's Young Lord Seok at a banquet, and during that process, Young Lord Seok seems to have revealed everything."

Yoo Maeng was always amazed by Seo Baekjong's composure. Even in a situation where his son had been captured by the Demonic Cult, he did not react emotionally. It would have been natural to show anger and killing intent towards Seok Pung, but he showed no sign of it.

And what was more surprising was that he would surely remember and retaliate for things that seemed to be buried and forgotten beneath this composure. Once this incident was over, Seok Pung would definitely not be safe.

"Prepare the carriage."


Seo Baekjong politely greeted Geom Mugeuk.

"Greetings, Young Cult Leader."

"It's a pleasure to meet you for the first time, Sect Leader."

Seo Baekjong was inwardly surprised by Geom Mugeuk's appearance. First, he was surprised by how young he was, and second, by his looks, which would stand out anywhere.

"I didn't know the Young Cult Leader was so handsome."

"Thankfully, I don't resemble Father, so I hear that often."

At the mention of the Heavenly Demon, Seo Baekjong tensed inwardly.

"The Cult Leader would be disappointed to hear that."

"Actually, if I resembled Father, it would be more convenient for my killing intent. Our Sect Leader wouldn't be able to treat me so comfortably either."

"It seems I was rude in our first meeting."

"No, please don't misunderstand. I like things to be comfortable."

Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly.

Seo Baekjong inwardly felt that the Young Cult Leader was not an easy person to deal with. By throwing out such words before the conversation began, he made his opponent uncomfortable, naturally seizing the initiative and gaining the upper hand.

Quite impressive.

Then again, no matter how young he was, one should not take the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult lightly.

"I heard my son has caused some trouble."

"We should have met under better circumstances, Sect Leader."

"It is my fault. I was too busy with work to educate my son properly."

Seo Baekjong stood from his seat and gave a polite clasped hands greeting. It was an apology meant to make Geom Mugeuk stand up with him and say it was alright, that such things can happen when one is young, but Geom Mugeuk remained seated. He even said this.

"So it seems."

Seo Baekjong politely bowed his head again.

Look at this little punk.

Though he felt indignant, his tone became even more polite.

"As you know, our Heavenly Peace Sect is the number one sect in Hunan. We have the most disciples and the most masters."

After showing off his power like that, he apologized once more.

"Because of that, I have neglected my household. I ask for your understanding and leniency."

"I would like to do that, but the crimes committed are too great, which makes it difficult."

"There will be many things our sect can do for your esteemed cult. We will atone for his sins for the rest of our lives by carrying out those tasks."

He was speaking indirectly, but he meant he would give him money. Most of the serious problems he had faced in his life had been solved with money and swords, so he was trying to solve this one with money as well. After all, he could not face the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult with a sword.

In the end, isn't money what you want? How much do you want? Two hundred thousand taels? Three hundred thousand taels?

Then, Geom Mugeuk said something unexpected.

"I believe you've done a lot of that with Commander Yeo."

At the mention of the deceased Yeo Sogwang, Seo Baekjong flinched in surprise.

So this was it.

Now Seo Baekjong understood. His son was not the only sinner in the world. The reason Geom Mugeuk had specifically captured his son was to pressure him into revealing what he had done with Yeo Sogwang.

He's not asking for one or two hundred thousand taels, but telling me to cough up millions!

He did not know Geom Mugeuk's true intentions. It was something he would not be able to understand even if told. That this all started for the sake of a child who served drinks at the banquet hall, and that the matter concerning Yeo Sogwang was to make an example to establish discipline in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Branch. Even if he were told, he would suspect there was another hidden meaning.

"I'm sorry, but I don't know what you're talking about."

"When it comes to this kind of situation, without fail..."

Geom Mugeuk added with a bright smile.

"Everyone is always so oblivious."

The gazes of the two men locked in mid-air.

Seo Baekjong realized this was not a problem that could be solved this way. His opponent wanted something he could not give.

"I have taken too much of a busy man's time. I will take my leave for today."

Seo Baekjong gave a polite clasped hands greeting and then left the room.

After he left, Cheokyeon entered the room.

Geom Mugeuk said to Cheokyeon.

"That bastard Seo Cheong, I should have beaten him to a pulp."

"What do you mean?"

"He's leaving without even seeing his son's face, isn't he?"

"Isn't it because he's angry?"

Geom Mugeuk rose from his seat and walked to the window.

"No. It's because he didn't come for his son."

No matter how angry or hateful he felt, if his son was captured by the Demonic Cult, it would only be right to at least see his face and check if he was hurt, but right now, Seo Baekjong is completely preoccupied with how he will deal with me from now on. You two don't see each other either, do you? You really, truly don't see each other.

The figure of Seo Baekjong walking away in the distance was visible.

"If he had come as a father, my fight would have been much harder."

Just then, Seo Baekjong, who had briefly stopped walking, looked back this way.

Geom Mugeuk waved from the window. Seo Baekjong politely bowed his head and turned away.

"Instead of that meaningless greeting, you should have met your son."

Whether to scold him, beat him, or promise to save him. You should have met your son. Then again, if they had that kind of father-son relationship, this incident might not have happened in the first place.


Late at night, Seo Baekjong was sitting alone by the river, fishing.

The sound of footsteps could be heard from beyond the thick fog.

JEOBEOK JEOBEOK.

Someone approached with steady steps, making a sound as if they would walk this way no matter what happened in the world.

A man emerged, parting the fog.

He wore a bamboo hat pulled down low, obscuring his face, but he was a man with a strange aura.

Looking at the lake where his fishing line was cast, Seo Baekjong said.

"My son has been captured by the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult."

The words 'the Demonic Cult' were spoken, and the words 'Young Cult Leader' were spoken. Even though the two words combined to become the most dangerous phrase in the murim, the man in the bamboo hat answered without hesitation.

"We will take care of it."

The man disappeared into the fog, making the same sound of footsteps as when he arrived.


Chapter 269: I'm Seeing Your Father in a New Light

STEP, STEP.

A man in a bamboo hat walked with steady footsteps until he arrived at a small workshop.

The man removed his bamboo hat and threw it at the wall. The hat landed lightly on a yellow robe hanging there.

He was a middle-aged man with long, slender eyes. The mysterious energy in his gaze suggested he had overcome countless schemes, and the dark cast of his face showed he had weathered many storms.

The man sat on a small chair and began to carve a wooden doll.

SCRAPE, SCRAPE.

Only the sound of a carving knife cutting wood filled the small space. With extraordinary hand movements, the man carved the wood, creating a finger-sized wooden doll.

Just then, a young man entered the workshop without a sound. He was handsome, with a gallant and refreshing appearance and a spirited glint in his eyes.

He approached the middle-aged man from behind. His movement arts were extraordinary, as he made no sound while walking or even drawing his sword.

SHIIING.

The young man's drawn sword touched the side of the middle-aged man's neck.

The scraping sound stopped. It was not because of the sword at his neck. The small carving knife that had been in the middle-aged man's hand now floated before the young man's eyes.

The young man sheathed his sword and tried to grab the carving knife from mid-air.

However, the carving knife did not budge, as if held by something invisible.

The young man tried to move it with his qi, but it was useless. When the young man finally gave up, the middle-aged man spoke.

"A master isn't defeated by an attack from behind. That's why they're called masters. When you kill a master, you must look them in the eye and kill them."

The young man asked, "Isn't that more difficult?"

"It's easier. Only when you realize that can you become a true master who can kill other masters."

SCRAPE, SCRAPE.

The sound of the carving knife scraping wood resumed. The knife that had floated in the air was now back in the middle-aged man's hand. The motion was so natural it seemed the knife had never left his hand.

"I'll keep that in mind, Master."

The young man bowed his head respectfully.

The two were master and disciple.

Through the window, one could see martial artists standing around the workshop. The characters for 'Myeolma' (Demon Slaying) were engraved on their chests, the same as on the young man's.

These were the martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade, the elite of the Murim Alliance.

The young man was Jin Hagun, grandson of the Murim Alliance Chairman and leader of the Demon Slaying Brigade. He was the older brother of Jin Haryong, who had a connection with Geom Mugeuk. After joining the Demon Slaying Brigade, Jin Hagun had risen to its leadership based solely on his skills.

The middle-aged man was his master, Baek Cheongeong.

"You haven't been neglecting your training lately."

Jin Hagun had not yet learned the martial arts of his grandfather, the Murim Alliance Chairman Jin Paecheon. His grandfather wanted him to become the successor fairly, through his own abilities. Jin Paecheon had officially declared he would give his grandson no special treatment.

"I've been training, even cutting back on sleep."

Jin Hagun walked to a display stand in the workshop's center. On it, Baek Cheongeong had arranged hand-carved dolls of martial artists in a fight scene.

The scene was so vivid it looked like a real battle between martial artists in white robes and those in black robes. It seemed to depict a fight between black and white.

Looking down at it, Jin Hagun said, "The recent rumors from the Demonic Cult are unsettling."

Baek Cheongeong silently focused on his carving.

"They say that Geom Mugeuk, the new Young Cult Leader, is expanding his influence by taking control of all the Demon Supremes."

Even then, Baek Cheongeong acted as if it were nothing, turning the wooden doll he was carving to inspect it from all angles.

"To be honest, that man is on my mind."

At that, Baek Cheongeong's hands stopped. He rose from his seat and walked over to his disciple at the display stand.

"How does this battle here look to you?"

"The martial artists in white robes seem to be at a disadvantage."

"There are more martial artists in white. Why do you think that is?"

"It's because of this one."

Jin Hagun pointed his finger at a black-robed martial artist who was leading the fight and brandishing a sword.

"Good eye. It is because of this one. This one has seized control of the board and is leading the fight."

Baek Cheongeong lowered his body and looked at the wooden martial artist doll with his small, long eyes.

"Do you want to play this role?"

"Yes, I want to stand in that position. No, I will definitely stand there."

"Yes, you've been like that since you were young. You were never afraid to take on a challenge, and you never gave up."

Jin Hagun's heart swelled whenever his master praised him. It was why he trained harder in everything and tried never to give up. Since his parents had passed away early, he had lived thinking of Baek Cheongeong as a father.

"The one standing in this position right now is Geom Mugeuk."

Jin Hagun could not refute it. He knew that Geom Mugeuk had ascended to the position of Young Cult Leader more spectacularly than any successor in history.

On the other hand, what about him? He had not even officially risen to the position of successor yet.

Baek Cheongeong slowly touched the doll with his finger.

"How are you going to break this momentum?"

Jin Hagun answered as if he had been waiting for the question.

"I've received a report that Geom Mugeuk is currently in the Hunan region. They say he is pressuring the Heavenly Peace Sect by holding the child of the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader captive there."

He was paying close attention to the movements of Geom Mugeuk, whom he considered his rival.

"The Heavenly Peace Sect is a sect with formidable power, but it can't face the Demonic Cult alone. If you can rescue them from the clutches of the Demonic Cult..."

Baek Cheongeong's gaze turned to the hero doll.

"You will be able to lead the fight from now on."

Jin Hagun asked cautiously, "But isn't the Heavenly Peace Sect a sect that originally went back and forth between the Demonic Cult and the Evil Alliance?"

It was known that the Heavenly Peace Sect's interactions were split, with four parts for the Demonic Cult, four for the Evil Alliance, and only two for the Murim Alliance.

At that, Baek Cheongeong's gaze returned to the doll.

"Do you think you can stand in that position by doing easy things?"

Jin Hagun was a man confident in all matters, but he could not boast about this particular task.

"If I had my way, I'd lead the Demon Slaying Brigade to strike the Hunan Branch and rescue the son of the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader, but..."

Doing so would trigger a war with the Demonic Cult. Far from becoming a hero, he could become a sinner for the ages.

After pondering for a moment, Jin Hagun said cautiously, "In dealing with the Demonic Cult, the leader of the Demon Slaying Brigade has a unique authority that can be used during their term. If the Chairman accepts my special authority, I can pressure the Demonic Cult in the name of the Murim Alliance. However, I don't know if the Heavenly Peace Sect is a sect worthy of such an effort."

"The Heavenly Peace Sect is a large sect in its own right, but there are dozens of small and medium-sized sects that follow it. If you can turn the Heavenly Peace Sect to the orthodox sects, there will be no greater achievement."

"I know that the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader is not an easy man to deal with. The fact that he has managed to walk the tightrope between the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic so vexingly well until now is proof of that, and he might later collude with the Evil Alliance and ignore the help we gave him."

Jin Hagun thought of the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader, who had a foot in every camp, as a fox-like man.

Then, a surprising remark came from Baek Cheongeong's lips.

"I will take care of that matter."

Jin Hagun was startled. Although his master was well-versed in the affairs of the jianghu, he had never directly intervened in the matters of the murim. The reason for it was something that would move Jin Hagun.

"If you accomplish this, you will have made a decisive contribution to becoming the successor of the Murim Alliance. That is why I am stepping in."

Jin Hagun respectfully performed a clasped hands greeting.

"Thank you very much, Master."

Now that his master had stepped forward, there was no reason to hesitate.

"Then I will proceed with the matter at once."

As he was about to leave, Jin Hagun flicked the hero doll with his finger, knocking it over.

After Jin Hagun left, Baek Cheongeong continued to carve the doll.

SCRAPE, SCRAPE.

After some time, Baek Cheongeong went to the display stand and set the fallen doll upright.

Then he placed a newly carved doll in the center of the board. The doll, which could have been himself or Jin Hagun, stood haughtily with its arms crossed.


Several days had passed since the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader Seo Baekjong's visit.

Seo Baekjong had taken no action to save his son. It was clear he would not give up on his son so easily. Geom Mugeuk quietly waited to see what his opponent would do, all while practicing the Heavenly Space Secret Art.

The more he trained in the Heavenly Space Secret Art, the more it began to show a slight time difference. The moment he could gain a temporal advantage by comparing the recovery time of his inner arts with the time gained by using the Heavenly Space Secret Art, all his training would unconditionally be done while using the art. As it was a heaven-defying secret art that went against time, it was not easy, but he trained and trained again.

After finishing his training, he was having tea in the main hall when Cheokyeon entered with Seo Cheong. Geom Mugeuk had ordered him brought, as Seo Cheong had pleaded to see him.

As soon as he stepped inside, Seo Cheong shouted in protest.

"Why haven't you contacted Father?"

He had been locked in the Branch's prison. Although he had been imprisoned, his spirit was not broken at all.

"I did contact him."

"Don't lie. If you had contacted him, there's no way he wouldn't have come yet. Young Cult Leader, Father isn't such a stubborn person. If you talk to him with an open mind, you'll be able to get what you want."

This was the conclusion Seo Cheong had reached while locked in the prison. The Demonic Cult was doing this to pull the Heavenly Peace Sect to their side. Otherwise, there was no reason to imprison him. They would not imprison the successor of the Heavenly Peace Sect just for killing a few insignificant passersby or low-level martial artists.

"Your father has already been here."

Seo Cheong was startled by Geom Mugeuk's words.

"What are you talking about? You mean he came and left without seeing me?"

When Geom Mugeuk nodded, Seo Cheong was shocked and bewildered.

"That's ridiculous!"

He stood there blankly for a moment, then began to pace back and forth, rambling incoherently.

"If you're going to try and drive a wedge between us, do it properly. If you're the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, then act like one and contact Father as you promised."

He walked to the table and tried to pour tea with a trembling hand. However, feeling his own hand shake, he turned back.

He alternated between believing and not believing that his father had visited.

"Even for someone like you, you're in big trouble now. The fact that Father left without even seeing me means he's really angry."

Just then, Geom Mugeuk asked abruptly, "How much do you know about your father?"

For a moment, Seo Cheong flinched.

"Young Cult Leader, how much do you know?"

Geom Mugeuk thought that his appearance was no different from his own before his regression.

If I had experienced something like this back then, I would have argued just like this. I would have lashed out even more aggressively, saying, 'What do you know that makes you so arrogant?' The fact that I had almost nothing to say about my own father would have pushed me to do so.

At that moment, a subordinate from the Branch delivered an urgent messenger pigeon from the All-Knowing Hall.

He thought it was a message about the new Hunan Branch Commander, but it contained truly unexpected news. It was an order to release Seo Cheong.

Geom Mugeuk was surprised. A decision like this from the All-Knowing Hall meant that his father had also given his permission. That meant immense power had intervened.

The fact that the detailed circumstances were not written down was likely his father's intention.

Now, how are you going to handle this matter?

Even after becoming the Young Cult Leader, his father's tests continued.

"Release our Young Lord Seo."

Cheokyeon was also surprised by the order but soon released Seo Cheong's inner arts.

Seo Cheong, looking happy enough to fly, shouted loudly.

"What did I tell you? Didn't I say it would turn out like this?"

He strode over to the table, poured tea, and drank it.

"Care for a cup?"

Seo Cheong laughed heartily and drank his tea. As if nothing had happened, he had returned to his true nature.

He glared at Cheokyeon and said in a threatening tone, "I remember every single face I've seen here."

When Cheokyeon glared back more frighteningly with his one eye, Seo Cheong turned his gaze to Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk was smiling at him.

"Why are you smiling?"

"Because it's amusing. I've been feeling a bit let down. Catching our Young Lord Seo isn't the end, is it? Young Lord Yang, Young Master Jin, Young Lord Cheon... all sorts of Young Lords will keep sprouting up no matter how many you pull out, but they moved our Cult? A matter that I, the Young Cult Leader, am handling, and they've twisted it?"

Geom Mugeuk was genuinely pleased.

"This is many times more amazing than them storming this place to rescue you. I'm seeing your father in a new light."

"You're only realizing that now? I am the successor of the Heavenly Peace Sect!"

He strode out, shouting loudly.

"We won't be seeing each other again."

"We'll be seeing each other again soon."

As Seo Cheong ran out without looking back, Cheokyeon asked, "What happened?"

"It seems the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader moved either the Murim Alliance or the Evil Alliance."

Otherwise, the Heavenly Demon Hall would never have made such a decision.

"What do you plan to do?"

"Since they've blocked our Cult's All-Knowing Hall, I'll have to use my own."

Cheokyeon felt that Geom Mugeuk was, on the contrary, excited. It was the joy one feels when meeting a strong enemy.

In a situation like this, as a bodyguard, he should be perfectly rational, yet he realized he was just as excited. He was secretly looking forward to what would happen next. A bodyguard should be hoping for nothing to happen.

While Cheokyeon let out a light sigh, Geom Mugeuk walked outside.

"Where are you going? I will escort you."

"You can't. Just wait here."

"I can't follow..."

He couldn't. The moment Geom Mugeuk kicked off the ground, he instantly became a dot and disappeared.

"...I suppose not. I will be waiting."

Just then, Samho, who was in the courtyard, said to Cheokyeon, "It's not easy, is it?"

Cheokyeon rubbed his aching eye and nodded. Truly, Geom Mugeuk was the easiest, and at the same time, the most difficult leader to protect.

Cheokyeon looked up at the sky where Geom Mugeuk had disappeared and muttered softly.

"But it won't be easy for his enemies either."


Chapter 270: Can You Handle It?

"Aren't you going back?" the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader asked.

Go Wol ignored the question. His gaze only shifted between the baduk board and the book in his hand.

"The job's all done now, isn't it? Let's go back!"

They had finally finished creating an intelligence organization in the Central Plains.

Geom Mugeuk had named the organization the Hidden Moon. Go Wol didn't add any suffixes like 'Dan' or 'Dae'. He decided to use the name exactly as Geom Mugeuk had given it.

"Let's go!"

"I'm not going."

"......"

"I'll go back when I can beat the Head Strategist at baduk."

Of course, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader could understand the true intention behind Go Wol's words. It meant he would return only after managing the Hidden Moon to become a better organization than the All-Knowing Hall, which was led by the Head Strategist. No matter how well-made an organization was, there was a clear difference between one managed by its leader running around in person and one that was not. This was especially a time when the leader's diligence was needed, right after the organization's creation.

"Do you think the Second Young Lord will even acknowledge you for doing this?"

"Not Second Young Lord. It's Young Cult Leader."

"He's one and the same. Now that he's achieved his goal, you and the Demon Supremes will all get the cold shoulder. He'll shove you into a corner, and when he sees you, he'll probably say something like, 'Who were you again?' He won't even call you 'that strategist' anymore. He'll probably say, 'Get out of the way, you're a nuisance. The Young Cult Leader is passing through.' That's just how life is, even if you don't want it to be. Who wouldn't want to look out for themselves?"

Go Wol spoke while still looking at the baduk board and his book.

"Aren't you tired of saying that by now?"

"I'll say it again and again until the day I die. You'll hear it again and again. Listening like that is what close friends do."

"Then aren't we a little too close?"

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said nothing more and walked to the window.

"It's not working! Pretending to be sulky."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader, who had been walking to the window, turned naturally as if he hadn't been heading that way at all. This time, he walked to the bed. Just as he touched his forehead to feign a fever, Go Wol spoke first.

"Stop pretending to be sick, too!"

At that, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader finally returned to his original spot.

"Let's just bad-mouth the Second Young Lord. That's the most satisfying thing to do. Where were we?"

"'Get out of the way. The Young Cult Leader is passing through.'"

Even while claiming he was tired of it, Go Wol had been listening to everything.

"Now that he's become the Young Cult Leader and the Hidden Moon is complete, you're going to be pushed to the back burner. Sooner or later, he's going to casually ask what you think about merging the Hidden Moon with the All-Knowing Hall. What are you going to do then?"

"If he suggests we merge, then we'll have to merge."

"This is why you look so delicious to the Second Young Lord. He's going to tear off all your flesh and lick your bones clean."

Just then, a familiar voice came from behind them.

"You really are bad-mouthing me every time we meet."

Startled, they turned to see Geom Mugeuk standing there with a smile.

"You have an amazing talent for showing up only when we're bad-mouthing you," the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader said.

"Isn't it because you spend most of the day bad-mouthing me?"

"Sometimes I bad-mouth you all day and even in my sleep."

Though his words were harsh, the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader's face was full of delight.

Geom Mugeuk politely greeted the Heavenly Wind Cult Leader with a clasped-hands gesture.

"You've worked hard, Cult Leader."

"Why are you suddenly acting like this? Is this some new technique of giving a rice cake to the one you hate?"

"I heard the news that the Hidden Moon is complete. If you hadn't been by his side helping, Cult Leader, things wouldn't have progressed so smoothly."

"So you two have been contacting each other again. Without me!"

This time, Go Wol politely bowed to Geom Mugeuk.

"I can finally greet you formally. Congratulations on becoming the Young Cult Leader."

"Your contribution was great."

"Even if you had propped up a broom in my place, it wouldn't have affected the grand scheme of things."

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader interjected. "Stop being so humble. People will think it's actually true. Tell him you worked yourself to death. No matter what you say, humans only think about how hard their own lives are."

Go Wol smiled. "Our Cult Leader worked very hard. Please acknowledge and praise him."

"You worked hard," Geom Mugeuk said.

The Heavenly Wind Cult Leader raised his voice. "Stop pretending to be nice and say what you really mean!"

Geom Mugeuk and Go Wol looked at each other and smiled.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk's gaze turned to the baduk board behind them.

"Are you finally becoming a perfect strategist who is also good at baduk?"

Geom Mugeuk walked toward the baduk board.

Go Wol stood with him in front of it.

"Shall we play a game?" Geom Mugeuk asked.

"I've just started learning, so I'm still a long way off."

Contrary to his words, however, the situation laid out on the board was far beyond a beginner's level.

"The fight over here is fierce," Geom Mugeuk noted.

Go Wol uttered a meaningful remark. "Doesn't it resemble the current situation?"

The moment he heard that question, Geom Mugeuk knew. Go Wol had already grasped everything that happened at the Hunan Branch. He thought that perhaps Go Wol had been playing baduk alone while pondering that very problem.

"This move was played to save stones that were meant to be sacrificed. It's too deep to be called a probing move, and somewhat reckless to be a move to rescue the sacrificial stones."

Go Wol's gaze shifted from the baduk board to Geom Mugeuk.

"It's the move the Murim Alliance played to save the Heavenly Peace Sect."

Indeed, Go Wol already knew the situation. Furthermore, he had even grasped things Geom Mugeuk did not know.

"Jin Hagun, the grandson of the Murim Alliance Chairman and the master of the Demon Slaying Brigade, invoked his unique authority to move the Murim Alliance. The Cult Leader accepted their demands. Of course, I understand it's customary that if we accept their demands like this, the Murim Alliance will accept a demand from our Cult later on."

Geom Mugeuk nodded. Since it was also a way of testing his son, his father was likely watching this move with great interest.

"But do they know what Seo Cheong did?"

"I believe they have grasped it to some extent."

Except for the main culprit, Seo Cheong, and Seok Pung, who exposed his crime, all the other members of the Martial God Society were released. Through them, word of what happened at the banquet must be spreading to some degree.

"And yet they're still pushing forward?"

"Because the gain is great enough to endure the criticism."

Geom Mugeuk shook his head. The Murim Alliance Chairman he had seen was a domineering but just man.

"Perhaps their grandson is also being tested."

Go Wol understood his meaning at once and nodded.

"How should we respond now?"

Geom Mugeuk had rushed all the way here to hear this answer.

It was worth the rush. Go Wol had already formulated a plan.

"The reason the Heavenly Peace Sect has been able to walk a tightrope between our Cult, the Murim Alliance, and the Evil Alliance until now is not just because of their own strength, but because of the thirty or so small and medium-sized sects that follow them, and most of them are not factions that follow the orthodox sects, but followers of our Cult and the Evil Alliance."

"They must be dissatisfied that the Heavenly Peace Sect has joined hands with the orthodox sects."

"That's right. We'll use this opportunity to absorb all of their sects. If we do that, the Murim Alliance will have made a lot of noise but gained nothing of substance."

"That's a really good plan!" Geom Mugeuk was greatly pleased.

However, Go Wol was also aware of the problems with his plan.

"The problem is the reaction of the Murim Alliance and the Heavenly Peace Sect when we do that. They certainly won't stand by idly, so we must prepare for it."

He was right. There was no way they would just watch such a situation unfold.

When conflict escalates, clashes can occur. As long as his father had ordered Seo Cheong's release, he couldn't engage in a power struggle with them.

After pondering for a moment, Geom Mugeuk picked up a white stone.

"They're trying to unreasonably save dead stones, so they must be punished. However...."

TAK!

Geom Mugeuk placed the stone in a different location from where the fight was unfolding.

"If I openly rush to capture them, they'll struggle desperately to live. So I think I'll make a move on the opposite side of where I intend to capture."

"A feint to the east while attacking the west," Go Wol said.

At Go Wol's words, Geom Mugeuk gave a meaningful smile.

"In reality, that person is to our east."


Geom Mugeuk raced toward the east.

The Swift Step, which he had completely mastered, made the Central Plains feel small to him.

Having run faster than a bird, Geom Mugeuk met him there. The welcome person he had wanted to meet was eating at an inn again today.

[I told you to eat a balanced meal, but you're still a picky eater.]

Bi Sayin chuckled at the incoming telepathy.

First Wolf, who was standing nearby, asked him, "Why are you smiling?"

"I was just thinking of a silly person."

After Yayul Han's death, Bi Sayin had completely seized real power. He had become the solid successor of the Evil Alliance in both name and reality, and many people followed him. It was safe to say that all of this was thanks to Geom Mugeuk.

[Let's meet at the cliff tonight.]

[Let's stop meeting now.]


That night, when Bi Sayin arrived at the cliff, Geom Mugeuk was sitting perched on the edge.

"I don't know why I get this urge to push you off whenever I see your back."

"Go ahead and give me a good shove today. Once you realize it's useless, you won't have such thoughts from now on."

Bi Sayin came and stood next to Geom Mugeuk.

"Why are you here again?"

"Why do you think? I came because I need your help."

"Why is the Demonic Cult always seeking help from the Evil Alliance?"

Though he said that, Bi Sayin's heart was pounding. Just when he was starting to feel bored with his repetitive daily life, Geom Mugeuk would suddenly appear before him like this.

Geom Mugeuk, still seated, looked up at Bi Sayin's face.

"Oh, from this angle, your face is quite handsome. Your scar looks cool from here, too. If you ever find a woman you love, be sure to have her sit here while you stand there."

"Stop with the nonsense and just state your business."

"Let's do one job together."

"What kind of job are you proposing?"

"Lately, the Murim Alliance has been getting greedy, but when it comes to greed, we're not people who would be left out, are we?"

Bi Sayin's expression turned slightly serious.

"Are you talking about the Heavenly Peace Sect matter?"

As expected, Bi Sayin already knew about the matter concerning the Heavenly Peace Sect. He had heard the news that the heir of the Heavenly Peace Sect had been captured by Geom Mugeuk. He had naturally expected them to request help from his side, but unexpectedly, they joined hands with the Murim Alliance. Because of that, the Evil Alliance and Bi Sayin had been on high alert.

"As I thought, you knew everything."

"How could I not know when you're causing such a ruckus? Even the kids playing in the neighborhood probably know."

"As you know, I like being the center of attention."

"So? Why did you come here?"

Separate from his goodwill toward Geom Mugeuk, this was a very important matter. It was about a major neutral power taking one side.

"We can't just stand by and watch, can we?"

"You should be able to handle this on your own, shouldn't you?"

He knew better than anyone how outstanding Geom Mugeuk was. That was why Bi Sayin was suspicious of Geom Mugeuk.

"Of course, I could have handled it alone. If it weren't for Father, that is."

"What do you mean?"

"An official order came down. To release the heir of the Heavenly Peace Sect. In other words, it means not to clash with them head-on."

"So? You're going to use me instead?"

"Something like that."

Bi Sayin said firmly, "I refuse."

As he was about to turn away, Geom Mugeuk said, "Let's split it three ways."

For a moment, Bi Sayin froze. How could he just leave after hearing those words?

"What do you mean?"

"The small and medium-sized sects that follow the Heavenly Peace Sect are mostly followers of our Cult and your alliance. They must be very dissatisfied with the Heavenly Peace Sect's arbitrary decision this time. Let's absorb all of them."

Bi Sayin was startled. He had been so focused on the Heavenly Peace Sect that he hadn't thought that far.

"Why are you giving me a chance instead of absorbing them all yourself?"

Geom Mugeuk answered honestly.

"For three reasons. First, as I said before, it's a difficult situation for me to move unilaterally and clash with them, but if you get involved, the situation changes."

"The second reason?"

"What's the point of forcibly dragging in those who want to be under you? They'll just betray us later. If we were in a desperate situation, we wouldn't care about the means, but I don't want to expand our influence just for show. That's the old way."

Bi Sayin's scar twitched. He wondered what hidden intentions Geom Mugeuk might have, but he couldn't figure it out. If his opponent were anyone else, it would be easier to grasp their intentions, but because it was Geom Mugeuk, it was truly difficult.

"What's the last reason?"

"Because I'm curious. As you know, the Heavenly Peace Sect has mainly interacted with our Cult and you, but when a crisis hit, they joined hands with the Murim Alliance. Shouldn't they have joined hands with you? Their lives and fates are on the line, yet they made a move that defies common sense. What on earth is the inside story? Who is the one leading this? Aren't you curious?"

Bi Sayin also answered honestly.

"I'm curious too. No, I'm more curious."

"In fact, I believe that reason alone is enough for you to get involved."

After pondering for a moment, Bi Sayin said abruptly, "What will you do if I get greedy? What if I try to absorb the Heavenly Peace Sect as well?"

The Heavenly Peace Sect had interacted with the Evil Alliance as much as with the Demonic Cult, so it wasn't impossible for them to join hands with the Evil Alliance.

"Be greedy."

"What?"

"If you can, join hands with the Heavenly Peace Sect."

"Do you hate those orthodox sects bastards that much?"

"That's not it. It's because I also intend to absorb the Heavenly Peace Sect. Since I desire it this much, it wouldn't be right not to acknowledge your desire. Let's compete. To see who gets the Heavenly Peace Sect."

Bi Sayin looked down at Geom Mugeuk without a word. From the first time they met until now, he made him feel like he was facing a wall. However, it wasn't a wall that crushed him. It was a wall he wanted to overcome. A wall that stimulated him not to stay as he was.

Bi Sayin said abruptly, "I feel like pushing you off again."

At that, Geom Mugeuk held out his hand, asking to be pulled up.

With a look of disbelief, Bi Sayin shook his head.

"I really think you need to get counseling from a divine physician."

"Even our Cult's demonic physician is head over heels for me, so that's impossible. If you won't help me up, I'll have to get up on my own. Oof. My back."

Geom Mugeuk got up from his spot, feigning pain.

Bi Sayin made his final decision.

"See you in Hunan."

It was his way of saying he accepted the proposal.

Geom Mugeuk said to him, "Bring some masters who can create an intimidating atmosphere. We don't know what might pop out from their side. Also, I need a justification to make a move."

At that, Bi Sayin said provocatively, "Can you handle it?"

"Why should I handle it? I'll call for them too. Demon Supremes who are even more terrifying than your people."

"You really never lose, not even once."

Bi Sayin turned and disappeared into the darkness.

"You're getting cooler and cooler!"

At the words coming from behind him, Bi Sayin ended up letting out a laugh.

When he turned back to say something, Geom Mugeuk was already gone. He was flying far away, among the stars in the night sky.

Looking up at Geom Mugeuk and the twinkling stars, Bi Sayin said softly, "I will be able to handle you. I will definitely become that kind of person."


Chapter 271: We're Here Too

Heavenly Peace Sect Leader Seo Baekjong looked out the window. He saw the usual sight of martial artists laughing as they passed the training grounds.

A long time had passed since his son's release, yet the Demonic Cult remained quiet.

As expected! He's incredible.

Seo Baekjong thought of the man in the bamboo hat. He had asked the man because he believed he could do it, but he never expected him to handle it so cleanly.

The days of walking a tightrope between the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic were over. Now indebted to the orthodox sects, the time had come to join them. Of course, he had to join them in a way that brought the Heavenly Peace Sect maximum benefit.

Just then, his subordinate, Yoo Maeng, entered.

"You called for me?"

Seo Baekjong gave him a secret order.

"Send this invitation to the leader of the Demon Slaying Brigade and also spread the word to the sects that follow us."

He planned to hold a secret banquet.

He knew the leaders of the sects following him were dissatisfied with his decision to join the orthodox sects. He had to appease their complaints quickly. Gathering them took an eternity, but they could fall apart in an instant.

His persuasion alone could not resolve this. Jin Hagun, leader of the Demon Slaying Brigade and future Murim Alliance Chairman, had to come and placate them himself.

Now, I will gather the people, so show me what you are capable of.


Little Sword Gang Chief Jong Yeom was more nervous than ever.

As the leader of one of Hunan's top ten sects, he had never been this nervous. He paced back and forth in the main hall, drank water then tea, sat then stood, and went in and out of the latrine. He walked the courtyard only to return inside, repeating the cycle several times.

To his son, Jong Tae, this side of his father was completely unfamiliar. His father, always so dignified, was this nervous? He was even breaking out in a cold sweat.

"Just who is the guest coming today?"

His father had sent all the gang members outside for various reasons. Only a few trustworthy martial artists remained inside the headquarters. His intention to greet the guest in secret was clear.

It was certain that someone important was coming, but his father would not tell him who.

"There's no good in knowing beforehand. Even when you find out who they are later, you mustn't show any agitation. Just follow my instructions quietly."

Just then, a subordinate reported from outside.

"The guests have arrived."

The door opened, and a man stepped into the main hall.

The moment Jong Tae saw him, he froze. The young man's face bore a terrifying scar. He also exuded a faint, evil energy.

A master from the unorthodox sects!

The one who entered was Bi Sayin, heir of the Evil Alliance. Thirteen martial artists followed him. They were the Thirteen Evil Wolves who protected Bi Sayin.

They spread out to every corner of the main hall, dominating the space. The aura of each one was formidable.

Jong Tae felt suffocated by them alone, but the truly terrifying people entered last.

The two who entered last exuded a fearsome energy, making Jong Tae's knees feel weak. They were absolute masters from the Seven Evil Masters.

The Evil Eccentric.

He had mastered the Great Iron Cleave, a close-combat art using the entire body, to its absolute limit. He was known to crumple an iron sword with his bare hands as if it were paper.

His eccentric and cruel personality made him infamous in the murim. He was famous for killing his opponents by inflicting excruciating pain, making him a master from the unorthodox sects no one wanted to meet.

The Light Flash.

He was known as the greatest master of fast sword techniques in the unorthodox sects. The Thunder Chasing Triple Swords he mastered was known as the fastest among the unorthodox fast sword arts.

His personality was taciturn, so no one knew his thoughts or how he lived. A man with a fast sword but a slow mouth, he was also a master ranked within the top seven of the unorthodox sects.

Bi Sayin had accepted Geom Mugeuk's advice and brought two terrifying masters with him.

"Greetings, Young Master. I'm Jong Yeom, leader of the Little Sword Gang."

"A pleasure. I've heard much of Chief Jong's reputation."

After exchanging greetings, Bi Sayin introduced the Evil Eccentric and the Light Flash.

Upon learning their identities, Jong Yeom and Jong Tae turned pale and bowed deeply. The absolute masters of the unorthodox sects, whom they had only heard of, were right before their eyes.

Jong Tae finally understood why his father had been so nervous. He also understood why he had not told him who their guests were. If he had known beforehand, he would have been trembling beside his father.

"This is my son."

Jong Tae politely offered a clasped hands greeting. Although it was a difficult and dangerous meeting, Jong Yeom had deliberately brought his son along. He knew well what a great experience a meeting with such influential figures would be for a martial artist.

"Your son looks very handsome and intelligent."

"He's still a child with many shortcomings. You, go and bring some tea."

Jong Tae, filled with tension, brought the tea.

The teacup he carried trembled. Both Bi Sayin and Jong Yeom saw the tremor, but neither said a word. It would have been stranger if he did not tremble while serving tea to the heir of the Evil Alliance, the Evil Eccentric, and the Light Flash.

After serving the tea, he stood a short distance away and listened to the conversation between his father and Bi Sayin.

"Please, take the seat of honor."

Jong Yeom offered the seat of honor, but Bi Sayin did not take it.

"The seat of honor is for you, Chief Jong."

Bi Sayin was essentially saying, 'I'm not here to take your place'.

As Jong Yeom cautiously sat in his own seat, Bi Sayin got straight to the point.

"I'm sure you're aware the Heavenly Peace Sect has joined hands with the Murim Alliance."

"Yes, I am."

"I'll ask you directly. Does Chief Jong wish to follow the orthodox sects?"

Before hearing the answer, Bi Sayin quickly added.

"Please don't misunderstand and think I brought these two peerless masters to pressure you, Chief Jong. I brought them to show you that we'll be the ones protecting the Little Sword Gang from now on."

Indeed, as if briefed by Bi Sayin beforehand, the Evil Eccentric and the Light Flash quietly drank their tea without revealing any of their energy.

The fact that they remained still made Bi Sayin seem even more impressive. He was a person who could make such terrifying men sit quietly and drink tea.

"No matter what you answer, our alliance won't bring any harm to the Little Sword Gang. I promise you on my name. So please, speak comfortably."

"Yes, I will."

Jong Yeom knew that the fate of the Little Sword Gang would change depending on his answer.

"This gang doesn't wish to follow the orthodox sects. I'm the kind of person who breaks out in hives just thinking about them. The only reason I've followed the Heavenly Peace Sect until now is because they maintained a deep relationship with the Evil Alliance."

Before making his decision, Jong Yeom calmly conveyed his concerns.

"Here in Hunan, the Demonic Cult's power has been strong for generations. Our gang stayed under the Heavenly Peace Sect's shadow to avoid the Demonic Cult's blade."

At that, Bi Sayin's eyes filled with conviction as he spoke resolutely.

"From now on, we'll block that blade for you."

This only added to Jong Yeom's worries.

"The Heavenly Peace Sect won't look kindly on us either."

Bi Sayin replied even more firmly.

"Then the Evil Alliance won't look kindly on the Heavenly Peace Sect."

Jong Yeom stared at Bi Sayin's face. Seeing this, his son Jong Tae was inwardly surprised and impressed. He never thought his father, who had been trembling so much, could show such a confident side. He was not intimidated at all and was securing the promises he needed.

"Can you promise me that?"

"I promise you in the name of the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman."

Jong Yeom did not drag it out any longer. He immediately rose from his seat, offered a polite clasped hands greeting, and said.

"From this day forward, the Little Sword Gang will share its destiny with the Evil Alliance."

Bi Sayin rose from his seat and returned the clasped hands greeting.

"The Evil Alliance will share its destiny with the Little Sword Gang."

It was the moment the new destiny of the Little Sword Gang was decided.

Bi Sayin immediately bid them farewell. He had many more sects to visit.

Before leaving, Bi Sayin said to Jong Yeom.

"Many sects will share the Little Sword Gang's will. So you can proceed with confidence."

And with that, Bi Sayin, the Thirteen Evil Wolves, the Evil Eccentric, and the Light Flash left.

Only after they left did Jong Tae finally let out a sigh of relief.

"Were you trying to watch your son die of shock?"

"As you live in the murim, you'll experience things like this many times. You must handle them as calmly as you did today."

He knew his son would handle it well. If his son had been frivolous, he would not have had him attend this meeting.

"But shouldn't you have gotten the promise in writing, with a contract or something?"

"If they intend to break their promise, what meaning would a mere contract have?"

Jong Tae was seeing a new side of his father. He had thought his father was just someone who always bowed and scraped before the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader, always laughing heartily.

"I'm truly surprised you made such a decision in an instant."

"It wasn't in an instant."

"Pardon?"

"From the day they secretly sent word for a meeting until now, I haven't slept a wink."

Jong Yeom looked at his son and said.

"How could I make a simple decision when all our lives are on the line?"

Realizing his father's outstanding qualities anew, Jong Tae respectfully bowed his head. The fact that this moment felt so moving must have meant he had never truly respected his father until now.

"Thank you for allowing me to be here."

Even in this moving moment, his one worry, above all else, was the Demonic Cult.

"Will the Demonic Cult really just stand by?"

"Of course they won't just stand by. Now that the Evil Alliance has made its move, they'll start to move as well."

Jong Yeom's gaze fell upon the door through which Bi Sayin had walked out.

"With the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult's appearance in the Central Plains, the slumbering murim has begun to stir."

"No matter what comes our way, I'll handle it with the flexibility of a bamboo."

That was what his father always used to say, but now, his father's thinking had changed. Just as the heir of the Evil Alliance had come to this place today, his son would have to lead the Little Sword Gang in the future.

Jong Yeom hoped his son would live his life safely rather than become a hero of the murim. Just as he himself had lived.

"Your father survived by acting like bamboo, but even bamboo eventually breaks in a great wind. You should live like flowing water."

These were the words he wanted to give his son in the face of the coming wave of change.


The gatekeeper of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Hunan Branch guarded the main gate, same as always.

Standing guard all day was incredibly boring. He often made small talk with the others on duty, and today, a subordinate shared a rumor.

"It seems the Heavenly Peace Sect is secretly planning to hold a banquet."

"A banquet? Where'd you hear that?"

"I know the person who supplies food for their banquets. There's also a rumor that some incredible masters from the Murim Alliance will be coming."

That was not the only rumor.

"There's also a rumor that masters from the Evil Alliance have entered Hunan. The atmosphere feels unusual."

From the Demonic Cult's perspective, both rumors were unwelcome.

The gatekeeper said to his subordinate.

"The mood isn't great these days, so don't go running your mouth for no reason."

"But are we just going to back down to those orthodox sect bastards like this?"

"Enough!"

"Yes, sir."

The gatekeeper paused for a moment before speaking.

"From what I've seen, the Young Cult Leader isn't someone who'll simply back down."

All the subordinates nodded. They had personally witnessed him deal with the Hunan Branch leader and capture the Heavenly Peace Sect's heir. The Young Cult Leader was clearly a person who defied expectations.

Just then, one of the martial artists shouted.

"Someone's coming."

In the distance, two people walked toward them.

They walked slowly, but the feeling was chilling. The gatekeeper wondered if only he felt it and glanced at his subordinates. Their faces were also tense. One subordinate already gripped his sword's hilt tightly.

The gatekeeper's gaze returned to them.

They're just walking slowly, so why am I trembling like this?

Their figures gradually became clearer.

One of the subordinates spoke in a trembling voice.

"Should we sound the alarm?"

Normally, that was a ridiculous suggestion. Sounding the alarm for a visitor without even knowing who it was? A demonic practitioner showing fear? The subordinate who suggested it should have been beaten with a club for such a thing.

However, the gatekeeper hesitated.

Should I sound the alarm?

In that time, the two people drew closer. The fear grew as they approached. Now, all the subordinates had their hands on their swords. They had a premonition that if these two were enemies, they would all die. To think martial artists with such a presence existed.

"Sound the alarm!"

One demonic practitioner ran inside. Soon, a bell rang out.

DANG! DAAANG!

Even as the alarm bell echoed, the two people continued their steady approach.

The two people arrived at the main gate.

One was an old man with a gaunt appearance and cold eyes, carrying a huge giant dao on his back. The other was a muscular giant with a face so frightening it was hard to meet his gaze.

The gatekeeper felt the demonic qi emanating from the two men and finally felt a sense of relief. Nevertheless, his heart pounded, and his body trembled. From their suffocating presence, the gatekeeper finally understood.

They're Demon Supremes!

Only then did the demonic practitioners realize who the two were. They had heard countless stories about the Demon Supremes, even if they had never seen them. That enormous giant dao, those enormous fists, and that powerful, inimitable demonic qi and presence.

They were the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon.

The martial artists at the main gate all bowed at once to show their respect. They rejoiced, shouting inwardly.

We're here too!

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked in a low voice, his small eyes sharp.

"Where is the Young Cult Leader?"


Chapter 272: Why Us, of All People?

Jin Haryong blocked her brother, Jin Hagun, as he walked to the carriage.

"You're attending the banquet?" she asked.

"What are you doing here?"

"What do you mean? I came to see my brother off."

"Why are you doing something you never do?"

They had lost their parents early and grown up relying on each other, so they cared for one another deeply, but Jin Haryong had never come to see him off before.

"Is it because of that man, Geom Mugeuk?" Jin Hagun asked.

"What do you mean?"

"Did you come out because you're worried about him?"

Jin Hagun knew his sister had connected with Geom Mugeuk during the last Young Dragon Tournament. He also knew she had survived then because of Geom Mugeuk's help.

Jin Haryong could not confirm or deny it. If she admitted worrying about her brother, his pride would be wounded, but if she said she worried about Geom Mugeuk, it would cause a misunderstanding.

"He's not an easy opponent," she said instead. "Don't let your guard down for a second. I came to tell you that."

"I'm also aware of his extraordinary nature. I'll be careful."

As he moved to get into the carriage, Jin Haryong grabbed her brother's arm.

"When you face him, you have to cast aside your preconceptions. Don't think, 'He's a demonic being, so he must be like this.' He's not the kind of person you think he is, brother."

Jin Hagun did not understand what his sister worried about. He had never met Geom Mugeuk.

"That man, Geom Mugeuk, has grown too powerful," Jin Hagun said. "If we don't break his momentum now, we won't be able to do anything about him later."

Jin Haryong had also heard news of Geom Mugeuk. The reports were astonishing. She remembered when he first introduced himself to her with a pseudonym.


"My name is Geom Yeon. Not the 'Yeon' (緣) for connection, but the 'Yeon' (煙) for smoke. I will be here for a moment, and then I will disappear like smoke."



Perhaps to her, he was not Geom Mugeuk, but Geom Yeon. He had truly vanished like smoke when everything ended. That must be why she thought of him from time to time. She had heard he became the Young Cult Leader and wanted to congratulate him.

Unaware of her feelings, Jin Hagun considered Geom Mugeuk an enemy.

"I believe," he said. "I believe that righteousness can overcome any evil. So don't worry."

Jin Haryong spoke cautiously. "What if he's a demonic hero?"

A righteous demonic martial artist. The thought had not occurred to her when she saw Geom Mugeuk, but after they parted, the word 'demonic hero' would suddenly come to mind. He was a demonic hero unbound by convention, who always protected what needed protecting. He did not hesitate with frustrating righteousness but smashed through obstacles.

"Could such a person possibly exist?" Jin Hagun scoffed. "That's just a term made up by storytellers. Upholding righteousness isn't so easy. It's something demonic beings, obsessed with survival of the fittest, could never accomplish."

With that, the carriage carrying Jin Hagun departed. The martial artists accompanying him followed on horseback.

Watching them go, Jin Haryong sighed lightly.

"I was telling you to cast aside those preconceptions."

She believed in her brother, but a part of her also believed in Geom Mugeuk.

However, Jin Hagun's actions today were a struggle for supremacy in the murim. When ambitions clashed and desires ran wild, there was no telling what might happen.

Her eyes, watching the carriage speed away, filled with worry. Seeing herself worry in a way she never had before, she realized she had become an adult, and the murim was changing radically toward a new era.


"Why us, of all people?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon demanded as soon as we met.

But I could sense his excitement. The Demon Supremes were needed, and he was the first to be called.

"It's because we need to create an atmosphere of fear," I explained. "As if the Hunan Branch is on high alert, even though you haven't done anything."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon glanced at the Fist Demon, then nodded as if to say, 'Then you've chosen well.' He was one of the few people in the world who could react that way in front of the Fist Demon.

"Then why me?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked. He had naturally assumed creating fear was the Fist Demon's role.

"The Elder is in charge of fear?"

"What?" The startled Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked back at the Fist Demon again. "Then why did you call this guy?"

"Because we need a smart person, too."

"This brat!"

Before the Blood Heaven Blade Demon could erupt, I rushed forward to embrace him. "Elder! I've missed you."

In truth, the Fist Demon was the face of the operation, while the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was the spicy ginger.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon used his movement arts to evade my hug.

"I was being completely humiliated here in Hunan! You have no idea how much I wished for you two to come!"

"I'm sure you were the one doing the humiliating. Who were you tormenting?"

"It's a misunderstanding!"

After our boisterous reunion, I greeted the Fist Demon. "Master, I've wanted to see you."

The Fist Demon said gruffly, "What help do you need?"

He was the kind of person who, if I said, 'I want to conquer the murim!', would just reply, 'Let's go!' without another word. He was that reliable. The warmth I could feel beneath his gruffness was all the more pleasant.

It's so good to see you again, Master.

With the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon here, it felt like I had gained an army of thousands.

"Now, since you two are here, shall we take on the entire murim?" I asked, then explained the current situation.

"...Since the Evil Alliance has entered the picture, we have more than enough justification to make our move."

"You must have already decided with the Evil Alliance which sects each side will absorb," the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said. As expected, the veteran understood the core of the joint operation without me needing to explain.

"As expected of the Elder!"

The sects that supported the Evil Alliance and our Cult were clearly divided. There was no need to argue with Bi Sayin over this point.

"And the Evil Alliance?"

"They're in the process of absorbing the sects now."

At that, the Fist Demon shot up from his seat. "Let's go too. There's no time to waste."

Just showing the Fist Demon's face would be enough to end this matter.


A banquet was prepared at the Heavenly Peace Sect. It was held at night, with reliable martial artists stationed as guards.

Seo Cheong was excited to meet the man who would become the Murim Alliance Chairman.

They said the successor is young, so I should try to sweet-talk him. This could be a good chance to advance into the Murim Alliance.

He had experience mingling with and leading Hunan's young prodigies. He felt confident he could handle young guys.

On the other hand, Seo Baekjong stared anxiously at the entrance. The arrival time had passed, but none of the leaders of the sects that followed the Heavenly Peace Sect had come. It would be a disaster if Jin Hagun arrived before them.

Growing impatient, Seo Baekjong pressed his confidant, Yoo Maeng. "Why hasn't anyone come?"

How would Yoo Maeng know? When he hesitated, Seo Baekjong interrogated him.

"Are you sure you sent the message correctly?"

"Yes, I am."

"Perhaps you told them the wrong date?"

"No. How could I have been careless with a matter of this importance?"

"Then why aren't they coming? Go and check at once."

Even after sending Yoo Maeng, Seo Baekjong could not sit still. He had a bad feeling. Normally, they would have arrived early just to stay on his good side.

Just then, a subordinate ran in and reported, "The Captain of the Demon Slaying Brigade has arrived."

Seo Baekjong was startled. Jin Hagun had arrived earlier than promised.

The doors opened, and martial artists from the Demon Slaying Brigade swarmed in, securing the perimeter.

Seo Cheong watched in shock. When the first martial artist entered, he thought that man was the Captain. The aura of the Demon Slaying Brigade members was so extraordinary it could cause such a misunderstanding.

When his eyes met a nearby martial artist's, Seo Cheong quickly looked away. Their presence was incomparable to the prodigies he usually associated with.

Soon after, Jin Hagun entered the room. As the Captain, his aura was different from his subordinates. Jin Hagun possessed a dignity that made it difficult to treat him carelessly.

Seo Cheong's plan to smoothly approach him, starting with, 'Let's get along well as young martial artists,' and aiming for, 'I'll guide you to a wonderful place,' crumbled. He could not even meet Jin Hagun's eyes and lowered his head.

An old man followed behind Jin Hagun. He wore pure white robes and held a single sword to his chest. His atmosphere was like that of a celestial being who had descended to the mortal world.

His presence overwhelmed everyone. Seo Baekjong recognized him at a glance.

It's the Sword Immortal (劍仙)!

He had seen him once from a distance, surrounded by masters and receiving a warm welcome. He was a peerless master with an unforgettable aura.

The Sword Immortal, Lee Haksin, was an absolute master of the orthodox sects and one of the murim's most renowned swordsmen. He was also a friend of the Murim Alliance Chairman, Jin Paecheon, who had asked him to assist his grandson on this trip.

Seo Baekjong rushed forward to greet Jin Hagun. "Welcome, Captain."

"It's a pleasure, Sect Leader."

"Thanks to your help this time, my son was able to remain safe. I won't forget this debt of gratitude."

Jin Hagun merely nodded and introduced Lee Haksin. "The Sword Immortal Elder has specially accompanied us on this journey."

Seo Baekjong's waist bent so low it nearly touched the floor. "It is an honor for my family to meet the Sword Immortal Elder."

"A pleasure," the Sword Immortal said. His greeting was a single word. He was not pleased about absorbing the Heavenly Peace Sect, as it meant accepting those who had not walked the path of righteousness for political reasons. It went against his beliefs, but he had come to grant his friend's request.

"Here, please have a seat."

Jin Hagun sat at the head seat, while the Sword Immortal stood a short distance away. Though senior, he focused solely on protecting Jin Hagun, as they had already discussed. Jin Hagun focused on the purpose of his visit.

The Demon Slaying Brigade members pricked the banquet food and alcohol with silver needles, checking each one for poison.

"No one else has arrived yet," Jin Hagun observed.

Seo Baekjong flinched. Everyone should have been here waiting. Something unthinkable had happened.

He tried to act nonchalant as he poured some alcohol. "In my greed to spend some time alone with you, Captain, I called them to come a little later."

He then changed the subject to show off his influence. "There are over thirty sects that follow our main sect. If we absorb all of them, the Murim Alliance could seize control of Hunan."

It might seem his side should be subservient because they had saved his son, but the essence of this matter was different. He was still the one holding power.

The rescue of his son should be interpreted this way. How badly must they have needed the Heavenly Peace Sect to risk a clash with the Demonic Cult and intervene? Besides, the thirty-some sects that followed the Heavenly Peace Sect were also part of the deal.

I have to lead the negotiations to my advantage.

Jin Hagun, on the other hand, was sparing with his words. His opponent was a sly old fox. When dealing with such a person, one should be reserved and say only what is necessary. If one talks too much, a seasoned opponent will find a weakness.

"As you might guess, most of them are followers of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Evil Alliance," Seo Baekjong continued. "To absorb them into the Murim Alliance, you, Captain, will have to show them overwhelming strength."

Jin Hagun was determined to win them over. If he could not, the matter for which he had used his unique authority would only be a half-success.

"I want to show them my strength, but they haven't come," Jin Hagun said with a smile.

Seo Baekjong took it as a joke. "It seems they are too afraid to dare meet the Captain of the Demon Slaying Brigade."

After that, Seo Baekjong tried to stall with small talk, but no matter how long they waited, the others did not appear.

Anxiety burned in Seo Baekjong, and his hands trembled. He was staking his family's future on this gamble, but the very people who needed to show up were absent. Something must have happened.

At first, Jin Hagun thought Seo Baekjong was playing a power game. Soon, however, he intuited that something was wrong. Just then, the doors to the banquet hall finally opened.

"They're here!" Seo Baekjong shouted, looking pleased. He had hoped they would all swarm in, but only one person stepped through the doorway.

In that moment, as all eyes fixed on the newcomer, the members of the Demon Slaying Brigade leaped to protect Jin Hagun.

CHAENG.

They drew their swords in unison.

The person who entered without concealing his malevolent energy was Bi Sayin. The Thirteen Evil Wolves also drew their swords and stepped forward. The Demon Slaying Brigade and the Thirteen Evil Wolves faced off, swords aimed at each other.

Behind Bi Sayin, the Evil Eccentric and the Light Flash entered. The expressions of the Demon Slaying Brigade members hardened. These were masters who surpassed their own skills, and their malevolent energy was suffocatingly thick.

It was at that very moment.

HWIIIIIIIIII!

A stream of clear energy blew like the wind, pushing back the encroaching malevolent energy. It was the aura of the Sword Immortal. As the malevolent energy receded, the Demon Slaying Brigade's expressions relaxed.

In response, the Evil Eccentric and the Light Flash unleashed their malevolent energy even further. The Sword Immortal did not yield to their combined assault.

An invisible battle of qi erupted between them, and a taut tension filled the air. A bloody battle could break out if someone so much as dropped a sword.

As the atmosphere grew hostile, Bi Sayin turned and spoke politely to his companions. "For now, I must have a word with the Captain over there, so how about you Seniors save your reunion for a little later?"

The malevolent energy from the Evil Eccentric and the Light Flash subsided. They followed the Young Alliance Chairman's command without fail. The Sword Immortal also withdrew his aura and stared intently at the two masters. They knew each other well, and their gazes exchanged a conversation.

[You're still alive?]

[With so much evil overflowing in the world, I have no time to die.]

However, as they were escorting important people, they did not engage in further conflict.

Bi Sayin stepped forward. "I am Bi Sayin, the Young Alliance Chairman of the Evil Alliance."

When he revealed his identity, the atmosphere in the hall froze. Seo Baekjong, in particular, trembled with fear. Someone who should never have appeared had shown up.

He finally understood why the leaders had not come.

They've all turned their backs on me!

At Bi Sayin's appearance, Seo Cheong retreated to a safe distance, preparing to flee at any moment.

Jin Hagun stepped forward and offered his greeting. "I am Jin Hagun, Captain of the Murim Alliance's Demon Slaying Brigade."

It was the first meeting between the two. They looked at each other, sizing one another up. They were opponents who would become lifelong rivals.

"How is it that you've become an uninvited guest?" Jin Hagun asked.

Bi Sayin smoothly deflected the rebuke. "That's why I came to ask. Why an invitation that should have come to us went to your side instead. I believe it must have been a mistake."

"Unfortunately for you, it was no mistake," Jin Hagun retorted. "Sect Leader Seo has already decided to join forces with the Murim Alliance."

At that, Bi Sayin looked at Seo Baekjong. "Is what he says true?"

How could Seo Baekjong dare to say yes?

Jin Hagun stepped in on behalf of the cornered man. "Hey, what do you think you're doing, coming into someone else's territory?"

A tense atmosphere flowed between the two men. Jin Hagun had no intention of backing down. The same was true for Bi Sayin. The Demon Slaying Brigade and the Thirteen Evil Wolves were all tense. A chaotic battle could erupt at any moment.

It was at that very moment.

KIIIIIIIIK.

The door slowly opened, and a new person appeared. Everyone's gaze turned toward him.

Seo Baekjong was utterly shocked. Bi Sayin's appearance was already a disaster, but now another person who should never have come had arrived.

Geom Mugeuk stepped inside, radiating demonic qi. All twelve of his bodyguards followed him.

The confronting Demon Slaying Brigade and Thirteen Evil Wolves split, also facing off against the Heavenly Demon Hall's bodyguards.

Behind Geom Mugeuk, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon followed.

At the appearance of the two Demon Supremes, the Sword Immortal, the Evil Eccentric, and the Light Flash were all startled. They all knew each other.

Instantly blanketing the area with demonic qi, Geom Mugeuk said coldly, "Since we're talking about territory, let's get one thing straight. This is our territory."


Chapter 273: The Great Orthodox-Unorthodox War at this Drinking Party

Geom Mugeuk's arrival pushed the situation into a new phase.

Bi Sayin wasn't surprised, as he had expected Geom Mugeuk to come. Jin Hagun, however, was startled.

So that's Geom Mugeuk!

The martial artists who entered earlier wore chests adorned with shields and demons. They were the Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguards. The two men with extraordinary presences who followed them must be Demon Supremes.

The old man carrying a giant dao larger than his torso had to be the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. The man who looked forged from steel must be the Fist Demon. The moment Jin Hagun saw the Fist Demon's face, his heart dropped. He had never seen such a terrifying face.

So the Demonic Cult has made its appearance, is that it?

Jin Hagun felt flustered, but he also understood. The Demonic Cult had tried to swallow the Heavenly Peace Sect first, so it was natural they wouldn't simply back down.

Seo Baekjong was the most horrified by Geom Mugeuk's appearance. The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult must be furious, since Seo Baekjong had used the Murim Alliance's power to get his son out. What did it mean for Geom Mugeuk to appear here leading Demon Supremes?

Seo Baekjong had endured all sorts of trials, but his heart shriveled in this moment.

One wrong move and I'm dead.

If the Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman or that Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult tried to kill him, would Jin Hagun risk his life to stop them? The matter would surely become a public issue, but that would be after he was already dead.

He had walked the tightrope between the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions well until now. Now, he had to walk it perfectly. That rope was his lifeline.

Meanwhile, Seo Cheong felt confused. Bi Sayin's entrance had filled him with fear, but now that Geom Mugeuk had also appeared, he was simply bewildered. What in the world is this situation?

Then, his eyes met Geom Mugeuk's. Geom Mugeuk's expression seemed to say it all.

I told you we'd see each other again soon, didn't I? You just stay right there.

A surge of indignation rose in Seo Cheong.

Don't be ridiculous!

Seo Cheong, who had retreated to a corner, now walked forward.

You can't do anything to me anyway!

He didn't understand what was happening. Whenever a crisis arose, he had lived his life with the complacent thought, It'll work out somehow.

He actually felt relieved that the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions were all gathered. His instincts told him that with so many people here, someone was bound to protect him.

He didn't know that all these people had come to devour the Heavenly Peace Sect. He didn't know that this time, it would not just 'work out'.


Geom Mugeuk walked toward Jin Hagun. The Demon Slaying Brigade nervously aimed their swords. The Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguards aimed their swords right back. The subordinates were more tense than Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun.

Geom Mugeuk parted the bodyguards as he walked forward.

"I am Geom Mugeuk, the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

Jin Hagun parted the martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade as he walked forward.

"I am Jin Hagun, Captain of the Murim Alliance's Demon Slaying Brigade."

With a few steps between them, the two men's gazes locked in midair.

This was the historic meeting between the certain future Heavenly Demon and the likely future Murim Alliance Chairman.

Jin Hagun was inwardly surprised. Geom Mugeuk was different from what he had imagined. Besides being young and handsome like his second brother, Geom Mugeuk's eyes were clear and deep. He gave off no evil feeling at all. Jin Hagun suddenly recalled what his younger brother had said.

"What will you do if he's a righteous demon?"

Jin Hagun immediately rejected his brother's words. It was a prejudice born from appearance. He absolutely could not be fooled by looks.

Geom Mugeuk felt that Jin Hagun looked exactly like Jin Haryong. Despite his youth, Jin Hagun's eyes held a sense of justice and righteousness. If one wished for the murim's well-being, they should hope for Jin Hagun to become the next Chairman. If one dreamed of unifying the murim, they should hope Jin Hagun did not.

The war of nerves between the Demon Slaying Brigade and the bodyguards lined up behind them was fierce. As they glared at each other, their eyes showed not an inch of retreat.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to Jin Hagun.

"Instead of standing here like this, shall we sit and properly discuss the territories?"

At that, Jin Hagun turned and walked to the drinking table. He then pointedly sat at the head of the table and gestured for them to sit to his left and right.

Geom Mugeuk smiled faintly at the sight. Not bad. Geom Mugeuk's first impression of Jin Hagun was a passing grade. If he had met the Murim Alliance Chairman's grandson and found a brat like Seo Cheong, he would have been truly displeased, but Jin Hagun's gaze was good, and his presence was strong.

Bi Sayin moved first. He strode forward.

He didn't sit where Jin Hagun had gestured, but sat directly opposite him.

Then Bi Sayin stared at Jin Hagun without a word. A silent battle of wills had begun between the two men.

Geom Mugeuk's smile deepened at the sight. Right, there was no way Bi Sayin would meekly do as Jin Hagun dictated.

Jin Hagun may have lived his entire life as the protagonist, but here, he would learn that he could also be a supporting character.

Geom Mugeuk sat in the spot Jin Hagun had indicated. This naturally placed him in the middle of the confrontation between Jin Hagun and Bi Sayin.

"The most entertaining thing in the world is watching a fight, and this is a fight between the heirs of the orthodox and unorthodox sects? I've got the best seat in the house."

Even with Geom Mugeuk's jest, the tension in the hall didn't ease.

Instead, with the three of them seated so close, a hair-trigger war of nerves erupted.

The Demon Slaying Brigade, the Thirteen Evil Wolves, and the Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguards stood in lines behind their respective masters, glaring at one another. The men who had accompanied their leaders were high-level masters, but these men were also elite martial artists who could fight extremely well. If a fight broke out, the place would become a sea of blood in an instant.

Cheokyeon sent a telepathic message to the bodyguards lined up with him.

"Don't be tense!"

"No matter what happens, we must protect the Young Cult Leader's safety."

"Don't be afraid."

He continued sending telepathic messages to soothe them. In truth, he was also speaking to himself. He had never imagined he would have to bodyguard Geom Mugeuk in a situation like this. He was realizing it all over again. His master was the most difficult leader to bodyguard in the entire murim.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the Fist Demon, the Sword Saint, the Evil Eccentric, and the Light Flash stood naturally a short distance away. The tension was completely different now that the Demon Supremes had joined. Although they didn't show it, they were all prepared to strike at any moment.

The gazes of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Sword Saint met.

"It has been a while."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon greeted the Sword Saint first. The Sword Saint accepted his greeting.

"Has it been about ten years?"

"It seems longer than that."

The Sword Saint was a man who loathed the unorthodox sects and the Demonic Cult, but his gaze toward the Blood Heaven Blade Demon wasn't so bad. It seemed there was some past connection between the two.

"To think we would meet in a place like this."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon replied to the Sword Saint's words.

"I am glad to see you look healthy."

"You have gotten thinner."

Just then, the Evil Eccentric stepped forward.

"Why are you two acting so friendly when you're not even close?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon said to him.

"Your habit of butting in where you don't belong is still the same, I see."

"And your habit of looking down on people is still the same, Senior."

The Evil Eccentric addressed the Blood Heaven Blade Demon as Senior.

"Now that you know I am still the same, it would be best for you to stay quiet."

The Evil Eccentric scoffed but didn't argue further. Regardless of their martial arts level, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was more difficult to deal with than the Sword Saint. Indeed, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the spicy ginger of the murim, was showing exactly why he had to be called here.

Meanwhile, the Fist Demon stood with an expressionless face, his two fists hanging loosely at his sides. That alone made everyone tense. It wasn't just because of his face. His presence was immense. The Fist Demon just standing there and the Fist Demon facing his enemies gave off completely different feelings.

Jin Hagun picked up a wine bottle and filled a cup. He acted as if he were the host, in place of Seo Baekjong. He had to face both the Demonic Cult and the Evil Alliance, and he strove not to be overwhelmed by their presence.

"I have heard many rumors about you, Young Cult Leader."

Jin Hagun was especially wary of Geom Mugeuk. His opponent was a demon, and not just any demon, but the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. He was hailed as the greatest successor in history for making even the Demon Supremes his own people. Jin Hagun was extremely tense, not knowing what tricks his opponent might pull.

"What kind of rumors were they?"

"Most of them were hard to believe."

"Then what do you think, now that you see me in person?"

Honestly, Jin Hagun had no sense of what kind of person his opponent was.

Instead of answering, Jin Hagun raised his cup high. He knew better than anyone that when you are unsure, silence is the wisest choice.

"Let's have a drink!"

The three men toasted and drained their cups. It was truly the first drinking session among three men that would be recounted for ages in the history of the jianghu.

As he filled the second cup, Jin Hagun asked.

"It seems you two are not strangers."

He could tell from the way Geom Mugeuk and Bi Sayin didn't greet each other separately.

"That is correct. We have met before."

Geom Mugeuk looked at Bi Sayin and greeted him.

"Have you been well?"

He wouldn't reveal that they had plotted this together, but he didn't bother to pretend they were strangers either.

Bi Sayin replied bluntly.

"I was doing fine until you showed up."

He acted curtly because Jin Hagun was watching, but he was grateful to Geom Mugeuk. Thanks to Geom Mugeuk, he had absorbed fifteen small and medium-sized sects in Hunan into the Evil Alliance. Of course, that didn't mean he intended to yield the Heavenly Peace Sect. They had agreed to compete fairly.

"I'm not going to yield," Bi Sayin sent via telepathy.

Geom Mugeuk replied to Bi Sayin's telepathy.

"I was planning on yielding."

"How can you lie without a single change in your expression?"

"Was it obvious?"

Bi Sayin turned his head away with an expression that said Geom Mugeuk was impossible. The taut tension with Jin Hagun instantly dissipated as he exchanged telepathic messages with Geom Mugeuk. If he didn't know what kind of person Geom Mugeuk was, he would have considered him a frivolous man, but now he knew. The most difficult person to deal with here was Geom Mugeuk.

In the meantime, telepathic messages also passed between Jin Hagun and Seo Baekjong. Everything at this meeting would be decided not by the words spoken aloud, but by the ones that were not.

"You must not lose your nerve," Jin Hagun sent.

"I'm counting on you, Captain," Seo Baekjong replied.

Contrary to his words, however, Seo Baekjong was inwardly anxious. With the unorthodox sects and the Demonic Cult coming at them with such determination, he even considered that he might have to switch boats depending on how the situation unfolded.

And then, the inevitable arrived.

Geom Mugeuk looked at Seo Baekjong standing beside him and spoke.

"Now, Sect Leader Seo, why don't you join us for a drink as well?"

Seo Baekjong sat down next to Jin Hagun and accepted a cup of wine.

Bi Sayin continued what he had been saying before Geom Mugeuk's arrival.

"Sect Leader Seo, are you really going to walk the same path as the Murim Alliance?"

Seo Baekjong still hesitated to answer.

His choice of the Murim Alliance was because of the man in the bamboo hat, Jin Hagun's Master, Baek Cheongeong. It was a relationship he couldn't easily betray, but the same was true for this side. He couldn't just say to the heir of the Evil Alliance, 'Yes, we betrayed you.'

Seo Baekjong glanced at his savior, Jin Hagun.

Jin Hagun gave him a look that said, There is no need to be intimidated by them. Speak your mind with confidence.

Geom Mugeuk, observing their reactions, asked Jin Hagun.

"Is this your first time meeting Sect Leader Seo?"

"It is."

Jin Hagun wanted to show Seo Baekjong that he was confident in front of Geom Mugeuk and Bi Sayin. However, his answer gave Geom Mugeuk another question.

"That is very strange. If you two are strangers, then who on earth did Sect Leader Seo trust to ask you for help?"

The gazes of Geom Mugeuk and Bi Sayin turned to Seo Baekjong.

Normally, he should have said something like, 'I have always admired the orthodox sects.'

But he couldn't predict how this situation would unfold. He was being careful with his words in case an opportunity arose to side with the Demonic Cult or the unorthodox sects. What if Jin Hagun got angry? It didn't matter. After all, all three of them wanted the Heavenly Peace Sect. It was a precarious situation, but he still held the handle of the knife.

Then Geom Mugeuk asked bluntly.

"Who was the person who acted as a bridge between you two?"

Geom Mugeuk had asked about the very point he was most interested in, about who had orchestrated this whole affair.

At Geom Mugeuk's piercing question, Seo Baekjong and Jin Hagun said nothing. They should have said there was no such person, but the sudden question caught them off guard.

There is definitely someone.

It was the moment Geom Mugeuk's suspicion turned into certainty.

Someone who knows both Jin Hagun and Seo Baekjong connected them.

He had to find that person. It wasn't just because he had connected Jin Hagun and Seo Baekjong. It was because he possessed the guts to stand against the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Who on earth could it be?

Jin Hagun, sensing that Seo Baekjong was wavering, immediately sent a telepathic message.

"Sect Leader, you must trust us."

"I do trust you, but as you can see, they don't look like they'll give up easily."

"We will not give up either."

"Give me your assurance."

Seo Baekjong demanded of Jin Hagun.

Since Jin Hagun couldn't give up the Heavenly Peace Sect, he declared with firm resolution.

"Now that the Heavenly Peace Sect and our Alliance have joined hands, we will absolutely protect the Heavenly Peace Sect. Threatening the Heavenly Peace Sect will be considered an attack on our Alliance."

As if in response, the martial artists of the Demon Slaying Brigade raised their momentum.

Then Bi Sayin said coldly.

"That is what you think. I have yet to hear an answer from the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader."

As if on cue, the Thirteen Evil Wolves also raised their momentum.

Bi Sayin sent a telepathic message to Seo Baekjong.

"The sects that followed you have all turned their backs. Now, if a problem arises in Hunan, who will help the Heavenly Peace Sect? Do you think that Captain of the Demon Slaying Brigade will protect you here for the rest of his life? This isn't a threat, I'm telling you the reality."

How could Seo Baekjong not know such a reality?

"The best path is to come with us."

Seo Baekjong looked at Geom Mugeuk, thinking that realistically, that might be the wise choice.

There were three ropes. Two of them dangled right in front of him, begging to be grabbed, but the last rope was far away.

Why aren't you making me an offer?

As if reading his mind, Geom Mugeuk smiled and said.

"I am finding this great orthodox and unorthodox war at this drinking party quite amusing. So please, don't dare say you will follow our Cult."

At those words, everyone's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk. They all knew well that Geom Mugeuk wouldn't give up the Heavenly Peace Sect so easily. Faint smirks appeared on the lips of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon.

Bi Sayin felt a sense of unease.

Don't tell me?

He had an ominous premonition. By the time they stood up from this table, Seo Baekjong would declare his choice to join the Demonic Cult. A premonition that Seo Baekjong would insist on following the Demonic Cult even if they refused.

And Geom Mugeuk's first secret attempt to make that premonition a reality began.

Geom Mugeuk sent a telepathic message to Jin Hagun.

"Commander Jin, let me ask you one thing."

Jin Hagun stared at Geom Mugeuk with a look that said no tricks would work on him. Then, words he could never have imagined came flying at him.

"Do you want to become the Murim Alliance Chairman?"

Jin Hagun was startled. He never thought he would be asked such a question.

To the wide-eyed Jin Hagun, words even more powerful than before flew in, shaking him to his core.

"Do you know? You are currently giving up on becoming the Murim Alliance Chairman yourself."


Chapter 274: Not an Orthodox-Unorthodox Great War, but the Great Orthodox-Demonic War

Becoming the Murim Alliance Chairman was Jin Hagun's lifelong dream. He grew up watching his grandfather and constantly heard people say, "You must succeed your grandfather."

Jin Hagun naturally assumed the position would be his, but his grandfather announced he would pass the role to someone with the necessary ability and qualifications. So Jin Hagun tried relentlessly. Becoming the Chairman was his entire life. He could not imagine a life without it.

But now, Geom Mugeuk was telling him to give up on becoming the Chairman himself? It was the most shocking thing Jin Hagun had ever heard.

Seeing Jin Hagun's expression harden, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon glanced at each other. They knew Geom Mugeuk had sent a telepathic message. Having experienced Geom Mugeuk's methods themselves, they could guess the state Jin Hagun was falling into.

Bi Sayin, sitting opposite them, also saw the expression.

No!

Of course, Bi Sayin did not interrupt the conversation between the two.

The frantic Seo Baekjong, however, had no such courtesy. Seo Baekjong sent a telepathic message to Jin Hagun.

[What are you two discussing?]

He knew he should not have interfered, but Jin Hagun's expression was unsettling.

[Wait a moment.]

At the curt reply, Seo Baekjong sensed something was wrong. Jin Hagun had told him to wait, but Seo Baekjong could not.

[If the Demonic Cult's Young Cult Leader is pulling some trick, you can't fall for it!]

Jin Hagun shot Seo Baekjong a cold look. The qi of the man who led the Demon Slaying Brigade, the Murim Alliance's elite unit, overwhelmed Seo Baekjong.

Faced with the sharp reaction, Seo Baekjong could not interfere any further. He had a bad feeling. His gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk. From the moment Seo Baekjong first saw him, he knew Geom Mugeuk was not an easy opponent. Could Jin Hagun truly handle that man? Seo Baekjong sensed that an unexpected variable had emerged.

Jin Hagun sent a telepathic message to Geom Mugeuk.

[You're giving up the Chairman position yourself? What does that mean?]

He tried his best to remain calm, but his voice trembled.

[It means that if you obtain the Heavenly Peace Sect, you won't be able to obtain the position of Murim Alliance Chairman.]

Jin Hagun's heart, which he had struggled to calm, began to beat rapidly again. The words 'Murim Alliance Chairman' were like a weakness to him.

This is a trick. I must not fall for it.

Jin Hagun drank the wine before him. After composing himself, he asked calmly.

[Tell me the reason.]

Geom Mugeuk did not answer immediately. Everyone around them focused on the two. They all felt it. A very important conversation was taking place.

The Sword Saint sent a telepathic message to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

[As long as I'm here, it would be best not to try any foolish tricks.]

It seemed the Sword Saint felt some unease. They were such high-level masters that they could notice emotional changes just from a shift in the air.

[This is an era where old men can't interfere even if they want to. We can only watch.]

At the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's reply, the Sword Saint said stubbornly.

[One must interfere when it's necessary.]

The two men's personalities certainly had similarities.

[Isn't that why our Cult can't strike the orthodox sects?]

It was a high compliment, saying they could not attack because the Sword Saint was there. The Sword Saint smiled faintly.

[Why are you sacrificing so much for your juniors who aren't even that grateful?]

[It's not a sacrifice. It's living a righteous life.]

[Live your own life while you're at it.]

If anyone else had said that, they would have been met with a fiery rebuke. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon, however, was an exception.

[At this point... I've lived my whole life this way. How could that life change so easily?]

[It can change.]

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze naturally turned to Geom Mugeuk. The Sword Saint wondered what the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's last words meant, and his gaze also turned toward Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun.

At that moment, Jin Hagun was pressing Geom Mugeuk.

[I said, tell me the reason!]

Geom Mugeuk stared at him intently and replied.

[You already know the reason, don't you?]

The moment he heard those words, Jin Hagun's heart sank. Geom Mugeuk had begun to dig up what he had tried so hard to ignore and bury.

Jin Hagun's gaze went past Geom Mugeuk to someone seated far away. It was Seo Cheong.

Seo Cheong was the one who had killed an innocent person. Jin Hagun had been constantly deliberating on how to deal with him. That was why he had not offered a single friendly word when Seo Baekjong first introduced his son.

[What do you mean?]

After asking, Jin Hagun regretted it. He had pretended not to know, hoping there might be another reason.

Damn it.

Even if there had been another reason, he should not have asked. He, who dreamed of becoming the Murim Alliance Chairman, was pretending not to know just to avoid the truth?

It would have been different if there was another reason, but Geom Mugeuk had struck his weakness precisely.

[I'm talking about Seo Cheong.]

Jin Hagun unknowingly clenched his jaw.

Get a grip! Don't get played by him.

Unfortunately, his opponent was not one to be swayed by such resolve.

[Didn't you come here knowing full well what crimes he committed?]

[I...]

Jin Hagun struggled to answer calmly.

[I was planning to consider his punishment after concluding the matter with the Heavenly Peace Sect.]

[Punish him later?]

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk asked.

[Shouldn't it not be that way?]

Geom Mugeuk's words flew and struck him like throwing knives. Those were words Jin Hagun himself should have said.

You of the Demonic Cult, you of the unorthodox sects, shouldn't it not be that way?

Geom Mugeuk could feel Jin Hagun's agitation. That was why he was hopeful. Jin Hagun was still young. He still had much to learn and experience. If he was someone who knew shame, it was fine. Kicking the blankets in regret during one's youth was fine.

Geom Mugeuk's telepathy continued.

[The moment you obtain the Heavenly Peace Sect, you'll fail the test given by the Murim Alliance Chairman.]

[A test?]

At the word 'test', Jin Hagun's mind snapped to attention.

[That's right. This is the Chairman's test.]

[How do you know that?]

[Because I've met your Chairman.]

[Are you telling me, his grandson, that you know because you've met the Chairman many times?]

[Correct. The number of times you've met him is incomparably greater. However, Commander Jin.]

Geom Mugeuk stared straight at him and asked.

[Until now, have you been looking at your grandfather properly?]

For a moment, Jin Hagun flinched. Had he been looking at his grandfather properly?

Of course, I was.

The words did not come out right away. His grandfather... was such a difficult person for him.

[What are you trying to say?]

Jin Hagun's voice rose slightly. His composure was already broken, and he was becoming agitated.

[I'm saying that sometimes you can't see someone properly precisely because they're close to you. At least, that was the case for me.]

Geom Mugeuk honestly conveyed what he had felt. He knew that no matter how many rhetorical tricks one used, sincerity ultimately moved a person's heart.

[Until recently, I couldn't see Father properly. I couldn't see him because I was scared, and I couldn't see him because I thought I could see him anytime. Only recently have I started trying to see him properly. That's why I said that. Even if you see someone a hundred, a thousand times, if you don't look properly, you might know less than someone who has seen them only once.]

Their gazes locked in mid-air.

Jin Hagun could not deny Geom Mugeuk's words. However, he could not blindly believe them either. He thought that his grandfather might not be thinking that way at all, and that he might be falling for Geom Mugeuk's trick. He was confused.

[I'm suspicious of you. How can you be so sure that these words aren't just a ploy to take over the Heavenly Peace Sect?]

Then, Geom Mugeuk struck his core once more.

[Then why are you looking at me?]

[What do you mean?]

[If you have doubts, you should be looking at your grandfather. Isn't that where you should find the answer?]

"!" Suddenly, Jin Hagun recalled the time he went to greet his grandfather before leaving for this place.

Come to think of it, his grandfather had not said a single word about the Heavenly Peace Sect. Nothing about how they must obtain it, or how he should conduct himself.

He had simply told him to have a safe trip. The look in his eyes as he watched him.

Were those the eyes of someone who would be pleased to obtain the Heavenly Peace Sect without punishing the unjust?

No.

Perhaps he had known all along. He had just pretended not to. It was something his master had proposed for his sake. Was it not possible that his master had simply said what he himself wanted to say?

Let's achieve a great merit and become the successor!

Jin Hagun's face flushed hot. No matter how much he pretended not to know, no matter how much he used his master as an excuse, he knew. He knew he had wanted this.

[The person who connected you with the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader doesn't wish for you to become the Chairman.

Jin Hagun's expression instantly hardened.

From that reaction, Geom Mugeuk could discern one thing.

It's someone close to Jin Hagun.

It had to be someone closer to Jin Hagun than Seo Baekjong.

Jin Hagun trusted his master. He respected and followed him more than anyone. The reason his master had proposed this was also to help him become the Chairman.

I must trust my Master! I can't fall for this attempt to drive a wedge between us!

Bi Sayin watched Jin Hagun's expression change from moment to moment.

What on earth did he say to throw Jin Hagun, whom I just met, into such a state of passion?

Then again, the answer was clear when he thought about himself. He considered how his own emotions had changed since meeting Geom Mugeuk. What was truly unfolding at this drinking party was not an orthodox and unorthodox great war, but the Great Orthodox-Demonic War.

Bi Sayin sent a telepathic message to Geom Mugeuk.

[You are truly the greatest villain in this murim!]

[Our telepathy is getting tangled. Send it later!]

[No! Please let them get tangled so you misunderstand.]

Bi Sayin was surprised that he was saying such things. He truly had not known he was the kind of person who could joke like this with someone. He had thought that with this hideous scar, he would never be able to have a sincere conversation with anyone.

While this happened, Seo Cheong sent a telepathic message to Seo Baekjong.

[Why is it so quiet?]

[They're conversing through telepathy.]

[Someday, I'll get revenge on that Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. Father, please avenge me!]

Seo Baekjong found his son, who could not even read the room, pathetic. It was not even 'I will get revenge', but 'please avenge me'. Compared to the three heirs over there, he was even more pathetic.

However, it was ultimately his own responsibility for raising him this way.

[Don't act rashly and stay quiet.]

He had thought that the position makes the man, that if he created a great position and passed it down, his son would become a person worthy of it. It was a complacent thought. Raising a child required more effort than even a fraction of the effort it took to grow the Heavenly Peace Sect. No, it required more effort than all of it combined.

The price for evading that responsibility was now speaking before his very eyes.

[Just in case, should I quietly run away?]

Seo Baekjong sighed and replied.

[It's already too late. So stay put.]

Meanwhile, the telepathy between Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun continued.

[Fine, let's say you're right. Then why are you telling me this? Is it to take the Heavenly Peace Sect for yourself?]

[Of course, that's part of the reason, but there's a bigger reason.]

[What is it?]

[Because I want you to be a person who upholds principles.]

A cold qi emanated from Jin Hagun's body. He did not want to hear a demon talk about principles.

As he unleashed his momentum, those around him tensed up all at once.

The Demon Slaying Brigade raised their inner arts. The Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguards and the Thirteen Evil Wolves also raised their momentum, preparing to counterattack.

Geom Mugeuk, on the other hand, was perfectly calm.

[Later, when you or I become the Cult Leader and the Chairman, the lives of thousands, tens of thousands, will depend on our decisions. At that time, I hope we don't make the wrong choices. You, me, and that Young Alliance Chairman over there. I hope we become people who uphold principles.]

Jin Hagun's outstretched qi subsided. He could feel it. Geom Mugeuk was speaking with sincerity. His eyes were saying this. Become a good Chairman. So let's not start a war in our era.

I lost.

It was the single phrase that surfaced in Jin Hagun's mind.

Whether Geom Mugeuk's words were lies or sincere, it was his complete defeat. He had to admit it. Whether Geom Mugeuk was a swindler or a true demonic hero, he was at least a person superior to Jin Hagun. A person he found difficult to handle.

I'll have to try harder. Ten times, a hundred times harder than now!

So that someday, when he became the Chairman, he would not lose the Murim Alliance to the Geom Mugeuk before him.

Jin Hagun said calmly.

[I will become a person who upholds principles. Not because you want me to, but because that's the kind of person I've always wanted to be.]

[I believe you'll become such a person.]

[Are you mocking me?]

[Mockery should be reserved for bastards like that Seo Cheong over there. Shouldn't it be directed at Seo Baekjong, who tries to protect such a man just because he's his son? Isn't that why we exist? If not for us, who could restrain the children of massive sects like the Heavenly Peace Sect?]

[You are truly...]

It was a complete defeat to the very end.

Jin Hagun's gaze suddenly turned to Bi Sayin, who sat opposite him.

Their eyes met. Bi Sayin had been so engrossed in Geom Mugeuk that he had not even realized Jin Hagun was looking at him like this.

Bi Sayin silently poured wine into Jin Hagun's empty cup.

The feeling was a little different now compared to when he had provocatively sat opposite him at the beginning.

Jin Hagun drank the wine Bi Sayin had poured. To think that wine poured by the heir of an unorthodox sect could be so comforting.

It was not just Bi Sayin's feelings that had changed.

Seo Baekjong was looking at him with a strange expression. His eyes seemed to ask a question.

Surely you're not going to fall for that Demonic Cult bastard and abandon us, are you?

Just then, Geom Mugeuk's telepathic message arrived.

[Are you worried about your promise with the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader?]

How perceptive he was. Yes, Jin Hagun was worried. Just a moment ago, he had boasted for them to trust only him, but now he could not bring himself to say that his mind had changed. Moreover, so many people were watching, which made it even harder.

[I'll resolve this so that you won't be in an awkward position. Is that alright?]

The word 'no' rose to Jin Hagun's throat. In terms of momentum, he did not want to be swayed by Geom Mugeuk any longer. However, he had to let go of the Heavenly Peace Sect. Only then would he have something to say to his grandfather when he returned.

How on earth did he plan to resolve it without making things awkward? He was extremely curious about the solution.

The moment Jin Hagun gave a slight nod, Geom Mugeuk ended the long telepathic conversation and opened his mouth.

"Come now, let's have a drink and relax."

They all drank together. Everyone was curious about how the telepathic conversation between Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun had concluded.

Geom Mugeuk set down his cup and said nonchalantly.

"This matter was never meant to get this big. As you all know, this whole affair began because our Sect Leader Seo here tried to protect his son, who has committed multiple murders. It's a matter of familial bonds, so I understand. However, given that the deceased were innocent people..."

Just then, someone cut Geom Mugeuk off.

"What is the meaning of that?"

It was the man who had lived his entire life for good deeds and justice, the Sword Saint.


Chapter 275: I Told You Not to Choose Our Cult

He had, of course, said it for the Sword Saint to hear.

Geom Mugeuk rose from his seat. He clasped his hands and greeted the Sword Saint politely.

"I couldn't greet you formally before. It's an honor to meet you."

The Sword Saint studied Geom Mugeuk with a sharp gaze. Just as before, he was impressed by Geom Mugeuk's eyes and spirit.

To have such clear eyes despite having learned demonic art? Truly astonishing.

The Sword Saint's gaze shifted to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon standing behind Geom Mugeuk. He recalled what the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had said earlier.


"He can change."



Was he referring to this Young Cult Leader when he spoke of changing one's life?

The Sword Saint asked again in a low, stern tone.

"Repeat what you said before."

"I expected that you were unaware. If you had known, you wouldn't have condoned it."

The Sword Saint had only accompanied Jin Hagun to protect him at the request of the Murim Alliance Chairman, Jin Paecheon. He did not know what business Jin Hagun was on. He had no interest in it in the first place.

"Are you saying what you said before is true?"

"That's correct. That man, Seo Cheong, murdered a passerby simply because he wanted to slaughter someone, and he also killed one of our Cult's martial artists. There are other victims as well. When I, who happened to be in Hunan, tried to punish Seo Cheong, the Murim Alliance stepped in to stop me."

The Sword Saint asked Jin Hagun with cold, sunken eyes.

"Commander Jin, is what he said true?"

If Jin Hagun answered yes, a fiery reprimand would fall upon him, given the Sword Saint's personality. It would not matter if he were the Murim Alliance Chairman himself, let alone his grandson.

Jin Hagun saw Geom Mugeuk's intention. Geom Mugeuk meant to use the Sword Saint to escape this situation.

"It is true."

In that moment, anger flared from the Sword Saint.

Jin Hagun quickly added.

"However, one fact is missing."

Jin Hagun looked at Seo Cheong and spoke.

"I was also planning to give Seo Cheong a fitting punishment for his crimes."

Jin Hagun knew this was the most natural way to cut ties with the Heavenly Peace Sect.

"What kind of punishment?"

"I intended to lock him in prison. He would've had to stay there for the rest of his life."

The Sword Saint looked at Jin Hagun with suspicious eyes. Jin Hagun could just be making a hasty excuse now that the Sword Saint had stepped in.

Jin Hagun met the Sword Saint's gaze confidently. In truth, he might have done it, or he might not have. He decided to believe in himself, that he would have punished him one way or another.

Finally, the Sword Saint's expression softened.

"Yes, I knew you would."

The Sword Saint believed in Jin Hagun, which was why he supported him. He had watched Jin Hagun since he was young. He knew well that Jin Hagun had lived more diligently than anyone and was an upright child.

"I believe in you."

"I will strive to improve so as not to disappoint you."

Jin Hagun felt relieved that things had not proceeded with him absorbing the Heavenly Peace Sect. Thinking about it now, he had been truly blinded by greed.

Of course, this did not mean the Sword Saint's anger had vanished. Its target had simply changed.

The Sword Saint's gaze turned to Seo Cheong. Seo Cheong should have had the sense to run over, but he stood frozen in place, terrified.

Seo Baekjong called out loudly.

"What are you doing? Come here at once!"

The Sword Saint was already angry. If they got on his bad side, they could lose their lives right here.

"I said, come here!"

Seo Baekjong shouted and sent a telepathic message.

[Do as the Sword Saint says. Come here and beg for forgiveness as if your life depends on it!]

[Please save me, Father! I can't go to prison! I'll die if I go.]

[Shut up! This is no time to be whining!]

As Seo Baekjong flared up in anger, Seo Cheong walked toward the Sword Saint with a terrified expression.

Seo Baekjong's urgent telepathy flew to Jin Hagun.

[Please stop him!]

[Now that the Sword Saint has stepped in, there's nothing I can do. As you know, Sect Leader, the Sword Saint is the Chairman's close friend and a man who has performed righteous deeds his entire life, is he not?]

[Are you really going to do this? Do you think that person will just let this slide?]

Seo Baekjong mentioned Jin Hagun's Master.

Indeed, his master was Jin Hagun's biggest concern.

However, not only had the Sword Saint intervened, but Jin Hagun had also decided to cut ties with the Heavenly Peace Sect. He believed his master would surely understand his decision.

[Even he cannot go against Elder Sword Saint's will.]

Meanwhile, Seo Cheong stood before the Sword Saint.

The Sword Saint asked him with a cold gaze.

"Is what I heard from the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult earlier true?"

Seo Cheong hesitated, not knowing what to say. His gaze shifted back to Seo Baekjong.

If he were innocent, he would have denied it and pleaded his case. This action alone was as good as admitting to everything.

Seo Baekjong stepped forward in his place.

"This is a matter still under investigation, and the truth has not yet been revealed."

He tried to somehow escape the moment. He expected Jin Hagun to agree with him, since Jin Hagun would feel sorry for him.

However, the Sword Saint asked Geom Mugeuk instead.

"Young Cult Leader, is what this man says true?"

"No. All of his crimes have already been brought to light."

At that, the Sword Saint scolded Seo Baekjong with a cold gaze.

"Do you dare lie to me?"

The Sword Saint was displeased even with the idea of locking him in prison. His life had been one of punishing those who killed the innocent, regardless of their status.

Seo Baekjong bowed his head as if admitting fault and sent a telepathic message.

[Hurry up and kneel! Beg!]

Only then did Seo Cheong fall to his knees. He was thoroughly terrified.

Anything but prison!

Seo Cheong pleaded with the Sword Saint.

"I made a mistake because I was drunk. I don't remember what happened that day. Please, forgive me."

In that moment, the Sword Saint's expression grew even colder. The word 'mistake' came out before 'I was wrong', and he used the excuse of being drunk on top of that.

As they say, you can know ten things by seeing one. The Sword Saint immediately grasped what kind of person Seo Cheong was.

"A mistake?"

"Yes, it was a mistake."

"Then why did you kill the other person?"

"That's..."

He could not think of an excuse. He lifted his head and begged.

"Please forgive me just this once."

"I am asking why you killed him."

At the frost-like rebuke, Seo Cheong's mind went blank.

In that completely blank state, an emotion surged up from deep within Seo Cheong's heart. It was anger, the one he had used most often against others in his life.

Seo Cheong was angry. No one had ever cornered him like this before.

The next moment, he shouted.

"Because I wanted to kill him!"

A moment of silence fell over the place.

"Because it was thrilling when I killed someone."

Seo Cheong lifted his head, looked around, and shouted even louder.

"You all know that feeling, don't you? You've killed more people! Why are you picking on me!"

Everyone there just stared at him with cold eyes.

Seo Baekjong ran to him.

SLAP!

Seo Baekjong mercilessly struck Seo Cheong across the cheek.

"Shut up!"

"Why did you hit me? Did I say something wrong?"

He should have known his father hit him to save him, but the agitated Seo Cheong was seeing red.

"Why is that Elder trying to punish me? This isn't the Murim Alliance's territory, it's the Demonic Cult's territory, isn't it? If I'm to be punished, it should be by them!"

SLAP! SLAP!

Seo Baekjong struck Seo Cheong without mercy.

Who could he blame? It was his own fault for raising his son this way.

Seo Baekjong could feel it. The Sword Saint's anger had reached its peak. He thought that at this rate, the Sword Saint might kill Seo Cheong.

He quickly sent a telepathic message to Bi Sayin.

[We will join forces with the Evil Alliance.]

Bi Sayin did not answer his desperate telepathy right away. He now held all the cards.

Bi Sayin was impressed with Geom Mugeuk. To drag the Sword Saint into this and lead things this way? Looking only at the result, it might seem like something anyone could think of, but this was something not just anyone could accomplish.

While Seo Baekjong sent his brief telepathic message to draw in the Evil Alliance, Seo Cheong could not wait and caused more trouble.

He was angry at his father. He misunderstood that the person who should be saving him at all costs was keeping his mouth shut to save himself, and he was even hitting him.

Since there was usually no affection or trust between the blood relatives, only extreme thoughts came to mind in an extreme situation.

Misunderstanding that his father had abandoned him, Seo Cheong spat out words he should never have said in his terror.

"You've killed people too, Father, haven't you?"

Flustered, Seo Baekjong quickly said to the Sword Saint.

"He's just scared and spouting nonsense, please pay him no mind."

Seo Baekjong turned to Seo Cheong and scowled.

[Shut up! Do you really want to get this father of yours killed too?]

He had said it in his haste, but it was a slip of the tongue. Seo Cheong interpreted those words as 'If you're going to die, die alone!' Seo Cheong screamed as if in his death throes.

"You poisoned the Evil Poison Sword and buried him in the bamboo forest on the back mountain, didn't you? You also killed the Three Wolves of Hunan, and the Destruction Sword!"

A sudden silence fell.

A name that should not have been mentioned came out. While the Three Wolves of Hunan and the Destruction Sword were figures from between the orthodox and unorthodox, the Evil Poison Sword was a martial artist belonging to the Evil Alliance.

Seo Baekjong looked at Bi Sayin with a flustered expression.

[So the missing Evil Poison Sword was buried on our Sect Leader Seo's back mountain.]

[It's a misunderstanding.]

[No need for excuses. The Evil Poison Sword wasn't one of my people anyway.]

[Then will you join hands with us?]

[Unfortunately, that would be difficult. Even if we are unorthodox sects, we have our pride, don't we?]

He could not accept them after knowing they had killed an unorthodox sects martial artist. There were too many eyes watching. Geom Mugeuk had rolled a whole pumpkin vine his way, but it had tumbled right out of his grasp.

In the end, Seo Baekjong clung to the rope that was furthest from him.

"We will join hands with the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. Please accept us."

Seo Baekjong did not even send a telepathic message. There was no time to coordinate the situation with telepathy now. His son was one thing, but now his own life was in danger. The only one he could trust was the Demonic Cult.

Seeing this, Bi Sayin sighed. So it ended up like this after all. When Geom Mugeuk had first jokingly told them never to choose the Demonic Cult, Bi Sayin had a premonition that it might end up this way.

And it really happened.

"Didn't I clearly say I didn't want you? I told you not to choose our Cult."

"Please, accept us."

"I said no! Go over to the Murim Alliance that you like so much."

"Please!"

"That Evil Alliance Young Alliance Chairman over there looks scary, but he's a good person. Go to him."

"Please accept us into the Divine Cult! I'm begging you!"

Seo Baekjong grabbed Geom Mugeuk's pant leg and begged.

"This is troublesome."

It truly did not deviate one bit from Bi Sayin's prediction.

In the end, Geom Mugeuk pretended to give in and said suggestively.

"Fine, but I have one condition."

"Please, state it."

"Your son is going to prison. As long as the Heavenly Peace Sect's loyalty doesn't waver, I will postpone his execution."

It was not forgiveness. Life in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's prison would bring more pain than death.

At those words, Seo Cheong was horrified and began to thrash about again.

"Save me! Why me! Why should I suffer for killing a few insignificant things! Father, save me!"

He had lived his entire life haughty, but this was the moment he would taste the true terror of the world.

"You hypocrites! You all kill indiscriminately, so why can't I!"

Seo Baekjong sighed. It seemed as if his son was shouting whatever the grim reaper whispered in his ear.

In the end, Seo Cheong hurled curses at Seo Baekjong as well.

"What kind of father abandons his own son! How dare you lead a sect! You bastard!"

The bond between the two was completely severed in that moment.

Seo Baekjong thought that this might be a better path for the sake of the Heavenly Peace Sect. The Heavenly Peace Sect would continue to run well, and in any case, his son was alive. That was enough.

Seo Baekjong calmed his heart that way.

Just then, the Light Flash, who had not said a single word until now, strode forward and called out to Seo Baekjong.

"Sect Leader Seo."

The moment Seo Baekjong casually turned toward him.

SHWIIIIING!

"......"

The Light Flash cut him down in a single stroke. His swordsmanship was so fast that his blade was not even visible.

No one had expected him to kill Seo Baekjong, so everyone was startled. His son, Seo Cheong, was especially engulfed in shock. He collapsed on the spot, his face pale with fear that he would be next.

The Light Flash bowed his head to Bi Sayin and said curtly.

"The Evil Poison Sword was my sworn brother. I will gladly accept the punishment for moving without orders."

Even Geom Mugeuk had not known that fact. When the indifferent heavens turn their attention to the world, there is no escape.

The Sword Saint, who was watching this, sent a telepathic message to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon.

[This situation, did you create it?]

He thought the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had been sending telepathic messages and planning the strategy throughout the meeting today. The Sword Saint remembered the Blood Heaven Blade Demon as that kind of person.

[I wish I had...]

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was not one to lie about such things.

The Sword Saint's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk.

[I suppose I'll have to live a long life.]

He had belatedly realized that even he had moved according to Geom Mugeuk's will.

[If you keep meddling like that, you won't hear good things from the young folk.]

[That's fine.]

And so, the Heavenly Peace Sect was dealt with.

With Seo Baekjong dead and Seo Cheong imprisoned, the new leader of the Heavenly Peace Sect would now be someone who followed the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult.

Everyone's gaze naturally focused on Geom Mugeuk.

Today, Geom Mugeuk had achieved it all. He had absorbed the Heavenly Peace Sect and made Seo Cheong pay for his sins. Standing there with a silly grin and no tension, he now felt like a different person.

If someone were to say that nine out of ten rumors are exaggerated, the people present here would at least shake their heads and say this. That the remaining one was Geom Mugeuk.

Jin Hagun and Bi Sayin slowly walked toward Geom Mugeuk. They stood facing him as if forming a circle.

Just as their meeting had been, the first farewell of the three successors, a first in murim history, was about to begin.


Chapter 276: Give That Mouth a Rest

The three men looked at each other. More precisely, Jin Hagun and Bi Sayin stared at Geom Mugeuk.

The way Jin Hagun gazed at Geom Mugeuk had changed since they first greeted each other.

He suddenly recalled what his younger sister told him before he left.


"You have to look at him without any preconceptions. Don't think, 'He's a demon, so he must be like this.' He's not the kind of person you think he is, brother."



Now Jin Hagun understood exactly why his sister had said that. Geom Mugeuk was not the person he had imagined. Jin Hagun felt a growing curiosity toward the man who might become his lifelong rival.

Just then, someone spoke.

"...It's unfair."

Everyone's gaze turned to the speaker.

Seo Cheong sat collapsed on the floor, staring in their direction. Blood from Seo Baekjong's body soaked his backside, but he looked half-dazed.

"I said, it's unfair."

Screaming wildly earlier had felt good, a relief. These hypocrites! Haven't you killed people too!

But that was all. A terrible emptiness followed that moment. No one paid any attention to him. It felt as if he had never shouted at all.

He had always lived as the protagonist.

Now, no one gathered here gave him any attention.

He should have been enraged by his father's death and terrified of life in prison. Instead, he writhed with a sense of victimhood, feeling ignored and abandoned.

"So, spare me."

Geom Mugeuk stared at him with emotionless eyes. If Seo Cheong had clutched his father's corpse and spewed curses, perhaps a sliver of sympathy might have surfaced.

But even at the very end, Seo Cheong only thought of himself.

Geom Mugeuk nodded. Two bodyguards subdued Seo Cheong's inner arts and dragged him outside. They sealed his acupuncture points to stop him from shouting, so he was hauled away helplessly. He would soon be taken by the Hunan Branch's demons to the hellish prison at the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters.

Geom Mugeuk said nothing to Seo Cheong and did not acknowledge his pleas. He gave him no attention at all.

He simply threw Seo Cheong into hell without attaching any meaning to it.

This was Geom Mugeuk's consistent attitude when dealing with a villain who deserved to die.

From that sight, Jin Hagun got a small sense of what kind of person Geom Mugeuk was. If it had been him, he would have certainly said something. 'Your father died because of you, so live the rest of your life in repentance.' But Geom Mugeuk completely ignored him, not even offering a cold glance. That felt more terrifying and cruel.

Jin Hagun felt he had gotten a proper taste of the murim today. It was a very spicy taste, but not an unpleasant one. It was a taste he wanted to experience again.

At the same time, he felt a desire. Next time, I want to be the one doing the cooking and show them a proper taste.

"I won't forget what happened today."

It might have sounded like a promise of revenge, but it was his way of thanking Geom Mugeuk. If not for him, Jin Hagun would have fallen out of his grandfather's favor.

Geom Mugeuk replied with a gentle gaze and a smile.

"Become a good Chairman."

Jin Hagun decided to believe only half the sincerity in that gaze. He had never heard of a successor to the Demonic Cult advising someone to become a good Chairman.

Standing behind them, the Demon Slaying Brigade, the Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguards, and the Thirteen Evil Wolves also stared at each other. They felt that this meeting was not the end. When would they meet again?

Geom Mugeuk bantered playfully as they said their final farewells.

"It's a shame to part ways. Let's go for a drink."

However, Jin Hagun pretended not to hear and bid farewell to Bi Sayin.

The cup of alcohol Bi Sayin had silently poured for him earlier had been a great comfort.

"Next time, I'll pour you a drink."

Bi Sayin gave a slight nod. Will the day truly come when I receive a drink from a successor of the orthodox sects? Perhaps it might. Ever since meeting that Geom Mugeuk, unimaginable things have kept happening.

"Well then, let's meet again."

Jin Hagun strode out first. As the Demon Slaying Brigade was about to follow, Geom Mugeuk spoke to them.

"Come on, let your Captain go and let's have a drink, just us. We can drink with our bodyguards and chat. How much is your monthly salary, does it come on time, what are the mission conditions like? Aren't we all curious about each other?"

The members of the Demon Slaying Brigade followed Jin Hagun out with bewildered expressions. One of them let out an involuntary chuckle before hastily schooling his features. The Demon Slaying Brigade, the Thirteen Evil Wolves, and the Heavenly Demon Hall bodyguards drinking together? Is that even plausible?

The last person from the orthodox sects to leave was the Sword Saint.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon greeted him first.

"Let's meet again next time. Take care."

"Don't you worry. I've found a reason to live a long life."

"The juniors don't like it when you meddle in their affairs."

"You should put on some weight."

The Sword Saint glanced at his reason for needing to live a long life, then left.

Geom Mugeuk turned to Bi Sayin.

"Now that all the stuffy orthodox sects people have left, let's have a drink, just us men!"

However, Bi Sayin also pretended not to hear and walked away.

Bi Sayin knew. He knew that Geom Mugeuk had intended to give him the Heavenly Peace Sect, if Seo Cheong hadn't acted out at the last moment. Yes, how can one defeat a lucky bastard?

Still, by coming out this time, he had gained fifteen sects in the Hunan region, a great contribution to the alliance.

"Come on, I said let's have a drink! How heartless!"

Despite Geom Mugeuk's shout from behind, Bi Sayin strode out of the place. There was no need to say thank you. Someday, Geom Mugeuk would appear before him again. He would show that back of his that made one want to push him right off, sitting on that cliff and surprising him again. Bi Sayin even looked forward to that moment. I'll repay this debt then.

The Thirteen Evil Wolves followed him, and the Evil Eccentric and the Light Flash walked out. The two masters also left after looking intently not at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon or the Fist Demon, but at Geom Mugeuk. Everyone felt it. The person who had created today's outcome was Geom Mugeuk.

Once they had left, Geom Mugeuk laughed heartily.

"As expected! I have no one but our Demon Supremes."

However, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon were not there. The two were already walking toward the door.

"Where are you going?"

"The work is done, so we have to go."

"What, did you all conspire against me? Why is everyone doing this to me?"

Geom Mugeuk scurried over and blocked the two of them.

The bodyguards also moved, forming a line. The Third Tiger looked at Cheokyeon, his eyes conveying the words he had said before, 'Serving him is truly not easy.'

Cheokyeon replied with his eyes, 'Isn't that what makes it fun?'

He showed a dignity that not only other successors but even the Sword Saint could not treat lightly, yet when he joked around like that, he felt like a completely different person.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to the two Demon Supremes.

"Phew, I talked so much I thought my mouth was going to die."

It truly was the Battle of Ma Jang Hu, which began with words and ended with words.

The Fist Demon clenched his fist.

"Thanks to that mouth, I didn't have to use this fist."

However, the stoic Fist Demon's eyes held praise. You handled it well.

"I was able to chatter freely because I trusted in that fist."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon tried to exit through the door.

"Now, give that mouth a rest too. We're leaving."

"Hey, you're the least busy person in the world, why do you keep trying to leave?"

"I have to teach Daeryong, and I have to read books. I'm busy too."

Then the Fist Demon added his own reason.

"I have to do my late-night training too."

Geom Mugeuk held onto the two of them.

"Don't be so cold, leaving right away! You came all this way, stay just a little longer. Who knows? An opportunity to use that fist of yours refreshingly might come up."

At his meaningful words, the Fist Demon asked.

"Is something going on?"

"Let's go, I'll tell you on the way."

Geom Mugeuk squeezed between the two so they couldn't leave, linked arms with them, and walked out together.

"You have to travel diligently while you're even a year younger. What will you do if you already prefer being at home? Later, you won't be able to travel even if you want to!"

Watching the rare sight of him walking with the two fearsome Demon Supremes on either side, the bodyguards also left.


We returned to the Hunan Branch.

I immediately dismissed all the bodyguards and told them to rest.

If I were to die at the Hunan Branch while with the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon, I would die anyway, even with bodyguards present.

The bodyguards withdrew and had free time for themselves for the first time in a while. Those who wanted to sleep, slept. Those who wanted to drink, drank, and those who wanted to train, trained.

I had a modest drinking session with the two Demon Supremes.

The two of them seemed like they wouldn't get along, but they were surprisingly compatible. Although the Blood Heaven Blade Demon seemed like a fussy old man, he had a manly disposition that matched well with the Fist Demon's personality.

I coolly emptied the first cup with the two Demon Supremes.

"Thank you for coming like this. Thanks to you two, things went smoothly."

They were truly people whose mere presence was a source of strength. They had now become people I could tell anything to and rely on completely.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon set down his cup and asked.

"So, what do you plan to do now?"

"I have to go to the Jiangxi Branch."

Meeting the heads of the Hunan Branch and the Jiangxi Branch was the purpose of leaving the cult this time.

"The head of the Jiangxi Branch must have a pounding heart."

The head of the Hunan Branch was dead, and the leader of the representative sect here, the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader, was also dead.

"If he hasn't committed any sins, there's no reason to be anxious."

"He'll be anxious anyway. Hearing that someone who brings a storm of blood with him is coming to visit."

I poured them another drink.

"That's unfair. Where else would you find someone who loves peace as much as I do?"

"But there's something I need to take care of before I go. That's why I hoped you two would stay."

I told the two of them about the mastermind behind this incident.

"There's someone who connected the deceased Heavenly Peace Sect Leader and Jin Hagun. The Heavenly Peace Sect Leader asked him for help, and he immediately moved the Murim Alliance."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's eyes glinted. He instinctively felt this was someone hiding their claws.

"Then he must be a powerful person."

This meant the incident might not be a simple case that started with the Hunan Branch head's corruption.

"When I sounded out Jin Hagun earlier, I noticed that he is very close to that person."

"The possibility of him being an insider in the Murim Alliance is high."

"Yes, that's highly likely."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon immediately understood my intentions.

"You intend to catch the bastard."

"At the very least, I have to find out who he is. It's not just because he's a threat to me. It bothers me that such a person is around Jin Hagun. In other words, it means he could manipulate the person who will become the future Murim Alliance Chairman."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon nodded at the same time.

"How do you plan to find out?"

"That's what you have to tell me, Elder. Why else would I have brought you all this way? I brought you here to hear what I should do in a situation like this."

"Trying to work an old man to the bone. Good for you."

However, contrary to his words, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked pleased. It is always enjoyable to be acknowledged by someone and have it confirmed that you are an essential being.

After pondering for a moment, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon raised a question.

"But why did he go this far?"

"What do you mean?"

"Why did he get involved in this matter, even mobilizing Jin Hagun? Was he that close to the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader?"

"According to the All-Knowing Hall's investigation, there was no one in the Murim Alliance that close to him."

"Then why? It wouldn't be his own achievement anyway, but Jin Hagun's. The Murim Alliance would reap all the benefits."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's point was sharp. I had been focusing on 'who,' but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was focusing on 'why.'

"Either he was someone trying to help Jin Hagun build achievements..."

"Or it means he absolutely needed the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded at my words.

"If that's the case, he will definitely show some kind of reaction to this incident. You can use that reaction as an opportunity to catch him."

"As expected! You're the best, Elder. How would I live without you?"

"The mask-wearer, the poison-user, the drunkard, the duel-addict..."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon glanced at the Fist Demon sitting next to him.

I laughed.

"You should have said the fist-fighter."

"You'd live just fine with your Master."

Still, he showed some courtesy to the Fist Demon since he was right there.

"If he wasn't next to you, it would have been 'fist-fighter,' right?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon drank his alcohol instead of answering, and the rarely smiling Fist Demon showed a smile.

"I'll send word to the All-Knowing Hall and also order my own intelligence organization to focus all their networks on this matter."

The Fist Demon, who had only been listening until now, finally opened his mouth.

"I'll see how they react before I go back."

It seemed the Fist Demon had decided he might be needed to help.

"As expected! How would I live without my Master?"

I wanted to hear 'the bookworm' come from the Fist Demon's mouth, but he just silently tilted his cup.

I emptied my cup with him. I was curious to see how the opponent would react.


When Jin Hagun visited his master's house, Baek Cheongeong was carving a wooden doll.

"I have returned, Master."

Baek Cheongeong did not acknowledge the greeting and focused only on carving the wood.

SCRAPE, SCRAPE.

Jin Hagun watched his master's expression. He couldn't tell if Baek Cheongeong was still unaware of the news from Hunan or if he had already heard. Jin Hagun had met with his grandfather upon his return and had come straight here.

His grandfather's reaction was better than expected. When Jin Hagun told him that he had ultimately given up because he could not forgive the evil deeds of the Heavenly Peace Sect's successor, his grandfather's face clearly showed joy.

It was horrifying to imagine what kind of emotion would have shadowed that expression if he had returned after acquiring the Heavenly Peace Sect. He once again felt gratitude toward Geom Mugeuk.

I will definitely repay you someday.

The problem was his master. He had, in the end, failed the task his master had suggested.

He'll understand, right? The purpose of recommending this task was also to make me the successor, after all.

SCRAPE, SCRAPE.

As he stared at his master's back, he suddenly remembered what Geom Mugeuk had said.


"Have you been looking at your grandfather properly until now?"



It wasn't just his grandfather. He hadn't been looking at his master properly either.

Because he was my grandfather. Because he was my Master.

From now on, he would look properly. Straight at the other person, without any preconceptions.

Since his master was still focused on carving, Jin Hagun looked around the workshop as usual and went to the display shelf where the dolls were set up.

A small doll lay fallen in front of the hero doll that was leading the fight. It was a doll he hadn't seen when he left.

Just as Jin Hagun was setting the fallen doll upright, his master spoke from behind him.

"Leave it lying down."


Chapter 277: Can You Handle It?

Jin Hagun pulled his hand away from the doll he was about to stand upright.

SCRAPE, SCRAPE.

The sound of wood carving started again.

Normally, the Master would not have cared if the doll was standing or lying down.

Who could this doll be?

Jin Hagun looked down at the fallen doll again. His gaze kept returning to it for some reason. In the end, Jin Hagun did not dare set it upright. Instead, he stealthily flipped over the doll that lay face down.

In that moment, Jin Hagun startled.

The wooden doll was him. It was only the size of a finger, but he instinctively knew it was him. The clothes and the hair were the same.

"Is this me?"

At the low question, the sound of wood carving stopped.

"Yes, it's you."

Jin Hagun looked at his master, bewildered.

He says it's me, yet he tells me to leave it lying down?

Jin Hagun could tell his master knew what happened in Hunan.

Even so.

He would have preferred his master's anger. This felt worse than being scolded. What was my Master thinking while carving this doll and leaving it here? He felt a disappointment and distance he had never experienced before.

I thought he would understand why I did it.

He decided his master must be acting this way because he did not know the circumstances.

"The son of the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader murdered innocent people."

The Master silently focused on his carving. It was a sign for Jin Hagun to continue speaking.

Jin Hagun could not mention the most important part of his explanation. He would have to admit he realized giving up the Heavenly Peace Sect was his grandfather's test. Wouldn't that imply his master had not realized it was a test?

"I had no choice because the Sword Supreme stepped in."

The Master said nothing. Jin Hagun could not tell if his master already knew or simply thought it was an excuse.

In the past, he would have been fidgeting anxiously, begging for forgiveness first.

However, Jin Hagun simply stared at his master.

What would Geom Mugeuk have done?

The thought came to him as if by magic, perhaps because he had been thinking about Geom Mugeuk the entire way back.

An image of Geom Mugeuk surfaced in his mind. His face smiled brightly as he looked at Jin Hagun.


"Let's have a drink!"



One thing was certain. Geom Mugeuk would have handled a moment like this with a smile.

Right, getting worked up means you lose.

Jin Hagun said calmly, "I'm sorry for disappointing you."

Instantly, the sound of wood carving stopped.

Baek Cheongeong slowly raised his head and looked at Jin Hagun.

Before, Jin Hagun's heart would have pounded as if it might burst, but strangely, he felt no fear.

A peculiar light flickered in Baek Cheongeong's eyes. He sensed his disciple was different.

Baek Cheongeong put down the doll he was holding and rose from his seat. He then walked slowly toward Jin Hagun.

Jin Hagun quietly watched his master approach. In the past, his mind would have raced.

The Master must be feeling this way. What should I say to appease his anger?

But the Jin Hagun of now thought something different. Geom Mugeuk's words were embedded in his heart.


"Have you been seeing clearly until now?"



Jin Hagun watched his master walk toward him. He observed his master's gaze, his footsteps, the movement of his hands, and even his expression.

Unfamiliar.

Baek Cheongeong's gaze shifted from his disciple to the doll lying on the display stand.

"Were you disappointed that your doll was lying down?"

Jin Hagun replied in a calm tone, "Because it's the first doll you made for me, Master."

Baek Cheongeong stood the doll up in its place.

"Is that better?"

Jin Hagun glanced at the doll for a moment, then laid it down again.

"No, I was defeated by Geom Mugeuk this time. It should stay down."

Baek Cheongeong nodded as if he had been waiting for that reaction.

"That's right. You should have somehow gotten the Heavenly Peace Sect in your hands and saved them."

Jin Hagun silently looked at Baek Cheongeong. It still felt unfamiliar. He realized he had never looked at his master's face so closely from the side. He had only ever glanced at his master and his grandfather. He had lived his life seeing people that way.

"When a war breaks out someday, hundreds of people from the orthodox sects could die because of the Heavenly Peace Sect. Can you bear that responsibility?"

In the past, he would have immediately prostrated himself and begged for forgiveness. His Master's words would have resonated with him. Even if they had not, he would have considered them right.

Now, he did not feel that way. Instead, a thought came to mind.

Why is he using an extreme example that hasn't even happened?

He suddenly recalled what Geom Mugeuk had said.

[The person who connected you with the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader does not wish for you to become the Chairman.]

He had thought it was nonsense at the time, but now a small doubt began to grow in his heart.

"My thinking was short-sighted."

At those words, Baek Cheongeong's expression softened slightly.

"Good, as long as you understand. We must find a way to reclaim the Heavenly Peace Sect now."

"I will think about it."

Baek Cheongeong returned to his seat. Before resuming his carving, he said one more thing.

"The Chairman would have wanted that as well."

SCRAPE, SCRAPE.

His Master's words were, to the very end, contrary to Jin Hagun's thoughts.

Is that really what he would have wanted?

His grandfather had been genuinely pleased that he had given up the Heavenly Peace Sect. Because he had tried to see his grandfather clearly, he was able to read that emotion. If he had not, he would have bowed his head and agreed. He had not been looking at his grandfather properly before.

Today, Jin Hagun finally understood the importance of Geom Mugeuk's words about seeing clearly.

Setting everything else aside, shouldn't we, of all people, not forgive someone like Seo Cheong? We are the orthodox sects. Among them, we are the one who will become the Murim Alliance Chairman, and the Master of that Chairman.

After meeting Geom Mugeuk, his master looked different.

Or perhaps, only today did he realize his master might be a completely different person than he had perceived.


That night, Jin Hagun had a nightmare.

A shadow-like being with an unclear face chased him all night. No matter how much he ran, his pursuer knew where he was and tracked him down.

Even now, the thing followed him from far behind.

He was too exhausted to run.

As he trudged along in despair, people on the roadside stared at him. He recognized some faces. There were people he trained with when he was young, and there was the throwing knife. People he was not even close to. Why are they appearing? Nightmares always summon those you have forgotten.

He walked past them and kept going. Meanwhile, the pursuing shadow drew closer.

He thought he was going to die. Just then, someone called out to him.

"Commander Jin!"

He looked up and saw Geom Mugeuk leaning on the second-floor railing of a tavern, looking down at him.

"Come on up and have a drink."

Geom Mugeuk smiled brightly, just as he had when they last parted.

As if possessed, Jin Hagun went up to the second floor of the tavern. He was glad to see him.

He stood with Geom Mugeuk at the railing. The pitch-black shadow that had been chasing him only looked up from the tavern entrance, unable to enter. He could feel the terrifying shadow was afraid.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk spoke abruptly. He repeated what he had said at the banquet. "Isn't that why we're here? If not us, who can stop a guy like that?"

The moment he looked at Geom Mugeuk, Jin Hagun woke from the dream.

"......" Drenched in sweat, Jin Hagun sighed. It was not strange for Geom Mugeuk to appear in his dream. He had thought about him constantly since they met.

However, his choices in the dream had been foolish. He had just been chased helplessly. He should have fought directly, led the Demon Slaying Brigade to fight, or gone to his grandfather for help. He had just let himself be chased.

What angered him more was that he had given up in the end. The memory of trudging along in despair was vividly etched in his mind.

Shaking off the nightmare, he shot up from his bed.


Jin Haryong was surprised by Jin Hagun's visit.

"So you do things you don't normally do too, Orabeoni?"

Jin Hagun had not visited her quarters recently.

"People can change."

"Don't change too much, it's scary."

Jin Hagun looked around the room and sat down. Jin Haryong knew her Orabeoni would not visit for no reason, so she asked, inwardly tense.

"How did it go?"

"I failed."

"You look pretty good for someone who failed."

"It was half a failure and half a success."

Jin Haryong gave him a questioning look, but Jin Hagun did not answer. He himself did not know what was right and what was wrong right now.

"Geom Mugeuk, what was he like?"

"I don't know."

"Don't be like that, tell me."

"I said I don't know. I don't know him."

Jin Haryong nodded.

"You saw him well, then."

If she were asked what kind of person Geom Mugeuk was, she too would have no other answer.

Just then, Jin Hagun said something unexpected.

"Haryong, have you ever experienced something in your life that you couldn't understand?"

Jin Haryong looked at Jin Hagun, surprised.

"Right now."

Jin Hagun gave a faint smile.

"I'm asking seriously."

Had she ever experienced something like that? Ah, she had.

"When I met that person, Geom Mugeuk, I couldn't understand anything at all."

"How did you get through it?"

"I didn't get through it. I was swept away by that person, Geom Mugeuk, and it just passed."

Now, Jin Hagun knew exactly what she meant.

Jin Haryong could tell a wave of change was crashing into her Orabeoni's life. She did not ask if it was because of Geom Mugeuk. She knew he would not admit it, if only for his pride.

Then Jin Hagun asked about something unexpected.

"Do you still hold the prodigy gathering?"

"I do."

"A lot of people must come."

"Do you think they come to see me? They come to get on Grandfather's good side."

Jin Haryong regularly invited prodigies from the orthodox sects. It was less a personal gathering and more a way for the Alliance to manage them. She was in charge of that task.

"There's someone I want you to invite."

"......"

Then, an unexpected name came from Jin Hagun's lips.

"Someone who must be seen without prejudice."

Jin Haryong was startled. He was talking about Geom Mugeuk.

"Why him?"

Jin Hagun answered, "I need his help. Invite him as your guest, and arrange for him to meet me. Make it look like a coincidence."

He could not summon Geom Mugeuk directly. The man who would become the Murim Alliance Chairman could not ask for help from the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

"Are you serious?"

Jin Hagun nodded. It was no wonder his sister was so surprised. Even he thought this was a crazy idea.

But he felt it instinctively. The unfamiliarity he felt from his master constantly stimulated his survival instincts. If he could continue living in ignorance, it would be one thing, but the doubt in his heart grew day by day.

This could not be postponed, nor was it a time to worry about pride. He needed an outsider's help, someone who could look at the situation objectively, not an insider with vested interests. He felt he could not be as helpless as he was in his dream.

"But why?"

"You don't need to know."

"Let me ask again. Is the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade in a situation where he needs the help of the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult?"

Jin Hagun replied, "Let's just say your Orabeoni is in a situation where he needs your friend's help."

Even he thought it was absurd, but his instincts were desperately telling him, even using a dream. He needed him.

Jin Haryong hesitated. This was the first favor her Orabeoni had asked of her since they grew up, yet she hesitated.

For her, Geom Mugeuk was also a good memory. She wanted to use this as an excuse to see him again.

However, getting him involved with her Orabeoni was a different matter. It was a relationship between the successor to the Murim Alliance and the successor to the Demonic Cult.

That was why she was anxious. Was it okay to drag a demon into her Orabeoni's affairs?

"Can you handle it?"

After a brief pause, Jin Hagun shook his head.

"Geom Mugeuk? I can't. I need his help precisely because he's someone I can't handle."

Because he had grasped his opponent so accurately, Jin Haryong was actually relieved.

"Then it's settled."


I was training in the Heavenly Space Secret Art within the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

Since my regression, I have met all sorts of people and handled all sorts of matters, but I have never forgotten that martial arts training is the most important thing. Whenever I had time to myself, I always immersed myself in training.

The Heavenly Space Secret Art progressed little by little. It was truly as slow as a turtle. However, I did not give up. I trained and trained, hoping my level might suddenly jump up one day. Of course, that never happened.

When I had to be in a place with people coming and going, I would close my eyes for a moment and practice the Heavenly Demon Self-Defense Technique. With only one stage left until complete mastery, I trained with all my might.

As for the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, I repeatedly practiced only the First Stance whenever I had a spare moment. Few opponents could survive the Soaring Sky Sword Art, which had reached the Twelfth Star mastery, but if one did appear, I intended to kill them with the First Stance. So I practiced it again and again. I had seen the four evil spirits so many times that I now felt a sense of intimacy with them. The time they lingered was also increasing minutely.

After finishing my training and taking a short break, I saw the Fist Demon taking a walk outside the window.

The Fist Demon stood tall at the edge of the yard, gazing at the distant mountains over the wall.

"Master."

I stood side by side with the Fist Demon.

"Shall I guess what you were just thinking about?"

At that, the Fist Demon showed interest.

"What was I thinking?"

"You were thinking about a cliff, weren't you?"

"If anyone heard that, they'd misunderstand and think I'm crazy about destroying cliffs. Why did you think that?"

"Because your back said so, Master."

The Fist Demon looked at me with a questioning expression.

There are people whose backs tell you who they are. Father is like that, and so is the Fist Demon.

The reason I feel a sense of loneliness when I look at his back is probably because I know how steadfast that back is. It is a back that would walk alone toward thousands of enemies without hesitation if Father commanded it.

"Master, I don't think you should destroy the cliff."

"......"

"When would we ever clean all that up? Besides, it looks cool with the cliff there, doesn't it?"

The Fist Demon looked at me and smiled. I like this man's smile, a smile I do not get to see often.

Just then, a martial artist from the Hunan Branch came and delivered a messenger pigeon. Unexpectedly, it was sent by Jin Haryong.

[You told me to be sure to tell you if something strange and incomprehensible ever happened in my life, right? Well, that time is now.


Chapter 278: Are You Nervous Seeing the Number One Beauty of Hubei After So Long?

I went to the residence of the Fist Demon and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was reading a book.

"What book are you reading all the way out here?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon answered without lifting his head.

"Since you won't let me go home, I have to read here."

"Where did you get that book?"

"It seems there's a library for the Branch martial artists."

Would martial artists even read books? The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was the type to find something to read even in a token library. He truly loved books.

"Stop reading that. Read this first."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon finally closed his book and looked up.

"A messenger pigeon came from the Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter."

"Why his granddaughter?"

"She sent an invitation to a prodigy gathering and a request for help. It's undoubtedly related to this incident."

"So they're starting to show a reaction."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had advised me to respond based on their reaction. Word came from an unexpected person.

I surmised that whoever connected the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader and Jin Hagun was now pressuring Jin Hagun because of the recent failure. Jin Haryong must want to see me because a problem has arisen for her Orabeoni, Jin Hagun.

The Fist Demon asked, "What are you going to do?"

"A friend is asking for help, so I have to go."

The Fist Demon's expression turned serious.

"You must be cautious about going to the Murim Alliance."

Contacting them before was different. Now that I was the Young Cult Leader, my actions could become the Cult's official stance.

"I'll move with caution."

The Fist Demon said firmly, "We'll go with you."

He spoke without asking the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's opinion. They had clearly already decided to move with me until this matter was over.

"If you two attend, the entire Murim Alliance will go on high alert. You're the ones who put our Cult's Hunan Branch on high alert, after all."

The two Demon Supremes smiled faintly. They must have also found the Hunan Branch high alert incident amusing. The Poison King or the Drunken Demon might have been able to attend the banquet with me, but these two had to move without being noticed.

"Please stay at the nearest Murim Alliance safehouse. If I need help, I'll send word immediately."

Just as the two Demon Supremes nodded, Cheokyeon arrived. He reported that someone was here. An unexpected messenger pigeon was followed by an unexpected visitor. Coincidentally, both were women.

"Martial Artist Lee has arrived."


Lee Ahn entered the Hunan Branch. She wore a mask and a different martial arts uniform than usual. All the Branch martial artists stopped and stared at her.

Her beauty shone through the mask, but the qi she exuded was even more extraordinary. Her very gait projected the aura of a master, overwhelming ordinary martial artists. She wore a black martial arts uniform and a black mask. The words 'the Ghost Shadows' were embroidered in white on the mask.

Green Mask followed behind her with about ten martial artists. They all wore the same attire, and every one of them exuded an extraordinary aura.

"Lee Ahn!"

Lee Ahn looked over at my call. Normally, she would have run to me shouting, "Young Master!" But conscious of the eyes around her, she walked slowly instead.

[You got a new martial arts uniform? It looks great!]

Lee Ahn quickly replied to my telepathy.

[Don't talk to me! I'm going to give a cool greeting.]

[Right now, you're moving the arm and leg on the same side.]

[Stop it! Don't tease me! This is my first formal greeting to the Young Master, so I'm going to do it coolly.]

She walked up to me and offered a polite clasped hands greeting.

"We greet the Young Cult Leader."

[Such pretense!]

[Endure it!]

The martial artists with her lined up behind her.

"We greet the Young Cult Leader."

After their resounding greeting, Lee Ahn introduced them.

"This is the first squad of the Ghost Shadow Squad."

Green Mask stepped forward and greeted me.

"I'm Green Mask, the Division Leader of the first squad. I offer my formal greetings to the Young Cult Leader."

The first squad of the Ghost Shadow Squad was finally complete. Green Mask still wore his blue mask, but his eyes looked incredibly trustworthy. He was a man who had turned down a Demon Supreme position to be a Division Leader. I believed his first squad would be superior to any other in the murim.

"It's only the first squad for now, but it'll gradually expand."

I could feel Lee Ahn's pride. Green Mask added his loyalty.

"We only carry out the Young Cult Leader's orders."

"Any order?"

"Yes, that's correct."

"What would you do if I ordered you to go and kill the Murim Alliance Chairman right now?"

It was a suicide mission, but Green Mask answered without hesitation.

"We'll carry out the order immediately."

"What if Father gives an order? And what if that order conflicts with mine?"

Green Mask was flustered for a moment but soon answered calmly.

"We only follow the Young Cult Leader's orders."

"I appreciate your loyalty, but I make an exception for Father's orders. Consider Father's orders as my own and follow them. Understood?"

"Yes, I understand!"

I patted Green Mask's shoulder, feeling a deep trust.

"I'll be counting on you from now on."

"I will serve you with all my loyalty."

I made my real request through telepathy.

[Take good care of your Captain, more so than me.]

Green Mask answered with his eyes. His gaze was more trustworthy than any words.

I walked past Green Mask to stand before the first squad members. They were all young. Since Lee Ahn and Green Mask had carefully selected them, I knew I could trust them. As I passed, each member removed their mask and stated their name.

I made eye contact with each of them, then spoke.

"There's something I always tell your Captains. Cherish yourselves the most. Live for your own happiness."

Their expressions showed they had heard this before. Lee Ahn must have told them about me.

I asked one of the Ghost Shadow Squad martial artists, "Do you know why it was named the Ghost Shadow Squad?"

"I heard it was named with the will to become the Young Cult Leader's shadow."

"Yes, that's right. You are my shadows."

I felt Cheokyeon tense up behind me. The Ghost Shadow Squad's aura was no less than that of the bodyguards. Calling them 'my shadow' must have sparked a strange rivalry.

He probably considers himself and his men to be the shadows.

I pretended not to notice and continued speaking to the Ghost Shadow Squad.

"It'd be strange if the main body is happy but the shadow is unhappy, right? So don't make me a bad guy. Make sure the shadow is happier than the main body. I believe this organization will only get stronger when you're happy. Now, repeat after me. We will become happy shadows!"

"We will become happy shadows."

The first squad members looked awkward as they repeated the words. They might have heard I was a peculiar Young Cult Leader, but they probably never expected to repeat such a chant.

Happiness. The word had never been emphasized in any Demonic Cult organization before. It probably didn't exist in the orthodox or unorthodox sects either.

Just then, Lee Ahn cut in.

"But you all know that his words don't mean you should become cowards, right?"

"Of course!" they answered resoundingly.

"You've worked hard coming here. Cheokyeon, provide the Ghost Shadow Squad with food and rooms. Captain, come see me for a moment."

After the Ghost Shadow Squad went to rest, Lee Ahn and I walked through the flower garden.

"How did you get here?"

"I heard you were here, so I stopped by on my way back to our Cult. It was on the way."

"You didn't just come to show off your first squad members?"

"Was it that obvious?" she laughed awkwardly.

She had rushed straight here just to show them off.

"I wanted to show them to you first, Young Master. How are they? My subordinates."

I paused, wondering how to tease the tense girl, but she beat me to it.

"That's a relief. Thank you for saying I chose well."

"I didn't say anything, though?"

"I can tell you're just thinking of how to tease me. If I'd messed up, you wouldn't even be thinking about it."

Lee Ahn was too quick-witted. I offered sincere congratulations instead of teasing her.

"Yes, they all looked fine. You worked hard selecting them."

Lee Ahn beamed. That one sentence seemed to reward all her past hardships.

"How have you been?"

"Traveling through the Central Plains, I realized I'd been living in a well. I also felt how truly important experience is."

"In that sense, let's go have one more experience together. The invitation arrived the day you got here. It must be fate that we go together."

The messenger pigeon from Jin Haryong arrived the same day as Lee Ahn. I thought it was fate telling me to have these two brilliant women meet. I believed the meeting would help them both grow.

There was another reason, too.

I recalled my conversation with Jin Haryong.

[Do you have a girl back home? A girl you like?]

[There's a woman prettier than you.]

[Prettier than me? Then the credibility of your words just plummeted.]

[You're the number one beauty of Hubei, right? She's the world number one beauty.]

[You have to show me next time, that world number one beauty!]

I had planned to introduce them if the opportunity arose. Now, it finally had.

"Who sent the invitation?"

I smiled faintly. "The person who made my credibility plummet."


Jin Haryong held the gathering as usual.

Prodigies made all sorts of efforts to participate. One had to stand out in their region just to receive an invitation. The gathering's biggest advantage was building connections with children from other sects. Just getting noticed by Jin Haryong made the event meaningful.

The young prodigies secretly dreamed of marrying Jin Haryong. Most were the best and brightest in their own towns, so they dreamed big. She was the Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter, the number one beauty of Hubei, and an outstanding martial artist. As a marriage partner, she was the best in the orthodox sects murim.

Of course, they realized it was an unattainable dream once they met Jin Haryong in person. She led the gathering excellently but never revealed personal feelings. Especially after the last Young Dragon Tournament, she allowed no openings.

"Is something wrong? You seem tense."

Jin Haryong's bodyguard, Chu Ho, asked with concern. She seemed particularly tense today.

"I'm fine."

She didn't necessarily expect Geom Mugeuk to come. Their statuses were now clearly different. Coming to the Murim Alliance was a great risk, so he was more likely to stay away.

Nevertheless, she felt a baseless expectation. For some reason, it felt like Geom Mugeuk would come. He was the kind of man who inspired that.

Meanwhile, people gathered in the banquet hall. They exchanged greetings, all trying hard to make themselves known.

She peeked from behind the curtain, but Geom Mugeuk was nowhere to be seen.

Is he not coming?

She put aside her disappointment and hurt pride. Her Orabeoni desperately needed him.

"It's time for you to go out."

At Chu Ho's words, she composed herself. Her expression was completely different as she went outside. When she appeared, everyone clapped and cheered. First-time attendees were greatly impressed by the number one beauty of Hubei.

Usually, she would start by thanking the esteemed martial artists for coming.

"Welcome, my friends."

She started with a joke. Laughter erupted, and the atmosphere immediately lightened.

"When my grandfather starts a speech, no one can even blink, no matter how boring it is, right? Well, it's okay to doze off now."

Laughter followed again. Jin Haryong wasn't originally so easygoing, but she had changed after meeting Geom Mugeuk. She was trying to change, though even she didn't know why.

"You must have heard some unusual news lately. News from the Demonic Cult, and news from the Evil Alliance."

Everyone's expression stiffened at the mention of the Demonic Cult and the Evil Alliance. Most were children of prestigious families and had heard rumors about the heirs. The rumors about the Demonic Cult's heir were especially incredible.

"Those rumors tell us why we must gather and unite. A person more formidable than any heir in history has appeared. Our grandfathers and parents won't be the ones to face him. We are."

A heavy silence fell over the hall.

Jin Haryong paused her speech and looked around at them. The young martial artists had to awaken. They had to genuinely change to face him.

At that very moment, Jin Haryong's eyes met someone's among the prodigies.

She startled the moment she saw him.

When on earth did he come in?

Geom Mugeuk stood among the crowd, smiling.

Ah! He came!

A surge of gladness welled up inside her. His eyes were unchanged. They were still clear, deep, and pure, yet looked like they could play a prank at any moment.

She was grateful. When she asked for help, he hadn't refused. He, the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, now stood alone among the orthodox sects. All because she had asked him to come.

She stared at Geom Mugeuk and continued her speech.

"The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult in the rumors is no ordinary person. They say he's stronger, smarter, and braver than anyone else, and he even keeps his promises well, right?"

Geom Mugeuk's smile deepened.

"So we too must get our acts together and build our skills. If we let our guard down, the sword of the Demonic Cult's Young Cult Leader will one day pierce our hearts. So let's all join forces and strive! For the peace of the murim! There's no time to doze off."

The prodigies cheered enthusiastically.

In the noisy hall, the two of them just gazed at each other.


After her speech, Jin Haryong immediately met Geom Mugeuk in the rear garden.

"You really came."

"We agreed to be friends, didn't we?"

"It's just awkward seeing you after so long."

"You can be comfortable. I came as a friend."

Seeing Geom Mugeuk up close, Jin Haryong felt needlessly nervous. With her Orabeoni's problem weighing on her, all sorts of thoughts crossed her mind.

He really came as a friend, right? Could I be getting deceived by this man?

Gratitude and fear mixed within her. She tried to ease her tension with a playful remark.

"So, are you nervous seeing the number one beauty of Hubei after so long?"

"Well, I'm someone who sees the world's number one beauty all the time."

"Bragging again?"

"I thought you'd say that, so I brought her."

"Then let's see her, that world number one beauty."

Until that moment, Jin Haryong thought Geom Mugeuk was joking.

Geom Mugeuk turned his head. In the distance, Lee Ahn stepped out from behind a building. Jin Haryong was startled, realizing he had really come with a woman.

Lee Ahn emerged from the building's shadow and walked slowly toward them.


Chapter 279: You Never Know

Lee Ahn wore a bamboo hat with an attached veil.

As Lee Ahn drew nearer, Jin Haryong's eyes widened. Her figure was slender yet sensual, a physique one did not see every day.

Still, Jin Haryong maintained her composure for the moment.

Lee Ahn walked right up to the two of them and slowly removed her bamboo hat.

Jin Haryong was stunned the moment she saw Lee Ahn's face.

Jin Haryong had always been confident in her own looks. No matter how beautiful a woman was, she tended to look ordinary standing before Jin Haryong.

However, this person was different. She had distinct and refreshing features, clear eyes, and resilient skin that seemed to glow.

Jin Haryong wondered if it was even possible for someone to be so captivatingly beautiful.

The reason Jin Haryong was more surprised and impressed than most was that she herself knew more about beauty than anyone else.

She had often been the subject of comparison and had met many beautiful women. That was why she knew. It was not easy to be that beautiful.

There was one more thing.

Something made Lee Ahn perfect. It was Lee Ahn's aura. Her aura was gentle yet intense. Looking at her felt like seeing a single plum blossom blooming on a snowy day.

A master!

No prodigy Jin Haryong had seen until now had ever displayed such an aura. It was an aura that overwhelmed not only them, but even herself.

She's a greater master than I am.

She's this beautiful, and she's strong in martial arts too? Surely her personality can't be good, right? Her voice must be strange? Truly, such silly thoughts even crossed her mind.

While Jin Haryong was lost in thought, Lee Ahn smiled and greeted her.

"It's a pleasure to meet you. I'm Lee Ahn."

Her voice was like jade beads rolling on a silver tray. Her personality was still unknown, but judging by external factors alone, she was perfect.

"I'm Jin Haryong."

Jin Haryong's voice trembled slightly. It hadn't trembled when she gave a speech to all those prodigies earlier, but in this moment, it did.

In contrast, although Lee Ahn faced the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman, every word she uttered overflowed with confidence.

"I've heard a lot about you. It's an honor to meet such a distinguished person. You're truly beautiful. I've never seen anyone as beautiful as you."

A single thought surfaced in Jin Haryong's mind.

Look who's talking!

To think a day would come when she would be outmatched in looks.

Her astonished gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk. Geom Mugeuk puffed out his chest with an annoyingly proud expression.

"This is the kind of person I am."

As if she couldn't believe it, Jin Haryong checked again.

"Is she really your girlfriend?"

At the word girlfriend, Lee Ahn looked at Geom Mugeuk in surprise.

"She was looking down on me for not having a girlfriend, so I told her I did."

Jin Haryong's heart pounded for her own reasons, and Lee Ahn's heart pounded for hers.

"So, is she your girlfriend or not?"

Just as Geom Mugeuk was about to answer, Lee Ahn replied.

"I'm not."

At that moment, Jin Haryong felt an unidentifiable sense of relief.

"We're much closer than a girlfriend."

Jin Haryong flinched.

Though it was a brief reaction, Lee Ahn could feel it.

Miss Jin likes the Young Master.

It was an intuition she could feel as another woman.

The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult and the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman.

The qualifications that all men in the world desire have become the worst possible conditions for a relationship with the Young Master, I see.

Lee Ahn smiled and said, "I've served as his bodyguard since we were young. That's what I meant by our long time together."

At that, Jin Haryong glanced at Geom Mugeuk and commented, "It must have been difficult, serving that person."

"It wasn't easy."

As the two women stared at him simultaneously, Geom Mugeuk grinned and said, "People always become friends faster when there's a common enemy."

Then, Jin Haryong asked provocatively, "Are we really common enemies?"

"What do you mean?"

Jin Haryong said to Lee Ahn, "If he considered you a subordinate, I don't think the word girlfriend would have ever come out of his mouth."

At her probing words, Lee Ahn stated firmly, "You misunderstand. To me, he is the noble Young Cult Leader, and I've never dared to harbor such feelings."

Her feelings for Geom Mugeuk were deeper than anyone's. However, she was a mere bodyguard, and Geom Mugeuk was of the Heavenly Demon's bloodline. She, on the other hand, was all alone in the world, not even knowing who her parents were.

"You never know what can happen in the world."

Jin Haryong's words were directed at Lee Ahn, and perhaps, also at herself.

Just as Lee Ahn had sensed Jin Haryong's affection for Geom Mugeuk, Jin Haryong also sensed that Lee Ahn was in love with Geom Mugeuk.

For a brief moment, a strange current flowed between the two women.

Jin Haryong said to Geom Mugeuk, "Anyway, I take back calling you a braggart."

"Then we're good. My credibility has been restored."

Finally, Geom Mugeuk revealed the reason he had brought Lee Ahn.

"I didn't bring Lee Ahn here to have you two fight over your looks."

"Then?"

The reason was quite unexpected.

"I brought my friend to introduce her to another friend. I thought you two would get along well."

The words 'another friend' flew into Jin Haryong's heart.

So he really did think of me as a friend.

She felt a strange mix of happiness and a slight sense of disappointment.

After introducing the two women to each other, Geom Mugeuk got to the point.

"Where is Commander Jin?"

"Why my Orabeoni?"

"Didn't you call me because of Commander Jin?"

"How did you know?"

Honestly, this man was no longer surprising.

"Your Orabeoni must have asked you to arrange a chance meeting."

"How did you know that, too? Don't tell me. Are you spying on us? Did you plant people around me?"

Her words made Geom Mugeuk laugh because she was being serious, not joking.

"I wish I really had spies that skilled. The problem is, people with that much skill don't become spies."

That meant Geom Mugeuk had figured it out through deduction. Right, this was the kind of person he was, so it made sense that her Orabeoni would ask for his help.

"Do you think of me as a friend?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"Then make me a promise. You can't harm my Orabeoni. If it comes to that, kill me instead. Got it?"

Geom Mugeuk said to Lee Ahn, "Did you hear that? If I order you to kill Commander Jin, you can just kill this person here."

"Isn't that too harsh an order after introducing us as friends?"

At Lee Ahn's words, Jin Haryong smiled faintly.

"My Orabeoni is in the guest room at the far end of the rear garden. He's on standby to come out and meet you when I send word."

"I'll go and meet him."

"My Orabeoni's pride will be hurt."

"If he wanted to protect his pride, he wouldn't have called me in the first place. See you later, then."

Having said his piece, Geom Mugeuk walked toward the place Jin Haryong had indicated.

Once the two of them were alone, an awkward silence briefly fell between them.

Jin Haryong asked Lee Ahn, "Would you like to go to the banquet with me?"

If the two beautiful women returned to the banquet hall together, it would surely cause an uproar.

Lee Ahn politely declined.

"Please invite me next time. I don't think today is the right place for me."

"Yes, then I'll see you next time."

They politely greeted each other with a clasped hands greeting.

After walking a few steps, Jin Haryong looked back at Lee Ahn.

"Will we be able to see each other again?"

Jin Haryong felt a curiosity toward Lee Ahn. She was curious about what kind of woman Lee Ahn was, and how the Geom Mugeuk she knew differed from the Geom Mugeuk that Lee Ahn knew. The fact that Lee Ahn was beautiful also drew her in.

"Of course. I'll always be with the Young Master. If you wish to see me, please seek out the Young Master."

"I will."

Jin Haryong returned to the banquet hall, and Lee Ahn quietly disappeared into the shadows.


Jin Hagun waited in the guest room.

His plan was to go there naturally and meet Geom Mugeuk when his sister sent word. After all, it wasn't strange for him to participate in a gathering of prodigies.

This is insane.

What would happen if his master found out? Their relationship would probably become irreparable. If his grandfather found out? He would also be greatly disappointed. Because a problem had arisen, and instead of solving it himself, he had involved a member of the demonic sect. Knowing all this, he had still brought Geom Mugeuk into it. That was how great a sense of crisis he felt.

It was at that very moment.

Someone passing by the window stopped and looked inside.

The person who met Jin Hagun's eyes was Geom Mugeuk.

"Commander Jin! Why are you here? I was on my way to attend the meeting at your sister's invitation. I was just looking for the outhouse, what a coincidence this is. It seems we're truly bound by fate."

Jin Hagun, who had been staring at Geom Mugeuk, finally let out a sigh.

"Stop the ridiculous acting and come in."

Geom Mugeuk entered the house with a smile.

"How did you know?"

"Because if my sister hadn't told you, there's no way we'd be meeting here. You're not the type of person to get lost looking for an outhouse, are you? And you're certainly not someone I'd run into by chance like this."

"As expected! Our Commander Jin is so smart. We'll have to use our heads a lot when we take on the Murim Alliance later."

"I'm not in the mood to play along with your jokes right now. So stop it."

Jin Hagun worried about how this moment would be remembered in his life. He stood at a crossroads, wondering if it would begin with 'It was a truly foolish choice,' or 'If not for that choice back then, I wouldn't be who I am today.'

"How did you know I was the one who called you?"

"Because I know how important the Murim Alliance is to you."

"What do you know about me?"

"Aren't you the man who gave up the Heavenly Peace Sect to become the Chairman? That fact alone shows how much you want to be the Murim Alliance Chairman."

Jin Hagun acknowledged the statement with his silence.

"Are you perhaps bothered by the fact that you called me? You don't need to worry about that."

Jin Hagun waited for his next words with a questioning look.

Then, unexpected words flowed from Geom Mugeuk.

"You're not the successor yet, are you? If a successor had called a successor, that could certainly be a problem, but right now, the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade has called his sister's friend. Not to ask for help, but to investigate something."

"Then you came because you were called by a mere Captain of the Murim Alliance who isn't even a successor, didn't you? The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, of all people."

"I'm fine with it. I'm a big-minded person."

"You have some nerve saying that about yourself."

"If I don't say it, you wouldn't know I was this big-minded, would you? Since you're so busy worrying about public opinion that you don't need to care about."

"You really are..."

"A person who knows how to praise himself and insult others at the same time."

How could one possibly win against Geom Mugeuk in a battle of words? In the end, with an expression that said he was impossible, Jin Hagun just shook his head.

Geom Mugeuk stood up, poured tea from a kettle on a corner table, and asked, "Why did you call me?"

Now that he had to answer, Jin Hagun hesitated. Should he really talk about his master? About his master, of all people.

Geom Mugeuk brought over two cups of tea. The action was so natural it seemed as if Geom Mugeuk was hosting Jin Hagun.

"I'll try to guess why you called me."

After looking down at his teacup for a moment, Geom Mugeuk said abruptly, "You're afraid that you'll end up killing that person with your own hands."

"!"

In that instant, Jin Hagun's eyes shot wide open.

"You called me because you couldn't bring yourself to kill him. To use me as your sword."

It was an unexpected statement, but at the same time, it hit the nail on the head.

Jin Hagun admitted that he had recalled Geom Mugeuk's words from deep within his heart. That he might have to kill his master in the end. Once that premonition had surfaced, it had never left his mind.

"Why didn't you tell the Chairman about something this important?"

Under Geom Mugeuk's intense gaze, Jin Hagun felt it was time to reveal everything.

"Because he wouldn't believe me, and even if he did, I thought that person would find out first in the process of handling this matter. There are likely many people within the Alliance who serve as his eyes and ears."

"Who is that person?"

Jin Hagun finally revealed his identity.

"My Master."

This was the first time Geom Mugeuk had heard of his master's existence.

"You had a Master?"

"It's not known to the outside world, so you wouldn't know. My Master extremely disliked being known to the world."

One thing was certain. When Hwa Mugi was pushing back the Murim Alliance's Chairman's Hall and the Murim Alliance Chairman and all his relatives were killed, his master was not among the victims. At the very least, he was not the type of person to die protecting his disciple.

"I realized through this incident. That my Master is strange."

"That's right. Masters are always strange. My Master is trying to demolish a cliff with his fists."

He couldn't tell if Geom Mugeuk's words were a joke or the truth, but that was truly how he felt.

"I'd rather have a Master who was strange in that way."

"How was he strange? Tell me in detail."

"I don't have any concrete evidence. It's just a feeling, and yet I called you... maybe I'm the strange one."

"You're not strange, you're just too smart."

At Geom Mugeuk's words, Jin Hagun lifted his head.

"What do you mean?"

"Even from my perspective, this whole affair was certainly strange. It was strange from the very beginning when the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader asked your side for help."

"Couldn't it be that my Master and the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader were close?"

"Then let me ask you one thing. Did your Master mention revenge?"

Jin Hagun's heart sank for a moment. He had been so focused on the sense of unease from his master that he had missed that point.

Jin Hagun shook his head. That wasn't the only thing he had missed.

"Did he mourn the death of the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader? No, did he even ask who killed him?"

There was no mourning, nor did he ask who the killer was. Why hadn't he thought of this? It was such a basic thought. Suddenly, he recalled something Geom Mugeuk had said.


"You mean that sometimes you can't see things precisely because they are close to you."



Because when something happens, countless past memories and one's relationship with that person come to mind first, rather than such objective judgments.

"So what did your Master say?"

"He said we should reclaim the Heavenly Peace Sect. He told me to find a way."

"For a relationship that's only this deep, why would the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader ask your Master for help? What kind of relationship do they have? Objectively speaking, isn't it strange? The Master of the Murim Alliance Chairman's grandson is in an incomprehensible relationship with the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader, who is under the influence of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult? Your instincts were working well. Your choice to call me was also excellent."

Geom Mugeuk's barrage of compliments continued.

"That's why I look forward to when you become the Chairman. I want to work with a wise person like you."

Geom Mugeuk was endlessly provoking him. Then again, he was the kind of person who could shake people up like this, so it was natural that he was the first person Jin Hagun thought of in a moment of crisis. He must have been the one who came to him even in his dreams and gave him faith.

Jin Hagun no longer hesitated or wavered.

"What should I do now?"

Until the very end, Geom Mugeuk was the spokesperson for Jin Hagun's inner thoughts.

"Since they tried to play with you, shouldn't you become a dangerous toy?"


Chapter 280: I Must See for Myself

Jin Haryong's body was at the President's banquet, but her mind was elsewhere.

Even while greeting and speaking with the prodigies, her thoughts drifted to Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn. She recalled Lee Ahn's beautiful image and felt her prayer. Then, she pictured Geom Mugeuk standing beside Lee Ahn.

Is Orabeoni doing well?

In her distracted state, the prodigies trying to win her favor went completely unnoticed.

They included handsome men and skilled martial artists, but compared to Geom Mugeuk, they all seemed like children. It was a side effect of knowing him.

The meeting felt especially long. When it finally ended, she returned to her residence and found Jin Hagun waiting.

"Orabeoni!"

Jin Haryong never thought she would be so happy to see him.

"I was just about to go see you. What happened?"

Judging by Jin Hagun's expression, their talk had ended well.

Instead of answering, Jin Hagun asked a question.

"How was the meeting?"

"It's the same old boring stuff. Memorizing names and faces, listening to bragging, and pretending to be friendly. Then it's 'Let's overthrow the Demonic Cult! Let's defeat the Evil Alliance!'"

"That boring work will one day protect the orthodox sects of the murim."

"You can protect the murim, Orabeoni. My role ends here."

"Do you think there'll be anywhere to hide if the Demonic Cult takes over the murim?"

Her Orabeoni also suffered from a side effect, one that came from living as the Chairman's grandson. The fear that the Demonic Cult and the Evil Alliance could invade had been rooted in his heart since childhood.

"Orabeoni, do you really think Geom Mugeuk is the kind of person who dreams of unifying the murim by slaughtering us all?"

She couldn't picture it, no matter how hard she tried. The image of Geom Mugeuk standing on a mountain of corpses just didn't fit.

"I don't know. I don't know what kind of person he is, but one thing is certain. If he dreams of unifying the murim, stopping him won't be easy."

This was not a problem for their grandfather to solve. It was a matter for Jin Hagun and Jin Haryong's generation.

"You can never know if you can trust someone during the process. That trust is only proven by the result. We're still in the process."

This applied to his relationship with his master and with Geom Mugeuk. Doing well a hundred times meant nothing. If they showed their true colors at the last moment, it would be a catastrophe.

"Oh, you know how to say things like that now. How impressive, Orabeoni!"

After a short pause, Jin Hagun spoke.

"Geom Mugeuk said that."

"Ah!"

Jin Haryong grew solemn for a moment, then burst out laughing.

"My successful Orabeoni has finally met his match."

Even after hearing this, Jin Hagun didn't feel angry or displeased.

She was the only person he could open his heart to. The only one with whom he could comfortably have such sensitive conversations.

"Orabeoni, what do you think of him?"

Jin Haryong was curious about her Orabeoni's opinion of Geom Mugeuk.

Like her, Jin Hagun had much to say about Geom Mugeuk. He was clearly a trustworthy person, but Jin Hagun didn't know how far that trust should extend.

Nevertheless, Jin Hagun acknowledged his counterpart.

"He is a person on a different scale than me."

Jin Hagun held out one hand, cupping it as if holding a ball.

"If I am a person of this size."

He then used both hands to mime holding a large ball in front of his chest.

"Geom Mugeuk is a person of this size. To face him and win, I'll have to start by acknowledging this."

Her Orabeoni had certainly changed after meeting Geom Mugeuk. The fact that her prideful Orabeoni would admit such a thing proved he was different.

Jin Haryong liked the change, but she was also worried. She worried he might fall too deeply for Geom Mugeuk.

"You can handle it, right?"

"I have to try. If I can't do it now, I won't be able to do it later either."

Jin Hagun's gaze was resolute. Though he was receiving help, she could feel his determination not to be swayed by Geom Mugeuk.

"Watch how I overcome this."

Jin Haryong clenched her fist, her expression full of belief.

This time, Jin Hagun asked a question.

"How about you? You saw Geom Mugeuk for the first time in a while, didn't you?"

Her clenched fist went limp.

"It's even more repetitive for me. I'm always surprised and flustered, but today, he wasn't the problem."

Jin Haryong imitated Jin Hagun.

"If I am this beautiful, then this time I met someone who is this beautiful."

Seeing her brother's confused look, Jin Haryong smiled.

"I realized that Hubei was just a vast well."


Jin Hagun arrived at Baek Cheongeong's workshop.

At the door, he remembered Geom Mugeuk's advice.

'Don't be self-conscious, just act as you normally would. Rather than trying to look good, subtly reveal that you are dissatisfied with this recent matter. That way, he won't suspect you.'

However, Baek Cheongeong was not in the workshop.

Jin Hagun was about to leave when his eyes fell on the display shelf. A black cloth covered the shelf where the dolls were kept. It was sometimes covered, but this cloth looked different.

As Jin Hagun slowly approached and reached for the cloth, he sensed a presence behind him.

When Jin Hagun turned, Baek Cheongeong stood in the doorway.

"Master."

"You've come?"

Though curious about what was under the cloth, Jin Hagun left it alone and walked toward his master.

Baek Cheongeong walked past him, sat in his usual seat, and began to carve.

SAGAK SAGAK.

Lately, his master spent much more time carving. It used to seem like just a hobby.

He even covered the display case. What could he be carving?

"So, have you thought about how to reclaim the Heavenly Peace Sect?"

His Master's gaze remained fixed on the doll he was carving.

"I'm thinking of persuading the masters within the Heavenly Peace Sect who support the orthodox sects. Since the Heavenly Peace Sect has long remained neutral, their loyalty to the Demonic Cult isn't strong. Of course, the same goes for our main alliance or the Evil Alliance. The sect's atmosphere changes with the Sect Leader and high command, so it will take time, but if we can win over the orthodox-leaning masters..."

As Jin Hagun spoke, he carefully watched Baek Cheongeong's every move. He could tell his master was not listening attentively.

Is my Master really waiting for me to find a solution?

As if to confirm his suspicion, Baek Cheongeong cut him off.

"Isn't your pride wounded?"

He provoked Jin Hagun in a calm tone.

"The three heirs of the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions gathered in one place. Two returned with lavish gifts, but you alone came back empty-handed."

Mentioning his pride and comparing him to the other heirs angered Jin Hagun, but he forced himself to answer calmly.

"I don't believe this is a matter of pride. Hunan was originally their territory. The Heavenly Peace Sect Leader's son was a monster in human skin. My gift was never there in the first place."

Jin Hagun faithfully followed Geom Mugeuk's advice. He didn't simply admit fault or follow his master's opinion.

"Why is the Heavenly Peace Sect so important to you, Master?"

"Do you think I'm doing this because of the Heavenly Peace Sect?"

"You're not?"

"I am not."

"Then what is it for?"

A surprising answer came from Baek Cheongeong's lips.

"To prevent a war."

Jin Hagun froze at the word 'war'.

"What do you mean?"

"Hunan borders Hubei, where the Murim Alliance Headquarters is located, and has historically been a strategic key point. However, the Big Bro sects that maintained neutrality there have fallen into the hands of the Demonic Cult. This means the balance has been broken."

"Isn't it a bit of a leap to say a war will break out?"

"Why do you think this alliance exists? It exists to eliminate even that slim probability. Wars can start from the smallest, most trivial incidents. This time, you've greatly increased the probability of a war breaking out. All because of your greed to become the Chairman."

For a moment, Jin Hagun was speechless. Before meeting Geom Mugeuk, he would have completely accepted his master's words. He would have even blamed himself for being greedy.

But not anymore. No matter how plausible it sounded, he would judge it later.

Hiding his inner thoughts, Jin Hagun asked with a deliberately flustered expression.

"Then what should I do now?"

The Master's reply was cold.

"Why are you asking me that? You're the one who caused this, so you should be the one to find the answer."

SCRAPE, SCRAPE.

Baek Cheongeong began carving again. Recognizing the silent dismissal, Jin Hagun bowed his head and left, thinking that he still didn't understand his master at all.


"Lower your arm a little more, and put more strength into your left leg."

Geom Mugeuk observed and corrected Lee Ahn's technique.

Lee Ahn's Soaring Sky Sword Art had improved even further since he last saw it. Of course, she still needed much more time and effort to reach complete mastery. She had to train relentlessly, letting the art mature within her until it was ready to burst open like a flower bud.

"Put more power into your waist. If your center collapses, your entire stance will collapse."

The two were training at the safehouse Jin Hagun had arranged.

"Focus! Why can't you focus today?"

"I'm sorry."

For some reason, she couldn't focus on her training today. She didn't know why.

This isn't an opportunity that comes often. I have to focus!

Lee Ahn swung her sword with all her might. After the training session ended, she apologized again.

"I'm sorry, Young Master."

She expected a scolding, but Geom Mugeuk's reaction was unexpected.

"It was actually good. Sometimes you don't seem human. People have moments where they can't focus, and they make mistakes. This is how it should be."

"I appreciate you saying that, but I'm still disappointed. It's been a while since you personally taught me, Young Master."

"I'll teach you often until you achieve complete mastery, so don't worry."

Pleased, Lee Ahn swayed her body as if dancing. She seemed much more liberated compared to the rigid girl she was when he first regressed.

Yes, she's changing little by little. These changes will accumulate and one day become a different life. Lee Ahn, in this life, you won't die in a pool of blood. I'll make sure you can live your life dancing just like this.

Lee Ahn moved around him like a child and asked.

"By the way, Young Master. Did you really bring me here to introduce me to Miss Jin?"

"No."

"Then why did you bring me?"

"Why else? I just made an excuse because I wanted to come out and have fun with you for a change."

Lee Ahn glanced back over her shoulder.

"A few of my tails are missing. You took them, didn't you, Young Master?"

Knowing she meant it was an excellent answer, Geom Mugeuk pretended to stroke his own tail.

"Actually, I had more tails to begin with."

As they laughed together, Jin Hagun arrived.

He expected to find only Geom Mugeuk, so seeing a woman with him, Jin Hagun waited from a distance.

"Come on over."

Only when Geom Mugeuk called out did Jin Hagun approach.

In that time, Lee Ahn had put on a mask. Of course, the mask couldn't hide her beauty.

"I am Lee Ahn, who serves the Young Cult Leader."

"I am Jin Hagun of the Demon Slaying Brigade."

"Well then, I'll let you two talk."

"We'll see each other next time."

Lee Ahn bowed politely and went into her quarters.

Jin Hagun knew at a glance. He knew who his sister meant when she mentioned a great beauty.

Geom Mugeuk came up beside him and asked suggestively.

"Are you smitten?"

Jin Hagun gave Geom Mugeuk a look that said, 'What are you talking about?'

"There's no need to be shy. Isn't it natural for a man to fall for a beautiful woman? I understand completely."

"Do you fall for women you've just met so easily?"

He couldn't let that comment slide. It was like drawing a sword in front of Geom Mugeuk.

"One can fall in love at first sight."

"Not me. I don't give my heart to someone I don't even know."

Since he was obviously being sincere, Geom Mugeuk attacked from another angle.

"Ah, Lee Ahn. You'll have to try harder. It seems you weren't beautiful enough to move the heart of this iron wall of a man. I'll pass on the message to her. That she wasn't beautiful enough to move your heart."

Jin Hagun became flustered.

"What are you talking about! Don't you dare tell her something like that!"

"But it's true, isn't it? 'How dare she try to move me with mere beauty! Her beauty is not enough to move me!'"

"No! She is beautiful enough."

"Then are you smitten?"

Finally, Jin Hagun shook his head with a look of defeat.

"Think whatever you want."

Geom Mugeuk smiled victoriously.

After their banter, Jin Hagun recounted his visit to his master.

"I went to see my Master."

Jin Hagun relayed the conversation verbatim.

Geom Mugeuk contemplated for a moment. Watching him, Jin Hagun felt a strange tension. Geom Mugeuk's expression was completely different from when he had been joking moments ago.

In a moment, the words that come from Geom Mugeuk's mouth must also be able to come from my own. I must be able to think like that. Only then will I be able to face Geom Mugeuk.

"Did your heart waver after hearing his words?"

"Isn't it possible that my Master did it for the true peace of the murim?"

"Nonsense. If he was truly for the peace of the murim, he shouldn't have tried to rescue the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader's son in the first place. Think about it. The Murim Alliance pressured us to release someone the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult had captured for punishment. Father let it slide, saying it was a test for me, but what would have happened if we had reacted harshly? That would have brought us one step closer to war."

Jin Hagun nodded. He regretted that he couldn't say these words to his master on the spot.

"I need to see your Master in person."

"Are you serious?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded. He judged that drawing out the Master's true nature through Jin Hagun would be too difficult. The opponent was moving too cautiously.

"How? My Master will never agree to meet you."

He had lived a secretive life. Jin Hagun thought that no matter how capable Geom Mugeuk was, he couldn't possibly find a way to see his master.

Just then, another person entered the area. It was Jin Haryong.

"Orabeoni, you're here too."

"What are you doing here?"

"I have no business with you two. I came to see this martial artist."

Geom Mugeuk spoke to her.

"Lee Ahn is in her room. The room at the end of the hall. Oh, and go tell Lee Ahn that she's still not enough to move your Orabeoni's heart..."

"Stop!"

Jin Hagun urgently cut him off. Guessing the situation, Jin Haryong said to Geom Mugeuk.

"Even if you're going to play with him, make sure you put him back where he belongs."

"Of course. He's the most dangerous toy in the murim."

Jin Hagun gestured for the confused Jin Haryong to go inside and not bother with them.

After she left, Jin Hagun said with a serious expression.

"Are you going to keep joking around at a time like this?"

"I've thought of a way to meet your Master."

Geom Mugeuk spoke meaningfully to the surprised Jin Hagun.

"I thought of it thanks to your sister."


Chapter 281: The One Who is Lost

"Was our reunion too soon?"

Jin Haryong stood at the door and greeted her warmly.

Water dripped from Lee Ahn's hair. She had just finished her martial arts training, washed up, and changed into comfortable clothes.

"A reunion with a welcome person is better the sooner it happens, right? Please, come in."

Jin Haryong smiled and stepped inside. Lee Ahn felt her spirits lift. Some people could do that with just a single word. Perhaps that was why Jin Haryong had come.

As Jin Haryong sat, she noticed a bottle of alcohol on the table.

"Were you about to have a drink?"

"Ah, I found some alcohol when I was looking around," Lee Ahn said. It seemed to be alcohol prepared for visitors to the safehouse.

"Could you pour me a glass too?" Jin Haryong asked.

"Of course. Please wait a moment. I didn't prepare any side dishes since I was just planning to have a simple drink."

"It's fine. Let's just drink."

"Are you sure?"

"You don't think that just because I'm the Chairman's granddaughter, I only drink with a grand feast, do you?"

Lee Ahn laughed and shook her head. The two poured each other a drink and toasted.

"Did something good happen today?" Jin Haryong asked.

"Why do you ask?"

"The alcohol, and this martial artist's expression seems bright."

Something good? Of course, there was. She had received martial arts instruction from Geom Mugeuk for the first time in a while. What made her feel even better was what he had said.

[Then why did you bring me?]

[Why else? I made an excuse because I wanted to come out and hang out with you for the first time in a while.]

How could I not be completely loyal to him? He passed down martial arts only the Heavenly Demon's bloodline could learn, always said my happiness came first, and said things like that.

Lee Ahn did not answer, but Jin Haryong could feel it. She could tell Lee Ahn's good mood was related to Geom Mugeuk.

Lee Ahn naturally changed the subject. "Isn't it hard? Living as the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman?"

"This martial artist asks the opposite," Jin Haryong said.

"Pardon?"

"Everyone else asks how great it must be to be the Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter."

"I guess I'm a negative person," Lee Ahn mused.

"I've never seen a negative person admit they're negative."

Jin Haryong emptied her cup and looked at Lee Ahn. "It's hard. Much harder than you'd think."

"I thought so."

"It must be hard for this martial artist too, right? Serving someone who isn't easy to serve."

Despite her question, Jin Haryong felt a pang of envy for the woman who had been with Geom Mugeuk for so long.

"It's not hard," Lee Ahn said. "When I'm with him, things happen that would never happen in a lifetime. Like sometimes, I even get to drink with the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman."

Jin Haryong completely sympathized with Lee Ahn's joke.

"Right? You can never tell what will happen in the world."

My relationship with Geom Mugeuk, and this very situation.

The two talked about this and that. With each empty cup, they exchanged stories of their different lives, one in the Murim Alliance and one in the Demonic Cult. A subtle atmosphere sometimes flowed between them. They talked about Geom Mugeuk, then martial arts, and then Geom Mugeuk again.

Honestly, Jin Haryong had hoped to find a flaw in Lee Ahn, but the more they talked, the more she thought, This woman is great.

When the bottle was empty, Jin Haryong stood up. She did not suggest they drink more. Instead, she made a startling proposal.

"Martial Artist Lee, shall we be friends?"

"So impulsively?" Lee Ahn asked. "This is only our second time meeting."

"What does it matter?" Jin Haryong countered. "The world of martial artists is a place where you might even kill someone you've just met."

Jin Haryong had never asked anyone to be friends before. People lined up for the chance, but she had never initiated it, yet here she was, asking Lee Ahn after only their second meeting.

I know myself as little as I know the unpredictable ways of the world, Jin Haryong thought.

"Are you really okay with this? Becoming friends with a demon?" Lee Ahn asked.

"I'm fine," Jin Haryong replied. "What about this martial artist?"

Lee Ahn stared silently at Jin Haryong for a moment, then smiled brightly. "How could I possibly refuse the chance to gain a wonderful friend like you?"

In that moment, Jin Haryong's brief regret, Did I say that for nothing?, completely vanished.


Jin Hagun visited the Master again.

SCRAPE, SCRAPE.

"Have you found a way?" the Master asked.

The Master kept asking about the method. Jin Hagun now understood.

The Master's goal isn't to hear the method. He wants to push me into a corner, to get a tighter grip on me. The fastest way to ensnare someone is to make them feel intimidated.

"No. I came to see you today for a different reason."

At the firm reply, Baek Cheongeong stopped carving the wood. He looked up, and Jin Hagun candidly revealed his thoughts.

"I know that you've been very disappointed in me lately. Although I made excuses to you, Master, I have been deeply reflecting."

Baek Cheongeong's expression remained unchanged.

"I have a favor to ask of you, Master," Jin Hagun continued.

A hint of curiosity flickered in Baek Cheongeong's eyes. Jin Hagun was right. It was unlikely he would ask for something in the current atmosphere. This meant the favor was very important.

"Speak."

"During the previous Young Dragon Tournament, a connection formed between Geom Mugeuk, the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, and Haryong."

Jin Hagun sighed lightly. "It seems Haryong took a liking to him back then."

Baek Cheongeong listened in silence.

"That foolish child invited the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult to this prodigy gathering," Jin Hagun explained. "And now, the Young Cult Leader is secretly here at the main headquarters."

"The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult is here at the main headquarters?" Baek Cheongeong's gaze intensified.

"I only found out about it a short while ago myself."

"Are you telling me that Geom Mugeuk came here to see Haryong?"

"Yes, it seems he also has feelings for my sister."

Baek Cheongeong did not believe it. "The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult I've heard about is no pushover. You've faced him and suffered at his hands, so you should know that well. A man like that came to the main headquarters just for a woman?"

"That's right. He is no ordinary man. Which is precisely why there can be no other reason."

"What do you mean by that?"

"Would such a clever man choose to come to the Murim Alliance alone? There's only one reason a smart man becomes a fool."

Jin Hagun was repeating some of Geom Mugeuk's own words.

[Will this work on Master?]

[It will work because it's about your sister. Matters of blood relatives are incomprehensible and inexplicable.]

Baek Cheongeong still looked disbelieving. "So? What is it you want to ask?"

Jin Hagun made a request Baek Cheongeong had not expected at all.

"Please meet with Geom Mugeuk."

Baek Cheongeong, who rarely showed emotion, could not hide his surprise. "What are you saying?"

"Please meet him and warn him," Jin Hagun pleaded. "Tell him to back away from my sister."

Baek Cheongeong looked dumbfounded. He truly had not expected such a request. "After losing the Heavenly Peace Sect, you're now asking me to help you not lose your sister?"

Though the words were painful, Jin Hagun did not back down. "I can lose the Heavenly Peace Sect, but I absolutely cannot lose my sister."

"Then why don't you, her older brother, warn him?"

"He won't listen to me. While handling the Heavenly Peace Sect matter, he thoroughly ignored and toyed with me. He's the type to approach her even more, just to spite me. The Geom Mugeuk I saw was that kind of persistent man."

"If you can't do it, you should ask the Chairman."

"Don't you know Grandfather's personality? He'd kick him out immediately. It'd be a relief if he didn't attack him out of anger. If he's kicked out, that man will surely hold a grudge. He's a madman who'd come to the Murim Alliance alone just to see my sister."

"This is not a matter for me to step into. How can I handle something that neither the Chairman nor you can?" Baek Cheongeong refused firmly.

Jin Hagun knelt on the spot. "You, Master, know better than anyone what my sister means to me. Until now, I have served you, Master, as if you were Father."

Because it was true, the moment was incredibly painful and frustrating for Jin Hagun.

"Please, grant this lacking disciple's earnest request."

SCRAPE, SCRAPE.

Baek Cheongeong carved the wood, lost in thought. Jin Hagun remained kneeling. An unknown amount of time passed.

When Baek Cheongeong finished his carving, he finally spoke.

"Bring him tomorrow."


"The Master has agreed," Jin Hagun said happily.

Geom Mugeuk spoke as if he had expected it. "I knew you could do it."

Praise was not important right now. "What exactly do you plan to do when you meet him?" Jin Hagun asked.

"I'll have to decide."

"Decide what?"

"Whether he's someone to be kept alive, or someone who must be killed."

Geom Mugeuk stared into Jin Hagun's eyes. "Will you trust my decision?"

"How can I trust someone like you who loves to play pranks? I will only trust my own judgment." Jin Hagun stood up.

He stopped at the door as he was about to leave. "Have you ever felt like you were lost?"

It was a thought he had been having lately. Even as he proceeded with the plan, part of his mind was tormented. The Master is a good person, and you're being used by Geom Mugeuk right now.

"Never," Geom Mugeuk replied. "I have an excellent sense of direction."

Jin Hagun's expression soured, as if to say, Another joke. Just as he turned to leave, Geom Mugeuk spoke from behind him.

"It's not that you're lost, isn't it that you've forgotten where you're going?"

"Isn't that the same thing?"

"Don't they say all roads in the world are connected? If you know where you need to go, you can't get lost."

"What if you've even forgotten where you need to go?"

"Then you should sit on the floor and cry your eyes out."

"Don't joke."

Geom Mugeuk recalled wandering the Central Plains, searching for ingredients for the Great Art. Sometimes it was so hard that he really had wanted to burst into tears.

"You can ask people you meet. If there's no one, you can look at the constellations. If you still don't know, you can even throw a shoe and leave it to fate. If you still don't know after all that, you just have to walk wherever your feet take you."

"Aren't you afraid?"

"What's there to be afraid of? You're already lost anyway."

"!"

Jin Hagun paused, lost in thought. He sighed. "You are truly... a strange person."

"As expected, you people are so polite. Everyone in our Cult called me a madman."

"Then you must be a strangely mad man. I'll see you tomorrow morning."

Jin Hagun then left.

Geom Mugeuk gazed out the window for a moment.

Jin Hagun is still young, so he doesn't know. He doesn't know what it truly means to be lost. A person who is truly lost doesn't even know they are lost.


The next day, Jin Hagun brought Geom Mugeuk to the Master's workshop.

"Master, I have arrived. I've come with the Young Cult Leader of the Divine Cult."

"Enter."

When they stepped inside, Jin Hagun was startled. The Master looked different. He wore a magnificent red robe with a longsword at his waist. Jin Hagun remembered the Master wearing such a splendid outfit when they first met.

Geom Mugeuk's and Baek Cheongeong's gazes met. It was difficult to read the emotions in Geom Mugeuk's clear, deep eyes or Baek Cheongeong's long, narrow ones.

Amidst the taut tension, Geom Mugeuk unleashed his presence to ascertain his opponent's martial arts. A deep abyss began to pull Baek Cheongeong in, regardless of his will.

Baek Cheongeong countered with his own unique presence.

Geom Mugeuk looked around and suddenly found himself in a dense forest of endlessly soaring trees. The endless scenery washed over him with a sense of loneliness, as if he had been dropped alone outside the world.

While Baek Cheongeong was drawn into the abyss, Geom Mugeuk walked into the forest. Sunlight shone down and birds chirped.

A person with such a bright presence? No. If he were that kind of person, Jin Hagun wouldn't have called him.

Geom Mugeuk walked deeper into the forest. The scenery repeated endlessly, tempting him to stop. Geom Mugeuk shook off the temptation and pressed on.

Neither his own will nor his opponent's presence guided him. Instead, the Nine Calamities Demonic Art surprisingly led him forward.

There is something over there.

It was hidden so deeply that he never would have found it without the Nine Calamities Demonic Art. This also meant his opponent's martial arts were formidable.

Finally, in the deepest part of the forest, Geom Mugeuk discovered a wooden carving of a person. The carving stood with its arms crossed, so vivid it felt alive. Only its face was uncarved and flat. A mystical feeling flowed from it, as if the wood might shift at any moment to form a human face.

As Geom Mugeuk approached the carving, the surrounding trees began to move. Their trunks extended and living branches blocked his path, menacingly surrounding him.

In that moment, Geom Mugeuk knew.

The Thousand Wooden Souls Art!

It was the ultimate secret art, performed using all the trees in the world.

Surprise and intense emotion overcame Geom Mugeuk. It was not because the secret art was a mystical one where trees moved at will and small wooden dolls grew to attack like masters. It was because he knew who had used this martial art.

After Hwa Mugi went into seclusion, his followers created the World Alliance. Twelve absolute masters ruled that organization. The world called them the Twelve Zodiac Kings!

In the past, they operated as the Twelve Zodiac Kings while hiding their identities, perhaps fearing future revenge from the orthodox, unorthodox, and demonic factions.

The eighth of those Twelve Zodiac Kings was the one who used the Thousand Wooden Souls Art.

Geom Mugeuk's heart pounded violently.

It's the Wood King!

This was the first time since his regression that he had met a follower of Hwa Mugi.


Chapter 282: What Kind of Person Are You?

He could not remember the last time he felt this excited. His heart pounded like crazy.

Hwa Mugi.

The moment has finally come to see a fragment of you. Where are you and what are you doing now? How strong are you now?

The thought of Hwa Mugi made anger boil like lava throughout his body. Perhaps the trees sensed that intense emotion.

SHHHHHHH.

Tree branches extended from all directions, closing in on Geom Mugeuk to pressure him. Hundreds, even thousands of branches swarmed him. He could not possibly dodge or cut them all down.

At that moment, CHAK! CHAK! CHAK! CHAK!

Something materialized in the four cardinal directions around Geom Mugeuk. He was surprised to see the four demons of the Nine Calamities Demonic Art's First Stance, the Human Destroying Stance.

The demons blocked the way like shields. Frightened by their vicious aura, the branches dared not advance and retreated.

Geom Mugeuk had not known the four demons would appear within the Wood King's qi to protect him. They were terrifying, handsome, mysterious, and clever beings.

If they are this formidable, what would the Heavenly Demon Soul be like?

At the same time, Baek Cheongeong sank into an abyss.

Such qi at such a young age?

No matter how deep he went, there was no end. Just as Geom Mugeuk had walked endlessly into the forest, he swam down into an endless abyss.

He was curious about what lay at the end of that darkness.

His instincts warned him it was dangerous to go deeper, but Baek Cheongeong could not bear the curiosity. He had a premonition that something incredible waited deep within the darkness.

His breath ran short and the increasing pressure felt like it would crush his body, but Baek Cheongeong continued downward. He was about to give up, thinking he could endure no more.

PAT. He felt the world turn off and on again.

Baek Cheongeong stood in the middle of a battlefield. Blood flowed like a river and corpses were strewn everywhere. There were corpses of humans, demons, and fiends. Nothing was alive. No, one person remained.

A man stood with his back turned, looking up at the sky.

Is that Geom Mugeuk?

The man's back, however, was one that only a person who had overcome all the world's hardships could possess. He thought that no matter how great the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult was, someone so young could not have a back that carried such a weight of time.

Then who could it be?

The moment he tilted his head in confusion, the space vanished. Baek Cheongeong was back in the deep abyss.

SHWAAAAAAAK.

He was pulled toward the surface at a terrifying speed. The moment the abyss spat him out, Geom Mugeuk's qi disappeared.

Simultaneously, Baek Cheongeong's qi also vanished. Geom Mugeuk, who had been in the forest, and Baek Cheongeong, who had been in the water, both returned to reality.

The two men stared at each other without a word.

Geom Mugeuk's heart was still in turmoil.

You who followed Hwa Mugi. What are you doing here now?

He wanted to ask so many things, but he could not ask any of them.

Whether he killed him, spared him, or investigated his background, he had to be cautious as long as it was related to Hwa Mugi.

Geom Mugeuk transformed his boiling anger into a relaxed smile and greeted him first.

"I am Geom Mugeuk from the Divine Cult."

"I'm Baek Cheongeong."

He stated only his name, with no further explanation.

"I heard from your disciple on the way here."

At that, Baek Cheongeong's gaze turned to Jin Hagun. Jin Hagun tensed internally, worried about what Geom Mugeuk would say.

"What did he say?"

"He said you're the person he trusts the most."

Baek Cheongeong's gaze shifted from Jin Hagun back to Geom Mugeuk.

"You came to see Haryong?"

"I've come a long way to find the lover I adore."

The words sounded like a joke to Baek Cheongeong, so he stared into Geom Mugeuk's eyes with his own small, long ones. As he looked into those deep eyes, the back of the man from the qi vision overlapped with Geom Mugeuk.

This young, bright appearance seemed so different from the figure of the man in the qi vision.

Who is that man?

Baek Cheongeong walked to the guest table.

"Sit. A guest has arrived, so I must serve tea."

"I'll prepare it, Master."

"I'll do it. Stay seated."

"Yes, Master."

Jin Hagun sat with Geom Mugeuk, avoiding his gaze. He focused completely on his role for the day. His nerves were on edge as he sensed the undercurrents flowing between Geom Mugeuk and his master.

Baek Cheongeong brought the tea.

"Thank you."

Geom Mugeuk tasted the tea. Seeing him drink without checking for poison, Baek Cheongeong asked, "What would you do if it were poisoned?"

"Did you put any in?" he asked, taking another sip.

Jin Hagun could feel it. A strange war of nerves unfolded within the seemingly trivial conversation.

Geom Mugeuk looked around the workshop as he drank his tea.

"You seem to like martial arts."

The workshop was decorated with Baek Cheongeong's carvings. An aura emanated from everywhere, one that could only be felt by someone who had learned the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

He knew he would only understand how the carved wooden tiger would transform and attack if he fought it.

Then, Geom Mugeuk's gaze fell upon a display stand covered with a black cloth.

"What's under there? May I take a look?"

When Baek Cheongeong said nothing, Geom Mugeuk rose and walked over. He took the silence as permission to look.

Geom Mugeuk removed the cloth from the display stand.

The dolls were still engaged in a fight, but Jin Hagun noticed a change.

The dolls' positions have changed!

The hero doll, which his master had called Geom Mugeuk, was now on the opposite side. It stood right next to the fallen Jin Hagun doll.

A new doll stood where the hero doll had been. Judging by its appearance and features, the doll was undoubtedly Baek Cheongeong himself.

In the end, Baek Cheongeong was speaking through the dolls. He believed that Geom Mugeuk and Jin Hagun were on the same side.

Once the cloth was lifted, Baek Cheongeong revealed his inner thoughts.

"Young Cult Leader, did you come to kill me?"

Baek Cheongeong did not believe Geom Mugeuk had come for Jin Haryong. It was a question one could only ask if they believed they were the target.

Geom Mugeuk was not flustered by the sudden question.

"If you thought so, why did you agree to meet?"

"If the Demonic Cult were to try to kill me, where in this jianghu could I hide?"

Baek Cheongeong's gaze turned to Jin Hagun, who looked wronged.

"You still don't trust me."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the dolls on the display stand.

"That's probably because your Master is someone who has never truly loved a woman. Don't worry. I only came to the Murim Alliance to see Miss Jin. If I intended to kill you, would I have gone through such an unnecessary and complicated process? Don't forget which Young Cult Leader I am."

That was also why this meeting had been arranged. He wanted to know Geom Mugeuk's exact intentions.

"By the way, you've made these dolls really well."

Geom Mugeuk lowered his body to look closer.

"It's as if they could come to life and jump out at any moment."

Geom Mugeuk knew. These small wooden dolls were more terrifying than any other craft in the room.

He isn't making dolls, he's carving subordinates, and these can't be the only things he has carved in his entire life, can they?

Then, Geom Mugeuk pointed to one doll.

"Who is this doll?"

The doll he pointed to was not the hero doll, the Jin Hagun doll, or the opposing Baek Cheongeong doll. It was one of the countless dolls standing around them.

"Only this doll has no face carved into it."

It was the faceless doll Geom Mugeuk had seen in Baek Cheongeong's qi. It certainly had to be a doll with some meaning.

"Who is it supposed to be? You?"

Surprise flashed across Baek Cheongeong's face. He seemed surprised that Geom Mugeuk had singled out that specific doll among so many.

"It could be anyone."

At Baek Cheongeong's answer, Geom Mugeuk bent down to look closer.

"It seems only this one isn't involved in the fight."

Even without an expression, the doll exuded composure.

From behind, Baek Cheongeong asked, "If there are those who fight, there are also those who watch. Are you a fighter, or a watcher?"

Geom Mugeuk watched the dolls for a moment, then picked one up. It was the Jin Hagun doll that had been lying fallen next to the hero doll.

Geom Mugeuk glanced between the doll and Jin Hagun. Anyone could tell it was made in Jin Hagun's likeness.

Geom Mugeuk stood the Jin Hagun doll upright next to the hero doll.

He was showing directly that he was neither a fighter nor a watcher, but someone who helps others stand up.

Jin Hagun stared at his own doll, now standing. It was such a small thing, but for some reason, he felt a surge of emotion.

No, it was not a small thing. The Master who had taught him for ten years had made a doll of him and left it knocked over.

"I've seen enough."

Geom Mugeuk covered the display case with the cloth and turned back to Baek Cheongeong.

"I only came today because the head of the Demon Slaying Brigade said I absolutely had to meet you to see Miss Jin. Now, say what you have to say. I have to go see Miss Jin."

Jin Hagun sent a telepathic message to Baek Cheongeong. [Master, please say something firm to intimidate him.]

Despite the telepathy, Baek Cheongeong said nothing. He turned his gaze away from them and looked out the window.

"If you have nothing to say, I'll be on my way."

Geom Mugeuk walked out without hesitation.

Jin Hagun wanted to stay and demand why he had said nothing, but Baek Cheongeong's gaze remained fixed outside the window. It was a clear dismissal, telling him to leave, so Jin Hagun also left quietly.

Outside, Jin Hagun walked alongside Geom Mugeuk. Once they were far from the workshop, Jin Hagun finally asked, "Is he someone to be killed, or someone to be spared?"

Jin Hagun was curious about Geom Mugeuk's assessment of his master.

"I thought you said you don't believe what I say?"

"I'll just take it into consideration."

Of course, he is someone who must be killed.

Instead of answering, however, Geom Mugeuk showed Jin Hagun what was in his hand.

"When did you take this?"

Jin Hagun was surprised because Geom Mugeuk held one of the dolls from the display case. It was the faceless doll.

"Why did you take it?"

Geom Mugeuk stared intently at the doll.

"Aren't you curious? Who he had in mind when he made this doll."

"If you were curious, you should've left it there."

"I think I'll carve this face myself."

"What?"

What on earth is he talking about? To Jin Hagun, Geom Mugeuk was truly an incomprehensible person.

"One thing is certain, your Master is no ordinary person. I definitely felt that he is, at the very least, not someone who should be the Master of the Murim Alliance Chairman's grandson."

"Did you perhaps exchange telepathy with my Master?"

Geom Mugeuk shook his head.

"Then what was it about my Master that made you think that?"

"Honestly, just from seeing him once like this, I still don't know if he's a villain and therefore someone who must be killed."

Of course, he will die by my hand. It is only a matter of when and how.

"But his attitude toward you was definitely a problem."

Geom Mugeuk pointed out the part Jin Hagun would most easily understand.

"The look in his eyes and his attitude when dealing with you couldn't be seen as that between a master and a disciple. It was cold and detached. Even if you had made a great mistake, he should have covered for you in front of an outsider, but your Master focused only on me. No, he was focused on himself. That man does not consider you his disciple."

Jin Hagun thought he would feel relieved after hearing a conclusion, but his heart remained just as troubled.

This time, Geom Mugeuk asked, "What did you think of your Master? You must have had many thoughts as well."

Jin Hagun revealed his honest feelings.

"I don't know. I'm still suspicious of my Master, and I'm suspicious of you too."

This was precisely why he felt so lost. He felt his master had changed and his survival instincts had kicked in, but he had called Geom Mugeuk without any proof that his master was a bad person.

What if I'm being used? What if I've misjudged? These thoughts kept trapping him in a fog.

Geom Mugeuk spoke calmly with an understanding look.

"That's why a definite enemy is better than an ambiguous friend."

Jin Hagun realized he was struggling because he did not know who was a friend and who was an enemy.

Why did the person who made me realize this have to be the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult?

Geom Mugeuk stopped at a fork in the road.

"You go on ahead. I have somewhere to be for a moment."

"Where are you going?"

Instead of answering, Geom Mugeuk said something unexpected.

"That thing I said about having a good sense of direction and never getting lost, that was a lie."

This was what he wanted to say to Jin Hagun.

"I rush, I wander, and I get lost often too. Maybe that's why I don't really like people who loudly insist their way is the only right way..."

"Why are you suddenly saying that?"

"It just came to mind."

After speaking, Geom Mugeuk launched himself forward using his movement arts.

Watching him disappear into a dot, Jin Hagun looked up at the sky. Geom Mugeuk's words came to mind.

To find the way, ask people, look at the sky, and if that doesn't work...

This is crazy, he thought, taking off his shoe.

He then threw it upwards. The fallen shoe pointed in the same direction Geom Mugeuk had just disappeared.

Of all the luck. Is even coincidence telling me to follow Geom Mugeuk? No way. The first round is always a practice run.

Jin Hagun threw his shoe once more. He threw it higher than before, but the coincidence repeated. He threw it again, and again.

When it finally landed pointing in the direction he wanted to go, he put his shoe back on.

"As if you've ever rushed or wandered. Don't try to comfort me for no reason. I'll find my own way with my own strength."

Jin Hagun walked vigorously toward his residence.

He tried not to think about it, but the image of his doll, once lying down and now standing, kept coming to mind.


Chapter 283: Whose Spot Is This?

Moonlight settled on the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult safehouse.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had planted the Heaven Destroying Dao in the yard. He leaned against it and drank. Wine always tasted best when he leaned on the Heaven Destroying Dao.

Just then, a welcome voice came from behind him.

"You always have a book in your hand. Why a wine cup today?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon smiled as he drank.

Geom Mugeuk sat beside him. They used to sit facing each other, but now it was more comfortable to sit side by side.

"Please give me a glass, too."

Geom Mugeuk drank the wine the Blood Heaven Blade Demon offered.

"Kya, that's good."

"Aren't you busy with your work?"

"No matter how busy I am, I have to see the people I want to see. You were bored without me, weren't you?"

"If I'm bored, I can read a book. If I'm still bored after that, I can drink."

"What about Master?"

"He's training in the backyard."

He was likely training alone since he could not go to the late-night training sessions.

Come to think of it, Cheon Sohwi must be training alone too. No, she might be enjoying her freedom and playing around.

"What's troubling you?"

He's so perceptive.

"Are you reading the heavens or something?"

"An old man has to be perceptive. Why? Did the orthodox sects murim mobilize everyone to catch you? Are they saying they'll surround the perimeter?"

"If that were the case, it wouldn't even be a worry. 'Let's bounce, Elder!' That's all I'd need to say."

When his mind grew complicated, he sought out the Blood Heaven Blade Demon. He did not seek an answer, but simply found that being with him like this put his mind at ease. He often found answers during their conversations.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon poured him a drink and said, "Don't try to do too well."

"Do I look like I am?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded. Geom Mugeuk realized he had tensed up without knowing it. He was being extremely cautious because the matter involved Hwa Mugi.

"When you're dying later, do you think you'll die thinking, 'I should have done better then'? Not a chance. You'll think, 'I should have seen that person one more time. I should have said one more kind word.' That's what life is when you die."

The more he learned about the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, the more unexpected sides of him he saw.

When he first met him, could he have ever imagined he was the kind of person to say such things?

Of course, some parts of him had changed after meeting Geom Mugeuk. Geom Mugeuk thought he said these things because he read a lot of books.

"Then I'm doing well. I came to see you, Elder, so I wouldn't have any regrets."

Though he was pleased inside, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon did not forget the one thing he always said.

"I'm sure you think of me a lot. You're probably thinking of the Mask-wearer, the Drunkard, the Fist-fighter, and the duel-lover."

Geom Mugeuk smiled and looked up at the moon.

"You must not be able to see because of this big sword, but you, Elder, are always at the very front of that line."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon also smiled and looked up at the moon with him.

"Elder, what do you think you'll regret the most?"

His gaze deepened slightly.

Is he recalling his youth when things could have worked out with the Flower Sword Supreme? Or is he thinking of another, unspoken regret?

"I have no regrets or lingering attachments."

A faint smile touched Geom Mugeuk's lips.

Yes, he wished for him a life without regrets, and for killing intent. Not just a life without regrets in words, but a truly regret-free life.

"I met Master Jin Hagun today."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's gaze intensified at Geom Mugeuk's words. He knew that Baek Cheongeong was the one who held the key to this matter.

"How was he?"

"He was no ordinary man. Both in his schemes and his martial arts."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon nodded.

"If he weren't, there would be no reason for us to be here."

"However we decide to handle this, I think we must be cautious."

"It won't be easy. Even if you are cautious, your opponent will not be."

"What do you mean by that?"

Then, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said something unexpected.

"Anyone who makes an enemy of you will inevitably become anxious and fearful."

"It feels good to hear a compliment from you, Elder, it's been a while. Please compliment me more! Don't worry, I won't get arrogant."

"You should be a little arrogant."

Geom Mugeuk laughed loudly, and the Blood Heaven Blade Demon laughed along with him.

The two men drank.

It would have been nice to just drink pleasantly, but Geom Mugeuk had come today for a reason.

Geom Mugeuk took something out from his robes.

"Have you ever seen this before?"

It was the doll he had taken from Baek Cheongeong's workshop.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head.

"It's an unsettling-looking thing."

The body was perfectly carved, but the blank face made it look even more unsettling.

"Do you happen to know about the Thousand Wooden Souls Art?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon startled when he heard the words 'the Thousand Wooden Souls Art'. His gaze shot to the wooden doll.

"Don't tell me this doll is used for that martial arts?"

As expected, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon knew about the Thousand Wooden Souls Art. His knowledge and insight regarding the murim's various sects and martial arts were exceptional.

"That man, Baek Cheongeong, was practicing it. He also carved this doll."

"That can't be!"

There was a reason for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's surprise.

"The Thousand Wooden Souls Art was the martial arts of a mysterious sect called the Wood Heaven Clan, but the Wood Heaven Clan was already annihilated. You're saying someone who practices that martial arts is still alive?"

"Annihilated?"

Geom Mugeuk knew about the Thousand Wooden Souls Art, but he did not know that their clan had been annihilated.

"They were wiped out over a decade ago."

"How were they annihilated?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head.

"Almost nothing is known about it. Befitting a mysterious sect, their end was also shrouded in secrecy."

Baek Cheongeong is a descendant of the annihilated Wood Heaven Clan?

An unexpected truth was revealed.

"The Master of the Murim Alliance Chairman's grandson is a descendant of the annihilated Wood Heaven Clan? This is certainly unusual."

"Jin Hagun knows nothing about this. I expect the Murim Alliance Chairman probably doesn't know either."

"I heard the secret arts of the Wood Heaven Clan are as subtle and secretive as the energy of a forest. If he was determined to hide it, it's possible they wouldn't know, but how did you find out?"

"The Nine Calamities Demonic Art reacted. It seems the martial origins of the Thousand Wooden Souls Art stem from demonic art."

This was because the Nine Calamities Demonic Art was the absolute demonic art that took precedence over any other, standing at the pinnacle of all demonic art.

A descendant of an annihilated mysterious sect has infiltrated the Murim Alliance? And not just in an ordinary position, but as the Master of the Chairman's grandson, with Hwa Mugi behind him as well?

"What should I do? Please give me an answer, Elder!"

No matter how much he feigned distress, there was no answer the Blood Heaven Blade Demon could give.

"I don't know. I've lived my life killing everyone without thinking about the consequences."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon tilted his cup and added, "That's why for a novice, killing is difficult, and for a master, saving a life is difficult."


At the same time, Jin Haryong met with Jin Hagun.

"What happened?"

Jin Hagun hesitated to answer his sister's question. He could not bring himself to say that his master did not think of him as a disciple. Instead, he only relayed part of what Geom Mugeuk had said.

"He said that since it was their first meeting, he wasn't sure yet."

Jin Haryong sensed two emotions in her brother's expression, anger and hope. She could guess the target of each.

"Orabeoni."

"What?"

She wanted to tell him that she believed in her Orabeoni and that he should believe in himself, but she knew Jin Hagun's personality. Such words would only hurt his pride and be counterproductive in this situation.

"I guess you're a martial artist through and through, Orabeoni."

"What do you mean?"

"When a crisis comes, your eyes start to sparkle."

Jin Hagun gave a bitter smile. The sparkling eyes belonged to his sister. He did not need to see his reflection to know what his own eyes looked like.

"But don't try to bear that crisis all by yourself. Thinking it's cool to handle things alone, I see that as just bluffing."

The little kid who always cried and asked for piggyback rides had grown up so much. She was now comforting him.

"If you're having a hard time, Orabeoni, maybe it's because your trust is half-hearted?"

"What do you mean?"

"If you're going to trust Geom Mugeuk, you have to trust him completely, but you can't. Why not just go all in and trust him? You asked for his help because you trust him anyway, right?"

"What if I lose everything because of it?"

"So? If you were going to lose it, wouldn't you lose it even if you didn't trust him?"

"!"

"When I see that person, Geom Mugeuk, I've never felt like his door was closed. It felt wide open, so open that I felt I couldn't enter carelessly. If the other person can open it anyway, wouldn't it be better to get rid of a flimsy lock? Ah, I've talked too much. Get some rest."

As she was about to leave, Jin Hagun said, "Thank you."

Jin Haryong felt her Orabeoni was growing. He did not get angry, and his pride was not hurt. In the past, the atmosphere would not have even allowed for such a conversation.

Jin Haryong mimed holding a ball to her chest, just as Jin Hagun had done when comparing himself to Geom Mugeuk. No, she made the ball seem much bigger.

"To me, Orabeoni is this big!"


The next day, I went to see Baek Cheongeong.

He was not surprised at all, as if he had expected my visit.

"The Young Cult Leader seems to have a lot of free time."

He felt different from yesterday, now that I knew he was a descendant of the annihilated Wood Heaven Clan.

Baek Cheongeong, what is he doing here?

The question was the same, but the feeling was different. I knew I would not get the answer from him. Last night, after leaving the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's residence, I immediately sent an urgent messenger pigeon to Go Wol. I told him to work with the All-Knowing Hall to find and send all information related to the Wood Heaven Clan. I would get the answer from Go Wol.

"Unless we go to war with you people, what is there for a Young Cult Leader to be busy with?"

"Do you have time to see me? You must be busy trying to meet Haryong."

"Commander Jin is vehemently blocking me. He says I can't meet his sister until his master's permission is granted. That the moment I make contact with her, a war will break out."

"It seems you're afraid of a war breaking out while you stroll through the Murim Alliance as the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult."

"It wasn't that obvious threat that scared me. I'm just understanding Commander Jin as a fellow man trying to protect his younger sister."

Baek Cheongeong turned and went inside. He did not close the door, which meant I should come in. I followed him, grumbling unnecessarily.

"Even so, he shouldn't be like this. His own sister was the one who invited me."

Baek Cheongeong pretended not to hear. He sat down and began to carve wood. Since I arrived, he had done nothing but carve wood in front of me.

But now I knew how terrifying this moment was. Every time we met, he was creating his subordinates.

He asked as he carved the wood, "If I told you not to meet her, would you go back?"

I wandered around the workshop and asked back nonchalantly, "Would you do that?"

I don't think so. He'll try to use me in whatever way is advantageous to him.

"Of course. I have to accept my disciple's wishes."

"You seem to care for your disciple a lot."

Baek Cheongeong neither confirmed nor denied it.

What does he truly think of Jin Hagun in the depths of his heart? Is he planning to use him to his heart's content and then discard him? Or does he have feelings for him as a true disciple?

"I won't back down until you let me meet her. I'm the type of person who does what he says he'll do."

As I spoke, I lifted the cloth covering the display shelf. The dolls' positions had changed again since yesterday.

All the dolls stood in a formation, forming a circle around an empty space. They were posed as if drawing their weapons, clearly intending to strike an opponent.

However, there was no doll in the center.

"Whose spot is this?"

"That will depend on how you act. You could stand there, or Hagun could stand there."

"Why are you excluding yourself?"

Baek Cheongeong raised his head and stared at me.

"Didn't you say so yesterday? That you didn't come to kill me."

"That's right. I did."

"In that case, it's highly likely to be you."

I took the doll out from my robes. It was the faceless doll I had taken yesterday.

"Or it could be this person."

He did not mention it, perhaps because he already knew I had taken it.

"I want to try carving this doll's face myself."

He reacted immediately to those words. Baek Cheongeong looked at me and asked, "Who are you going to carve?"

"Since you're the one who made this in the first place, you must know who it is."

Our gazes tangled in the air.

"He can be anyone."

"Will you teach me how to carve? I'll try to finish it."

He started carving the wood again, as if my words were not even worth a response.

SAKAK SAKAK.

I put the faceless doll back inside my robes.

Then I took another carving knife and a piece of wood from the workbench and began to imitate him.

"This carving knife is still a blade, isn't it? And I have some skill when it comes to using blades."

I roughly followed his movements and carved.

Will he be able to move the one I made too? Probably. It's also made of wood, after all. Or maybe, since he didn't make it himself, it might not move according to his command.

I carved the doll for a long while. Once it roughly took a human shape, I showed it to him.

"How is it? Doesn't it look quite plausible?"

Baek Cheongeong looked as if he could not understand me at all.

"What is your real purpose?"

"To win Miss Jin's heart."

He was half in doubt. If he believed me, it was unbelievable. If he did not, he would wonder why I was acting this way.

"If you allow me to meet her, I will repay you."

"Repay me?"

"If you receive something, you should give something in return, shouldn't it?"

"I wouldn't want anything from a demonic practitioner, even if it were a thousand pieces of gold."

"What if I give you something more important than a thousand pieces of gold?"

Curiosity flickered across Baek Cheongeong's face.

"For example, what if it's the Heavenly Peace Sect?"

Surprise flashed in Baek Cheongeong's eyes. The words were clearly unexpected.

"I know that you connected the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader and Commander Jin. Why did you move for the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader?"

I mentioned the Heavenly Peace Sect at an unexpected moment to observe his reaction.

"I was merely trying to save the Heavenly Peace Sect Leader's son from your grasp."

"You must have known his son was a villain. Aren't you from the orthodox sects?"

"Good and evil are relative concepts. To be honest, aren't you the greater villain?"

"That's right. It certainly seems relative. I get the feeling that you're a greater villain than I am."

A faint smile touched his lips. It seemed like a sneer of denial but also a smile of acknowledgment.

The conversation ended. Baek Cheongeong's gaze returned to the wooden doll he was carving.

SAKAK SAKAK.

He was endlessly creating subordinates.

What is he planning to use so many dolls for? Just what is he plotting?

"I'll come to learn again tomorrow."


After Geom Mugeuk left, Baek Cheongeong finished carving the doll.

He fiddled with the doll for a moment, looking down at it. Then he got up and walked slowly to the display shelf.

"That doll can be anyone..."

Baek Cheongeong placed the doll he had made in the center of the encirclement. He said in a tone as subdued as his gaze, "And anyone can come here."

The finished doll was a young woman.


Chapter 284: Not a Probe, but a Decisive Blow

Baek Cheongeong crossed the forest deep in the night.

Fireflies swirled around Baek Cheongeong, illuminating the pitch-black darkness and guiding his way.

Trees and grass moved on their own to create a path wherever he passed. A path appeared where none should have existed, and the foliage returned to its original state after he passed.

After walking for some time, Baek Cheongeong stopped deep within the forest.

SHHHHHHH.

The grass swayed and tree branches moved, though no wind blew.

Figures began to appear from between the blades of grass. They were people whose clothes and even skin tone seemed to have become one with the forest.

A man walked out from among them. This man, who felt like a thin blade of grass swaying in the wind, was Chorim, Baek Cheongeong's true disciple. More precisely, he was a disciple of the Wood King.

While Jin Hagun had learned swordsmanship, Chorim had mastered Baek Cheongeong's true unique martial arts, the Thousand Wooden Souls Art.

Baek Cheongeong said to Chorim, "The time has come."

A faint green light flowed from Chorim's eyes.

"Isn't this much faster than the original plan?"

"A variable has appeared."

"We aren't ready yet."

"It can't be helped."

"What on earth is the reason?"

Baek Cheongeong recalled Geom Mugeuk, who had visited him for the past three days.

Geom Mugeuk had sat beside him, mimicking the act of carving wood.

Geom Mugeuk made idle chatter and pestered Baek Cheongeong to meet Jin Haryong. He also brought alcohol and snacks, insisting they eat together. He even suddenly complimented Baek Cheongeong's appearance, saying his long, slender eyes were very charming.

Then Geom Mugeuk would relay various news from the murim. He knew a lot and possessed wit and insight. The man's mouth never rested. Time seemed to fly when with Geom Mugeuk.

On the third day, Baek Cheongeong suddenly thought it would be nice to have such an amusing fellow as a subordinate or disciple. Then he realized.

This man is poison.

He was not just any poison. He was a poison more terrifying than a potent venom that kills instantly. He was a poison that slowly intoxicates you without you even realizing it, leading you to death before you know it. It was a poison that made you die without even knowing why.

His instincts told him.

This man knows something.

How? I was hidden so well. I even deceived the Chairman for all those long years.

However, assuming Geom Mugeuk knew about him, his actions became understandable.

His instincts spoke again.

That man with the silly grin is a grim reaper who has come to devour you.

Baek Cheongeong decided then.

If fate has sent this man to me, I will accept him as my destiny.

Yes, waiting for ten long years was enough. It was time to move.

Baek Cheongeong handed something to Chorim.

It was the female doll he had made earlier.


Lee Ahn and Jin Haryong stood facing each other in a field.

Their gazes were sharp as they fixed on one another. At their third meeting, they had decided to have a duel.

Suggesting they become friends at their second meeting was unusual, but having a duel at their third was even more so.

At first, Lee Ahn had suspected Jin Haryong's intentions. Why would the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman go out of her way to befriend her?

It must be because of the Young Master.

She wanted to find out information about Geom Mugeuk. Or to keep Lee Ahn in check.

However, during their second meeting, Lee Ahn felt that Jin Haryong genuinely wanted to be friends with her.

This duel was only possible because Lee Ahn understood that sentiment. Otherwise, she would have suspected Jin Haryong was trying to kill her through the duel.

The two women drew their swords and rushed toward each other.

The difference in their skills was clear.

Before even twenty exchanges had passed, the sword flew from Jin Haryong's hand.

A surprised Jin Haryong asked, "What martial arts is that?"

After asking, Jin Haryong realized her mistake. It was incredibly rude to abruptly ask about someone's martial arts right after losing a duel.

"Ah, I'm sorry."

She politely offered a clasped hands greeting.

"I have learned a great deal."

Lee Ahn returned the clasped hands greeting with an apologetic expression.

She wanted to tell Jin Haryong about the swordsmanship, but she could not.

The Heavenly Demon had permitted it, but the fact that she had been taught the Soaring Sky Sword Art should not be known to the outside world if possible.

"I knew you were stronger than me, but I didn't know you were this strong."

"I thought it was polite not to hide my skills if we're friends."

Jin Haryong had desperately wanted to win when it came to martial arts.

She had lost to Seo Daeryong at the Young Dragon Tournament in the past, and today she lost to Lee Ahn again. She was continuously losing to the young members of the Demonic Cult.

If this fight had been a life-or-death battle instead of a duel, I would be dead.

The only consolation was that both of them were very close to Geom Mugeuk. That was why both Seo Daeryong and Lee Ahn were special people.

She tried to shake off her sense of defeat as she picked up the fallen sword and sheathed it. She did not pick up the sword out of useless jealousy only to stab her own pride. Right, a sword belongs in its sheath, and pride is something others protect for you.

"You have a pretty face, a good personality, and you're strong in martial arts. Isn't that cheating?"

Though she said it like a joke, Jin Haryong was being sincere.

Lee Ahn returned the sentiment.

"Isn't that what you've heard your whole life?"

Lee Ahn genuinely thought Jin Haryong was beautiful. Of all the women she had seen so far, Jin Haryong was the prettiest.

Jin Haryong felt that Lee Ahn's words were genuine, not the consolation of a victor. It was just amazing that such a beautiful woman considered her to be even more beautiful.

Because of that, her steps on the way back were light.

"Ah! This path is so pretty."

"It's a place I come to when I feel frustrated sometimes. It's my secret walking path."

As they walked back, chatting about this and that, Jin Haryong revealed her inner thoughts.

"Honestly, I'm worried about Orabeoni."

"Don't worry. You will absolutely not regret calling for the Young Master."

Although Jin Haryong had brought it up because she wanted to hear those words.

"You really trust your Young Cult Leader."

"I trust him more than I trust myself."

"Having someone you can trust that much in your life is a truly great blessing."

"You can trust him too, can't you?"

"What?"

"You said you decided to be friends with the Young Master too, right? Then trust him."

It was what Jin Haryong had said to her Orabeoni. To trust Geom Mugeuk completely, not half-heartedly. Now she was hearing those same words from Lee Ahn.

A strange image of a large fish called 'trust' eating smaller fish one by one flashed through her mind.

Lee Ahn's faith put Jin Haryong's mind at ease a little. If all of this ended with them being deceived by the Demonic Cult members, it would be like being conned by a male and female swindler duo. The fact that she was having such thoughts showed she still did not trust them completely.

And yet, seeing as she was saying this, she deserved it if she got conned later.

"Let's meet again tomorrow. I don't know when we'll see each other again once you go back, right?"

"Okay, see you tomorrow."

Lee Ahn readily accepted. They might never see each other again in their lifetime. Or they might have to meet on a battlefield where they would have to kill each other. Their relationship with Jin Haryong was that kind of relationship.

"Same time, same place."

"Okay."

Did Geom Mugeuk know? When he introduced them to be friends, that they would become friends like this for real.

After parting with Jin Haryong, Lee Ahn walked for some time. She felt an unexplainable chill, stopped her steps, and turned around.

Jin Haryong had already disappeared from the beautiful path.

Lee Ahn stared for a moment at the unchanged path, then started walking again.


Today, as always, I went to find Baek Cheongeong.

But he was not in his workshop. He had been there every day for the past few days, so where could he have gone?

Anyway, thanks to that, I was able to focus on my training all day today.

The main training was the Heavenly Space Secret Art.

Was it because of the Wood King's appearance?

My concentration was different from usual. As a result, the Heavenly Space Secret Art also showed better results than my usual training.

I repeated it, and repeated it again. I did it again and again, even when my whole body rejected it out of boredom.

Training is like filling a large barrel by adding a single drop of water to it every day.

You have to endure it even if it is tedious. You have to pour that one drop of water, painstakingly created throughout the day, into that place where it makes no visible difference. You must not sigh while looking at the large barrel that shows no change from yesterday to today. You must also endure the temptation that asks if you are going to spend your life filling it, suggesting you stop and find other pleasures.

Because only by enduring can you encounter that one special drop among the countless others.

Today, that special drop came in the form of a state of selflessness.

Forgetting that I was even training, my entire consciousness became completely immersed in the Heavenly Space Secret Art.

The state of selflessness is truly a gift from the heavens.

The catalyst for this state was Hwa Mugi. The thought that he might appear heightened my concentration even more, and that led me to the state of selflessness. Water poured into the barrel.

When twenty hours, which felt like a single moment, had passed.

Finally!

The Heavenly Space Secret Art had reached a stage where it was more effective than training martial arts in reality.

Even considering the time it took to recover spent inner arts, it was now more effective to train martial arts within the Heavenly Space Secret Art. I had finally begun to have more time than others.

"I did it!"

The moment I confirmed that fact, a thrill ran through my entire body. I felt so happy I could fly. I was as happy as when I received the Nine Calamities Demonic Art from Father. I was so overjoyed that I jumped around inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique.

This was the beginning of my training in earnest. My time would gradually increase, because I was mastering the Heavenly Space Secret Art within the Heavenly Space Secret Art.


Geom Mugeuk had just come out of the Spacetime Manipulation Technique and was taking a short rest when Lee Ahn entered the room.

"Oh? When did you get back?"

It seemed she thought Geom Mugeuk had gone out and returned, since he had been training inside the Spacetime Manipulation Technique the whole time.

"Young Master. Have you by any chance seen Miss Jin?"

"No. Why?"

"We promised to meet today, but she didn't show up."

"Is that so?"

"Did something happen? She's not the type of person to break a promise."

"And she didn't send someone with a message either?"

"No. So I'm a bit worried and it's bothering me."

Geom Mugeuk recalled that Baek Cheongeong had been absent from his workshop. One person who would not break a promise, and another who would not be away from his workshop. Coincidentally, both situations had occurred at the same time.

"When did you last see her?"

"Yesterday afternoon."

"Where?"

"We met in a field to the west and had a duel."

"And you parted ways after that?"

"We took a walk together on a narrow path and then parted."

"Was there anything strange then?"

At that, Lee Ahn, with a slightly anxious expression, relayed what had been bothering her.

"On my way back, I had a strange feeling, so I did look back."

One more suspicious circumstance was added. If someone at Lee Ahn's level had felt something, then something must have happened.

Then, something happened that would complete this sense of anxiety.

Geom Mugeuk could feel numerous martial artists surrounding the safehouse from a distance. Such a large number of people had to be martial artists from the Murim Alliance. Geom Mugeuk could guess what the situation was.

"If it was a narrow path, there must have been many trees around, right?"

In a forest, someone like Baek Cheongeong could have deceived Lee Ahn's eyes and abducted Jin Haryong. Because the only person who would abduct her right now was Baek Cheongeong.

He didn't just make a probing move, he delivered a decisive blow.

Seeing Geom Mugeuk's serious expression, Lee Ahn asked worriedly, "Miss Jin, she'll be okay, right?"

"For now."

After kidnapping the Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter, there is no way to end this matter amicably. That means he intends to see it through to the end, one way or another.

The only fortunate thing was that Baek Cheongeong was a cautious man. Even if he intended to kill her, he was not the type to kill her from the very beginning. However, if they could not rescue her in time, her life could not be guaranteed.

What does he want? To kill me? Or something else?

How on earth does he plan to handle the aftermath?

"The Murim Alliance martial artists will storm this place soon."

"I just felt them too."

Geom Mugeuk opened the door and went out into the yard.

Lee Ahn pulled up her mask to cover her face, pressed down her bamboo hat, and followed him out.

Dozens of masters surrounded the place in layers from all directions. The pressure they exuded was extraordinary.

This was the first crisis Lee Ahn had faced since coming to the Central Plains, but she was calm. Being with Geom Mugeuk, her heart was surprisingly steady.

A moment later, a group of martial artists entered the yard.

The person leading them was the Murim Alliance Chairman, Jin Paecheon. The masters who served as the Murim Alliance Chairman's bodyguards followed him in.

"It's been a while."

Instead of a greeting, Jin Paecheon asked abruptly, "Where is Haryong right now?"

When he had arrived and why he had come was not important. Right now, Jin Haryong was Jin Paecheon's priority.

"I don't know either."

"I'll ask again. Where is Haryong right now?"

It felt as if Jin Paecheon's furious energy was about to erupt at any moment. If not for their past connection, he would have already struck out to subdue Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk sent a telepathy message to Jin Paecheon.

[Chairman.]

[Why are you sending a telepathy message instead of speaking aloud?]

[Because his eyes and ears might be here.]

[Whose?]

[Baek Cheongeong's.]

For a moment, Jin Paecheon's expression hardened.

[Do you even know who he is?]

[Yes, he is the Master whom Young Master Jin learned from for ten years. Young Master Jin felt he was in danger from that Master and asked me for help.]

Jin Paecheon wore an expression of disbelief. How could he believe it? The fact that his own grandson felt endangered by his master and asked the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult for help.

[It may be hard to believe, but it is the truth. Where is Young Master Jin right now?]

[He is away handling matters for the Demon Slaying Brigade.]

[So he even timed it with Young Master Jin's absence. He must have hoped for a clash between you and me here.]

[At the time Haryong disappeared, that man, Baek Cheongeong, was with me.]

Geom Mugeuk now understood why Baek Cheongeong had not been in his workshop. He had been with the one person who could provide him with the most solid alibi for this incident. That meant he had a subordinate skilled enough to abduct her.

[He planned it quite well, but Baek Cheongeong missed one crucial fact.]

[What is that?]

[The fact that you, Chairman, trust me.]

Jin Paecheon asked coldly.

[Why do you think I trust you?]

[Because you know, Chairman, that if I had orchestrated this, I would never have put myself in this situation. You must trust me this time, just like last time.]

Geom Mugeuk looked at Jin Paecheon with exceptionally clear eyes and calmly added.

[This time too, I am the only one who can save Miss Jin.]


Chapter 285: Trust for Trust

Murim Alliance Chairman Jin Paecheon was confused.

He had faith in Geom Mugeuk, but he struggled to believe Baek Cheongeong had kidnapped his own granddaughter. Jin Paecheon had just shared tea and conversation with the man yesterday.

Geom Mugeuk said, "First, please dismiss your attendants. With you here, Chairman, it's not like I can run away, is it? And even if I were lucky enough to escape, you'd know exactly where I went."

He had a point. As the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, Geom Mugeuk would not abandon his position to hide in the mountains. His destination was clear.

Jin Paecheon dismissed everyone, leaving only his closest bodyguards.

Geom Mugeuk slowly looked over the remaining bodyguards. Jin Paecheon saw that Geom Mugeuk truly believed one of Baek Cheongeong's people was among them.

"What? Are you suspicious of these men too?"

"No, I trust your judgment, Chairman. Now I can speak freely. I was investigating Baek Cheongeong at Young Master Jin's request. I used Miss Jin as an excuse to come here. From the start, when Young Master Jin asked for help, we made it seem like I came because Miss Jin invited me."

He then briefly explained the situation, but Jin Paecheon still could not believe it.

"Should I trust the man who's taught my grandson without incident for ten years, or should I trust the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult? In this situation, who would you trust?"

"Then why are you just leaving me be?"

The answer lay in Geom Mugeuk's last words.


"Because if I had orchestrated this, I would never have ended up in this situation."



Jin Paecheon knew what kind of person Geom Mugeuk was from their past encounters. The rumors he had heard since then only confirmed his assessment.

Of course!

Moreover, the Demonic Cult kidnapping his granddaughter would mean war, yet there were no signs of war preparations from them at all.

Jin Paecheon asked, "Are you truly saying that man, Baek Cheongeong, is behind this?"

"......"

"Would you be willing to confront him?"

Geom Mugeuk replied, "Of course, but he won't be in his residence."

Jin Paecheon sent a telepathic message to his fastest subordinate, ordering him to bring Baek Cheongeong here.

"If what you say is true, why didn't Hagun ask me for help?"

"He probably thought you wouldn't believe him. You don't believe me even now, do you?"

"If Hagun had told me!"

"You would've believed him even less. You would've just assumed that a conflict had arisen between the two of them."

Jin Paecheon could not deny it. It was just as Geom Mugeuk always said. Sometimes, being too close prevents one from seeing clearly.

"There's one more reason. Young Master Jin suspected that Baek Cheongeong had eyes and ears within the Murim Alliance. That's also why I spoke to you via telepathy earlier."

Jin Paecheon decided to trust Geom Mugeuk's perspective. It seemed unlikely that the man who had already saved his granddaughter once would now try to harm her.

"Very well, then. Why did that man, Baek Cheongeong, kidnap Haryong?"

"At first, I thought he was targeting me, but now I'm not so sure. I doubt he'd escalate things this far just to get rid of me, no matter how much of a thorn in his side I am. Since he doesn't know about our relationship, Chairman, he must have expected a huge fight to break out here."

If that happened, the problem would escalate from one between Geom Mugeuk and Jin Paecheon to one between the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Murim Alliance. He could not have been unaware of that.

Geom Mugeuk was certain there was a reason he did not know.

"Please let me go. I'll rescue Miss Jin and find out the reason."

Jin Paecheon closed his eyes and said nothing. He had been forced to entrust his granddaughter's safety to Geom Mugeuk last time, and now he had to do it again?

Some time passed. The subordinate sent to Baek Cheongeong's residence returned and reported that he was not there, just as Geom Mugeuk had said.

"Why does it have to be you?"

"Because this was aimed at me. If you get involved, Chairman, he'll deny everything one way or another, and you might never find Miss Jin."

Jin Paecheon shouted furiously.

"How dare you threaten me? I'll find my own granddaughter."

Jin Paecheon suddenly fired a finger qi bullet, subduing Geom Mugeuk's and Lee Ahn's blood dao.

Lee Ahn was startled and caught completely off guard, but Geom Mugeuk was not surprised at all.

"Your granddaughter is no blood relative of mine, so what more can I do? Do as you please."

Jin Paecheon scoffed and yelled, "Now you show your true colors. Escort these two to the Alliance."

"You won't be able to handle the consequences if you touch me."

"Silence!"

At the Chairman's shout, distant martial artists turned to look. The nearby bodyguards came and led the two to a carriage.

As she was dragged away, Lee Ahn said urgently, "What are we going to do if they take us away like this?"

"We can't exactly fight the Murim Alliance Chairman, can we?"

Geom Mugeuk spoke in a loud voice for all to hear, sounding as angry as the Chairman. He did not whisper like her.

"What about Miss Jin?"

"She's his granddaughter. He'll find her himself."

"But you have to ask him! You have to persuade him. What are we going to do if we're taken away like this?"

"You saw him, didn't you? He's completely stubborn. There's nothing we can do."

The bodyguards loaded the two of them in, and the carriage departed immediately.

Lee Ahn could not understand the situation. Was he really giving up on Jin Haryong so easily just because the Chairman was difficult? Was he really reacting with such irritation? It was so unlike Geom Mugeuk.

Inside the moving carriage, Lee Ahn asked cautiously, "This isn't real, is it?"

The irritation vanished from Geom Mugeuk's face as soon as they were alone in the carriage. His usual expression returned.

"Of course not."

Only then did Lee Ahn sigh in relief.

Right, of course not.

A short while later, the carriage stopped in a deserted area. Jin Paecheon was waiting for them when they stepped out.

He had put on an act, worried that Baek Cheongeong might have planted someone among his men. If there was a spy, they would report that Geom Mugeuk was being escorted to the Murim Alliance.

Jin Paecheon had decided to fully trust Geom Mugeuk's words.

He fired another finger qi bullet, releasing their subdued blood dao.

Geom Mugeuk had not dodged the first finger qi bullet because he trusted the Chairman.

It was trust for trust. Jin Paecheon said nothing else.

"Save Haryong."

Their gazes met.

Geom Mugeuk knew. It could not be easy for the Chairman of the Murim Alliance to entrust his granddaughter's life to the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult for a second time.

Geom Mugeuk also wasted no words.

"I'll bring her back."

Seeing the sincerity in Geom Mugeuk's eyes, Jin Paecheon nodded once before climbing into the carriage. He felt he had made the right choice.

Of course, even though he entrusted the matter to Geom Mugeuk, he also intended to move heaven and earth to save his granddaughter.

Watching the carriage depart, Geom Mugeuk said to Lee Ahn, "Go straight to our Cult's safehouse and tell the two Demon Supremes exactly what happened."

"Any other message?"

"After that, the matter can be left to the judgment of the Demon Supremes."

This was the faith he had in the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon. He believed they would assess the situation and act appropriately without instructions. His faith in Lee Ahn was the same. He believed she would convey everything that happened without missing a single detail.

After Lee Ahn left, Geom Mugeuk launched himself in the opposite direction. From the Chairman to Lee Ahn, everyone was acting on faith.


Jin Haryong opened her eyes in an unfamiliar place.

It was a log house. Everything in the room was made of wood. The bed she lay on was made of whole logs joined together, and all the furniture and utensils were also wooden.

Why am I here?

She then remembered the last moment.

After parting with Lee Ahn, she had been walking when the wind blew a shower of leaves upon her. The moment the leaves touched her body, her vision went black, and she lost consciousness. The leaves must have been laced with a sleeping drug, or someone had used them to cast some kind of evil art.

She first checked her physical condition. Her inner arts were suppressed, but she had no other injuries.

She immediately got up and checked the door. She had trained in martial arts since childhood, even without her inner arts. Thinking a mere wooden door would be no match for her, she pushed with all her might, but it did not budge.

This is no ordinary door.

She realized it was not just a simple log door.

She examined the walls, floor, and ceiling in detail, but it was unlikely a prison room would have an exit.

Could this be Baek Cheongeong's doing?

He was the most likely person to have kidnapped her in the current situation. Still, even after it happened, she found it hard to believe.

Even if he's in conflict with Orabeoni, he'd kidnap me?

Just then, she heard someone walking toward the door.

Jin Haryong lay back down and pretended to be asleep. She hoped the person entering was not Baek Cheongeong. If he showed his face to her, it would mean he intended to kill her in the end.

Please!

The door opened, and someone entered. A man's voice followed.

"If you're awake, get up."

Her opponent already knew she was awake.

Jin Haryong sat up and looked at the man. Fortunately, he was a stranger. He was Chorim, Baek Cheongeong's disciple.

As Jin Haryong stared at him silently, Chorim asked, "Why aren't you saying anything?"

"Someone worth talking to wouldn't treat another person like this, would they?"

She was defiant, even with her inner arts suppressed. If they had intended to kill her, they would have done so already. They must be keeping her alive for something.

"Aren't you curious who I am?"

Jin Haryong realized the man before her was her kidnapper. He carried the same scent she had smelled from the leaves.

"I'm not curious who you are. I'm curious if you know what you're doing. Have you properly wagered your life?"

Chorim simply smiled, not falling for the provocation.

"You must be thirsty. Have some tea."

Although she was thirsty, Jin Haryong did not touch the kettle beside her.

"Why did you kidnap me?"

Instead of answering, Chorim poured tea from the kettle into a cup.

"It's a healthy tea, so you can drink it."

He drank the tea first to show it was not poisoned.

He then poured tea into another cup and offered it to her.

Jin Haryong did not take the cup. Instead, she carefully examined her opponent's face, hands, and clothes, desperately searching for any clue or weakness that could help her escape.

Chorim placed the teacup on the table and turned away.

"I'll have a meal prepared for you shortly."

Only after he left did Jin Haryong open the kettle's lid. It was not just water, but tea mixed with medicinal herbs.

She was so thirsty she wanted to gulp it down, but she closed the lid again. She could not drink it without knowing what kind of herbs they were.

However, she could not hold out indefinitely by refusing water and food.

She had never dreamed she would be subjected to this so close to the Murim Alliance Headquarters. She had told her bodyguard, Chu Ho, to wait far away during her duel with Lee Ahn. He was probably panicking and searching for her by now.

In this crisis, she thought of one person first. That person was not her grandfather or her Orabeoni.

But Jin Haryong quickly stood and began searching the room for anything that might help her escape.

In the murim, survivors are not those with trustworthy people around them, but those who find their own way to live.


I arrived at Baek Cheongeong's workshop.

It was empty. The first thing I did was pull the cloth off the display stand.

All the dolls had been cleared away except for one. Lying on the floor was the hero doll that Baek Cheongeong had called Geom Mugeuk. The rest were gone.

He must have left this doll for me to see. This was not a doll. It was a display of his composure and mockery.

I took the doll and left immediately.

How will I find where Baek Cheongeong has gone?

One thing was certain. He would not be far from the Murim Alliance. He had spent time with the Murim Alliance Chairman while Jin Haryong was kidnapped to assert his innocence. This meant he had no intention of leaving the Murim Alliance.

If so, Baek Cheongeong must be nearby in a place where he could best exert his power. A forest.

"I will find you with the Swift Step!"

I ran at a terrifying speed and landed in a nearby forest. I released my qi after landing.

I was not looking for Baek Cheongeong. I was looking for his wooden dolls. When I first visited his workshop, I had felt a certain energy. It was a strange aura I never would have felt if I had not learned the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, and it emanated from everywhere.

I tried to find the energy that flowed from those wooden dolls. Since there were so many, I was confident I could find it.

When I did not feel the energy, I used the Swift Step again to move. I released my qi to search, then moved again. In a flash, I was releasing my qi from five kilometers away. The Swift Step, which I had completely mastered, was truly showing its worth today.

I searched like that for some time.

Found it!

I had finally found the energy from the workshop.

I slowly walked toward the energy's source. The dense forest blocked my path, but trees and grass could not stop me. I pushed deeper into a place where a path seemed impossible. The strange aura grew stronger as I went. At the end of the path was a wide, plaza-like space.

I was startled the moment I stepped into it. The place was arranged like a circular dueling arena, packed on all sides with small wooden dolls.

These were the dolls Baek Cheongeong had carved in his workshop over the past ten years. The thousands of dolls looked like they could grow and rush toward me at any moment.

I placed the hero doll I had brought in the center of the plaza. This created a formation where thousands of dolls were poised to attack it.

Just then, a voice spoke.

"I told you, that place is yours."

Baek Cheongeong revealed himself and slowly walked out.

I looked down at the lonely hero doll instead of at him and replied, "I thought it might be me. I do enjoy being the center of attention."


Chapter 286: When I Hear the Word Revenge

"This was it, the place where I parted with Miss Jin."

Lee Ahn pointed to the end of the narrow path.

"And Miss Jin walked that way."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon listened to Lee Ahn's story. They wore bamboo hats pressed low to hide their faces. The Heaven Destroying Dao was also wrapped tightly in white cloth. Fortunately, the area was secluded, so they did not encounter anyone.

When Lee Ahn returned to the safehouse and reported what had happened, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon spoke first.

"Leaving that kid alone is the best way to help him."

This was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's assessment of Geom Mugeuk. However, his actions differed from his words.

"It's not like we'll need to help, but just in case, shall we go get some fresh air?"

The Fist Demon, with his usual taciturn expression, followed the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's lead.

The Fist Demon began inspecting the area around the path. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon simply watched him quietly. It seemed strange that he left the search entirely to the Fist Demon, but there was a reason.

"It seems she was captured here."

Lee Ahn asked the Fist Demon, "How did you know?"

Normally, she would have been too scared to speak to him. After their late-night training sessions, however, she had grown a little more comfortable with the Fist Demon.

Ah! To think that if I had to choose the most comfortable person among the Demon Supremes, I'd pick the scariest-looking one, the Fist Demon!

"Look at the footprints here."

There were footprints on the ground, but they were so faint that Lee Ahn would not have noticed them if the Fist Demon had not pointed them out.

"How did you even spot these?"

"I took an interest in the art of tracking in my younger days."

At that, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon praised him.

"If he hadn't become a Demon Supreme, he would have become the world's number one tracker."

The thought of that big, scary man learning the art of tracking seemed unfitting, yet, at the same time, another thought occurred to her.

Not just anyone can become a Demon Supreme.

They were the eight people who had risen to the highest positions in the Demonic Cult after the Heavenly Demon. Geom Mugeuk was so exceptional that the Demon Supremes often seemed to follow his lead, but each one could shake the murim on their own.

"Fortunately, the kidnapper was careless, thinking no one would follow. This way."

"Lead the way."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon and Lee Ahn followed behind the Fist Demon.

Their pace grew slower. Even if the Fist Demon had learned tracking in his youth, using that ability properly now was not an easy task.

Just as they were about to give up, the Fist Demon found the trail. He discovered traces where someone had pushed through the forest.

"It's Mugeuk."

It was a trail Geom Mugeuk had left intentionally.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon shook his head and remarked, "He'll do anything to work this old man to the bone!"

Contrary to his words, relief flashed across his face. Lee Ahn could tell. Although he had said that leaving Geom Mugeuk alone was the best way to help, he was genuinely worried. She could also see that the taciturn Fist Demon was willing to use his old skills just to find Geom Mugeuk.

Lee Ahn felt happy for Geom Mugeuk because of their affection, and a little envious at the same time.

I want to have people like this in my life, too.

Geom Mugeuk had not only taught her martial arts, but he was also influencing the direction of her life.

Lee Ahn smiled faintly and said to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, "Let's hurry and go scold him!"

And so, the three of them began to cut through the forest.


"How did you find this place?"

Though he acted nonchalant, Baek Cheongeong was greatly surprised by Geom Mugeuk's appearance. This was his personal hideout, which no one had ever discovered. Of course, one or two herb gatherers had stumbled upon this place in the last ten years and died, but he never thought someone would intentionally seek it out.

"I threw my shoe to divine your location, and it pointed right here."

"Right, you were always one to spout nonsense."

Geom Mugeuk stared at him. "And what kind of person are you? Someone who kidnaps a woman to advance his schemes?"

"You see clearly. I'm the kind of person who will achieve his goal, even if it means kidnapping a woman."

The energy from the thousands of dolls began to grow stronger, a sign that Baek Cheongeong's emotions were heightening.

"Where is Miss Jin?"

"Haryong is fine."

"Haryong? Are you qualified to say Miss Jin's name?"

"Qualified? I've never seen anyone who discusses qualifications actually have any. What about you? Are you qualified to ask me about qualifications?"

"Me? I'm overflowing with qualifications. The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, here to save the granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman. How about that? Ever seen someone like me? What qualification could I possibly lack?"

A sneer formed on Baek Cheongeong's lips.

"Right, you must have escaped by bewitching the Chairman with your sweet talk, just like now."

He had expected that Geom Mugeuk would not fall into his trap so easily. After all, Geom Mugeuk was the one who had forced him to advance his plans in just a few days.

"What is this all about? At this point, you could at least tell me, couldn't you? Tell me. Why are you doing this?"

"Since you brought up qualifications, let's first see if you're qualified to hear my story."

As Baek Cheongeong extended his hand, a deep green verdure seemed to pour from the eyes of the dolls closest to Geom Mugeuk.

SSSSSSST!

Ten of the dolls grew in size.

They drew their weapons as if they were living people. The sight of wooden dolls moving so naturally was truly bizarre and eerie. Their weapons were also wooden, except for the blades. The blades were neither steel nor wood, yet they shone sharper than any other.

Geom Mugeuk was now directly confronting the Thousand Wooden Souls Art, which he had only ever heard about. Of course, he was neither surprised nor flustered.

At that reaction, Baek Cheongeong felt both puzzled and admiring.

He's not surprised at all.

How could he be so calm when small wooden dolls grew to human size and started moving? Was it because he had experienced all sorts of demonic arts since he was young?

Of course, that did not mean Baek Cheongeong thought Geom Mugeuk could overcome the Thousand Wooden Souls Art. No matter how great the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult was, his youth could not overcome experience.

Geom Mugeuk knew the fastest and most certain way to break this martial art was to kill Baek Cheongeong directly. Baek Cheongeong would surely protect himself in many ways, but at least Geom Mugeuk would not have to face all the dolls.

However, Geom Mugeuk did not charge forward. His main purpose was not to kill Baek Cheongeong, but to rescue Jin Haryong and find out about Hwa Mugi. For that reason, he respectfully received the first move.

The moment Geom Mugeuk drew his sword, ten wooden dolls charged at him simultaneously.

Geom Mugeuk unleashed the Four Strides of the Wind God. No matter how fast the dolls were, they could not keep up with his wondrous movements. He cut them down decisively without using the Soaring Sky Sword Art, treating them as if they were people.

How could ten ordinary masters possibly kill Geom Mugeuk? Of course, the dolls had frightening aspects that were different from humans. They had no emotions, no fear, and no mercy. They only followed orders, regardless of their opponent.

What was even more frightening was that they felt no pain.

Moreover, they even had regenerative abilities. If an arm holding a sword was cut off, a sword would grow from the other arm to continue the attack. If both arms were cut off, they would charge forward, ramming with their torsos.

They only stopped moving when their torsos were bisected or their heads were cut off. The neutralized dolls then returned to their original size.

While dealing with these ten dolls, Geom Mugeuk thoroughly grasped their characteristics and movements. Watching him not waste a single move, Baek Cheongeong was inwardly impressed.

He's really no ordinary person.

After eliminating all ten dolls, Geom Mugeuk feigned distress.

"What are you going to do if I die from this?"

"If you die, you die. Why? You think I can't kill you?"

"I'm the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, the Young Cult Leader."

"You may be a big shot in the murim, but to me, you're nothing more than a meddler who suddenly appeared in my life. Like a carriage that suddenly rushes at you when you turn a corner."

"Not a carriage, the Demonic Cult. A war is going to break out because of this, a war."

He tried to test the waters with the word 'war', but Baek Cheongeong was completely unfazed. Perhaps that was what he wanted. His goal in clashing with the Chairman was to cause a dispute between the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult and the Murim Alliance.

"I've shown my qualifications, so answer my question."

"Didn't I just answer you? If you want to talk to me again, show your qualifications again."

This time, twenty wooden dolls grew larger.

Twenty dolls out of thousands was a truly insignificant number. The frightening thing was not the twenty dolls, but the thousands that remained.

Of course, Geom Mugeuk was not afraid. Using the Thousand Wooden Souls Art must also consume inner arts. Baek Cheongeong could not move the dolls indefinitely, and when it came to a battle of inner arts, Geom Mugeuk was confident against anyone in the world.

This time, Geom Mugeuk dealt with them differently.

SHWAAAAAAAK!

Before they could charge, Geom Mugeuk's sword qi swept over them. It was the Soaring Sky Sword Art First Technique, the Equal Sky Strike, which he had mastered to the Twelfth Star. The sword qi could not be dodged. It was so fast and powerful that it cut down all twenty dolls simultaneously.

"Keuk."

Baek Cheongeong let out a low groan. The shock of his Thousand Wooden Souls Art being cut down all at once traveled through his body.

Twenty of them in a single move?

Baek Cheongeong could not believe it. Since he had started using the Thousand Wooden Souls Art, he had never been so helplessly defeated.

Despite showing such an amazing move, Geom Mugeuk was calm. He slowly walked over and sat down where the dolls had been. Then he picked up a doll next to him. He fearlessly fiddled with it, even though it could grow and attack at any moment.

"What on earth happened to you?"

With his playfulness gone, Geom Mugeuk gave off a different vibe. His clear, deep eyes seemed as if they would listen to any story. Though he was an enemy, he seemed like he could offer a comfort that not even an ally could.

Was it because of those eyes? A scene surfaced in Baek Cheongeong's mind. That place, on that day, filled only with corpses. The events of that day, branded onto his heart like a hot iron.

Then Geom Mugeuk suddenly asked, "Are you trying to get revenge?"

Baek Cheongeong stared at Geom Mugeuk. He had resolved never to tell his story, but looking at Geom Mugeuk, he felt an urge to speak. He wanted to hear what this eloquent and strange man would say.

"Then what are you trying to do? Are you aiming to become the Murim Alliance Chairman's grandson-in-law? Or are you trying to get on his good side and then kill him?"

Geom Mugeuk fiddled with the doll. "I'm trying to get revenge, too."

Baek Cheongeong was startled. It was the most surprised he had been since meeting Geom Mugeuk. He had never imagined the word 'revenge' would come from his mouth.

"Against whom?"

"You see? When you hear the word 'revenge', aren't you immediately curious about who it's against?"

Geom Mugeuk placed the doll he was holding back in its spot.

"Shouldn't you listen to my story first, in order?"

At that moment, four dolls around Geom Mugeuk suddenly grew and launched an attack.

SHWIIIIK!

The four dolls were cut down simultaneously.

Geom Mugeuk reacted as if he had known the attack was coming. His martial arts already overwhelmed the dolls' attacks.

Baek Cheongeong could tell. With this method, he could not harm a single hair on Geom Mugeuk's head. He would have to use his trump card to have a chance at victory.

TUK TUK.

The dolls fell, cut apart, as they returned to their original size.

Instead of cursing him for the surprise attack, Geom Mugeuk picked up the fallen pieces and placed them back in their original spots.

"Are you mocking me?"

"If I were mocking you, I would have stomped on these or pissed on them. At the very least, I know how diligently you carved each and every one of these. I know because I tried to copy it. Carving these is no ordinary task."

"No matter what you say, you won't be leaving here alive today."

"Then you can tell me, can't you? Since I'm going to die anyway. The same goes if you die. Since you're going to die anyway, is there any reason you can't talk? Why are you so full of worries that you're even shouldering the burdens of what happens after you die?"

Those words struck Baek Cheongeong's heart. Yes, he was carrying all sorts of lingering attachments and worries, even though he did not fear death itself.

"You're quite good at spouting sophistry."

"Tell me. I want to know your story."

Their gazes locked in mid-air.

Baek Cheongeong could feel that Geom Mugeuk genuinely wanted to know, and not just to gain an advantage in their fight.

Finally, Baek Cheongeong slowly extended his hand.

Dolls a little distance away from Geom Mugeuk grew to human size. They did not charge at Geom Mugeuk. Instead, they began to fight amongst themselves in the center of the clearing.

Geom Mugeuk understood. Baek Cheongeong was showing him what he had experienced. The clearing had now become a stage for his past.

A masked doll cut down the other dolls. Male dolls and female dolls all fell to its sword, completely helpless. The Thousand Wooden Souls Art was even demonstrated on the stage, showing small dolls growing larger to try and stop the attacker.

It's the Wood Heaven Clan.

He was showing the annihilation of the Wood Heaven Clan. The scene of his entire clan being killed would enrage Geom Mugeuk more than anyone. Familiar faces overlapped with the falling dolls.

The masked doll cut down every last person. From this, Geom Mugeuk could tell that a single person carried out the annihilation that day.

"You want to know why I spent ten years in the Murim Alliance carving these? Why I don't care whether a war breaks out or not? Why I fearlessly kidnapped the Chairman's granddaughter? Watch closely and see why I've been waiting for the perfect moment of revenge!"

As his words ended, the doll that had committed the massacre turned its head toward Geom Mugeuk.

The moment he saw it, Geom Mugeuk was startled.

It wore a mask, but he recognized those sharp and intense eyes. It was someone he knew.

He was none other than the Murim Alliance Chairman, Jin Paecheon.


Chapter 287: Who Handled That Matter?

A heavy silence fell.

The wooden Jin Paecheon stared at Geom Mugeuk. Its completely blank expression felt eerie and intense.

SSSSSS.

The wooden doll returned to its original size, like an actor exiting a stage after the curtain falls.

Geom Mugeuk looked past the doll on the floor to Baek Cheongeong.

"Did the Murim Alliance Chairman annihilate your family?" Geom Mugeuk's voice trembled. Even for someone who had experienced so much, this incident was shocking.

Baek Cheongeong, however, enjoyed Geom Mugeuk's reaction.

Come now, oh-so-clever Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult! What will you say now?

"Why? You don't believe the Murim Alliance Chairman would do something like that?"

Geom Mugeuk stated firmly, "That's right. I don't believe it. The Chairman I saw wasn't that kind of person."

Jin Paecheon was certainly a domineering man, but he was not one to massacre an entire family. No matter how little one knew what was in a person's heart, it was impossible for that Jin Paecheon to have done such a thing. No. That couldn't be right.

"Fine, then what was the Chairman's reason for doing it?"

Baek Cheongeong refused to answer. "I've said all I need to say."

His actions implied the conversation would only continue if Geom Mugeuk could block his next attack. Baek Cheongeong once again unleashed the Thousand Wooden Souls Art.

SSSSSS.

This time, three dolls grew in size. They walked forward slowly, their movements and aura different from the previous doll.

Geom Mugeuk could tell they were special, even among the dolls. In human terms, they were not just masters, but exceptional masters.

Despite facing an even stronger enemy, Geom Mugeuk sheathed his sword.

Baek Cheongeong gave him a quizzical look.

SHIIIIK.

Geom Mugeuk surged forward first with the Hell Step. He crossed the space in the blink of an eye and threw a punch.

"......"

KWARRRREUNG!

An explosive sound rang out with a clap of thunder. The doll in the middle never even had a chance to attack before its head was blown clean off.

It was the Fist Demon martial art, the Thunder Arhat Fist's first form, the Black Cloud Asura.

The remaining two dolls attacked without hesitation.

SHWIIK! SHWIK!

Two swords flew in, aiming for Geom Mugeuk's vital points.

I got him!

The attack was so fast and precise that Baek Cheongeong believed it had succeeded.

But just as the two swords pierced Geom Mugeuk's body, his form vanished.

Teleportation!

A clap of thunder erupted simultaneously, burying Baek Cheongeong's surprise.

KWARRRRREUNG!

A second clap of thunder exploded. The head of the doll on the left burst apart.

The last doll attacked without faltering, ignoring the flying fragments.

However, Geom Mugeuk was no longer there. This time, he had used the Shadow Step.

KWARRRRRRRREUNG!

A third, even louder clap of thunder echoed as the last doll's head shattered. A well-trained hunting dog cannot catch a tiger. All three were finished in a single blow.

The three dolls shrank to their original size and fell to the floor.

Baek Cheongeong's entire body trembled. He never imagined he would feel such fear here, in a forest full of his dolls.

Geom Mugeuk picked up one of the broken dolls.

"These dolls are different."

"They were, but you made them ordinary."

"I didn't want to waste time."

"You're trying to waste my ten years of time."

Geom Mugeuk stared into Baek Cheongeong's eyes. "What about Miss Jin's time? Have you thought about her past and her remaining days?"

Thinking of Jin Haryong weighed on his mind, but another anger came first.

"What about my family, who died unjustly! My brother, my sister-in-law, my nieces and nephews! What about my nephew's children? Can you even imagine? The heart of a parent who died holding their child! How I felt when I unfolded that blood-soaked baby blanket! Do you have any idea what I saw in that blanket!"

Baek Cheongeong's eyes were bloodshot.

SSSSSSSS.

His rage flowed into the dolls, which began to grow again.

This time, there were two. The fewer their number, the more special their aura.

The two dolls attacked first. They were incredibly fast, undoubtedly created to imitate a master of the fast sword.

They moved so quickly that even Baek Cheongeong, their creator, could not see the fight clearly.

Since he couldn't see, he could only listen. The sound of swords clashing rang out continuously, followed by three distinct sounds that marked the finale.

SHIIIIK! SHUK! CHAK!

The moment Geom Mugeuk's sword returned to its sheath.

TUK, TUUK!

The heads of the two dolls fell and rolled on the floor.

He had unleashed the Soaring Sky Sword Art's fast sword style, the Fifth Technique, Blue Sky Strike.

It had been a while since he used the Blue Sky Strike, and it was faster than before. Even at the same Twelfth Star complete mastery, his proficiency had matured, unleashing the technique with even greater power.

Baek Cheongeong was too stunned to speak.

Even the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult shouldn't have neutralized those fast sword dolls so quickly. He had expected at least five hundred exchanges. He thought Geom Mugeuk would be unable to cope and would be severely injured.

Geom Mugeuk's reaction was even more surprising. He could have boasted about his martial arts but didn't mention it. A fight of this level seemed meaningless to him. His only interest was in that man's life.

"Please answer my earlier question. Why did the Chairman annihilate your family?"

"Why is that so important to you? Whether the Chairman did it because he went senile or was bored, why does it matter? What if the Murim Alliance Chairman is a hypocrite, and what if he isn't! In the end, you Demonic Cult bastards just plan to get rid of everyone and swallow this murim whole, don't you?"

"Even if we eat it, we'll cut out the rotten parts first. So please tell me."

He deliberately used the word 'rotten'. Whatever the truth, that was what Baek Cheongeong believed.

"Did you see it yourself?"

"Are you trying to say it wasn't the Murim Alliance Chairman's doing just because I didn't see it myself?"

Every word he uttered was laced with fury. Geom Mugeuk knew how great that fury must be and calmly tried to soothe him.

"I'm not on the Murim Alliance's side. I'm simply curious about the truth."

"If you're not on the Murim Alliance's side, then why are you in front of me?"

It was because of Hwa Mugi. If he hadn't known about the connection to Hwa Mugi, he wouldn't have approached Baek Cheongeong this way.

"It's because of Miss Jin."

Baek Cheongeong scoffed but finally answered. "I didn't see it myself. By the time I returned, it was already..."

The memory of that moment surfaced, and Baek Cheongeong couldn't continue.

"But why are you so certain it was the Chairman's doing?"

"There was a witness."

"......"

"The chief steward of our household. He was dying, covered in blood. Those were his last words. That the culprit was the Murim Alliance Chairman."

Geom Mugeuk said nothing. The Murim Alliance Chairman might have killed them, or he might not have. One could never know what was in a person's heart.

However, he first considered the possibility that it wasn't true because Baek Cheongeong would later become a follower of Hwa Mugi.

"No matter how I think about it, the reason for the Chairman to annihilate your family..."

A thought flashed through Geom Mugeuk's mind. He recalled a fact he had forgotten. There was one reason the Chairman would annihilate them.

"You killed the Chairman's son and daughter-in-law!"

His expression hardened. Baek Cheongeong said nothing, but his reaction was telling.

"You knew about it too."

"Does my knowing it lessen his sin? If you want revenge, you should only do it to the person who committed the act. Why did he kill everyone?"

His protest was justified. The sorrow of losing a child was understandable, but annihilating another family for it was clearly wrong.

"But I have one question. If that's the case, why did the Chairman let you live? It was obvious you would try to get revenge like this."

"Because after that incident, I was processed as dead."

He had entered the Murim Alliance with a new identity.

"Who handled those matters? Did you do it yourself?"

Faking one's death and becoming the Master of the Murim Alliance Chairman's grandson was a difficult task. Even the Demonic Cult's All-Knowing Hall would have to handle it with care.

"Of course."

His answer came after a moment of hesitation. It was a lie. Geom Mugeuk was certain someone was behind him.

"So? What is it you want to say?"

Geom Mugeuk brought up something shocking. "What if that incident wasn't the Chairman's doing?"

"!"

"What if a third party was involved? What if they deceived you and the Chairman?"

As Baek Cheongeong's expression crumpled into a deep frown, Geom Mugeuk added an even more shocking statement. He would never have made such a hypothesis if he hadn't known of Hwa Mugi's existence. However, the Chairman's character and Hwa Mugi's existence led to this assumption.

"What if the death of the Chairman's son and his wife was all planned from the very beginning?"

Baek Cheongeong seemed to be in shock, staring blankly for a moment. He had never once considered those words. What is this bastard saying? It's nonsense.

"And what would they gain from that?"

Geom Mugeuk presented his final conclusion.

"......"

"!"

"You. Driven mad by revenge, enduring for ten years while embedded deep within the Murim Alliance. You, who would become the decisive throwing knife to kill the Chairman."

Killing intent radiated from Baek Cheongeong's body. He denied everything. No, he had to deny it. If Geom Mugeuk's words were true, then what he had carved for ten years was his own foolishness. It would mean a doll had been carving a doll.

"What the hell do you know! Do you think just flapping your mouth and saying whatever you want makes it true? What do you know!"

His anger was born from bewilderment. What if those words are true? That deep anxiety raged inside him. He would have dismissed these words as a fabrication from anyone else.

But these were the words of Geom Mugeuk, who overwhelmed him with martial arts. They came from the extraordinary person who had forced him to advance his own plans.

The trees began to grow, feeding on his surprise, fear, and anxiety.

Tree branches grew from the ground around the two men.

These were no ordinary trees. They could not be cut even with swords. The secret technique of the Thousand Wooden Souls Art was being unleashed. The growing trees formed walls and a ceiling, leaving nowhere to run. The two men faced each other in a sealed space made entirely of wood.

Other branches wrapped around Baek Cheongeong's body, forming armor. In this place, not even sword qi or enhanced sword qi could cut this armor.

"You've ruined everything. Jin Haryong will die because of you."

Geom Mugeuk calmly asked him, "What did you say to me earlier? Didn't you shout about why he killed the family instead of just the person responsible? But what are you doing now?"

"Because they did it first!"

"Weren't you the ones who started it?"

No, perhaps it was Hwa Mugi.

"Let Miss Jin go. I know you originally had no plan to kill her."

Vines rose from the ground and climbed up Geom Mugeuk's legs. They began to slowly bind his entire body, immobilizing him.

"The person who helped you infiltrate the Murim Alliance orchestrated all of this."

Geom Mugeuk saw Baek Cheongeong's eyes waver. The branches climbing his body paused for a moment. There must have been someone.

"Tell me who it is."

"There is no one! No such person exists! Do you take me for a fool!"

Other trees grew around Geom Mugeuk and became long spears. They aimed like octopus tentacles, stabbing at Geom Mugeuk from all directions as fast as a scorpion's tail.

Geom Mugeuk raised his protective enhanced qi to block the attack.

TANG! TAAANG! TANG!

The wooden spears made a metallic sound as they collided with his protective enhanced qi.

Even if he cut them, they grew back. Even if they shattered, another tree would grow and attack. They attacked endlessly, trying to tear through his protective enhanced qi. The only way to stop this attack was to kill Baek Cheongeong, hidden inside the armor.

TANG! TAAANG! TANG!

The attack inside the enclosed space was several times stronger than one from the outside.

"It's not too late. Let's face that person together!"

Baek Cheongeong hesitated, feeling Geom Mugeuk's sincerity. What if his words are true?

"Please! Don't make me kill you."

In the end, however, he did not trust Geom Mugeuk.

Baek Cheongeong pushed his inner arts to their absolute limit. Blood trickled from his mouth, but he didn't stop. A dozen spears attacked a single point, Geom Mugeuk's heart.

TANG! TAAANG! TANG!

At this rate, his protective enhanced qi would eventually be pierced.

"If you die, a war with the Demonic Cult will break out. Even if I can't kill him, the Heavenly Demon will."

The wooden spears merged into one. It turned a darker color, the final attack into which Baek Cheongeong would pour all his inner arts. In this space, that attack could no longer be blocked.

SHWAAAAAAK!

It flew toward Geom Mugeuk's heart.

The very next moment.

"......"

The flying wooden spear stopped right in front of Geom Mugeuk's heart. Its sharp edge vanished, and it fell to the floor with a thud.

Five figures now stood before Geom Mugeuk.

Four demonic spirits surrounded Baek Cheongeong. The Nine Calamities Demonic Art's First Stance, the Human Destroying Stance, had been unleashed.

The wooden armor, which could not be cut even by sword qi, was sliced apart and fell to the ground with a clatter. His martial arts, rooted in demonic art, could not block the Nine Calamities Demonic Art.

When the demonic spirits vanished, Baek Cheongeong's entire body was soaked in blood.

Baek Cheongeong stared at Geom Mugeuk with a dazed look. He felt he didn't have much time left.

Geom Mugeuk took a doll from his robes. It was the doll whose face he had said he would carve himself.

A face was now carved into it. Over the past few days, visiting Baek Cheongeong's workshop, Geom Mugeuk had carved Hwa Mugi's face.

"Was that person this man?"


Chapter 288: You Gave Me Hell

Baek Cheongeong stared at the doll.

Geom Mugeuk focused on the change in his expression.

Is the doll the cause?

Baek Cheongeong's dazed eyes cleared. It was a phenomenon of terminal lucidity, where one's mind becomes clear just before death.

His reaction was unexpected. Baek Cheongeong looked at the doll and laughed.

"Why are you laughing?"

Baek Cheongeong's gaze shifted from the doll to Geom Mugeuk.

"I should have taught you how to carve when you asked."

The doll was that poorly made.

Geom Mugeuk smiled.

"Isn't this excellent for a first piece?"

"Just don't go around saying I taught you."

Blood streamed steadily from Baek Cheongeong's mouth as he spoke, though he was not even conscious of it. Geom Mugeuk felt a pang of regret. He had not wanted to kill him.

"I feel dizzy."

As Baek Cheongeong's body slowly collapsed, the surrounding trees began to disappear back into the ground. The final secret technique's enclosed space vanished, and sunlight illuminated Baek Cheongeong's pale face.

"Just tell me if it was him!"

Baek Cheongeong knelt, looking at the grass around him. As his life faded, the grass and trees died with him.

"You gave me hell... why should I tell you anything?"

It was not just resentment for being killed. The hell was dying with the suspicion that he might have lived as someone's puppet for the past ten years.

He raised his head and looked at the wooden dolls set up all around. Those dolls were also losing their energy. The dolls I carved for the past ten years weren't for myself?

"......Don't talk nonsense."

He denied Geom Mugeuk's words.

The surrounding grass and trees shook violently as if a strong wind had blown. His anger was imbued in them, but they also seemed to mourn his death.

Geom Mugeuk slowly walked over and sat facing him. Their eyes met.

"I will get revenge. I'll get your revenge too. So please, tell me!"

Geom Mugeuk knew the more desperate he was, the angrier Baek Cheongeong would become, but he could not help it. It was too important to know if Baek Cheongeong had heard his words.

Baek Cheongeong's eyes began to close.

"No! Don't die!"

Geom Mugeuk placed his palm on Baek Cheongeong's chest and injected qi. Baek Cheongeong coughed, splattering blood on Geom Mugeuk's face and body, but Geom Mugeuk did not stop.

Baek Cheongeong opened his eyes again.

"Yes... you said you wanted revenge too?"

Geom Mugeuk held the doll out in front of him again. He said nothing, but Baek Cheongeong understood. The face carved on the doll was Geom Mugeuk's enemy.

The truth finally flowed from Baek Cheongeong's lips.

"Your revenge has nothing to do with me. The person who approached me... was not him."

Geom Mugeuk was startled.

"It wasn't this person?"

"He... did not look like this."

In the final moments of his life, he did not seem to be lying.

"Then who was it? How can I meet him?"

However, Baek Cheongeong did not tell him. The last person he thought of before he died was Jin Haryong.

"......I'm sorry to Haryong."

Deep regret filled his face.

"I told them to kill her if I didn't return on time."

Startled, Geom Mugeuk shouted urgently.

"Where is she?"

He had never imagined that Baek Cheongeong would have given an order to kill her.

"......It's already too late."

"Where is she!"

Baek Cheongeong used his last ounce of strength to look to one side. A flash of movement followed as Geom Mugeuk flew in that direction using the Swift Step.

"......I will apologize to that child in the afterlife."

With those final words, Baek Cheongeong's head slumped.

As he died, all the surrounding trees withered and died with him.

Now, only the wooden dolls, completely devoid of energy, silently watched over his death.


Jin Haryong's heart sank the moment she saw Chorim enter the room. The look in his eyes was different from usual. It would have been a relief if they held killing intent, but instead, his eyes were filled with apology.

"You've come to kill me."

Chorim readily admitted it. The Master had given a strict order, so he had to kill her.

"I have no personal grudge against you."

For the first time, Jin Haryong felt the presence of death. I'm going to die? It did not feel real.

"I don't want to die in a stuffy place like this. Let me see the sky one last time."

When Chorim hesitated, she pleaded again.

"Please."

"Very well."

The moment Chorim turned to open the door, Jin Haryong lunged.

SHWIIIIK! PAAT!

She swung what was in her hand and stabbed at Chorim's neck. It was a wooden nail that had been stuck in the bed.

She felt she had missed as Chorim dodged. She kicked the door open and threw her body outside.

After rolling on the ground, she started to jump up and run but froze.

Chorim walked out from the hut behind her, clutching his neck.

"I understand."

Blood flowed from his neck, but the wound was not deep. Chorim was a master. Killing him with a surprise attack while she had no inner arts was no easy task.

Even though he was behind her, Jin Haryong did not run. No, she could not run.

Dozens of martial artists waited in front of the door.

Jin Haryong turned back to Chorim.

"What the hell do you understand? You're not the one dying, I am. You think acting all gentlemanly will lessen your guilt? You're worse than a vile scoundrel."

"I understand everything."

"Fine, if you really understand me as you say..."

Jin Haryong raised the wooden nail. With her inner arts suppressed, she was no match for him, but she had no intention of dying while just staring at the sky.

"Surely you're not going to kill me while my inner arts are suppressed? Release them. Let's have a proper fight."

Even if her inner arts were released, her chances of survival were slim with so many enemies. Still, she tried to find a way.

"If you release my inner arts, I'll fight with this as my weapon. Your subordinates are watching. You should act like a leader."

She had hoped to provoke his pride into releasing her inner arts, but Chorim had no intention of doing so.

"You are the greatest prodigy of Hubei. If I carelessly release your inner arts, could I handle you?"

"So? You're going to kill a woman resisting with a wooden nail while her inner arts are suppressed, like a coward?"

Even if she had to die, she would not go down quietly. She had to at least scratch his pride and wound his heart.

Chorim spoke in a slightly annoyed tone.

"This makes me feel a little better."

Jin Haryong charged. Even with her inner arts suppressed, she had the skills to reach the finals of the Young Dragon Tournament. The wooden nail in her hand stabbed sharply through the air. She naturally aimed for vital spots like the eyes and neck, places that could incapacitate an opponent instantly.

After a dozen exchanges, Chorim's fist flew straight into Jin Haryong's face.

PWAK!

Jin Haryong was sent flying.

"My apologies. I seem to have struck the face of Hubei's greatest beauty."

The watching subordinates burst into laughter. Chorim and his men were all enjoying the situation.

Touching her face, Jin Haryong got up from the ground.

"From now on, live honestly. This is your true self. Kidnapping, beating, killing, and jeering with delight."

Chorim did not deny it. As she said, he was not a good person. Everyone here was the same. They were criminals on the run with deep grudges against the Murim Alliance, people who could not live in the light. Otherwise, they could not have hidden here for the past ten years.

Baek Cheongeong had made a promise. Once he killed the Murim Alliance Chairman, he would grant them all a pardon.

SHWIIIIK! SHWIK!

Jin Haryong's attacks only cut through the air.

Amidst the onlookers' laughter, Jin Haryong aimed for just one move.

A lucky shot.

But Chorim's skill level was not one where luck would work.

PWAK!

This time, a blow to the stomach sent her flying. The pain made it hard to get up, but she shot to her feet and charged again.

After toying with her a few more times, Chorim decided to end it. Tree roots grew from the ground, wrapping around her legs and arms and immobilizing her completely.

Chorim raised his hand. A leaf flew from somewhere and landed in his palm.

It was an ordinary leaf when it flew, but it radiated a sinister aura once in his hand.

"Your death will not be in vain. You will become fertilizer for these trees."

Jin Haryong shot back coldly.

"Why? Because you despicable things can't even become fertilizer?"

At those words, Chorim revealed his true colors. He spoke to her with a wicked glint in his eyes.

"If it weren't for the order to be polite to you and never touch you, you would have died while receiving the love of all of us."

A look of regret flashed across Chorim's face. Knowing what that meant, Jin Haryong felt the greatest killing intent of her life. She truly wanted to kill him. To die at the hands of someone like this was too unfair.

Chorim raised the leaf sword to slit her throat.

Even in the moment of death, Jin Haryong did not close her eyes. She stared straight at him, trying not to show any fear, but her heart filled with despair.

So this is how I die.

She never thought her end would be like this. She had at least thought she would die more gallantly.

She had hoped to die nobly, reflecting on her past life. The thought of her grandfather and Orabeoni grieving made her even angrier.

Losing his granddaughter after his child, her grandfather's grief would be beyond words. Her Orabeoni, too, would lose the only person he could open his heart to.

If they had done this to her, they would be prepared to harm them as well.

When her thoughts reached that point, the person who came to mind was Geom Mugeuk.

You're the only one I can trust.

To think she would be thinking of him in her final moments.

Just as the leaf sword was about to fly and cut her neck!

SHWAAAAAAAAK!

A piercing sound of wind tore through the air, followed by screams.

PAPAPAPAPAK!

A giant dao swept through the martial artists, flying toward them.

Chorim retreated, dodging the giant dao as it cut through his subordinates.

"......"

The giant dao embedded itself in the stone wall behind them.

A shocked Chorim looked in the direction the giant dao had flown from. A path had been cleared through his subordinates, with a dozen of them lying in bloody heaps on either side.

"Raise the Ironwood Wall!"

TSEUREUREUREUK!

Trees rose from the ground in the direction the dao had come from, beginning to form a shield.

The wall erected in front of Chorim was the largest and thickest. After raising it, he approached Jin Haryong again.

"No matter what, I will kill you!"

Just then, Jin Haryong saw it.

Someone leaped lightly over the giant dao stuck in the wall behind Chorim.

The movement was so light and nimble that not even the sound of wind could be heard.

Only when the person landed right behind Chorim did he sense a presence and turn around.

What he saw was a single line.

SHWIIIIIIIIK!

SEOGEOK.

A swiftly drawn sword sliced his head clean off.

Chorim's head fell without him even letting out a death cry.

The person who appeared before the fallen Chorim was none other than Lee Ahn.

The giant dao that had flown in was the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's Heaven Destroying Dao.

Lee Ahn had been clinging to the giant dao as it flew. Because the dao was larger than a person, they had missed her hiding on the other side of the blade.

It was a feat made possible by the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's inner arts and by Lee Ahn's skill, which had reached the level of the Soaring Sky Sword Art.

At Chorim's death, one of the martial artists screamed as if having a seizure.

"Kill those bitches first!"

They charged toward Jin Haryong and Lee Ahn. Lee Ahn had no time to release Jin Haryong's inner arts.

Lee Ahn cut down the charging martial artists. After she felled four in a row, the enemies changed their strategy. They targeted her attempt to protect Jin Haryong as a weakness.

"Fire sword qi!"

The martial artists capable of using sword qi all fired at once.

Lee Ahn shouted to Jin Haryong.

"Get behind me!"

She could not evade. To save Jin Haryong, she had to neutralize all the incoming sword qi.

SHWAAAAAAAAK!

A dozen streams of sword qi simultaneously rushed toward Lee Ahn. Lee Ahn was not confident she could block so many at once, but she did not dodge. She could not let Jin Haryong die.

In that desperate moment!

SHWIIIIK!

PUUUUK!

Something descended in front of the two women, embedding itself in the ground and blocking the incoming sword qi.

KWANG! KWAANG! KWAKWA! KWAAAANG!

The sword qi struck it repeatedly but failed to break or penetrate it, dissipating completely.

Lee Ahn saw it. The giant dao blocking their path, and the person who had planted it there.

Surprisingly, it was the Heaven Destroying Dao.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon had somehow flown over, pulled the giant dao from the wall, and planted it firmly before the two of them.

At the same time, a sound like thunder erupted with a boom.

URRRRRRUMBLE! KWAAAANG!

The Ironwood Wall they had erected shattered, sweeping away those who were nearby. The one who had destroyed the Ironwood Wall, which they were confident would never break, with a single punch was none other than the Fist Demon.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was in front, the Fist Demon was behind.

One of the enemies saw the Fist Demon and shouted.

"Kill that monster first!"

The moment he finished speaking, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon said curtly with a look of pity.

"Oh dear."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon pulled Lee Ahn and Jin Haryong, who were exposed, behind the Heaven Destroying Dao for cover.

The next moment.

A deafening thunderclap was heard.

KURRRRRUKWAKWANG!

Lee Ahn and Jin Haryong had never heard such a loud and terrifying thunder. It was so loud they wanted to cover their ears.

The next moment!

HWAAAAAAAAAAAAANG!

An enhanced qi of immense power rushed past the sides of the planted Heaven Destroying Dao. If the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had not been supporting the dao with both hands and infusing it with qi, the force would have ripped it out and sent it flying.

A single thunderclap.

And then, silence.

Lee Ahn and Jin Haryong cautiously peeked out from behind the Heaven Destroying Dao.

The two women were stunned by the sight that unfolded outside.

There were no survivors. In a single blow, the enhanced qi from the fist had swept everyone away and turned them into corpses.

The Fist Demon stood alone, his large fists hanging at his sides.

Seeing that sight, even Lee Ahn, who was on his side, felt fear. He was completely different from when they trained together. In a real battle, the Fist Demon was truly another person. Lee Ahn saw clearly today why the Heavenly Demon trusted him the most among the Demon Supremes.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon pulled the Heaven Destroying Dao from the ground and slung it on his back. The Fist Demon began to walk toward them through the corpses.


Chapter 289: You Wouldn't Have Done That

The joy of survival mixed with the presence of the two Demon Supremes, making Jin Haryong's heart pound harder.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stood beside them with his giant dao. The Fist Demon walked slowly toward them. Both men were truly terrifying.

So these are the Demon Supremes!

Until now, the Demonic Cult had been an abstract concept for Jin Haryong. She had only heard they were fearsome and cruel. The Demonic Cult she had actually met was Geom Mugeuk, who was young, handsome, and quick with a joke.

But today, she felt she had seen the real Demonic Cult.

The approaching Fist Demon's face was frightening, but Jin Haryong tried her best to remain calm.

"Thank you so much for saving my life."

Her gratitude was for both the Demon Supremes and Lee Ahn.

"I'll be sure to repay this debt."

Jin Haryong feared the Demon Supremes, but she did not dislike the two men who had saved her.

The Demon Supremes simply nodded once, not making a show of their deed.

Her Orabeoni would call her crazy if he heard, but she grew curious about the Demon Supremes.

After greeting the two men, Jin Haryong looked at Lee Ahn.

She knew how dangerous it was to fly while clinging to a dao, especially one that had flown while killing enemies.

Like the Demon Supremes, Lee Ahn also did not make a show of having saved her.

Lee Ahn released Jin Haryong's inner arts and joked playfully.

"Friend! We were supposed to meet. How could you break our promise?"

The word 'friend' resonated more deeply with Jin Haryong than any other word she had heard. At that moment, the friendship between the two women grew stronger.

Jin Haryong touched her own face.

"That's why I'm in this state, isn't it? My face is all I have."

Lee Ahn gave an unexpected reply to her half-joking, half-deprecating comment.

"Then from today on, you'll have to show something else."

Jin Haryong understood. Lee Ahn did not use her own beautiful appearance as a weapon. That was why Lee Ahn was so strong and could call her beautiful. Lee Ahn was telling her again that appearance was not important to them.

That's right. From today on, the number one beauty of Hubei is no more. I will become the number one sword of Hubei, and I will advance toward becoming the world's number one sword. I will never again face a crisis of death from someone like Chorim.

She also learned a great lesson today.

Life and death had been decided by a hair's breadth. If she had simply given up and tried to die, she would have been dead before Lee Ahn and the Demon Supremes arrived.

But because she had fought until the end, she survived. She felt certain that even heavenly luck chooses from among those who never give up.

Just then, something as fast as light rushed toward them.

SWOOOOSH.

Geom Mugeuk landed using the Swift Step. He landed so naturally that it seemed he had been there all along.

Geom Mugeuk looked around and sighed in relief. He saw that the Demon Supremes and Lee Ahn had arrived in time to save Jin Haryong.

"You sure took your sweet time. If it weren't for these gentlemen, I'd already be dead."

Geom Mugeuk smiled at Jin Haryong's joke.

"That's why I'm close with them."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon. His faith in their judgment had been correct. They were two men who repaid trust with trust.

"You can puff out your chests even more. You're truly magnificent!"

"Where were you dawdling? You made an old man suffer."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon's worried gaze, however, was fixed on the bloodstains on Geom Mugeuk's clothes.

"But it was worth making the old man suffer, wasn't it?"

"Hey, you rascal!"

Just then, the Fist Demon asked Geom Mugeuk a question.

"Are you hurt?"

"It's not my blood. I'm fine."

The Fist Demon nodded.

Watching their conversation, Jin Haryong finally realized that Geom Mugeuk was the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. She felt the rumors about him seizing control of the Demon Supremes were wrong. He had not seized control. He had made them his people. The two men looked at Geom Mugeuk the way her grandfather looked at her, and also like her Orabeoni.

She could tell. Lee Ahn and the two Demon Supremes had saved her, but ultimately, she had survived thanks to Geom Mugeuk. They would not have moved if not for Geom Mugeuk.

"The granddaughter of the Murim Alliance Chairman owing her life twice to a demonic practitioner! I'm completely ruined."

Geom Mugeuk and Lee Ahn laughed together at her playful complaint.

Geom Mugeuk spoke to the two Demon Supremes.

"Please wait with Lee Ahn at the safehouse. I'll take Miss Jin to the Murim Alliance and then join you."

"Is it all over now?"

"No, there's one thing left to confirm before I go."

He had to confirm if the Murim Alliance Chairman had really annihilated the Wood Heaven Clan.

No matter how he thought about it, it seemed unlikely that Jin Paecheon would commit such an act, but it was another story if Jin Paecheon had fallen into someone's conspiracy.

Geom Mugeuk gazed at the distant Murim Alliance and repeated a joke he had made before, this time seriously.

"This time, I might really have to say, 'Run, Elder!'"


Jin Hagun strode into the Chairman's Hall.

Jin Paecheon, who had been staring out the window, turned around urgently.

"What happened?"

"We mobilized the Demon Slaying Brigade and searched the entire West Lake area, but we couldn't find her. Has there been any word from the Green Dragon Brigade yet?"

Jin Paecheon shook his head.

"What about the Flying Tiger Squad?"

Still, Jin Paecheon shook his head. Despite dispatching all of the Murim Alliance's elite forces, they could not find Jin Haryong's whereabouts.

Baek Cheongeong, the presumed kidnapper, had made no demands. They were burning up with worry.

"Why don't you just announce it to the murim?"

They were searching in secret, which limited the search. A public search might produce a witness.

However, Jin Paecheon shook his head. The kidnappers were bold enough to take the Murim Alliance Chairman's granddaughter. They were unlikely to have been spotted, and a public announcement could attract the Evil Alliance or other villains.

Jin Hagun expected his grandfather to say, 'This is all your fault!', but Jin Paecheon said no such thing, proving Jin Hagun's worry was narrow-minded. Jin Paecheon was not the type to shift responsibility when cornered.

"Is there still no word from Geom Mugeuk?"

Jin Paecheon silently nodded.

The situation was gradually turning Geom Mugeuk into their last hope.

The more that happened, however, the more complicated Jin Hagun's feelings became.

Could I have really been deceived?

What if all of this was Geom Mugeuk's conspiracy?

The image of his sister, captured by Geom Mugeuk, came to mind.

He thought Geom Mugeuk might capture his sister and blackmail him at a crucial moment.

The fear of losing his sister filled him with all sorts of thoughts. His sister was the only person in the world who truly understood him.

He had never once thought he would lose his sister. Now that it was becoming a reality, he could not control his fear.

What if he lost his sister?

His own life would also change drastically.

At that moment, Jin Paecheon was thinking the exact opposite.

"That boy was confident that he alone could save her."

Jin Hagun felt that his grandfather believed in Geom Mugeuk.

When Jin Hagun had rushed back after hearing the news, his grandfather had not trusted Geom Mugeuk.

His grandfather had answered his question of who was responsible with, "Either Geom Mugeuk, or Baek Cheongeong."

Staring intently at him, his grandfather had asked.

"Who do you think it is?"

Back then, he had not fully trusted Geom Mugeuk and had hoped the Murim Alliance martial artists would find her.

But now, his grandfather believed in Geom Mugeuk. It was not a belief born of trust, but of desperation. He was stronger than anyone, but with his granddaughter's life on the line, Jin Hagun felt he had become an ordinary grandfather.

"I'll go and search again."

Just as Jin Hagun was about to leave, a Chairman's Hall martial artist ran in.

"Haryong Young Lady has returned."

Jin Paecheon and Jin Hagun were startled.

Jin Paecheon shot up from his grand chair and leaped down.

Soon after, Jin Haryong entered the hall.

She walked in first, and Geom Mugeuk followed her.

"Grandfather!"

Jin Haryong ran and hugged Jin Paecheon. Tears poured out as soon as she saw her grandfather. After this brush with death, she realized anew how significant her grandfather was in her life.

"Are you hurt anywhere?"

"I'm okay."

Her face and body were injured, but she had no internal injuries.

"Welcome back, welcome back."

Tears welled in Jin Paecheon's eyes. He had a heart of iron, but seeing his granddaughter return safely overcame him with emotion. He could not remember the last time he had cried.

Jin Haryong also reunited with Jin Hagun.

"Orabeoni."

Jin Hagun hugged his sister tightly.

"I'm sorry."

All of this had happened because of him. It had all started when he began to doubt his master.

"Why are you sorry, Orabeoni? It's my fault for being careless and getting caught."

"Don't say that."

After the reunion reminded them how precious they were to each other, Jin Paecheon and Jin Hagun turned their intense gazes to Geom Mugeuk.

Saving Jin Haryong was more important to them than anything else. It was a greater deed than saving their own lives.

"Thank you so much for saving Haryong."

Jin Paecheon formally expressed his gratitude with a clasped hands greeting.

Geom Mugeuk also responded with polite courtesy.

"Miss Jin is not only the Chairman's granddaughter, but also my friend. Please don't worry about it."

A life debt is repaid by saving a life. Jin Paecheon resolved that one day, he would save Geom Mugeuk's life.

Meanwhile, Jin Hagun was ashamed for having doubted Geom Mugeuk, even for a moment.

I still have a long way to go.

In the past, it would have ended with shame and inferiority, but now it was different. He felt he had to try harder. Geom Mugeuk stimulated him even now. He was a person whose very existence was a stimulus.

"First, go get treated and rest. We can catch up later. You, talk with me for a moment."

Jin Hagun and Jin Haryong noticed that their grandfather wanted to speak with Geom Mugeuk separately. Since their conversation could wait, the two of them obediently withdrew.

"Yes, Grandfather."

As she walked away with Jin Hagun, Jin Haryong turned back.

"I'm so happy to see you again, Grandfather."

Jin Paecheon smiled and nodded. The thought of what would have happened if he had never seen that child again made his heart sink.

Only the two of them remained in the Chairman's Hall.

"What happened to that person, Baek Cheongeong?"

"He is dead."

He had expected as much since his granddaughter had returned, but hearing the words from Geom Mugeuk felt strange.

"Did he say why he kidnapped Haryong?"

Then, Geom Mugeuk said something surprising.

"Baek Cheongeong is the younger brother of the Wood Heaven Clan's patriarch."

For a moment, Jin Paecheon's eyes widened.

How could he have forgotten about the Wood Heaven Clan?

"They all died."

"No. Only one person, the Patriarch's younger brother, survived."

"I was under the impression that he died as well."

"He faked his death."

Jin Paecheon now understood Baek Cheongeong's dual nature. Could this whole affair be related to his son's death?

Then came the most important question.

"I would like to ask you, Chairman. Were you the one who annihilated the Wood Heaven Clan?"

A heavy silence fell.

Geom Mugeuk did not think this was a silence of admission. If Jin Paecheon had really committed the act, he would not have fallen into such a suspicious silence. This silence had a story behind it.

At last, Jin Paecheon let out a short sigh and began his story.

"That day, I went to find them for revenge. It was revenge for my family, so I went alone."

His expression contorted as if the scene from that day replayed vividly in his mind.

"When I arrived, they were all already dead."

Jin Paecheon proved he was telling the truth in the most powerful way he could.

"I swear on my dead son and daughter-in-law. I did not kill them."

For a man who valued honor, swearing on his son meant his words were true. He too knew how important it was to reveal the truth.

The events of that day had remained a great scar for Jin Paecheon.

"Seeing that sight snapped me to my senses. Do you know what I thought as I looked upon that scene, after having rushed there like a madman for revenge?"

After a brief pause, Jin Paecheon loaded the emotions of that day into a long sigh.

"I thought it was a relief."

Geom Mugeuk listened silently.

"I, the Murim Alliance Chairman, thought it was a relief. I truly thought that if this hadn't happened first, I might have committed such an act myself. I, who should have mourned and been angered by the innocent deaths!"

Jin Paecheon's expression hardened. Anguish was evident on his face.

"You would not have annihilated them, Chairman."

Jin Paecheon stared intently at Geom Mugeuk.

"Do you really think so?"

No, it was impossible to know. How could one presume to know how far a parent who had lost a child would go? Nevertheless, Geom Mugeuk spoke firmly.

"Yes, because you are not that kind of person, Chairman."

Jin Paecheon let out another long sigh. It did not suit his usual domineering demeanor. It showed how much this incident had remained a great scar in his life.

He must have been tormented all this time, disappointed in himself for thinking he might have annihilated them and for feeling relieved upon seeing that scene. As someone who had lived his entire life for righteousness, that wound must have been deeper for him than for others.

Geom Mugeuk repeated his earlier words once more.

"You would not have done that, Chairman."

Jin Paecheon's pupils trembled. At this moment, he knew. He had wanted to hear these words from someone for a very long time, and he had wanted to say these words himself.

That's right, I would not have done that.

Jin Paecheon looked at Geom Mugeuk with a deepened gaze.

"Why do you trust me this much? You don't even know me that well."

"Yes, I don't know you well, Chairman. However, isn't one thing certain?"

Geom Mugeuk added calmly.

"Isn't it because you are the kind of person who would not have done that, that I am able to stand alone in the middle of the Murim Alliance?"


Chapter 290: If the Demonic Cult is Cooler Than Us

A certain resonance echoed deep within Jin Paecheon's heart.

It was a feeling he had never experienced. As the Murim Alliance Chairman, he had met countless people and endured all sorts of experiences. His emotions, dry as a fossil, now operated only out of habit. He laughed, angered, and grieved habitually.

But the resonance he felt now was real.

He had lived his life deliberately ignoring a deep wound. He wanted to cut the wound out, but the more he tried, the larger the scar it left. So he covered it up and lived on. He knew it was festering inside but pretended not to. He thought everyone lived with a wound of that magnitude anyway. He had too much to do. He was the Murim Alliance Chairman.

Now, Jin Paecheon felt the pus from the wound being washed away as it began to heal. He had told himself the same thing dozens, even hundreds of times.

I wouldn't have done that.

His own words never healed the wound in his heart, yet when someone else said it for him, his emotions surged. He had a premonition that he could now be free from that wound.

To feel this way over just a few words.

Normally, his pride would have been hurt. He would have tried hard to deny it, but as he looked at Geom Mugeuk, who gazed at him with clear, deep eyes, his stirring pride quietly fell back asleep.

"Thank you for saying that."

Geom Mugeuk smiled pleasantly. The Chairman was the kind of person who could say those words at this moment. Acknowledging one's own wound and speaking those words was truly important. The final treatment was always up to the person. The Chairman had now properly wrapped the final bandage on his wound.

"Unlike you, Chairman, Baek Cheongeong refused to acknowledge it until the very end."

Geom Mugeuk naturally steered the conversation back to their previous topic.

"Until now, I believed the one who annihilated them was the brother of the Wood Heaven Clan Sect Leader. He wasn't there on the day of the annihilation, and his body was found shortly after, an apparent suicide."

"In conclusion, that body was not his."

Jin Paecheon must have investigated the matter meticulously at the time, since it was related to the Wood Heaven Clan, yet he was still deceived.

"Then who annihilated them?"

"Someone used Baek Cheongeong's thirst for revenge. They helped fake his death and helped him infiltrate the Murim Alliance with a new identity. I suspect that person is the one who annihilated the Wood Heaven Clan."

Jin Paecheon fell deep into thought. Faking a corpse and infiltrating the Alliance was not a simple matter of personal enmity. This was war. The opponent did not rely only on schemes. By annihilating the Wood Heaven Clan, they had also proven their martial prowess.

"You must keep in mind that someone is targeting the Murim Alliance."

Geom Mugeuk added another sentence to prevent any unnecessary speculation about the Demonic Cult.

"This time, they tried to kill me as well to instigate a war with our Cult. Therefore, that bastard is also an enemy of our Cult."

Geom Mugeuk did not mention that the killing of the Chairman's son and daughter-in-law might have been part of that person's plot from the beginning. That part was still uncertain.

"I will investigate thoroughly to find the mastermind."

"I'll find that bastard too. If you ever need my help, please call on me anytime. I also want to help catch this mastermind."

Geom Mugeuk limited the offer to himself, not the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. He lessened the Chairman's burden by suggesting they join hands personally, rather than forcing an alliance with the Demonic Cult.

Jin Paecheon readily accepted.

"I will."

"Then I'll see you next time. I'll meet with Young Master Jin and Miss Jin, then leave immediately."

"Wait."

Jin Paecheon called out to Geom Mugeuk, who was turning to leave. He slowly approached.

As a master like Jin Paecheon drew near, Geom Mugeuk's Heavenly Demon Defense Art activated on its own. For this moment, however, its effort was in vain.

Jin Paecheon suddenly embraced Geom Mugeuk.

"Not as the Murim Alliance Chairman, but as Haryong's grandfather, I am truly grateful to you."

Geom Mugeuk hugged him back.

"Please take care of yourself until we meet again."

Of course, he did not forget to add a playful remark.

"If there's ever been another Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult who was hugged by the Murim Alliance Chairman, tell them to step forward!"

Jin Paecheon laughed heartily before speaking honestly.

"I'm paying you back with a hug. If I had my way, I would've wanted to reward you with something grand. The Alliance's treasure vault is filled with all sorts of miracle herbs and divine weapons."

"Then give them to me. Please, give them to me!"

When Geom Mugeuk spoke without reservation, Jin Paecheon laughed.

"I'm sorry, but I must refuse. I'm afraid you'd use that added power to strike us."

"Aren't you more afraid of leaving a debt of the heart?"

"!"

Geom Mugeuk said with a smile.

"That is why I will decline any material reward."

Watching Geom Mugeuk's back as he politely bowed and turned to leave, Jin Paecheon thought what a true shame it was.

What if he wasn't the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult?

He recalled the time Jin Haryong had brought Geom Mugeuk, saying she would marry a servant.

If only he were a servant.

This was Jin Paecheon's true feeling, one he could never voice to anyone.


Jin Haryong screamed and shot up.

She turned her head and saw she was in the physician's room.

"Are you okay?"

Jin Hagun had rushed in, startled.

"I dreamt I died."

In the dream, the Demon Supremes arrived after Chorim killed her. She thought they would at least shed a single tear, but Lee Ahn was so busy talking with them that she did not even care that Jin Haryong had died. That was more of a nightmare than death itself.

Why am I so disappointed when we've only properly met three times?

But those were not just any three times. The first time, they became friends. The second, they dueled. The last, he rescued her. A connection like this was truly rare.

"That won't happen now."

"How can you be so sure?"

"Because I'll make it so."

"That's something I have to make happen."

Although she smiled, strength filled Jin Haryong's eyes. Jin Hagun felt that his younger sister had grown through this incident.

"How long was I asleep?"

"About one hour."

Jin Haryong sat up. She felt anxious that Geom Mugeuk might have left while she slept. Even if she had to send him off, she had to say goodbye first.

"Where's Geom Mugeuk?"

"He's waiting outside. He said he'd say goodbye when you woke up."

Jin Haryong was inwardly touched that Geom Mugeuk had waited for her.

As she was about to go outside, Jin Hagun spoke.

"You know, right?"

"What?"

"That it's impossible. Don't give him your heart in the first place."

"Why? Are you worried? Worried that your only little sister might lose her heart to the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult?"

To her surprise, Jin Hagun nodded.

"Yes, I'm worried that might happen."

"Isn't this when you're supposed to say, 'I trust my sister, I'm not worried about that'?"

"No, I'm worried."

If the person in question had not been Geom Mugeuk, she would have been offended, but Jin Haryong actually felt good. At least it was a matter of whether she would be paired with Geom Mugeuk.

"Orabeoni, I'm not as naive as you think."

"Then that's fine."

As she was about to leave, Jin Haryong found herself worrying about Jin Hagun instead.

"Are you okay, Orabeoni?"

"What do you mean?"

"I'm telling you not to get swept up by him."

At that, Jin Hagun revealed an unexpected thought.

"Forcing yourself not to get swept up is worse. Even if you get swept up, you just have to do it selfishly."

"Selfishly?"

"Take all the good influence he gives, and don't let your own core be shaken."

Jin Haryong wondered if that would really work. If human relationships could be cut as cleanly as a radish, what was there to worry about? By that logic, the same applied to her. She had told him not to worry because she was not naive.

But can I really withstand Geom Mugeuk with just that?

"I guess we really do share the same blood. You're far from naive too, Orabeoni."

With that, the two of them went outside.

Geom Mugeuk stood in the physician's yard, looking up at the sky.

Jin Haryong stood next to him.

"What are you looking at so intently?"

"See that sky-blue color over there? That's the color of my enhanced sword qi."

"I guess it's better than a dreary color. To be struck down and killed by such a beautiful color."

At her words, Geom Mugeuk smiled and turned his head.

"Is your body okay?"

"Thanks to you."

"I waited to see your face before leaving. See you next time."

Jin Haryong was deeply saddened by her parting with Geom Mugeuk. She wanted to be with him a little longer.

Stay and hang out a little longer. Even for a few days.

But her inability to even say such words defined the nature of her relationship and destiny with Geom Mugeuk.

"Before you go, tell me this. How can I become as strong as you?"

"By training to death."

"But it seems like you're always just playing around?"

"True training is done where no one can see."

Just then, Jin Hagun slowly walked toward them.

"I heard from my grandfather about the mastermind."

He could not believe someone had manipulated his master.

Geom Mugeuk gave him the credit.

"This matter was brought to light thanks to you. If you hadn't noticed that something was strange with your Master, you might have suffered a disaster later on."

The mere thought was horrifying to Jin Hagun. If he had remained oblivious, Baek Cheongeong would have led them to ruin at a critical moment.

Jin Hagun returned the credit to Geom Mugeuk.

"It's thanks to you. I was able to figure it out because you told me not to look at an opponent carelessly, but to look at them properly."

From now on, Jin Hagun would strive to live by looking properly at everyone he faced. He would reform not only the Demon Slaying Brigade but also the Murim Alliance organization.

Geom Mugeuk offered his final farewell.

"Be careful in all things."

"You too."

Jin Hagun expressed his gratitude one last time.

"Thank you for saving my sister."

"Don't forget, and be sure to repay me later."

Thinking the reply was typical of Geom Mugeuk, Jin Hagun smiled faintly.

"Well then, let's meet again next time."

Geom Mugeuk also bid farewell to Jin Haryong.

Jin Haryong said with a smile.

"We're still friends, right?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"There's a tavern near our Cult Headquarters with good liquor and a good owner. I'll invite you there sometime."

Will such a day ever really come?

The moment Jin Haryong nodded, Geom Mugeuk kicked off the ground. He soared into the air and vanished from sight in an instant.

"Orabeoni, I think we need to step it up. We can't let the Demonic Cult be cooler than us, can we?"

Jin Hagun walked away with long strides, without a word.

She knew her Orabeoni's personality better than anyone. He would not lose.

Following behind him, Jin Haryong glanced back toward the spot where Geom Mugeuk had disappeared. She soon began to walk with vigor as well. Her Orabeoni was not the only one who had gained an epiphany.

This was her first step toward becoming not the First Beauty of Hubei, but the First Sword of Hubei.


In the safehouse kitchen, Lee Ahn was cooking.

She did not know why the sudden thought occurred to her, but she felt the urge to cook for the two Demon Supremes herself. She knew three or four dishes and cooked the one she was most confident in.

"Well then, please enjoy your meal."

"You eat with us too."

"I'm fine."

The Fist Demon even gestured for her to join, so Lee Ahn ate with them.

Eating at the same table as the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon? Isn't this clearly a punishment?

As she sat there, tense, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon ate the food and commented.

"It's bland."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon was not the type to be considerate of the cook.

"Ah! I'm sorry. I made the seasoning a little weak. I'll go and make it again."

Just then, the Fist Demon grabbed the bowl Lee Ahn was about to take away.

"He said you have to eat bland food to be healthy."

"......"

"The Physician of Miracles said so."

Lee Ahn was inwardly touched. She had not expected the Fist Demon to say something like that.

The Demon Supremes are so different up close compared to how they appear on the outside.

Then again, the impression she gave on the outside and her actual personality were completely different too.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked curiously. "Why did you suddenly decide to cook for us?"

Of course, there was a reason. She had been moved and felt a sense of respect after seeing the two Demon Supremes in battle. Their strength and intensity had left a great impression on her, now that she was beginning to act in earnest as the head of the Ghost Shadow Squad. That was why she wanted to treat them to a meal she had carefully prepared.

"It's not a chance that comes often."

To that, she added something Seo Daeryong always said when they were drinking.

"When I have children later, I'm going to tell them. That when their mother was young, she personally cooked a meal for the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon."

"Make sure you also tell them it was bland."

Lee Ahn gave an awkward laugh at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon's words.

Just then, the Fist Demon spoke up unexpectedly.

"A child that resembles you and Mugeuk would be incredible."

Lee Ahn was startled by his words. At first, she thought she had misheard. Flustered, she quickly said, "How could I possibly marry the Young Cult Leader? Even though I've become a Captain, I was just a common martial artist."

"What does that matter? Neither the Cult Leader nor Mugeuk are the type to care about such things."

At the Fist Demon's words, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon also nodded with an expression of agreement.

She was truly grateful to the Fist Demon for saying that. However, something always weighed on her mind. It was the first thought that came to her whenever she thought of marriage. Normally, she would not bring it up, but for some reason, she wanted to say it in front of these two fearsome men. The words came out naturally.

"I don't even know who my parents are."

At that, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon offered a word of comfort.

"Family is the enemy. It's fine not to know."

She was grateful to the Blood Heaven Blade Demon for saying that as well.

Just then, the Fist Demon said something completely unexpected.

"If that truly weighs on your mind, I will become your father."

Even the Blood Heaven Blade Demon was startled by those words. One can only imagine how surprised Lee Ahn must have been. She was so shocked and flustered that she dropped the chopsticks she was holding.

She had never had a private conversation with the Fist Demon.

So why? Does he think favorably of me from the late-night training sessions? Or is there another reason? Is it a joke? Did I mishear him this time for sure?

All sorts of thoughts ran through her head, and she did not know what to say.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk entered.

"I'm back."

Geom Mugeuk immediately grasped the frozen atmosphere.

"Nothing happened to the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult even in the Murim Alliance's Chairman's Hall, so what on earth happened at the dinner table in the safehouse?"

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon broke the silence.

"It's because the food is bland."


Chapter 291: What If That Terrifying Man Becomes Father-in-Law?

"I said that if Lee Ahn wants, I'll become her father."

At the Fist Demon's bombshell declaration, everyone stared at Geom Mugeuk. They were curious to see his reaction.

Unexpectedly, Geom Mugeuk only blinked, showing no surprise.

"You're not surprised?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon asked.

Geom Mugeuk seemed to find his own reaction strange.

"I know, right? Why am I not surprised?"

He was teasing the Fist Demon, of course. Geom Mugeuk looked back and forth between the Fist Demon and Lee Ahn.

"A father and daughter who are such polar opposites? Maybe that's why I'm not surprised."

If anyone else had said that, they might have needed the Heaven Destroying Dao's shield, but the Fist Demon readily agreed with Geom Mugeuk's teasing. Even he thought they were polar opposites in appearance.

"Will no one believe it?"

"Would you believe it, Master?" the Blood Heaven Blade Demon chimed in, turning a serious question into a joke.

"They'd probably think she was kidnapped."

The Fist Demon nodded, acknowledging that statement as well.

Just then, Lee Ahn spoke abruptly.

"Father!"

Startled gazes focused on Lee Ahn. The Fist Demon was the most surprised of the three men. Lee Ahn stared at the Fist Demon and spoke again.

"If a daughter like me is acceptable, please take me as your daughter."

The Fist Demon's eyes widened. It was the first time he had looked so surprised since they met him.

"Would a father like me be alright?"

The Fist Demon's voice trembled in a way that truly didn't suit him. The voice of the man who wouldn't blink before ten thousand enemies was trembling.

"You are more than I deserve."

Tears welled in Lee Ahn's eyes. She felt so moved that such an incredible person would become her father. She was truly, tearfully grateful.

Lee Ahn looked at Geom Mugeuk, her eyes asking a question.

Is it... is it okay for me to do this?

It was an impulsive decision for her too. It might have been the most important decision of her life, yet she made it in an instant.

Is it really okay to do this?

Geom Mugeuk's bright smile answered for him.

"Congratulations, Lee Ahn."

After taking a deep breath, Lee Ahn asked the Fist Demon again.

"May I ask just one thing?"

"Anything."

"Why did you say you would take me as your daughter?"

The Fist Demon's answer was simple.

"Because I wish I had a daughter like you."

No other words could have pleased Lee Ahn more.

Lee Ahn rose from her seat and bowed deeply to the Fist Demon.

"I'll be in your care from now on... Father."

As she said the word 'Father', emotion overcame her.

"The word 'Father'... today is the first time I've ever said it in my life."

She had never once said 'Daddy' or 'Mommy'.

She had resented the parents who abandoned her. She tried to understand their reasons, missed them, hated them, and tried to forget them. She had resolved to never become a parent like them, or rather, to not become a parent at all. To just live alone and die quietly.

Pent-up emotions surged, and tears streamed down her face.

Geom Mugeuk, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon, and the Fist Demon watched silently as her shoulders shook. They let her cry her heart out. The strongest men in the world stood there for a long while, watching over her.

When her sobs subsided, the Fist Demon helped her to her feet.

Seeing her tear-stained face, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon tossed out a joke.

"Now that you're ugly, you finally look a bit like a father and daughter."

Geom Mugeuk laughed out loud. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon wasn't one to meddle in others' affairs. However, he was quick with jokes and banter when it came to the Fist Demon. It meant he got along well with the Fist Demon and liked him. To think he'd complained about being ostracized at the Demon Supreme gatherings.

A powerful aura emanated from the Fist Demon as he looked at Lee Ahn.

"When I return to the Cult, I will officially announce that you've become my daughter. From now on, as long as I live, no one in the murim will dare to treat you carelessly."

At the Fist Demon's declaration, tears once again streamed from Lee Ahn's eyes.

"This is the last time I'll cry. I won't cry anymore."

She tried to force a smile, but the tears wouldn't stop.

The very existence of parents had always been her deepest wound. She had never wanted to talk about it with anyone but Geom Mugeuk. From now on, she would live her life bragging about her father. What does your father do? Father is the Fist Demon!

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon said with a surprised expression, "When you first brought it up, I thought you were joking."

Geom Mugeuk picked up where he left off.

"He's not the type to joke about something like this, is he?"

"That terrifying man as a father-in-law?"

"I know. I wonder what kind of son-in-law could possibly handle him."

At that, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon looked at Geom Mugeuk with an expression that screamed, I'm talking about you!

Whether he knew what the other man was thinking or not, Geom Mugeuk teased Lee Ahn.

"Lee Ahn, what are you going to do? Your chances of marriage are over."

Then, the Fist Demon interjected.

"Why can't she just marry you?"

At the Fist Demon's words, Lee Ahn waved her hands dismissively.

"Please don't say such things. Young Master, please don't pay it any mind."

The Fist Demon glared at Geom Mugeuk, waiting for an answer.

"But I like my food salty."

"From now on, you'll eat it bland!"

So that's how you're going to play?

Geom Mugeuk spoke to him with a meaningful smile.

"Can you handle having the Heavenly Demon as your in-law?"

The Fist Demon flinched. He had only thought about Lee Ahn, not that far ahead. The only person in the world who could make him freeze, as an in-law? The Cult Leader as an in-law?

"Hello! I'm right here! The bride with absolutely no intention of getting married is right here!"

Amidst this chaos, the Blood Heaven Blade Demon stroked his chin and imagined that day.

"If they really do get married, all hell will break loose."


That night, the Fist Demon trained his martial arts alone in the safehouse's backyard. He seemed to be soothing his complicated feelings with martial arts training.

With his shirt off, his muscles were as perfect as if painted by an artist.

"When will my body become like yours, Master?"

I also took off my shirt and stood beside him, practicing the Thunder Arhat Fist. We trained bare-chested when practicing fist techniques to observe every single muscle movement.

Training with him after so long felt refreshing.

The Fist Demon had me repeatedly practice the fifth fist, the Vajra Asura. It was a technique that could save one's life in a crisis by temporarily making the body as hard as steel. I hoped it could produce a temporary Diamond Body effect if used with the Heavenly Demon Defense Art.

"Why are you focusing on teaching me the Vajra Asura?"

"Looking at the current situation, it seems you need to protect your own body first."

Since the mastermind who targeted the Murim Alliance Chairman had appeared, he judged that I, the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, could not be complacent.

The Fist Demon repeatedly recited the secrets of the Vajra Asura. Some parts I had heard before, and some were new.

If I didn't understand something, I asked immediately, and the Fist Demon taught me with sincerity.

"Now, withstand this!"

"Surely you're not going to hit me with that fist, are you?"

"Why not?"

Before the words even finished, the Fist Demon's fist flew at me.

WHOOOOSH!

KWAANG!

I didn't even think to block before the attack pushed me back. The Heavenly Demon Defense Art and the Vajra Asura activated together, dissipating the impact.

When I walked back unharmed, the Fist Demon was greatly pleased.

"Well done. The Vajra Asura will save your life one day. Never neglect it."

"I will keep that in mind."

After that round of training ended, we sat side by side to catch our breath.

"May I ask the reason?"

Despite the abrupt question, the Fist Demon knew what I was asking.

"Didn't I tell you? I wished I had a daughter like Lee Ahn."

"I mean the real reason."

After a brief pause, the Fist Demon spoke.

"I also don't know my parents' faces. That's why I know better than anyone how that child feels."

It was the first time I had heard about his personal history.

"When I was young, I gritted my teeth and denied their existence. I tried not to even think about revenge. Having a desire for revenge would mean acknowledging them. I tried my best to completely erase them from my life."

"What about now? Don't you want to find your parents? Don't you want to tell them that you've lived this well even without them?"

The Fist Demon shook his head, revealing a sense of emptiness.

"I wish I had even that kind of petty desire for revenge left in my heart."

It sounded like he had become barren, devoid of even such emotions.

"To think that someone like me is trying to make someone family."

I was grateful to the Fist Demon for showing his human side. It meant he trusted me that much.

"No, you did the right thing."

"Do you really think so?"

"I want Lee Ahn to be happy, and I believe becoming your daughter will be the greatest happiness for Lee Ahn. It was the right choice for both Lee Ahn and for you, Master."

A smile formed on the Fist Demon's fearsome face.

I like this moment. A smile forming amidst the fearfulness. The Fist Demon looks quite cool at times like this.

"Thank you for saying so."

Who would have thought I'd end up having this kind of conversation with the Fist Demon? He was usually a man of few words, but he spoke better than anyone when he needed to.

"It might be difficult for you from now on."

"......"

"You've never been a father before, have you? What will you do if your daughter rebels?"

The Fist Demon raised his fist.

"Won't this work?"

"If that worked, would people say that raising a child is harder than becoming a Sword God?"

The Fist Demon lowered the fist he had playfully raised. That precious fist shouldn't be lowered so powerlessly.

"But it will work elsewhere."

"Where?"

"You're gaining a daughter who is the world's number one beauty. You'll have many occasions to use your fists."

Knowing what I meant, the Fist Demon clenched his large fist again.

"This should be interesting."

"It will be interesting for you, Master. I'll pray for your opponents in advance."

A person's life is so unpredictable. Who could have imagined that Lee Ahn would become the Fist Demon's daughter?

"Perhaps, Master, you might really be able to shatter the cliff."

At my words, the Fist Demon asked with a puzzled look.

"Isn't it the opposite?"

He must have been thinking, How can I shatter the cliff when I've become so soft and weak to affection?

"For one's martial arts to change, the person must change first."

The Fist Demon mulled over my words.

"I have to change to be able to break it?"

"Taking someone as an adopted daughter, is that something you ever imagined doing?"

The Fist Demon slowly shook his head.

"You have changed, Master. I believe that change will help you break through your limits."

The Fist Demon looked down at his fist and said abruptly, "Perhaps when the sound of thunder no longer comes from my fist, I might be able to shatter the cliff."

A Thunder Arhat Fist that makes no sound of thunder is unimaginable.

However, there was an even more terrifying thought than ear-splitting thunder.

A fist that flies without a sound and overturns the heavens and the earth!

The thought of it made it impossible for the Fist Demon and me to just sit still. We shot to our feet and threw our fists. Our training didn't stop until dawn.


The next day, I said goodbye to everyone.

"I will go to the Jiangxi Branch."

The original purpose of leaving the Cult this time was to visit the Hunan Branch and the Jiangxi Branch before returning.

Until a new clue related to Hwa Mugi appears, I have to live my own life. Steadfastly, without being swayed.

"You're going alone?"

"Yes. Escort the two of them back to the Cult. Oh, and on your way back, tell the bodyguards who are on standby to return as well."

"You're going to leave the bodyguards behind and go alone?"

"This time, it's an undercover inspection."

I went to the Hunan Branch openly with bodyguards, so this time I plan to visit secretly. I hope the Jiangxi Branch Chief is not a corrupt person like the Hunan Branch Chief.

"I'll be on my way. Don't think about working this old man to the bone anymore."

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon said his piece and walked out the door. I shouted at his retreating back.

"Considering the results we got from working you to the bone, I think that'll be difficult."

Don't worry. If I ever need the Demon Supremes again, I'll call the other ones this time.

Next, I parted with the Fist Demon.

"Thank you for your teachings yesterday."

"Be careful."

The Fist Demon also walked towards the door. That broad back now had more to protect, but it seemed to be in a better mood as it filled the doorway on its way out.

After the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Fist Demon left, Lee Ahn finally spoke her mind.

"I'm sorry."

"For what?"

"For making such an important decision without discussing it with you first."

"You didn't decide it in advance either, did you?"

"I feel like I should have at least asked you via telepathy at the moment of decision."

That must have weighed on her mind all night, causing her to lose sleep.

Yes, it's because she's this kind that she deserves to be the Fist Demon's daughter.

"It's because it's such an important matter that you decide it that way. Following your instincts."

"What if it was the wrong choice?"

"You'll have to endure it. Suffer under a scary father."

She made a face as if imagining it, then pretended to clutch her head.

"He's not just a scary father! He's the scariest father in the world!"

"He's the second scariest, so don't worry. There's a poor child with the number one scariest father standing right in front of you."

Lee Ahn laughed at my joke.

"Trust your instincts. Your martial arts, and your heart. The stronger you become, the more correctly your instincts will function."

"I'll keep that in mind, Young Master."

"I'll see you back at our Cult later."

"Please be careful."

Lee Ahn, who was about to walk out, turned back at the door.

"To become the Fist Demon's daughter... It's all thanks to you, Young Master, that I've come this far. Thank you so much."

"Lee Ahn, our journey might not have even started yet."

A surprised Lee Ahn looked as if she couldn't even imagine what lay beyond.

"Just how far are you planning to go?"

"Even I don't know that."

"It doesn't sound like a joke anymore."

"Because it's not a joke."

My life's goal isn't just to kill Hwa Mugi. The goal is to live this life happily and well. To do so, I must kill Hwa Mugi. My life will continue even after I kill Hwa Mugi. Mine, and my people's.

"Young Master, you told me before, didn't you? To rest if things get hard."

"I did."

"You look very tired right now."

It probably wasn't just because of the training until dawn. My nerves have been on edge lately thinking about Hwa Mugi. No matter how much I hide it, Lee Ahn alone can sense and read my emotions.

I smiled at her and nodded.

"Alright, I'll take a rest."

And with that, she too left.

I stood for a moment in the safehouse's yard and looked up at the sky. I try to look whenever I have a spare moment. Every time I do, the sky seems to say this. Right, no matter how busy you are, live your life while looking at me once in a while.

I know better than anyone that once you start getting swept away by life, it's hard to even lift your head once. Just like my life before I regressed.

Back then, I didn't look at the sky, only the ground. I only looked for ingredients to fill my pockets. I only looked for ways to kill my enemies. The sky must have been just as blue back then...

Hoping that this trip to Jiangxi would be a somewhat comfortable and peaceful journey, I left the safehouse.

So, you villains, you all take a break too! Please


Chapter 292: If Only All Customers Were Like This

Pyeon Jung was lucky.

The driver had traveled from Jiangxi to Hubei but couldn't find a return fare for two days. Then, he finally secured a carriage heading back to Jiangxi.

Carriage rental businesses hired drivers like Pyeon Jung, found them jobs, and took a cut of their earnings.

Pyeon Jung asked the manager of the rental business a question.

"Where is the customer going?"

"To the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Jiangxi Branch."

Pyeon Jung lowered his voice.

"Is he... a demonic practitioner?"

"He didn't look like one."

Still, Pyeon Jung felt nervous. Too many drivers died after getting caught in fights between unorthodox sects and demonic practitioners.

Pyeon Jung cleaned the carriage while he waited. The customer finally arrived, a young and handsome man.

"I'm Pyeon Jung. I'll serve you well."

"I'll be in your care. It's not urgent, so you don't need to rush."

"Understood."

Hearing the young man's greeting, Pyeon Jung knew.

He's not a demonic practitioner.

He had driven for several demonic practitioners, but none were ever this polite.

Pyeon Jung was, of course, mistaken. The man was the most famous demonic practitioner of all, Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk planned to travel to Jiangxi by carriage. He would train the Heavenly Demon Defense Art on the move and stop to admire any good scenery. He wanted a leisurely journey with plenty of rest.

"Alright, we're departing now."

The carriage set off.

After some time, Pyeon Jung glanced back through the driver's window. Geom Mugeuk sat with his eyes closed, either sleeping or deep in thought.

Yes, customers like this are the best.

Inside, Geom Mugeuk cultivated the Heavenly Demon Defense Art. Concentrating was easier while traveling. The wind against the carriage, distant birds chirping, and the chatter of passersby sometimes sharpened his focus.

When he tired of training, he gazed out the window at the scenery, just as he did now.

This is what resting is.

The rest Lee Ahn mentioned probably wasn't this, but taking short breaks from the Heavenly Demon Defense Art was a luxury in his current situation.

Geom Mugeuk closed his eyes again. He recited the tedious incantations of the Heavenly Demon Defense Art with the focus of a beginner. It was another drop in the bucket.


That evening, the carriage stopped at an inn. Drivers all had their preferred resting spots, but they shared one thing in common.

"I've heard drivers' inns have good food."

"That's right. We travel so much, we know which inns have the best food."

The two men entered the inn together.

"Well, please get some rest."

"Let's eat together."

"I'm fine."

Drivers had a rule to eat separately from customers. Some customers bought them meals, but they usually ate and slept alone until it was time to leave.

"I don't want to eat alone. Let's eat together."

Pyeon Jung pretended to relent and sat down. A free meal meant saving money, which was a good thing for him.

"You know this area well, so what do you recommend? What's the best dish here?"

Pyeon Jung recommended a few dishes. Geom Mugeuk ordered everything he mentioned.

"Come on, I'm hungry. Let's eat a lot."

For a driver, Geom Mugeuk was the best kind of customer. He invited Pyeon Jung to eat but didn't pester him with questions.

Some customers made a show of their kindness. Others boasted until your ears hurt, or asked about your income and told you to live differently.

Geom Mugeuk, however, just stared blankly out the window.

If anything, Pyeon Jung was the one who wanted to talk. He wanted to ask what the Master did for a living and why he was going to the Demonic Cult Branch.

But Pyeon Jung asked nothing. He was old enough to know that getting involved with a martial artist was a bad idea.

The food arrived shortly, and Geom Mugeuk ordered alcohol. He poured a cup for Pyeon Jung.

"I have to drive, so I'll just have one cup."

Pyeon Jung felt truly alive, drinking and eating well for the first time in a long while. He had been saving money lately by barely eating enough to survive.

Really, if only all customers were like this, being a driver would be a decent job.

A driver's life was full of anxiety, not lucky days like this one.

He felt shameless staying silent while being treated, so he cautiously asked a question.

"Is this your first time in Jiangxi?"

"No."

"I see."

He wanted to ask why Geom Mugeuk was going to the Demonic Cult Branch, but he held his tongue.

"That was a good meal."

Geom Mugeuk didn't start a conversation, worried it would make the driver uncomfortable. He learned from his mercenary days that staying quiet was the most considerate thing to do.

After the meal, Geom Mugeuk headed to his room and asked Pyeon Jung a question.

"Why aren't you going up?"

"I can just sleep in the carriage. Please go rest."

Pyeon Jung usually slept poorly in the carriage to save every penny he could.

Geom Mugeuk paid for a room for him.

"I'm really fine."

"I want to ride in a carriage driven by someone who has slept well."

He couldn't refuse such an offer. If only all customers were like this!

Pyeon Jung felt great as he entered the guest room.

How long has it been since I've slept in a bed?

He slept soundly that night, feeling better than the Murim Alliance Chairman himself.

Geom Mugeuk's kindness continued. He invited Pyeon Jung to eat and got him another room. Pyeon Jung waved his hands in refusal, but Geom Mugeuk insisted that ensuring the driver's well-being was a matter of his own safety.

In the end, they ate together, and he slept in a good bed.

He ate and slept happily the first day, but on the second day, a dish reminded him of his wife and children. It was a meal his children loved, one he had bought for his first child's birthday last year. Or was it the year before?

He wished he could pack up the food and take it home to them.

He looked up and saw Geom Mugeuk watching him. As if reading his mind, Geom Mugeuk asked a question.

"Do you have children?"

"I have two."

"How old are they?"

"Seven and nine."

"You must miss them."

Pyeon Jung smiled and nodded. He missed them terribly. Sometimes he wanted to turn the carriage around and rush straight home.

That night, his children appeared in his dreams.


Geom Mugeuk occasionally had him stop the carriage at scenic spots.

In the distance, the sun set over a river. The red light spread across the shimmering water, creating a spectacular view.

Geom Mugeuk watched silently with his arms crossed.

Thanks to him, Pyeon Jung also watched the sunset for the first time in ages. He couldn't remember the last time he had simply watched the sun go down.

Usually, sunset meant he had to hurry to an inn before dark. It was a signal for anxiety. Today, he realized how beautiful it truly was.

"My heart told me to. It said I looked tired and should rest, so I'm trying to listen to it."

"Ah, I see."

Pyeon Jung responded as if he understood, but he didn't. His heart? He misunderstood and wondered if the man had a heart condition.

They traveled until they were a day from their destination. There, Geom Mugeuk caught Pyeon Jung getting a refund for the room from the innkeeper. Geom Mugeuk had just stepped out for fresh air. He saw everything but pretended he hadn't and went outside.

"Ah!"

Pyeon Jung sighed. He shouldn't have done that, considering the man's sincerity. Even if Geom Mugeuk understood, Pyeon Jung felt pathetic.

The incident bothered Pyeon Jung all the next day. When they stopped to rest the horses, he approached Geom Mugeuk.

"I'm sorry about yesterday."

"It's fine."

He could have left it there, but a thought struck him. He would have made fearful excuses to a mean person, but to a good man like this, just saying sorry felt cowardly.

Right, I should explain properly.

"Last year, my second brother had a terrible fever. I had to borrow money for medicine. We were living on a tight budget, and in a moment of desperation, I borrowed money I never should have."

"So you took out a King Yama Loan."

"That's right."

Pyeon Jung sighed.

"It wasn't even a large amount. I borrowed ten taels for the treatment. A year later, it's become seventy taels, even after I've paid over twenty taels in interest."

That was why he slept poorly in the carriage. He had to pay the interest and feed his family, but the debt only grew.

"It's my fault. I borrowed it even though I knew how high the interest was."

He didn't regret it. Without that money, his second brother would have died or been crippled.

Then, Geom Mugeuk spoke.

"How could that be your fault, Master Pyeon? The ones at fault are those who give out King Yama Loans with such ridiculous interest rates."

The title 'Master Pyeon' made Pyeon Jung's heart swell. No one had ever addressed a driver with such respect.

Whenever he spoke of the loan, everyone told him it was his fault for borrowing the money in the first place.

"What's the name of the place you borrowed from?"

"It's a place called moneylender."

"Let's stop there first."

"You can't. Those men are violent. Some know martial arts, and I've heard they have fearsome backers. They've been giving out King Yama Loans here for a long time, and they're still powerful."

Pyeon Jung felt a mix of hope that he could escape this hell and fear that this good man would be killed.

Geom Mugeuk stared at him blankly.

"I think you misunderstand. I'm going there because I need money."

Pyeon Jung didn't know whether to believe him. The man had spent money so freely, and now he suddenly needed a King Yama Loan?

"Let's go."

What could he do? The customer insisted. The carriage changed direction.


Surprisingly, when they arrived at moneylender, Geom Mugeuk actually borrowed money.

"How much can you lend me?"

Jo Yang, the man in charge, scanned Geom Mugeuk from head to toe.

"We don't usually lend to outsiders..."

He let his sentence trail off, which meant he would lend the money.

"Do you have any collateral?"

"No. Should I leave this sword?"

"How much is a sword worth? We don't accept swords as collateral."

Most swords martial artists offered as collateral were worthless. Too many tried to pass off cheap blades as famous ones.

"My sword would be disappointed to hear that."

Jo Yang glanced at the sword. He saw the blood-stained cloth wrapped around it and scoffed.

He decorated it to look impressive.

"If you don't have collateral, you can get a guarantor."

Geom Mugeuk looked back at Pyeon Jung.

"Would you be my guarantor?"

Pyeon Jung startled. Squeezing blood from a stone. He wondered if Geom Mugeuk brought him here just for this.

"I'm joking. Father told me never to be a guarantor, not even for family."

The tense Pyeon Jung sighed in relief.

"If I have no collateral and no guarantor, how much can I borrow?"

"We can lend you up to ten taels."

"Alright, I'll borrow ten taels."

"Here, write your personal information on this loan agreement and leave your handprint."

Geom Mugeuk did as he was told, writing his information and leaving a handprint. They lent him the money with lightning speed.

"If you don't pay it back on time, interest will be added. There are always bastards who complain later that the interest is too high. They're shameless scoundrels who come crawling for money then spout that nonsense."

Pyeon Jung lowered his head. Jo Yang's words were meant for him.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk sided with Pyeon Jung.

"They must have been desperate to borrow at such a high interest rate. The ones who exploit that desperation are the shameless ones."

Jo Yang's expression hardened for a moment, but the seasoned man didn't get angry. He knew exactly how troublemakers like this ended up.

You fucking idiot. Let's see if you're still talking like that later. I'll show you what it's like to want to repay a debt but be unable to.

Jo Yang checked the information on the loan agreement.

"So you're from Guangxi. You've come a long way. I trust you wrote your address correctly. Your father's name is Geom Woojin, a fine name. You should know, we have a branch in every province. We'll verify your information and be in touch."

"Do as you wish."

"I'm telling you now, don't even think about running. Your family will have to pay instead. We'll go find your father."

"Father has a lot of money."

With that, Geom Mugeuk left with Pyeon Jung. The courtyard was full of men wearing swords. It was a large-scale King Yama Loan operation.

As soon as they left, Pyeon Jung asked the question he had been holding back.

"Why on earth did you come to this place?"

He had worried there would be a sword fight, but he was also hopeful. He hoped the Master would draw his sword, kill them all, and declare, 'You have no debt.' It was a selfish thought, but it was what he truly felt.

"Didn't I say I came to borrow money?"

"Did you really come just for ten taels? Master... you don't need that money, do you?"

Considering how Geom Mugeuk had spent money on their journey, borrowing ten taels made no sense.

"I absolutely need it."

He hadn't come just for the King Yama Loan. He planned to start his secret inspection of the Jiangxi Branch from here. Corruption always followed money.

Two men began to follow them from a distance. It was an obvious tail, a message that they were being watched.

"Isn't it a loss to lend ten taels and then have two men watch him?"

Geom Mugeuk showed the ten taels in his palm.

"This isn't just ten taels, is it?"

Pyeon Jung gasped, suddenly understanding. Starting with ten taels, those men would suck a person dry for life. The loan wasn't for ten taels. It was for hundreds, even thousands. Just like his own debt.

"Let's see just how they plan to collect these ten taels."


Chapter 293: Where Does a Man Named Geom Woojin Live

"Let's eat together before we part," Geom Mugeuk suggested.

Pyeon Jung stepped back, declining the offer. "It's alright."

"We've eaten together every day on the way here. Wouldn't it be strange not to eat on our last day?"

It was not particularly strange, but Geom Mugeuk was already pulling Pyeon Jung's sleeve.

"Which inn has the best food? Let's go there."

Geom Mugeuk led them through the marketplace. Pyeon Jung had found a good customer, a luxury for his palate until the very end.

As they walked, a fierce-looking man blocked Pyeon Jung's path and held out a hand. Pyeon Jung gave him two-thirds of the money he had just earned.

The man took the money and left without a word. He offered no greetings, curses, or threats. Geom Mugeuk found this even more heartless. The hard-earned money vanished before Pyeon Jung could feel anger, sadness, or anything at all.

After a few more steps, Pyeon Jung sighed. "At first, I protested and resisted. I told them it was unfair."

His difficult past continued to unfold.

"They even beat me up in front of my wife and child. I endured that, but I gave up on everything when that bastard held a knife to my son's throat."

Now, resigned to his fate, he simply tried to get by, saving and working more each day.

Pyeon Jung glanced at Geom Mugeuk, who said nothing.

"That's the place," Pyeon Jung said. "Their cooking is the best."

Inside the inn, Geom Mugeuk secured a room for his stay. He then joined Pyeon Jung on the first floor to eat, ordering the inn's best dishes for them to share.

He has so much money, so why did he borrow ten taels? He'll just get caught up in complicated matters for no reason.

Pyeon Jung spoke cautiously. "If you're thinking of doing something to the moneylender, please don't. They aren't ordinary thugs. Their organization is large, and they're everywhere in the Central Plains."

Geom Mugeuk filled his cup. "You don't have to worry about me."

As usual, Geom Mugeuk ate his food and drank his alcohol in silence. Pyeon Jung also ate quietly.

When they finished, Geom Mugeuk bid him farewell. "You must be tired, so go rest. Thank you for your hard work driving the carriage here."

Geom Mugeuk called the inn owner. He had another reason for insisting they come here. The owner brought out packaged food.

"I asked for dishes the children would enjoy," Geom Mugeuk said. "Take this and feed them."

Geom Mugeuk had noticed Pyeon Jung often got lost in thought while eating and realized he was thinking of his children.

Pyeon Jung felt a surge of emotion, touched that Geom Mugeuk even considered his children. "Why are you being so good to me?"

"It's a reward for bringing me here safely."

A lump formed in Pyeon Jung's throat. He knew people met good souls and had lucky days, but no one had ever shown him such kindness.

Pyeon Jung thanked him several times before heading home, his hands full of food. His steps quickened at the thought of his children's overjoyed faces.

Pyeon Jung might think their relationship as driver and customer had ended, but their connection was not yet over.

Geom Mugeuk watched him leave, then took the ten taels from his robes and stared down at it silently.


Deokchul was nervous. He had spent three months as a trainee investigator for the moneylender and was now heading out for his first official investigation.

Let's do a great job and get recognized.

An investigator's job was to visit a debtor's address and confirm their family lived there. This was more important than collecting the money itself, as the family served as a hostage to prevent the debtor from fleeing.

Deokchul grew more tense as he neared the address.

They said the Demonic Cult Headquarters is in this area. This place is truly a den of demons.

He had already lost count of the demonic practitioners he passed, each one reeking of demonic qi.

He was scared but could not back down. He had to do this job well to become an official investigator.

Deokchul checked the address on the paper and started walking again. He tried to act natural, walking at a leisurely pace like a frequent visitor. He knew a single mistake in demonic practitioner territory could get him killed.

Deokchul entered the Demon Village. Vendors sold various goods as he passed through the market.

"Lots of good items here, come take a look!"

The goat-bearded vendor's call drew Deokchul in. He felt he could not refuse. He feared that if he said no, the vendor would twist his cunning-looking goatee, and some retired demonic practitioner would pop out, shouting, 'Do you know who I am?'

All sorts of items filled the display stand, from dolls carved like the Heavenly Demon Soul to merchandise for the Demon Supremes. A white mask of the Extremely Evil Smiling Demon also hung there.

These Demonic Cult bastards are truly insane. To think they're selling all this stuff.

The Heavenly Demon Soul doll was terrifying. Deokchul thought he might have a seizure if he saw it in his sleep. Has the person who made this ever even seen the Heavenly Demon Soul? No, there's no way some doll maker has seen him, right?

Next to it stood dolls of the Eight Demon Supremes. The Fist Demon doll immediately caught his eye. It was twice the size of the others, with a face as imposing as the Heavenly Demon Soul's.

The goat-bearded vendor quickly explained, "That is the Fist Demon. It's very well made, true to his actual proportions."

His fist is the size of a person's head, and you're telling me it's real? Do you take me for a fool?

Deokchul put down the Fist Demon doll and examined the one next to it. It stood out for being the complete opposite of the Fist Demon.

"That one is the Poison King," the vendor said, spitting with excitement. "He's very handsome, isn't he? Look at the twelve poison pouches. We meticulously crafted every single wrinkle."

Deokchul was inwardly skeptical.

The Poison King is this young and handsome? I know I'll never see the real person, but is it okay to scam people like this?

Then there was the Flower Sword Supreme doll. It radiated the beauty of a middle-aged woman in a pure white martial arts uniform. Deokchul did not even know the Sword Supreme was a woman, so how could he believe this?

They just made these up as they went along.

The Demonic Buddha doll sealed Deokchul's disbelief. It was half the size of the other dolls and glowed with a golden color.

They made it half-sized to cut costs.

Besides, how could a human body emit a golden light?

Deokchul picked up the Blood Heaven Blade Demon doll. Its stubborn gaze was captured well. He tried to draw the Heaven Destroying Dao from its back. Oh, this one is cool.

The Extremely Evil Smiling Demon doll, wearing a white mask with its arms crossed arrogantly, sent a chill down his spine. He found himself trying on the hanging mask for no reason.

The Soul-Stealing Demon Supreme doll controlling a puppet and the Drunken Demon doll lying on a rock drinking alcohol were also cool. They were just all arbitrarily made up.

"If you buy all Eight Demon Supremes at once, I'll give you a thirty percent discount."

"I'll buy them next time."

As Deokchul tried to leave, the goat-bearded vendor blocked his path. He had already identified Deokchul as a greenhorn from out of town.

The vendor's eyes seemed to say, You're just going to leave after looking at everything? You're not buying after drawing the Heaven Destroying Dao? After trying on the mask? Really?

Pressured into buying something, Deokchul picked up the Blood Heaven Blade Demon doll. "I'll buy this."

Only then did the goat-bearded vendor smile brightly.

Just as Deokchul turned to leave, having been strong-armed into buying the doll, a golden radiance approached from ahead.

Deokchul squeezed his eyes shut and opened them again. He was not seeing things. The real Demonic Buddha was walking toward him.

Deokchul looked back at the doll on the stall.

It's identical!

The Demonic Buddha glanced at Deokchul as he walked past. The Blood Heaven Blade Demon doll in Deokchul's hand trembled.

Should I have bought the Demonic Buddha doll?

His heart pounded. Surely he won't kill me for buying a different doll, right?

Just then, a voice came from the opposite direction. "Welcome."

Deokchul turned and saw a young man standing there. It was First Young Lord Geom Muyang.

"First Young Lord."

Deokchul held his breath.

First Young Lord? Am I really standing where the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's First Young Lord and the Demonic Buddha are meeting?

Geom Muyang spoke to the Demonic Buddha. "You paid last time, Demon Supreme, so I'll buy the drinks today."

"Excellent."

The Demonic Buddha smiled brightly and walked on. Their relationship had improved after Geom Mugeuk became the Young Cult Leader.

The Demonic Buddha had protected Geom Muyang to the end when he failed his bid for the position. Freed from the power struggle, the two had begun a new friendship.

The Demonic Buddha glanced at Deokchul as he passed. By then, the goat-bearded vendor had firmly pressed the Demonic Buddha doll into Deokchul's other hand.

Now holding two dolls, Deokchul hurriedly escaped the area.

Lingering near the Demonic Cult. I must have a death wish. Alright, let's hurry up, confirm it, and go back.

"Past the Demon Village, walk five hundred paces west, and around the corner of the rocky mountain..."

When he arrived, Deokchul's jaw dropped. He checked the paper in his hand again.

This is definitely the place, but...?

Deokchul lifted his head and stared at the scene before him. An endless stretch of magnificent buildings and colossal demonic statues stood tall. It was the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters. This was his first time seeing it. He checked the address again. It was correct.

This is insane!

What kind of madman borrows money and writes this as his address?

Ah! No, wait. Could it be someone who works at the Demonic Cult Headquarters? If so, I have to go check if the person on the paper is here.

Should I go to the main gate and ask, 'Does a man named Geom Woojin live here?' What if they reply, 'How many people do you think live here?' and chop off my head with a single strike?

Ah, what should I do? This is my first official mission!

As Deokchul racked his brain beneath the massive wall, two people approached in the distance.

If they look friendly, I'll ask them.

But they were people he could never ask.

The two were the Fist Demon and Lee Ahn, just returning to the Headquarters.

As the massive figure drew closer, Deokchul realized he had seen the man before. Where have I seen that build? Then he remembered the doll the vendor was selling, the one with fists the size of a human head.

It's the Fist Demon!

Startled, Deokchul stepped aside and bowed his head low. The two continued their conversation as they walked.

"Father."

"What is it?"

They're father and daughter? No way! Ah! She must have been kidnapped. Damn demonic practitioner.

"I just felt like calling you."

"You're silly."

"Father!"

"Stop playing around!"

She can't be calling that scary man because she actually likes him. Is she sending me a request for help?

I'm sorry, Young Lady! Only a few people in the entire murim could save you from the Fist Demon!

He carelessly lifted his head for another look at the woman and met the Fist Demon's eyes. It was the most terrifying face he had ever seen. His knees went weak, and every hair on his body stood on end.

The scary doll had not properly depicted the real Fist Demon. The man was far more terrifying.

The dolls in his hands were of the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Demonic Buddha.

I should have bought the Fist Demon doll!

The two passed in front of Deokchul.

Just as he sighed in relief and turned away, an old man carrying a giant blade walked toward him.

Deokchul looked at the man, then back at the doll in his hand. They were identical.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon?

Deokchul honestly felt like screaming.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon stared at Deokchul with stubborn eyes and asked abruptly, "What are you doing there?"

Deokchul startled at the question.

He never imagined the Blood Heaven Blade Demon would speak to him. Unsure how to answer, Deokchul hesitated, then held up the Blood Heaven Blade Demon doll.

Please spare me! I bought this doll, too.

Just then, a voice came from above. "I'm waiting for my drinking companion to return."

Deokchul turned to see a man sitting on the high wall, drinking. He realized the question was not for him, but for the man on the wall. The man was the Drunken Demon.

"I rushed out when I heard you two had returned, but the person I wanted to see hasn't come," the Drunken Demon said.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon started walking again. "You know her. She's the type to meddle in all worldly affairs."

The Drunken Demon looked into the distance, in the direction the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had come from. "I know. Isn't that why I miss her more?"

"If you miss her that much, stop drinking and go look for her."

In the past, he would have told him to stop his drunken antics, but the Blood Heaven Blade Demon had grown more lenient toward the Drunken Demon as the three of them, including the Flower Sword Supreme, spent more time together.

The Blood Heaven Blade Demon walked toward the main gate of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult. The Drunken Demon started drinking again.

Deokchul did not know how he escaped. He ran and ran until he burst into a random tavern in the Demon Village.

"Give me some alcohol," he ordered the moment he sat down. His throat was dry and his legs trembled. Still, he could not just leave. If he returned without confirming his first official mission, his trainee period might be extended.

Jo Cheonbae brought the alcohol. The tavern Deokchul had stumbled into was the Alluring Inn.

"I served you because you seemed in a hurry," Jo Cheonbae said in a low voice. "But we have an important guest right now, so you must drink quietly."

Deokchul gulped down the alcohol. To hell with the guest, I have to save myself first. He really thought his heart would pound out of his chest.

As Jo Cheonbae turned to leave, Deokchul asked, "Innkeeper, do you know where a man named Geom Woojin lives around here?"

For a moment, the tavern fell silent. Everyone's gaze turned to Deokchul, then shifted to the second floor. A man sat there drinking with his back to them.

Reacting to the sudden shift, Deokchul quickly asked, "Is that him?"

Jo Cheonbae's voice trembled. "It is, but... he's probably not the person you're looking for."

"Everyone says it's not him."

During his training, all he ever heard were denials. 'I don't know such a person.' 'He's not my son.' 'We lost contact a long time ago.' What did he mean, it was not him?

Before anyone could stop him, Deokchul rushed up to the second floor.

So I'm not meant to die here.

He had found Geom Woojin.

It's the will of the heavens for me to become an official investigator!

Deokchul approached Geom Woojin, who drank alone on the second floor. He held out the paper and asked, "Are you the one who lives at this address?"


Chapter 294: Why Didn't You Buy My Doll?

Geom Woojin raised his head. He stared intently at Deokchul, then checked the address on the paper.

"This is my place."

"Ah, so I've come to the right place."

Deokchul smiled and sat across from him. He had just become the first commoner to have a private audience with the Heavenly Demon, but he had no idea how momentous the occasion was.

"Your son is Geom Mugeuk, correct?"

Deokchul's mission was clear. He had to coax the man with sweet words, confirm he was the boy's parent, and get his signature as a guarantor.

"Your son borrowed money. So, you'll need to act as his guarantor."

A momentary silence fell over the tavern. Jo Cheonbae, the customers on the first floor, and the hidden bodyguards all witnessed this incredible moment in history.

Then, Geom Woojin laughed out loud.

Downstairs, Jo Cheonbae startled. He had never seen the Cult Leader laugh before.

Even the hidden bodyguard Hwi had not seen the Heavenly Demon laugh so cheerfully in a very long time.

A smile still lingered on Geom Woojin's face as he spoke.

"I've never had a son who would make his father a debt guarantor."

Deokchul seemed to expect this. He stood and slyly moved to sit beside Geom Woojin.

Jo Cheonbae watched in shock, clenching his fists. The other customers' hearts pounded in anticipation.

Please, don't let a severed head roll down to the first floor!

Everyone else knew the danger, but the man himself was oblivious. He had no idea how much peril he was in.

Deokchul poured a drink for Geom Woojin and consoled him.

"Everyone says that, but what can you do? He might be a rascal, but you still have to pay it back for him."

Thankfully, he did not pat Geom Woojin on the shoulder.

Don't touch his body!

Jo Cheonbae prayed desperately.

"Let me be honest with you. If your son can't repay the money, people will come looking for you. The people who collect debts are scary, so you need to be careful."

Geom Woojin seemed to enjoy the situation. He had never experienced anything like it.

"You don't need to worry about me."

"Then please read this first. You can sign it after you've read it slowly."

Deokchul placed the document before Geom Woojin, then stood up to give him time to read.

"......"

Writings on the wall caught his eye. It was a wall where the Demon Supremes had left messages and signatures.

"A lot of famous people have visited."

Messages ranged from 'the Poison King was here' to traces of the Great Golden Mara Art left by the Demonic Buddha. Next to it, a message from the Blood Heaven Blade Demon also remained.

Blood Heaven, had a drink with a disciple and left.

"Ooooh! The Blood Heaven Blade Demon left something too!"

He glanced at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon doll hanging from his waist. Since he had seen the man in person and bought the doll today, the message felt strangely familiar, as if left by an acquaintance.

Just then, a signature caught his eye. The calligraphy was more powerful than any other writing there.

the Heavenly Demon, Geom Woojin.

Deokchul jumped in surprise.

"Oh! The Demonic Cult Leader was here too. Waaaaah! Did you see this?"

Deokchul looked around.

The people on the first floor stared at him anxiously.

When was the last time I got this much attention?

Deokchul felt a sudden thrill, and his mood lifted for no reason.

"The cook here must be skilled."

He said loudly to those below, then added in a voice only Geom Woojin could hear.

"Then again, the best restaurants are always these shabby-looking places, right?"

He turned back to Jo Cheonbae on the first floor and shouted.

"To think the Demonic Cult Leader visited this place! You could change the tavern's name to 'The Tavern Visited by the Heavenly Demon'. If it were me, I'd change it right now!"

Jo Cheonbae shook his head, his expression screaming, Please, stop!

Then Deokchul flinched and looked back at the wall.

"Huh? Come to think of it, the Demonic Cult Leader's name is also Geom Woojin."

Deokchul glanced at Geom Woojin, then back at the wall.

Jo Cheonbae and the people on the first floor watched with anticipation.

He's finally figuring out who he's talking to! Hurry up and beg for forgiveness!

Deokchul seemed to stare at Geom Woojin, and then he spoke.

"It must be inconvenient having the same name as the Demonic Cult Leader."

A silent sigh spread through the first floor like a wave.

Deokchul never once considered that the man before him could be the Heavenly Demon.

"Now, please sign. You have to do it anyway. Is there any parent who can win against their own child?"

"I have no such son."

"If you don't, your son will be dragged away by scary people."

"To do that, they'd have to be scarier than the people whose names are written on that wall."

Deokchul assumed it was a joke. The world's scariest people were named right there. Anyone scarier could only be found in the afterlife.

"I understand. It's true. You raise these kids, and they all think they grew up on their own. Here, here, take this brush. You can sign right here. I'll have to have my own kids and go through the same thing to understand, 'Ah, so this is how my parents felt.' Don't hesitate, just write your name."

At that, Geom Woojin signed the document as if he could not refuse.

"Well done. This is all for your son's sake."

Looking down at the document, Deokchul flinched again in surprise.

Jo Cheonbae and the customers on the first floor grew hopeful again.

Yes, compare it to the writing on the wall! Turn your head! Please!

As if their wish was granted, Deokchul slowly turned to look at the wall.

His eyes widened. It seemed he was finally about to realize the Heavenly Demon's identity.

"Not only is the name the same, but the handwriting is identical too! Wow, how strange!"

Jo Cheonbae muttered, "Aigoo." The customer beside him lost his grip and dropped his chopsticks. Another clutched his head, sighed, and spilled his drink.

"Surely, you don't look like him too, do you?"

The thought of meeting the Heavenly Demon in such a place never crossed Deokchul's mind.

"Be careful. You could easily be misunderstood for impersonating the Heavenly Demon."

Just then, someone entered the tavern.

At his appearance, everyone on the first floor held their breath.

The man strode inside and walked up to the second floor.

Deokchul glanced over absentmindedly, saw the man, and gave a friendly bow. He thought he recognized the person, but then he yelped. He did know him. The newcomer was none other than the Fist Demon.

The Fist Demon remembered seeing Deokchul earlier below the Headquarters' walls.

The Fist Demon's gaze seemed to say:

What are you, that you keep catching my eye?

Jo Cheonbae and the customers tensed up again. The danger had just doubled.

The Fist Demon greeted Geom Woojin politely.

"I heard you were here, so I came to see you. I have just returned."

"Did you have a good trip?"

"Yes, Cult Leader."

At the words 'Cult Leader', Deokchul blurted out without thinking.

"He's not the Cult Leader, he's just a look-alike!"

Another sigh erupted from the first floor.

Geom Woojin laughed, and the Fist Demon wore a look of disbelief.

Why on earth?

Blinking at the reactions around him, Deokchul's expression gradually changed. Come to think of it, there's no way the Fist Demon would mistake a look-alike for the Cult Leader, is there?

The look-alike's reaction was also strange. Did you have a good trip?

Why would he say that? Because he wasn't a look-alike. He was the real deal.

By the time Deokchul reached this conclusion, his face had turned pale. He groaned, his entire body trembling like a leaf.

The Fist Demon asked Geom Woojin.

"Who is that man?"

"He came here saying I need to be the guarantor for my son's debt."

The Fist Demon stared at Deokchul with a dumbfounded expression.

"No! Absolutely not! There's been some kind of mistake. I was wrong! Please spare me!"

He prostrated himself flat on the floor. With the man's identity as the true Heavenly Demon revealed, Deokchul had just set a new record. He had seen four Demon Supremes and the Heavenly Demon himself in a single day.

Just then, Geom Woojin asked abruptly.

"Why didn't you buy my doll?"

Since no 'Cult Leader' doll existed, the question was why he had not bought the Heavenly Demon Soul doll. This was truly the greatest ordeal Deokchul had faced all day. Jo Cheonbae and the first-floor customers tensed up again.

Then, the Fist Demon chimed in.

"What about my doll?"

Deokchul looked down at the Blood Heaven Blade Demon and the Demonic Buddha dolls stuck in his belt. The large dao and the golden glow were far too conspicuous.

Ah! So in the end, I should have bought the Heavenly Demon Soul doll and the Fist Demon doll today!

Am I going to die because of a single choice? Goatee, I'll never forget you, even in death.

Deokchul did not know what to say. Finally, he spoke in a dejected tone.

"Your dolls were too scary, so I couldn't buy them."

His honest answer was an excellent choice. Geom Woojin laughed, and the Fist Demon laughed with him. The reward for making the Heavenly Demon laugh heartily for the first time in ages was completely unexpected.

Geom Woojin took a piece of paper from his robes and flicked it. It flew slowly through the air and landed in Deokchul's hand.

To his surprise, it was a bank note worth a thousand taels.

"On your way, buy one of my dolls and one of this friend's dolls too."

Deokchul was so shocked his eyes went wide. A silent wave of astonishment spread through the first floor.

"You don't want it?"

"What? No! I'll buy them! I'll buy them right now."

Deokchul, who had been lost in delusion all day, perfectly understood the man's intention in this final moment.

"I'll quit this job immediately and go back to my hometown to live a good life! With the money you've given me, I'll buy land, become a farmer, and live as a dutiful son to my parents."

Having given the correct answer, Deokchul flew through the air. It was not his spirit, but his actual body.

With a single wave of Geom Woojin's hand, Deokchul soared through the air and landed lightly on the first floor.

Gasps of admiration erupted from the first floor. He had received only pitiful sighs all day, but now he finally earned everyone's envy.

Jo Cheonbae said with a kind smile.

"I'll need your signature too. I think we need to commemorate you as the luckiest man in the world."

"Thank you so much for having me as a customer. I'll be sure to visit again someday!"

With tears welling in his eyes, Deokchul gave a polite bow toward the second floor and then left.

I used to work for a moneylender. I went on my first mission, and... He had spent a day no one would ever believe.

Jo Cheonbae looked up to the second floor. Deokchul had been disrespectful several times, yet the Cult Leader had shown mercy and even given him a new life. Jo Cheonbae felt a sincere respect for the Cult Leader.

Above all, he was overjoyed that the Heavenly Demon had laughed out loud today.

Jo Cheonbae wrote today's date on the wall behind the counter and left a message.

The day the Cult Leader laughed heartily.

In all his years selling liquor, today was unforgettable. He had never felt so good.

On the second floor, the two most powerful men in the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult began to talk. The Fist Demon was the person Geom Woojin trusted most, so their conversation was comfortable and natural.

"You seem pleased."

"In my entire life, did you ever think I'd be in a position to become a debtor?"

"Being with Mugeuk, you experience things you could never imagine. For instance, gaining an unexpected adopted daughter."

The Fist Demon had come to tell the Heavenly Demon this news first.

"I have decided to take Lee Ahn, Mugeuk's former bodyguard, as my adopted daughter."

Geom Woojin was rarely surprised, but this news astonished him.

Geom Woojin filled the Fist Demon's cup to the brim.

"Congratulations."

The Fist Demon coolly drained the cup he received.

This time, the Fist Demon filled Geom Woojin's cup.

"Gaining a disciple and a daughter. I'm blessed in my later years."

"A daughter is better than a son. You raise a son, and..."

Geom Woojin's gaze drifted to the window, far in the distance.

Still, today, he kind of missed the son who would make his father a debt guarantor.


Geom Mugeuk was holed up in his guest room, completely absorbed in training the Heavenly Space Secret Art.

Now, all his training was done within the Heavenly Space Secret Art. Naturally, he was able to train for much longer. The more time he gained, the more he could train, which in turn allowed him to gain even more time.

While he was training, Jo Yang, the moneylender who had lent him the money, came to visit.

"In all my time doing this job, I've seen all sorts of crazy bastards, but you're the first one I've seen write the Demonic Cult Leader's name as his father."

When Deokchul left the moneylender, he reported the results of his first and last investigation. He called the client a madman for using the Demonic Cult Leader's name. After all, the Heavenly Demon's son would have no reason to use King Yama Loan.

"You couldn't have even met the Demonic Cult Leader, so how can you call it impersonation?"

"You may have been counting on that, but we met him."

"Father?"

"He was supposedly drinking at a shabby tavern?"

This time, Geom Mugeuk laughed out loud. It was a laugh that sounded exactly like the one Geom Woojin had let out at the Alluring Inn.

"Why are you laughing?"

"I was thinking of Father."

The image of his father drinking alone at the Alluring Inn came to mind. Thinking of his father's back, which carried the weight of everything, made him miss him.

"Are you only going to come to your senses after you're dragged to the Demonic Cult, have your skin flayed, and get thrown into a salt barrel?"

"Do you have the guts to take me to the Demonic Cult?"

Jo Yang's eyes turned fierce.

"You seem to think we're just some delinquents running King Yama Loan."

"Are you not?"

A cold sneer formed on Jo Yang's lips.

I've been bored lately, and now an interesting fellow like this appears.

I wonder how I should crush this guy. Jo Yang did not let his thoughts show. The greatest pleasure was politely guiding someone to hell.

"I was told to reveal who Father was, so I did. I was told to write down the address, so I did."

Geom Mugeuk insisted, but Jo Yang did not get angry. The clause in the loan agreement would be punishment enough.

"It's understandable for someone young and reckless. I get it. People often write down fake addresses. Instead, from now on, it's one hundred taels."

"One hundred taels? Didn't I borrow ten taels?"

Jo Yang took the loan agreement from his robes and showed it to him.

"Look here. Isn't it written at the bottom of the agreement? 'If the address or family relations are written incorrectly, the borrower must repay ten times the borrowed amount.'"

"The print is too small to even see, and the wording is too difficult."

"Isn't providing correct information on a loan agreement basic? Anyway, the money you borrowed is now one hundred taels. Naturally, the interest will also be calculated based on a loan of one hundred taels."

"Why do you keep saying I wrote it falsely? I'm telling you, I wrote it correctly."

Jo Yang said in a soft tone.

"What will you do if I bring a real demonic cultist?"

He clearly looked like he had something to rely on.

Since asking directly would not get him the answer he wanted, Geom Mugeuk muttered softly, as if to himself.

"Demonic cultists? From a mere King Yama Loan operator."


Chapter 295: Can You Handle My Interest?

That was the one thing Jo Yang hated hearing most, especially from someone who took out a King Yama Loan. People usually said it when they looked down on them, but even if the whole world said it, the one person who absolutely should not was the very person who came to borrow from the King Yama Loan.

"If you have a demonic practitioner, I'm telling you to bring him out," Geom Mugeuk provoked him again.

In that moment, Geom Mugeuk read the emotions in Jo Yang's eyes and expression.

If I could just do what I really want!

He must have someone he trusts in the Demonic Cult. Is it the head of the Jiangxi Branch? Or another demonic being? Speak! Who is it that you trust?

However, Jo Yang had dealt with all sorts of debtors for a long time and was no pushover. He had a firm conviction when it came to tormenting his opponents.

The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult? What's the point of bringing in swordsmen to beat up a guy who spouts such ridiculous bluffs? Violence or threats aren't what plunges slippery bastards like him into hell. It's gifting them the suffocating reality of having to work their entire lives just to pay back the money, with no other choice.

"Since you have the Demonic Cult Leader as your father, I suppose you can afford to be so bold."

It was a sarcastic remark, but Geom Mugeuk took it at face value.

"The guts of you people who went to see Father are even more impressive."

"Are you really going to insist until the end that you're the son of the Demonic Cult Leader?"

"That's right. I am the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. I've made myself clear, so don't say anything foolish later. Don't ask how you could have believed it, or if I would have believed it in your shoes. I'll tell you this plainly. If it were me, I would have believed it. Because my life is precious."

Of course, Jo Yang didn't believe him. He had visited today after receiving a message from their investigator. This guy was the most shameless bastard in history to impersonate the Demonic Cult Leader's son.

"Very well, our dear Young Cult Leader."

"So you finally believe me."

"Starting tomorrow, I will send someone to collect the interest every day."

"Every day? Don't you normally collect it once a month?"

"The rules have changed."

From tomorrow, this detestable bastard's life would change from one of shamelessness to one of hardship.

"Can you just change it so recklessly?"

"It's written in the loan agreement. It says we can change the method of collecting interest as we see fit."

Geom Mugeuk confirmed the clause, written in letters the size of sleep dust in the loan agreement, and shook his head.

"Did you lend money to an ant? This is really too much."

"We're just following the established rules. You should have read it carefully before signing."

The toxic clauses were hidden in a truly breathtaking way. This was how moneylenders sucked the marrow from the bones of the poor.

"You're the so-called Young Cult Leader, so wouldn't you be able to pay back this amount in no time if you just put your mind to it?"

"Can you really handle my interest?"

Jo Yang smiled faintly at that. "Have you ever seen anyone who hates money?"


The next day, while Geom Mugeuk ate at the inn, a fierce-looking man strode up and abruptly held out his hand.

"I'm here to collect the interest."

Geom Mugeuk lifted his head and saw the same man who had collected money from Pyeon Jung. He was the same bastard who had beaten Pyeon Jung before his wife and children, and even held a throwing knife to his child's throat.

A few nearby customers put down their chopsticks, quietly paid, and left. Those who remained averted their gazes. This alone showed what kind of man he was and how he usually behaved.

"My nickname is Mad Dog. So you'd better know what to do from now on. When you see me coming from a distance, have the interest ready. Got it?"

This Mad Dog, who knew how to torment people and enjoyed it, was the ordeal Jo Yang had sent.

Geom Mugeuk looked up at him and asked, "But aren't you afraid, when your opponent is a martial artist wearing a sword like this?"

Mad Dog carried a sword, but he was not a martial artist with inner arts.

"Why? You think you can draw that sword and kill me just because you're some martial artist? Go on, try it! The moment you do, you and your family are finished. You think our organization will let you live? We start by tearing the family to shreds."

Geom Mugeuk smiled, undermining the intimidation attempt. "Then you won't even be able to start."

Mad Dog's expression hardened until his face truly resembled a vicious dog's. "They said you were a bastard lost in the delusion of being the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult. I guess it's true."

Mad Dog threw Geom Mugeuk's bowl of food to the floor, shattering it. A tense atmosphere filled the air, as if a fight could break out at any moment.

The inn's owner and waiters, who were watching, wore pitiful expressions. They knew better than anyone that no matter how kind and diligent a person was, once they got entangled with a moneylender, they could never return to their original life, and of all people, Mad Dog was in charge? The bastard had rampaged so much that there wasn't a single person in the village who hadn't been beaten by him.

"Young Cult Leader. What are you going to do now?"

"What do you mean? He broke the Young Cult Leader's rice bowl, so he must be punished. Now, if I give the signal, the Demon Supremes will appear from outside."

At the words Demon Supreme, not only Mad Dog but everyone in the inn flinched. The term carried a primal fear.

"Not there, look over there."

Mad Dog's gaze followed where Geom Mugeuk pointed. The inn's customers also looked in that direction.

"One, two..."

Geom Mugeuk started counting as if to give the signal. For a moment, Mad Dog tensed. Surely, they won't actually appear, right?

Just as the tension peaked, thick with the feeling that someone was about to appear, Geom Mugeuk shouted.

"Three!"

However, no one appeared. Everyone's eyes turned to Geom Mugeuk.

"Did you believe that? Do you think the noble Demon Supremes would come all this way to deal with scum like you?"

His tension broken, Mad Dog was dumbfounded. The fact that he had been nervous, even for a moment, made him furious. Just as he was about to unleash a torrent of curses, Geom Mugeuk took some money from his robes.

"Here, here is the interest!"

Faced with this polite attitude, Mad Dog's urge to explode subsided. Still, he felt like he was being played.

This bastard, you're on my list now.

"Should've done that from the start. A young punk like you doesn't know how scary money is."

Geom Mugeuk dropped a coin onto Mad Dog's palm. It seemed to fall lightly.

HWAAAAANG.

"......"

The moment the coin landed, it became too heavy to bear. The coin crushed Mad Dog's hand, slamming it into the floor.

"Uwaaaaah!"

The impact shattered the bones in Mad Dog's hand. He tried to lift the coin with his other hand, but it wouldn't budge.

"It hurts, it hurts! Someone get this off me! Aaaaargh!"

His hand hurt terribly. The weight grew heavier and heavier, feeling as if it would bore a hole right through his palm.

"There's still interest left. Give me your other hand."

Mad Dog, prostrate on the floor, looked up at Geom Mugeuk. In that instant, he knew. A coin couldn't be this heavy. Geom Mugeuk must have used some kind of trick.

Mad Dog's voice trembled. "Please spare me."

The dog that had been so vicious just moments ago had turned into a puppy on the verge of tears.

"No way! You said you'd go to Father if I didn't pay the interest. Take it."

Mad Dog tried to flee, but the hand holding the coin pinned his body in place. An unknown force compelled his other hand forward.

"Ughhh! Please spare me!"

"What are you talking about? I'm telling you to take the interest."

Geom Mugeuk lightly placed a coin on the other hand.

HWAAAAANG!

"......"

This time, too, his hand could not bear the coin's weight and slammed into the floor. A louder scream erupted from Mad Dog's mouth.

With both palms pinned to the floor, Mad Dog was left in a state of deep prostration. The onlookers glanced at each other, unconcealable joy flashing across their faces. He was a man who had terrorized them far too much.

"Uuuuugh. It hurts so much."

Geom Mugeuk treated the screams as a side dish and tilted his cup. "That's right, you should know how scary money is."


Having heard the news, Jo Yang rushed to the inn with his swordsmen. He had expected the man wouldn't pay obediently, but he hadn't thought he would cause trouble on the very first day.

"If you all flock here to collect two coins, won't you be operating at a loss?"

Pretending not to hear Geom Mugeuk, Jo Yang kicked the unconscious Mad Dog to wake him.

"What are you doing?"

When Mad Dog regained consciousness, the coins on his palms had become light again.

"Ughhh. My hands hurt so much."

Jo Yang examined Mad Dog's hands. The bones in both were crushed, making a normal life impossible for him.

"Please treat my hands first."

"It's no use. You'll have to live as a cripple for the rest of your life."

At that, Mad Dog let out a monstrous scream.

Jo Yang mercilessly slapped Mad Dog across the face. "Snap out of it! What the hell happened? Were you hit with a rock? Or trampled?"

"The thing is, the coins were too heavy to hold."

"What are you talking about? Were you dreaming?"

He could understand being beaten up, but the claim that coins had become heavy was incomprehensible.

Jo Yang glared at Geom Mugeuk. "What kind of trick did you pull?"

"A trick? He came to collect the interest, so I just gave it to him. Then he started rolling on the floor by himself, making a huge fuss about how much it hurt."

Geom Mugeuk took it a step further. "Do you people also engage in blackmail and threats? Trying to extort money with an act like this? How much are you going to raise it from one hundred taels this time?"

Jo Yang calmly asked the inn owner and waiters what had happened. They repeated exactly what Geom Mugeuk had said.

"When he gave him the coins, he started rolling on the floor saying it hurt."

It wasn't just one or two people who had seen it.

Jo Yang could tell Geom Mugeuk had pulled some trick with the coins. He had never heard of making coins so heavy that a person couldn't move.

"Do you know who we are, acting like this?"

When Jo Yang lowered his voice, Geom Mugeuk imitated him. "And do you know who I am?"

He quickly switched to a playful tone. "Ah, that's right, you do know, don't you? That I'm the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult."

Jo Yang's expression hardened. He had thought he was just a madman lost in delusion.

So he's a guy with a trick up his sleeve, is that it?

As the swordsmen were about to carry Mad Dog out, Geom Mugeuk picked up the coins that had fallen on the floor. "You have to take the interest."

Geom Mugeuk held out the two coins Mad Dog had dropped.

Having heard what happened, Jo Yang didn't dare extend his hand.

"It's the interest you love so much, isn't it? Aren't you going to take it?"

Many eyes were watching. If they returned like this, the moneylender's prestige would plummet. The head of the moneylenders, in particular, was a man who believed the business was over if they were looked down upon by a debtor. It was obvious that a thunderbolt of wrath would fall upon him.

Jo Yang gestured with his eyes to a swordsman beside him. The chosen man stepped forward reluctantly.

"Here, your interest is served!"

The moment Geom Mugeuk dropped the coin.

HWAAAAANG!

"......"

The swordsman's hand was also slammed into the floor. He too had failed to withstand the coin's weight.

"Uwaaaaaaaaargh!"

The swordsman shrieked as his bones shattered. Another swordsman rushed forward and tried to lift the coin, but it wouldn't budge.

Seeing this with his own eyes, Jo Yang was utterly shocked. He had never seen such a sight. This was no simple trick.

He was a master!

The swordsmen all drew their swords at once. It was not to avenge their comrade, but a reflexive action born of fear. Jo Yang raised a hand to stop them. When their opponent was such a master, mere moneylender swordsmen could not handle him.

Geom Mugeuk held out the remaining coin. "If you came to collect interest, you should take the money. Why are you drawing your swords?"

Jo Yang asked in a trembling voice, "What is your purpose in approaching us?"

There was no way a master like this would have borrowed money from them because he lacked ten taels.

"Purpose? I just borrowed the money because I needed it, didn't I? You were the one who increased the debt to one hundred taels, and you were the one who said you'd collect interest every day. If you hadn't changed the rules, we wouldn't even have met today."

Jo Yang couldn't refute it. He was clearly the one who had created this situation.

"Here, take your interest." Geom Mugeuk held out the remaining coin.

The first swordsman was still screaming, his hand pinned to the floor. No one else dared to step forward. Jo Yang looked back at his men, but they all avoided his gaze.

In the end, Jo Yang passed the buck to the collapsed swordsman. "He was the one who was supposed to take it, so give it to him."

"Let's do that."

Geom Mugeuk strode forward.

"Aaaaargh! Please! No!"

The coin dropped, and his other hand was also crushed. The screaming man passed out. Everyone was terrified by Geom Mugeuk's unhesitating and ruthless display.

"How would you lot, who just walk around extorting money with swords, ever understand? Money earned through labor is this heavy."

Jo Yang had a gut feeling that things had gone terribly wrong.

But this was not the end. Geom Mugeuk picked up the coin from the unconscious man's palm. "You said no one hates money, so why is everyone refusing to take it?"

Geom Mugeuk once again held the coin out to Jo Yang. "You have to take the interest."

The moment their eyes met, goosebumps erupted all over Jo Yang's body. He had dealt with all sorts of bastards, but he had never been this terrified.

"Hold out your hand."

Geom Mugeuk's attitude was completely different.

Jo Yang didn't dare disobey. The fear that he would die if he refused dominated him. Jo Yang's outstretched hand trembled violently.

The coin fell into Jo Yang's hand. He squeezed his eyes shut, but thankfully, it wasn't heavy this time.

Opening his eyes, Jo Yang spoke urgently. "We won't take the interest, or even the principal. Let's just consider it all paid off."

As he hurriedly turned to leave, Geom Mugeuk spoke coldly from behind him. "By whose authority."

When Jo Yang turned back, Geom Mugeuk had placed two new coins on the table.

"Come back for the interest tomorrow. If you don't, I'll come find you."


Chapter 296: Who on Earth Did You Lend Money To?

Jo Yang stopped in his tracks while returning to the moneylender.

His heart pounded so hard he thought it might burst. The image of Geom Mugeuk's stare and the coin piercing his palm replayed in his mind.

One of the swordsmen returning with Jo Yang asked, "Aren't you coming?"

"Go on ahead, and keep your mouths shut about what happened today."

"......"

Jo Yang sent the swordsmen away and sat by the roadside. He had never experienced anything like this. He felt angry, his pride was wounded, and he was scared.

Working as a moneylender was his calling. He felt the thrill of an absolute master when people bowed to borrow money. Coaxing them with sweet words was truly entertaining.

And seeing them cry and beg because they couldn't pay a few pennies of interest? He felt a sense of relief from their misfortune. This job of controlling and manipulating someone's life made him very happy.

But for the first time, a crisis shook his haughty life. More terrifying than his hand being pierced was the fear that he might not be able to do this job anymore.

How do I handle this?

He had to resolve this before it reached Cheokpae, the head of the moneylender. If Cheokpae found out... Jo Yang shook his head. Cheokpae was a man who always made someone take responsibility for losses.

Geom Mugeuk might pierce his hand, but Cheokpae would pierce his throat. That was the kind of man Cheokpae was.

Just then, Jo Yang made eye contact with some passing villagers. They flinched, bowed their heads, and quickened their pace. He could feel their fear in their hurried steps.

Was this finally punishment for the evil deeds he had committed while ruining other people's lives?

However, Jo Yang was not the type to reflect on his actions. If he were, he wouldn't be in this situation. He was the type to think this way instead.

I have to get rid of that guy, no matter what.

Thinking of the right person for the job, Jo Yang shot up from his seat. He started walking, casting an even more irritable glare than usual at the people he passed.


The next day, Jo Yang did not come to collect the money.

"I did say I'd come find you if you didn't show up."

Geom Mugeuk went straight to the moneylender. Someone else was in Jo Yang's spot today, lending out money.

When Geom Mugeuk asked where Jo Yang was, he was told the man was sick and hadn't come in.

Geom Mugeuk went out to the training ground and shouted.

"Jo Yang! I've come to give you the interest, so come on out! Jo Yang! Master Ju! Master Ju!"

The commotion brought the moneylender's swordsmen out to watch. He came to pay interest? A debtor who was always busy running away?

Since the moneylender's establishment, there had never been a commotion like this, so everyone watched with curiosity.

"Jo Yang! Come on out!"

Hearing the news, Jo Yang rushed out of the building.

"......"

Unlike yesterday's cold demeanor, Geom Mugeuk smiled warmly at him.

"I heard you were sick, but you look perfectly fine."

"What do you think this place is, causing such a disturbance?"

"Didn't I say I'd come find you if you didn't show up?"

Even so, Jo Yang never imagined he would come here and cause a scene. Who did he think was here? This was a place that handled large sums of money. Did he think there wasn't a single master who could kill him?

So, the first thought that entered Jo Yang's mind was this. Beyond how skilled he was, or what his intentions were.

This guy is insane.

Geom Mugeuk extended his hand to him.

"Here, take the interest."

Otherwise, this wouldn't be possible.

The watching swordsmen murmured among themselves. Those who had been at the inn yesterday took a tense step back, while the others snickered, excited by the spectacle.

It was at that very moment.

"Is that him?"

A man with a deep voice appeared. He dragged a blood-soaked man with one hand.

As he appeared, the swordsmen all bowed their heads. He was Janhak, the true swordsman of this moneylender.

Janhak was the one who stepped in when there were problems with martial artists. He was also the first person Jo Yang went to see after returning yesterday.

A single fact could explain what kind of person he was. Everyone joked that his name was short for Janhak-mudo, meaning cruel and inhuman. Some people actually believed it.

That was how cruel a man Janhak was. Everyone who exposed and resisted the moneylender's evil deeds had been killed by Janhak.

"Yes, that's him."

At Jo Yang's answer, Janhak threw the man he had been dragging forward. The man rolled limply on the ground.

Geom Mugeuk approached and examined him. His entire body was a wreck, but he barely managed to open his eyes.

"......Please kill me."

That was his first word. How severe must the pain be for him to say that, without even knowing who he was talking to.

On the other hand, Janhak, the one who had done this, was relaxed.

"At first, that bastard was as full of spirit as you are. He flew over that wall like he was soaring and landed in the middle of the courtyard. A real hero had arrived."

At that, the watching swordsmen burst into laughter.

"Standing there, that bastard went on a long speech. Something about justice, something about righteousness. He treated us like money-grubbing trash. Without even knowing who the real trash was."

Just then, the man reacted to the word 'trash'.

"......I'm trash, I'm trash."

Those were words Janhak had forcibly drilled into him. The man was half out of his mind from the harsh torture.

Geom Mugeuk examined his body. His qi center was shattered and the muscles and tendons in his limbs were all severed. He would have to spend the rest of his life bedridden. His body was beyond recovery, even by a divine physician. That bastard had committed an act no human should.

While Geom Mugeuk was examining him, Janhak approached silently. He had already heard from Jo Yang what his opponent had done with a coin yesterday. If it was true, the man was a considerable master.

He decided to subdue him with a surprise attack and play with him for a while instead of the other guy. While he was defenseless, distracted by that dying piece of trash.

You idiot! What's all this nonsense about compassion and morality? I'll fix that mindset of yours for good!

Just as Janhak launched himself forward to strike with his palm.

SHIIING!

THWACK.

A gust of wind sounded, followed by the sound of something being pierced.

THUD!

Something embedded itself in the wall of the building behind them.

CRACKLE.

The impact was so great that spiderweb-like cracks spread out from the object.

Jo Yang was startled when he saw what was stuck in the wall. It was a coin.

Blood trickled down from the coin, running down the wall.

Blood? Why is there blood? Could it be?

Jo Yang reflexively looked at Janhak.

Janhak still stood in the same spot. He touched his forehead as if it itched. He seemed to be trying to say something, but only an unintelligible mumble came out.

Soon after, his body slowly collapsed.

"......"

Blood flowed from the forehead of the already dead man.

The coin had pierced Janhak's forehead, passed through the back of his head, and then flown into the wall.

Everyone was horrified by his death. They had seen Janhak in action countless times. They knew how many martial artists he had killed and toyed with.

But to die with his forehead pierced by a coin, without even swinging his sword once? It felt so unreal, as if he were acting in collusion with the young man.

At Janhak's death, tears welled up in the tortured man's eyes. He had endured with the sole thought that if he ever escaped, he would kill that bastard.

"You may want to repay him with the same torture, but he's not even worth that. Wouldn't that be treating that bastard like a human?"

As always, Geom Mugeuk placed no value on the death of an evil man. It was the only way to deal with the endless stream of villains, like pushing aside a stone blocking the path.

However, he did place value on this man. He was a stranger whose name he didn't even know, but he understood the man through his actions.

"No one else came over that wall for the sake of others. Not the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, not the Evil Alliance, not even the Orthodox Alliance. They were all either uninterested, had joined hands with them, or would call them a necessary evil."

Geom Mugeuk tightly gripped the man's hand.

"You have lived a noble life. Thanks to you, many people will be freed from their suffering."

A faint smile formed on the man's lips. With his eyes, he made a final request to be killed, and Geom Mugeuk granted it. It was a sign of respect for him.

"Please, go in peace, Master."

Geom Mugeuk placed his hand on the crown of the man's head. There was no pain in his touch. The man passed away with a peaceful expression.

After laying him down, Geom Mugeuk rose to his feet.

The men who had been snickering just moments ago now stood with bated breath.

It seemed like he would erupt in a storm of rage and wipe them all out, but Geom Mugeuk was calm. That made him even more terrifying to Jo Yang.

Geom Mugeuk held out the remaining coin to Jo Yang.

"There's one more left. Should I give it to you? Or will you come and get it?"

Jo Yang knew that 'giving it to him' meant another coin would be embedded in the wall.

"No, sir. I'll take it."

Jo Yang ran forward and held out his hand. His heart pounded and he felt dizzy.

In the tense situation with everyone watching, Geom Mugeuk slowly placed the coin on his palm.

This time, my hand might really be shattered...

However, today too, the coin was placed lightly on his palm.

"......What is it that you want?"

As if to say it was none of his business, Geom Mugeuk lifted the man's corpse into his arms. He strode away and said, "Make sure you come to collect the interest tomorrow."


Jo Yang went straight to see the leader, Cheokpae.

To save his own life, he had to report it himself before the report went up the chain. If he didn't take the first beating, the later one would take his life.

Cheokpae did not reside at the moneylender. He didn't consider a place where countless people came and went every day to be safe.

He lived in a fortress-like manor in a secluded location. Layers of masters protected him, and deep within the inner court was a harem of beauties. He was a man who certainly knew how to spend the money he earned.

Jo Yang took a deep breath in front of Cheokpae's residence to calm his mind. Having worked under Cheokpae for a decade, he knew very well what kind of person he was. He was the most selfish person Jo Yang knew. He treated others' lives as if they were flies. Perhaps that was why he was able to make this business prosper.

The madman claiming to be the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult turned out to be a master.

If he made this report, Cheokpae would throw whatever was at hand at him. If he was peeling an apple, a fruit knife would come flying. If he was painting, an inkstone would come flying. He was the type to throw the inkstone, not the brush.

Fortunately, Cheokpae was looking at a ledger and flicking an abacus. He looked like a violent wolf, but when it came to calculations, he became a fox.

It was wise to keep one's mouth shut when he was calculating money.

The sound of the abacus beads stopped for a moment.

"There was an incident involving a master."

Cheokpae was not particularly agitated. In the moneylender business, murim masters had interfered many times. They had always resolved it somehow and overcome the crisis.

"A young man borrowed ten taels."

"Ten taels?"

Cheokpae looked up at Jo Yang with a gaze that said, 'You surely didn't come to me over a problem worth a mere ten taels'.

"Janhak died because of it."

SWISH. THWACK!

An abacus flew and struck Jo Yang's head. Unluckily, he was hit by the corner, and blood trickled down his forehead.

"Didn't I tell you to properly distinguish the ones who would cause trouble from the start?"

"I'm sorry."

"A guy who's been eating the rice of King Yama Loan for so long can't even handle one thing properly."

Repeating his apologies, Jo Yang bowed his head.

"What kind of man is he?"

"He's a madman who claims to be the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult."

THWACK!

Something else flew and struck Jo Yang in the face.

"How can a madman kill Janhak?"

Jo Yang apologized again and bowed his head deeply. But it's not like the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult killed him, is it? He forced himself to swallow the words.

"How will you take responsibility?"

"I will humbly accept any reprimand."

"Are you sure he's not one of the Demonic Cult bastards?"

"The investigator sent word that he isn't. From what I've seen, he's not a demonic practitioner either."

Cheokpae gestured for Jo Yang to leave, as if he couldn't stand the sight of him. It probably ended at this because he had been leading the moneylender well lately without any mistakes.

Left alone, Cheokpae said softly, "You investigate and handle it yourself."

Then, a short reply of 'Yes' was heard from behind the wall.

Cheokpae took a new abacus from his desk drawer and started calculating again.

"Why isn't this adding up?"

When working on the ledgers, there are days when the calculations just don't add up. Wrong again and again. Today was one of those days.


The next day, Cheokpae summoned Jo Yang, who rushed to his residence again.

Cheokpae stood in the middle of the courtyard with a grave expression. A corpse lay in front of him. It was his subordinate, who had left yesterday under Cheokpae's orders.

Jo Yang knew very well how skilled he was. He was a right-hand man that Cheokpae had spent a fortune on, someone who could easily handle the likes of Janhak.

And he also knew who had killed him.

Two coins were placed on the corpse's forehead.

It was as if the coins were saying, 'Today's interest has been paid.'

Jo Yang's heart sank. The fear he had felt until yesterday was nothing. Jo Yang felt a primal terror rising from deep within his chest.

Jo Yang's gaze was fixed on the coins.

"What are these coins?"

The two coins had now become the most terrifying things in the world.

"It's today's interest."

Cheokpae glared fiercely at Jo Yang.

"You...... who on earth did you lend money to?"

Jo Yang had expected Cheokpae to react this way. He was a man who always looked for someone to blame when a problem arose.

You're the one who sent a man to kill him!

Swallowing the words he wanted to say yet again, Jo Yang said, "I'll go and find out what that bastard wants."

"Can't you tell just by looking at this? What that bastard wants is our money. What other business would a master like that have with us?"

Cheokpae was a man convinced that those who opposed him were after his money. This assumption was surprisingly often correct.

"You said that bastard claimed to be a demonic practitioner?"

"He was bluffing, saying he was the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult."

"Are you sure he's not?"

"Absolutely not."

As things reached this point, Jo Yang began to think that the investigator's report might have been wrong. However, he answered with the word 'absolutely'. Because it absolutely had to be untrue.

In that case, Cheokpae's solution was already decided.

"The fake should be handled by the real one."

After all, he had spent so much money for a day just like this.

"We'll have to show him just how terrifying the real Demonic Cult is."


Chapter 297: Why Me?

Cheokpae felt no sadness for his lost subordinates.

The dead were dead. This reaction to losing his right-hand man revealed how little Cheokpae valued even himself.

"I must keep that bastard tied down until I return."

Jo Yang knew Cheokpae's personality well. He knew that if he let Geom Mugeuk go, he would die. He was already straddling the line between life and death.

For now, his only task was to faithfully collect the interest.

The next day, the swordsman sent to collect the interest returned with a mangled hand.

It was the same the following day. They had hoped for mercy on the second day, but Geom Mugeuk showed none.

When swordsmen returned with mangled hands for two days straight, the moneylender's swordsmen grew agitated. Some suddenly fell ill and took to their beds. A few vanished, claiming urgent business.

The swordsmen cursed Geom Mugeuk's heartlessness, but Jo Yang disagreed. Their opponent was showing mercy. If he had been truly heartless, no one from the moneylender would have survived.

Why didn't he kill them all that day?

When Jo Yang closed the eyes of the man Janhak had tortured, Jo Yang despaired. Ah, we're all going to be annihilated now. But Geom Mugeuk had not done that. There was surely a reason he kept them alive.

In any case, he had to collect the interest today as well.

"Today, I will go myself."

At Jo Yang's words, the anxious swordsmen's faces brightened, relieved they would not be chosen. As a manager, Jo Yang could not blindly send any more swordsmen, so he decided to go himself.

Not a single person followed to act as his bodyguard. Jo Yang left the moneylender with a bitter feeling. Yes, he understood. Even he would not have followed.

Geom Mugeuk greeted him with a face more welcoming than any of his own subordinates.

"Why've you come? Have you already run out of subordinates?"

"They're all afraid."

"Even so, you don't seem like the type to worry about your subordinates."

"What do you know about me?"

Geom Mugeuk stared at him intently.

"You're overflowing with confidence. Did someone go to call for some great master?"

The remark hit its mark. Jo Yang tried his best to hide his surprise.

How perceptive he is. I was acting scared. How on earth did he notice?

"It won't be easy to find a master greater than the one sent to kill me back then."

Jo Yang knew Geom Mugeuk meant Cheokpae's right-hand man. He was right. That was why Jo Yang had gone to the Demonic Cult for help.

Jo Yang changed the subject with a question.

"Why didn't you mangle my hands?"

This was what he was most curious about. It was not as if he had done anything good for him.

Geom Mugeuk took out two coins and placed them on the table.

"Because I might need those hands of yours."

The unexpected words bewildered Jo Yang. Geom Mugeuk said no more and went to his guest room.

Jo Yang picked up the coins.

He was about to leave when he looked down at his own hands.

He needs these hands? Why?


"It seems the Branch Manager has started digging into your background, Captain."

A pained groan burst from beneath a house-sized boulder.

A man was carrying the massive boulder. Even with inner arts, it was an unbelievable sight.

THUD.

The boulder crashed to the ground. A man walked out from behind it.

He had a sturdy physique and a sharp, tiger-like impression.

the Demon Sword Commander Jung Ak.

This one line explained everything about the man.

The Demonic Sword Squad was the elite force of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, a military organization stationed at the Jiangxi Branch, the very front line, in preparation for war.

Jung Ak, befitting the leader of an elite organization, was a master with powerful martial arts and abundant combat experience.

"Reporting something like that while I'm holding this heavy thing, is that your way of trying to kill me?"

The subordinate who had reported was Chahwi, the First Division Leader of the Demonic Sword Squad and Jung Ak's right-hand man.

"Shouldn't I get to be Captain once before I retire?"

Jung Ak was so cold and resolute that even his own Demonic Sword Squad feared him. Chahwi was the only person he spoke with informally. Their relationship was free of secrets, a testament to Chahwi's deep loyalty.

"That man's investigating my background?"

"Yes, he's secretly dispatched people."

In terms of rank, a Commander was higher than a Captain. However, an elite organization like the Demonic Sword Squad held an authority that transcended rank. So, in cases like this, they usually maintained a facade of mutual respect.

But at the Jiangxi Branch, that was not being properly observed.

"That man really loves making enemies, and we were the ones who did all the fighting."

Jung Ak took off his sweat-soaked clothes and washed his body in the flowing water. Scars covered his entire body, a testament to the history required to become Captain of the Demonic Sword Squad.

As he washed himself, he continued.

"How nice would it be to live on good terms? Comfortably, among people who are neither enemies nor friends."

"We don't know what ulterior motives he has behind that facade of integrity."

"No, that man just has a sickness. He's the type who can't stand it if he's not acting all high and mighty."

Having finished washing, he put on the fresh clothes that had been prepared for him.

"So? Is there anything that could become a problem?"

"I've made sure everyone keeps their mouths shut for now."

Jung Ak was, just as the Branch Manager suspected, a corrupt martial artist. He secretly took bribes from various sects within Jiangxi.

On the other hand, the new Branch Manager who arrived last year had an upright character and absolutely did not permit bribery. As a result, even more bribes were offered to Jung Ak. Jung Ak accepted and pocketed every single one.

"They're offering to share their overflowing money, so I don't know why he lives so difficultly. I can just take the money those vermin give me and make decisions as I please."

And that was what he actually did. He did not accept all their demands just because he took their bribes. He ignored requests he thought were wrong and granted those he felt were acceptable.

The four words that made it possible, the Demon Sword Commander.

Of course, most of the bribes they offered were in preparation for things that had not yet happened.

"We're fighting their anxiety for them, aren't we? How great is that?"

Chahwi smiled faintly at Jung Ak's joke.

The problem was that this matter was not something they could just laugh off.

"As you know, he's not just ordinarily meticulous. Once he starts digging like this, he'll eventually find out."

Jung Ak's eyes gleamed coldly. The Branch Manager's investigation was an all-or-nothing wager. Their relationship had been good at first.

Where on earth did it go wrong?

Jung Ak slowly walked to the boulder and drew his sword.

He swung it lightly, as if cutting a branch.

CRAAAAAACK.

The massive boulder split in half.

Chahwi performed a respectful clasped hands greeting at the astonishing move.

"For the peace of the murim..."

Jung Ak caressed the smooth cross-section of the boulder.

"The Branch Manager can be replaced, but we must remain."

Just then, as if by fate, a visitor arrived.

Another subordinate arrived to report.

"A guest has arrived."


Cheokpae waited in the secret room.

This was the place Jung Ak used for secret meetings.

Cheokpae wore a bamboo hat and a shabby robe to hide his identity.

When Jung Ak entered, Cheokpae shot to his feet and bowed politely.

"It's been a long time."

"Didn't I tell you not to come looking for me unless I called?"

Jung Ak's reaction was cold. He had always openly looked down on Cheokpae and his King Yama Loan.

Then you should have looked down on my money, too.

Cheokpae hid his thoughts and prostrated himself on the ground.

"How desperate must I be to have come to see you like this?"

"What is it?"

"Someone impersonating a Demonic Cult member has interfered. He's a master we can't handle."

He deliberately omitted that the man was impersonating the Young Cult Leader. Given Jung Ak's personality, he would have surely used it as an excuse to back out, questioning why Cheokpae expected him to deal with such a madman.

"Impersonating our Cult is a grave crime. How great are his skills?"

"Great enough that I had to rush here. Please, help me!"

Normally, with the Branch Manager suspecting him, Jung Ak would have refused without a second thought, but an idea flashed through his mind.

"Alright. I'll take care of it."

Cheokpae was bewildered by his ready agreement.

"But there's one thing you must do for me."

"Please give your command."

"Make sure word gets to the Branch Manager that someone is impersonating a Demonic Cult member. This isn't something I can handle on my own."

Cheokpae understood.

Since the opponent is a master, he plans to use the Branch Manager to get rid of him instead of moving himself. Such a cunning mind.

It did not matter. As long as that bastard was eliminated.

"I'll do as you command."

In truth, Jung Ak was hatching a plan far more ruthless than Cheokpae imagined.

The head of the Jiangxi Branch dies while trying to capture the one impersonating the Demonic Cult? And the Demonic Sword Squad takes revenge? Would that work?

If he had lived a life of doubt, he would not have reached his current position. I have to make it work.

This was the life Jung Ak had lived.


The next day, Jo Yang came again.

"Our Master Jo, you come alone so fearlessly now."

"You said you needed my hands, so I should at least be able to protect them, right?"

Jo Yang had been too curious to sleep all night.

"Why on earth do you need my hands?"

Then, the most surprising words Jo Yang had ever heard flowed from Geom Mugeuk's lips.

"Because I'm thinking of making you the head of the new moneylender."

Jo Yang shouted without realizing it.

"That's absurd!"

Geom Mugeuk, on the other hand, was calm.

"Why do you think it's absurd?"

"Because..."

There were many reasons, but they were reasons he had never thought about or spoken aloud before.

"Weren't you going to kill me?"

The Geom Mugeuk he perceived was not one to let villains live.

"That's right. I was originally planning to kill you, but I've come to need a villain."

Geom Mugeuk revealed his plan.

"If you people are a necessary evil, then I'll make you a proper one. From now on, the moneylender of the Central Plains will lend money at a common-sense interest rate. For now, it's just this one, but someday, I'll change every King Yama Loan in the Central Plains the same way."

Now Jo Yang understood. He had been kept alive, his hands left intact, to continue flicking the beads of an abacus.

This man before him was truly dreaming an impossible dream.

The words burst out of him involuntarily.

"What in the world are you?"

The answer he had heard several times came out again.

"the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult."

"You're just a madman!"

This man drilled holes in foreheads and shattered hands, yet he made Jo Yang shout like this. He kept making him lower his guard.

"So I end up hearing that from a loan shark, too. If the Demon Supremes heard you, they'd roar with laughter. They'd be too busy teasing me for a while."

Jo Yang shook his head.

He was either a complete madman... or he was acting like a child in front of the real Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

"Do you think that's possible?"

"I wouldn't know. You're the one who has to take charge and see it through."

How could he not be confused by this?

"No matter how strong your martial arts are... you're going to die anyway."

"Then you should help me."

"What kind of Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult asks a loan shark for help?"

Jo Yang found his own joke funny and laughed to himself before quickly schooling his expression.

Hanging around a madman is making me go mad, too.

"Fine, let's say that's the case. Why me? You could just appoint someone suitable, couldn't you? Someone who isn't greedy for money like me."

This was personally what Jo Yang was most curious about.

"Because it's a place that deals with so much money, that person would also become corrupted. You, on the other hand, can't fall any further. If you break your promise to me and do something foolish, it'll be easy to kill you without any guilt."

To think that was the reason.

"You're being too harsh to my face."

"You're mistaken if you think I'm sparing you. This won't be an easy task. You'll have to manage the organization thoroughly, and you won't be able to embezzle a single penny."

This was the punishment Geom Mugeuk had given him.

"Just like the people who paid you interest, you'll have to work your fingers to the bone until you die. You'll spend your whole life collecting the interest you once wrongly took, but properly this time."

"And if I refuse?"

"You'll die on the same day as Cheokpae."

Geom Mugeuk placed two coins on the table, one by one. The action seemed to say, this coin is for Cheokpae, and this one is for you.

Seeing the coins, Jo Yang's heart pounded wildly again. At this rate, he felt it might burst and kill him before a coin could pierce his forehead.

Was it fear of death? The vanity of becoming the moneylender's master? Or the suffocating thought of a boring job for the rest of his life? Whenever Jo Yang was with this man, his heart raced.

Geom Mugeuk asked calmly, as if he were listening to Jo Yang's heartbeat.

"Are you afraid?"

"Of course I'm afraid."

"Even if you fall into the sea, you can survive with just enough space to stick your nose and mouth out. No matter how vast the sea is, all you need is this much."

Geom Mugeuk cupped his hands into a cylinder in front of his face.

"Think carefully about whether that little breathing hole is me or your leader. You'll have to decide quickly. A big wave is coming soon."

Jo Yang looked down at the coins on the table. These two coins were trying to change his destiny.

How did he feel? He wanted to live. He lacked the spirit or courage to say, 'I would rather choose death than live a life of atonement.'

This man will be torn to shreds and killed as soon as the real Demonic Cult shows up. So why does my heart keep wavering? Why do I want to say, even now, 'I will follow your will, so please let me live!'? Why does it feel like I have to?

Jo Yang took the coins and spoke as he left.

"That wave, it's coming for you first. So you'd better find your own breathing hole."


Chapter 298: You Bastards! This Person Here Is

At the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Jiangxi Branch, Hojyung examined the documents piled on his desk. His most frequent daily task was to meticulously review reports sent from each Branch.

Just then, the Demon Sword Commander, Jung Ak, entered his office.

"Are you busy?"

"Welcome. What brings you here without notice?"

"I just stopped by because I wanted to see you, Commander."

"I'm glad you came."

One man secretly investigated the other, and the other knew he was being watched, yet, they greeted each other more warmly than usual.

Jung Ak looked at the stack of documents on the desk.

"So this is why the complaints have been so widespread."

"What do you mean?"

"Because you handle your work so meticulously, Commander, people are complaining that it's hard to work for you. You should look after your subordinates' morale a bit."

Jung Ak smiled as if joking. Hojyung replied calmly.

"Isn't the failure to look after small details the reason for most disasters?"

"As long as our Commander is here, those bastards from the Evil Alliance wouldn't even dare provoke us."

"How could that be because of me? It's all thanks to our Captain and the Demonic Sword Squad."

Their gazes locked. Both men smiled with their lips, but not with their eyes.

"By the way, have you heard the rumors about someone impersonating our Cult lately?"

"I've heard them. I've already ordered an investigation."

"I had my own people look into it. It seems to be true, not just a rumor."

Hojyung's expression grew serious. Impersonating the Divine Cult was a matter Headquarters also considered extremely important.

"Do you happen to know who he is?"

"I don't know his identity, but I know someone who can approach him."

"If you give me the information, I'll send my subordinates to capture him."

"It's not something you should take so lightly. They say the man is a considerable master."

Hojyung looked confused.

"A master like that is impersonating our Cult? That's strange."

"We'll find out once we capture and interrogate him, but can the Branch handle it?"

Jung Ak's words were a clever prod at Hojyung's pride, implying his squad would step in if the Branch could not handle it.

"We will handle it."

Hojyung did not fall for the provocation. It was a matter for the master of the Jiangxi Branch to resolve. He should only ask for help from the Demonic Sword Squad if the Branch failed.

"Your subordinates could be in danger."

This was why Jung Ak had visited. He worried Hojyung might not act himself and would just send his subordinates.

"I will personally lead my subordinates."

"Ah, if you're moving personally, Commander, then I can rest assured."

Jung Ak thought to himself.

That's your weakness. That vain pride of yours.

He would have answered differently. He would have pointed out that the Demonic Sword Squad exists to handle such dangerous tasks.

"Then I will have my handler lure him in."

"I would be grateful if you did."

As Jung Ak was about to leave, he added with a smile.

"Let's have a drink after this is over."

"Sounds good."

Hojyung also parted with Jung Ak with a pleasant expression.

That drinking party will be your last.

He had information that Jung Ak was taking bribes. He might have turned a blind eye to one or two instances. The Demonic Sword Squad was a crucial elite organization, essential to the Jiangxi Branch.

However, Jung Ak periodically received tribute from too many places, and the amounts were too large. There was a limit to what Hojyung could overlook. It felt as if Jung Ak was taunting him, 'I've committed corruption. So what? What are you going to do? Fire me?'

I'll be the one to cut off your head.

Jung Ak, turning to leave, thought the same thing. The only difference was that he meant it literally.


"The Demonic Cult has finally decided to make a move."

Jo Yang flinched at Cheokpae's words. He should have felt relieved that Geom Mugeuk was going to die, but he did not.

"Tomorrow, you will bring him to the abandoned temple in the west. Can you do it?"

"I can, but... will I be alright?"

"I've already put in a good word for you. They'll take care of you when you get there."

"I understand."

"If you make a mistake, we all die. Keep that in mind!"

That night, Jo Yang had a dream. He dreamt he was floating happily in the sea under the warm sunlight.

The moment he imagined Geom Mugeuk being hacked to pieces by the demonic practitioners, his body tensed and began to sink. He flailed, fell off his bed, and could not fall back asleep until morning.


When Jo Yang went to find Geom Mugeuk, he was meeting someone at the inn. It was the first time Jo Yang had seen him with anyone there, so he observed them carefully. The other man handed Geom Mugeuk something like a letter.

Geom Mugeuk examined its contents, then said a few words to the man. At times like this, he looked so serious that he truly seemed like the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult.

The man who delivered the letter left the inn. Jo Yang, standing at the entrance, glanced at the man as he passed. He was an ordinary person, the kind you could see anywhere.

Jo Yang approached Geom Mugeuk.

"Who was that man?"

"He's from the All-Knowing Hall."

"The All-Knowing Hall?"

"The greatest intelligence organization of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult."

"You're bluffing again, the moment we meet!"

Jo Yang shook his head but could not help asking.

"So? What on earth did you talk about with that so-called top intelligence agent?"

"I was looking into the Jiangxi Branch. About the Branch Manager, and the Demon Sword Commander too."

Jo Yang flinched at the mention of the two men.

"If it's real, let me see that letter."

Geom Mugeuk extended the hand holding the letter. The moment Jo Yang reached for it.

FWOOSH.

Flames erupted from the letter in Geom Mugeuk's hand, burning it away.

"If you saw our Cult's secrets, you wouldn't survive."

Stunned, Jo Yang stared blankly as the paper turned to ash and scattered. He had heard that true masters could burn paper like this with True Samadhi Fire.

"Now do you believe my true identity?"

Geom Mugeuk expected an affirmative answer.

"If you're such a master, why are you crazy?"

Geom Mugeuk swirled the rising ashes with his hand and laughed.

"To make you believe me, I guess I'll have to line up the Demon Supremes behind me."

Jo Yang stared at Geom Mugeuk without a word.

You won't get the chance. Because today, you die.

Geom Mugeuk also stared intently at Jo Yang.

"You don't seem to have slept well. Is something troubling you?"

By now, Jo Yang was no longer surprised by Geom Mugeuk's uncanny ability to guess things.

"There's somewhere you need to go with me today."

"Let's go."

When Geom Mugeuk readily agreed, Jo Yang was taken aback.

"How can you agree without knowing where we're going?"

"I'll find out when we get there."

"What if I've set a trap? Are you looking down on me? Thinking a trap of mine is nothing?"

"That's not it. If you kill me, you can't collect my interest, can you? You're a man who collects money, not lives."

At the unexpected answer, Jo Yang could only shake his head.

"You and your words."

Jo Yang walked in front, and Geom Mugeuk followed.

Jo Yang's mind was a mess. His relationship with this strange man would end soon. He would never have to see this madman again.

Jo Yang glanced back at Geom Mugeuk. Unaware he was walking to his death, he followed leisurely, watching the merchants.

"That outfit over there would look good on you. Shall I buy you one?"

"Use that money to pay your interest. Damn it! Stop talking nonsense and just follow me."

Why was he so irritated? The reason was simple. He did not want to kill Geom Mugeuk. What was so pitiful about that guy with his silly smile?

Jo Yang suddenly thought of the coin Geom Mugeuk had placed on his palm. Yes, this feeling must stem from his gratitude for not having his hand crippled.

After leaving the marketplace, Jo Yang stopped at a fork in the road and sat on a rock.

"Let's rest for a bit."

"You need to work on your stamina. Your body is like this because you're always sitting around counting money."

Geom Mugeuk sat down next to him. After a moment of silence, Jo Yang suddenly asked.

"If you really are the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult... what on earth are you doing here?"

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk spoke.

"As you can see, I'm meeting people. I'm meeting the coachman trapped by you people his whole life over the ten taels he borrowed for his child's treatment. I'm meeting you, who sticks a straw in him and sucks his blood, and I'm meeting the nameless vigilante who jumped over the wall to save that man."

As Jo Yang listened, his heart began to tremble. They were not words that should make his heart tremble, yet he often experienced this sensation with Geom Mugeuk.

"Why would a demonic practitioner try to fix King Yama Loan? Even the orthodox sects are just watching. You're a demonic practitioner!"

"There can be beasts in human form among the orthodox sects, and there can be demonic practitioners who can't stand to see such things. Isn't that how it is? Besides, the matter of King Yama Loan is for you to carry on in the future, not me."

"How can a guy like me do something like that? Like you said, I've spent my whole life just counting money and enjoying others' misfortune. How could I possibly do something so grand?"

"It's not a grand task. It's a normal one."

Geom Mugeuk gazed at him calmly.

"If you've lived like a parasite, try living a life where you can soar freely. Even if you can't become a butterfly, can't you at least become a moth?"

In that moment, Jo Yang wished Geom Mugeuk really was the Young Cult Leader. He felt a desire to live a new life, even if that task was a punishment. It was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

That was why he grew even angrier. Because Geom Mugeuk was not the Young Cult Leader. The Young Cult Leader would not be sitting in front of a mere loan shark, talking about such things.

"I don't want to hear your crazy talk anymore! Take this road and leave!"

Jo Yang's voice trembled.

"Leave by this road and never come back to Jiangxi province. If you come back, you'll die."

Jo Yang had decided to save this crazy master. He had never once lived for someone else. His entire life had been selfish. He did not know why the target of his one and only act of kindness had to be such a madman, but what could he do when his heart was moved?

"The people who are going to kill you are waiting. So go. I'll tell them you realized it was a trap and ran far away. I don't know if they'll believe me, though."

Had he ever taken such a risk for someone else? Absolutely not.

"Why are you telling me this?"

"I think it's because I've never seen someone as strangely crazy as you."

Then, as if he knew the real reason, Geom Mugeuk spoke.

"That's probably not it."

Geom Mugeuk looked deep into Jo Yang's heart.

"It's because you are a truly selfish person with strong survival instincts. Your instincts know. This is the way to live."

"You really! Even when I'm showing you kindness! The real demonic practitioners are waiting!"

"I know."

"You know?"

"Didn't you see me receiving the report earlier? I have a clear view of the Jiangxi Branch's current movements."

Jo Yang threw up his hands in surrender.

"Right. This is what a real madman is like. You're perfect."

"And if you go alone, you'll die."

Geom Mugeuk stood up first and started walking. For some reason, those words sounded chilling, so Jo Yang followed without a word.

I don't know anymore.

This was already an unreasonable kindness on his part. Someday, he would look back on this day. That madman was the only person I ever wanted to save in my entire life. That is how the memory would begin.

And so, the two of them arrived at the temple.

As they entered the courtyard, dozens of ambushing demonic practitioners from the Jiangxi Branch revealed themselves. They all drew their swords at once, unleashing their demonic qi.

Branch Manager Hojyung walked out from among them.

"For what reason have you been impersonating a demonic practitioner?"

Hojyung did not recognize Geom Mugeuk. They had met long ago when Geom Mugeuk was a child. Since then, Hojyung had been rotating through various Branches and had not seen him again.

"I have never impersonated anyone."

Hojyung's expression turned cold.

"We already have a witness."

Hojyung looked at Jo Yang.

"Did that man impersonate our Cult?"

Jo Yang was flustered by the cold question. This was not what he expected. Cheokpae had said they would take care of him.

From the question and the demonic qi flying at him, he felt no consideration for himself. They were simply treating him as an accomplice.

Damn it!

His anger was directed at Cheokpae. He had not been taken care of. Perhaps Cheokpae, seeing him get too close to Geom Mugeuk, had hoped they would die together.

"Stay right behind me. It would be a shame to get hit by a stray blade."

Here, the only person who cared about him was Geom Mugeuk.

"I asked if that man is the one who impersonated our Cult!"

When Hojyung asked again, Jo Yang ignored him and spoke to Geom Mugeuk.

"The demonic practitioner who colluded with the moneylender is not that man."

At those words, even Hojyung tensed and waited for him to continue.

"The person who colluded with the moneylender is..."

At that very moment, someone leaped over the roof and landed in their midst.

It was the Demon Sword Commander, Jung Ak. On the roof and surrounding walls, the Demonic Sword Squad martial artists appeared. Even Hojyung was surprised by his sudden appearance, but Jung Ak focused on Jo Yang, exuding a cold demonic qi.

"Who is the demonic practitioner that colluded with the moneylender?"

Jo Yang knew he would die the moment he identified Jung Ak. No, he had a premonition that he would die eventually, even if he did not reveal it here.

As he was paralyzed with fear, Geom Mugeuk took two coins from his robes and held them out.

"Come to think of it, I haven't paid today's interest. Take it."

Two coins were placed on Jo Yang's palm.

Jo Yang stared down at them silently, then handed the coins back to Geom Mugeuk.

"The interest is too much. The interest I've already paid is more than enough to cover the principal."

Geom Mugeuk looked at him and smiled brightly.

Jo Yang summoned all the courage he had saved up his entire life, and even all the courage he would ever have until the day he died.

"The one who took a bribe from the head of the moneylenders, Cheokpae, and promised to kill you is that man right there, the Demon Sword Commander."

A cold demonic qi erupted from Jung Ak's body. Simultaneously, the demonic practitioners of the Demonic Sword Squad also unleashed their demonic qi.

He was going to die anyway! Like a runaway carriage, Jo Yang shouted at the top of his lungs.

"You bastards! This person here is the Young Cult Leader of the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult! All of you, kneel and worship him!"

Ah, so I'm going to die as a madman.


Chapter 299: You Won't Come, and We Won't Wait

Laughter, not worship, filled the air. The source was Jung Ak. He wasn't flustered at all, even though they had accused him of taking a bribe.

"Don't tell me you've been impersonating the Young Cult Leader?" Hojyung asked, letting out a dry laugh despite listening seriously.

However, Hojyung had clearly heard what Jo Yang said earlier.


"The one who took a bribe from Cheokpae and promised to kill you is that man right there, the Demon Sword Commander."



If those words were true, then Jo Yang was now someone Hojyung had to protect.

Hojyung asked Jung Ak, "What brings you here, Captain?"

"I thought you might need support, since the opponent is a master."

Hojyung didn't believe him. If that was Jung Ak's intention, he would have led the Demonic Sword Squad himself from the start. He had only appeared the moment his name was about to leave Jo Yang's lips. It was clear he had shown up to pressure Jo Yang into silence.

"As you heard, Captain, that man has pointed you out. It would be best for you to step back for now."

"Surely, you don't believe that man's words, do you?"

"Of course not. However, since he testified in front of everyone, we must conduct a formal investigation."

"That man is a King Yama Loan lender."

At that, Hojyung asked Jo Yang, "Is that true?"

Jo Yang flinched at the cold question. "It is, but what I told you is the truth."

Hojyung did not trust those who ran King Yama Loan.

Watching Hojyung's expression harden, Jo Yang remembered just how formidable Geom Mugeuk was. Everyone scowled and ignored him like this, but no one dared to step forward and try to eliminate him.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk casually interjected. "When you can't refute the content, you attack the messenger."

Jung Ak's eyes turned fierce at those words.

Hojyung placated Jung Ak. "If it's not true, I will punish him severely for false accusation. Don't worry."

Outwardly, Jung Ak was composed. Inside, he was looking for any opportunity to get rid of Jo Yang. If they returned to the Branch and a full-scale interrogation began, the fact that he took a bribe would become public knowledge. If his other bribes were also revealed, he would not only have to step down from his position as Captain but would also be thrown in prison.

Jung Ak's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk. "And what are you going to do with our Young Cult Leader?"

"I will deal with him myself as well."

"Isn't that treason?"

No one laughed at his joke.

Meanwhile, Jo Yang looked at Geom Mugeuk. Even though everyone else was sneering, Jo Yang did not. He had already resolved himself to die anyway.

"Young Cult Leader, what do you plan to do now?"

Right, since it's already started, I'll be the Young Cult Leader until the very end.

As if he had been waiting, Jung Ak drew his sword. "How dare you speak the name of the Young Cult Leader!"

He was about to charge forward and cut down Jo Yang.

Hojyung blocked his path. "Stop."

"Step aside. I can't stand by and watch someone so insolently impersonate the Young Cult Leader."

"I can't do that."

The two men glared at each other, the hidden rift between them now deeply revealed. In truth, Jung Ak had expected Hojyung to block him.

[Kill that bastard!]

A telepathic message flew to his subordinate, Chahwi. This was his chance, while Hojyung was blocking him.

Chahwi launched a surprise attack with his sword qi.

SHIIIIIIK!

A single, fierce stream of sword qi flew toward Jo Yang. It was a powerful attack, meant to sweep away both him and Geom Mugeuk.

"......"

Startled by the explosion, Jo Yang fell onto his backside. He saw Geom Mugeuk's back. Geom Mugeuk had stood his ground and lightly dispelled the incoming sword qi with a swing of his sword.

"Attack together and kill them!"

At Division Leader Chahwi's command, the members of the Demonic Sword Squad all drew their swords in unison.

At the same time, Hojyung shouted, "Block them!"

The members belonging to the Branch also drew their swords. A tense atmosphere filled the air between the two groups, their blades aimed at each other. If they fought, the Branch martial artists could not handle the elite Demonic Sword Squad.

It was at that moment.

Geom Mugeuk stepped forward and released his aura.

SWAAAAAAAAAAK!

Geom Mugeuk's aura spread out in all directions. A massive wave crashed down upon them. There was nowhere to run and no way to escape.

All the cultists were plunged into water. An abyss pulled them endlessly downward. They resisted, struggling with all their might not to be dragged down. However, Geom Mugeuk's aura allowed no resistance. Their bodies felt like they would explode, and they couldn't breathe.

Uwaaaaaaaah!

They screamed, but no sound came out.

At the bottom of that abyss, they saw it. They saw the figure of Geom Mugeuk, standing alone and emitting light in the pitch-black darkness.

In that moment, Geom Mugeuk's aura vanished. The Geom Mugeuk of the abyss transformed into the Geom Mugeuk of reality, standing before them.

Gasping for breath, everyone was horrified. They didn't need to see him draw his sword to know. They knew that Geom Mugeuk's martial arts were overwhelmingly superior to their own. They also knew that the thing that had suffocated them was demonic qi.

Geom Mugeuk said to Hojyung, "It's been a while. At the celebration for your appointment as Branch Manager, you greeted everyone like that, didn't you? You said you would meticulously examine the small things to prevent great disasters."

Hojyung remembered it vividly. It was the greeting he had given at the celebration after being appointed as Branch Manager for the first time. How could he forget that moment?

"Were you there at that time?"

Geom Mugeuk nodded.

"Who is your Master?"

Just then, a person appeared. Hojyung was startled to see who it was.

"Branch Manager Lim!"

It was Lim Jeong, the head of the All-Knowing Hall's Jiangxi Branch. She, who never showed herself unless it was for an important matter, had revealed herself here.

"What brings you here?"

Before coming here, Geom Mugeuk had met a martial artist from the All-Knowing Hall and, through him, had asked Lim Jeong for this favor.

"I am here to deliver the order that all martial artists belonging to the Jiangxi Branch are to serve the Young Cult Leader with all their hearts."

Everyone was shocked at the mention of the Young Cult Leader. Weren't they the very ones who had been mocking the fake Young Cult Leader just moments ago?

"No way!"

Everyone's gaze turned to Geom Mugeuk, and Lim Jeong said in a loud voice, "That's right. This person is the Young Cult Leader."

A silence of shock and astonishment fell.

The first person to recover was Hojyung. He showed his respect by prostrating himself on the ground. "Greetings to the Young Cult Leader!"

At that, not only the cultists of the Branch, but also Jung Ak and the Demonic Sword Squad all showed their respects in unison. Under any circumstances, respect for the Cult Leader and the Young Cult Leader was absolute.

"Greetings to the Young Cult Leader!"

The voices of the cultists echoed thunderously. In truth, even if Lim Jeong hadn't confirmed it, his magnificent aura alone was enough to prove he was the Young Cult Leader.

Now, the only person left standing there blankly was Jo Yang.

Geom Mugeuk looked at him and smiled faintly. "You believe me now, even without the Demon Supremes standing behind me, right?"

Belatedly coming to his senses, Jo Yang cried out and prostrated himself flat on the ground. "I failed to recognize a person of your stature and have committed a grave discourtesy."

"Discourtesy? You were the only one who believed I was the Young Cult Leader."

Jo Yang was overcome with emotion. He couldn't believe it. Did this mean that all this time he had been meeting, collecting interest from, and conversing with the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult? He had even called him a madman.

"You're going to have to work hard from now on."

Now he finally understood the source of that absurd confidence. It was an order from the Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult, so how could he neglect his moneylender duties?

"I will work with a repentant heart for the rest of my life."

His life had been saved, what more could he ask for? Just moments ago, he had been flailing in the sea, but now he was beginning to float comfortably again. A warm sunlight shone down on him.

Conversely, a great wave was crashing in Jung Ak's heart.

Why on earth is the Young Cult Leader here? The one targeting me was Hojyung, wasn't it? Could he have joined hands with Hojyung to target me?

However, judging by Hojyung's surprised reaction, it was certain that he hadn't anticipated the Young Cult Leader's appearance either.

"Now, everyone rise!"

All the cultists there rose from their positions. They still stared at Geom Mugeuk with eyes of surprise and awe. This was the man who would become the next Cult Leader. If he ordered them, 'Die!', they had to die instantly.

Geom Mugeuk walked toward Jung Ak. "Captain Jung, you've taken quite a lot of bribes."

Before Jung Ak could make an excuse, Lim Jeong spoke first. "We have confirmed that gold from the moneylender was stored in various affiliate banks under Captain Jung's name. The investigation is ongoing, so we expect other evidence to emerge soon. Furthermore, investigations have begun into places other than the moneylender."

If someone else had said it, he could have insisted it was a fabrication, but these were the words of the All-Knowing Hall's Branch Manager.

Nevertheless, Jung Ak held his head high and spoke as if it were nothing. "I didn't extort it from them. They offered it voluntarily."

"Would they have given you money if you weren't the Demon Sword Commander?"

"It was their choice."

He was defiant because his subordinates were watching. The moment he showed a servile attitude, their respect for him would vanish.

"Did you share that money with your subordinates?"

A momentary silence fell. The only person he had shared the money with was his right-hand man, Chahwi.

"I was planning to share it."

He would have been better off not saying that. At his pathetic excuse, the gazes of the Demonic Sword Squad's subordinates turned cold.

"I believe the authority of the Demonic Sword Squad should not be damaged by such a trivial matter." Jung Ak tried to somehow escape the situation.

However, his opponent was Geom Mugeuk. "That's why."

Geom Mugeuk looked at the members of the Demonic Sword Squad. "Because you are the Demonic Sword Squad. Even if we were pushed back to Headquarters by the Murim Alliance or the Evil Alliance, as long as we hear news that you are alive, we will not lose hope. We have faith that you will break through the enemy lines and come to save us. That is the faith our Cult has in you, the Demonic Sword Squad."

Pride bloomed on the faces of the Demonic Sword Squad members.

"That is why you must be different from others. You can't just snatch up a bribe when it's offered. 'This much should be fine,' you think? It's not fine. If you were the kind of people who would take a bribe and think nothing of it, then we wouldn't wait for the Demonic Sword Squad. We would think that instead of choosing to break through the enemy, you compromised for an easier path. You won't come, and we won't wait."

Jung Ak's expression twisted, but the members of the Demonic Sword Squad were sympathizing with Geom Mugeuk's words.

Jung Ak shouted in protest, "Why are you worrying in advance about something that hasn't even happened?"

"Because I am the one who will be your Cult Leader. Others might not, but I have to, I have to worry about that."

Jung Ak couldn't refute him.

And another crime was added to his list. "The reason I can't forgive you is not because of the bribe. You hoped that Branch Manager Ho would die or be injured here today."

A stir went through the surroundings at those words.

"That's not true. If that were the case, why would I have come here?"

"Because the mission to find the one who harmed the Branch Manager would have fallen to you anyway. You probably intended to wrap everything up here. Kill Branch Manager Ho and get your revenge."

"Why would I do that?"

The one who answered was Hojyung. "Because you found out I was investigating you."

Now, Hojyung could be certain. "So that's why you came to me and induced me to go on the mission myself."

Just as Jung Ak was about to scream that he was being framed, he met the eyes of his subordinates. Those eyes, which used to fear him, were now filled with distrust and disappointment. Their respect was vanishing.

"If you lose me, it will be a great blow to our Cult's military strength."

"Considering the possibility that your sword might be aimed at us for money, it might actually be a gain."

"That would never have happened."

"You never know. What would happen if you were offered too much money to refuse?"

To the resentful Jung Ak, Geom Mugeuk spoke calmly. "This is why. This is why you shouldn't have accepted it in the first place. Whether what you say is true or not, everything ends up a mess like this. You become the kind of person who looks like they'd sell me out for a few coins."

Geom Mugeuk said with sincerity, "Pay for your crimes and start over. I will give you another chance then."

Jung Ak let out a long sigh for the first time.

How many years will I have to live in prison? Five years? Ten years?

"I don't want to do that."

The choice Jung Ak made was to kill Hojyung and then die himself. He had to resent someone, and the target of that resentment was not himself.

This is all your fault!

He threw himself at Hojyung and drew his sword.

"......"

His swift sword was about to slice through Hojyung's body. Then, his sword, which could slice through massive boulders, was blocked by something and then shattered.

JJAENGGANG!

The moment he identified his opponent, Jung Ak's eyes widened.

PUAIIIAK!

The opponent who broke his sword and then slashed his chest was a terrifying demon.

SEOGEOK! SEOGEOK! SEOGEOK!

From the left, the right, and from behind, the swords of demons flew in. His entire body was sliced apart, and Jung Ak died.

Those who watched were so shocked they couldn't even breathe properly. They knew that the only demonic art of the Young Cult Leader that summoned demons was the Nine Calamities Demonic Art, so they all bowed their heads. This time, it was not out of respect for Geom Mugeuk, but for the Nine Calamities Demonic Art itself.

Taking that opportunity, Chahwi, who had been Jung Ak's subordinate, tried to fulfill his dead leader's will. He was struck down and killed by Hojyung's sword.

The Branch martial artists were surprised by Hojyung's skill. They had only ever seen him at his desk, meticulously shuffling through documents, but Hojyung was a much greater master than they had thought. Because he had never once shown off his skills, their admiration was even greater. If they had known, they would have grumbled less about the increased workload.

Unlike the morale-boosted Branch martial artists, only gloom hung over the Demonic Sword Squad. Although their leaders had been corrupt, they had still lost their commander and a Division Leader.

Geom Mugeuk soothed their hearts. "Around this time, at the tavern I frequent in the Demon Village, everyone will be drinking. They'll be worrying about money, children, work, and people. They'll have all sorts of worries, but at least they won't be worrying that martial artists from the Evil Alliance will burst through the tavern door and kill them. Why? Because you all are protecting this Jiangxi Branch."

Geom Mugeuk conveyed his sincere and honest feelings. "I know we give you the best treatment, but it's still not enough. With your skills, you could go out and earn ten times more, but in exchange, you wouldn't get the honor of being the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's most elite, the Demonic Sword Squad. You might ask if honor puts food on the table, but you must live on honor. Because you are the ones who use that honor to let others eat in peace."

After a brief pause, Geom Mugeuk added one last thing. "Even if no one else recognizes you, I will."

Pride and determination filled the eyes of the Demonic Sword Squad martial artists. What did it matter if it was just words of comfort? It was comfort from none other than the man who would become the Cult Leader.

"We will pledge our lives and our loyalty."

The comfort for them was not the end, but just the beginning.

"Now, everyone, follow me."

Both the Demonic Sword Squad and the Branch martial artists followed Geom Mugeuk.

Geom Mugeuk also spoke to Jo Yang. "Lead the way."

"Me?"

"This is the stage where you're the main character. You have to go."

Jo Yang understood. Geom Mugeuk intended to take all of them to Cheokpae's manor. It wasn't because he thought highly of Cheokpae.

It was because Geom Mugeuk had said this to Lim Jeong of the All-Knowing Hall.

"Send word to the Evil Alliance. Tell them it's the Jiangxi Branch's unity rally day, so they are not to touch us for today."


Chapter 300: Today, We Forget All Worldly Cares

Have I ever had an experience like this while living in the jianghu?

The Young Cult Leader of the Demonic Cult walked right beside him. The Demonic Cult's Branch Manager followed, with the Demonic Sword Squad—the cult's finest—behind them. The demons of the Branch brought up the rear.

Have I ever walked while leading such a group?

Jo Yang felt like he was dreaming. A strange sense of pride swelled within him, and it felt good.

Then, fear suddenly struck him. Any single one of these people could cause an uproar among ordinary martial artists.

As fearful thoughts arose, Jo Yang glanced at Geom Mugeuk. Geom Mugeuk was the same person who first came to borrow money, even now that Jo Yang knew he was the Young Cult Leader. He wasn't arrogant or intimidating. How can a person be like that?

Still, Jo Yang didn't dare start a conversation with him.

It was nice when we could talk comfortably. It was nice when Geom Mugeuk was a debtor.

While lost in these silly thoughts, they arrived at Cheokpae's manor.

Jo Yang lowered his voice and whispered, "I'll have them open the gate."

Before he could finish his sentence, a demon from the Demonic Sword Squad stepped forward.

KABOOM!

The demon smashed the gate, and the others surged inside.

Swordsmen appeared from all directions, flinching in surprise. The demons of the Demonic Sword Squad unleashed their demonic qi, revealing their identities.

"All of you, leave if you don't want to die."

The swordsmen hesitated, looking at each other.

The demon who had warned them swung his sword. A single line of sword qi shot past the swordsmen and sliced through a stone pagoda in the flower garden behind them.

A single stone pagoda saved everyone. The swordsmen scrambled toward the entrance. The demons kicked them from behind, driving them all out. They fled, clutching their heads.

The Demonic Sword Squad was unstoppable. They smashed the second gate and entered as hidden weapons rained down from the rooftops.

The demons in the lead lightly swung their swords, deflecting the projectiles.

"From now on, if you throw even one more hidden weapon, you die."

The attackers on the roof froze. They only just realized their opponents were demons.

"You bastards, you should see who you're throwing at," Geom Mugeuk remarked as he passed. The demons followed him. The men on the roof fled in the opposite direction.

Jo Yang watched, bewildered by the unfamiliar sight.

He knew demons were fearsome, but he never imagined this. He had been terrified every time he passed this place. For the demons, Cheokpae's fortress was just a walking path.

Beyond the next gate, a dozen martial artists blocked their way.

These were the men Cheokpae boasted about, calling them masters of joint attacks. Jo Yang remembered Cheokpae saying they cost hundreds of taels a month, his tone a mix of lament and pride. Cheokpae spared no expense to protect his own life with the money he squeezed from others.

The martial artists formed a sword formation. The Demonic Sword Squad simply walked forward as a group.

"Shall we show you what a real joint attack is?"

The Demonic Sword Squad didn't even need to form a sword formation to intimidate them. The clustered group of martial artists scattered in all directions. Jo Yang saw this and shook his head.

Why in the world did he spend hundreds of taels a month?

Of course, Jo Yang understood. He could imagine the terror of the Demonic Sword Squad pushing their way in.

The demons seemed to be intimidating people randomly, but they moved with order. They looked like they were just walking, but they thoroughly surveyed their surroundings. When one person moved, another filled the empty spot, maintaining their formation. Their tactics varied with the terrain and the opponent. These were skilled movements born from long training.

Three masters stood at the final gate. They looked like they cost not hundreds, but thousands of taels.

"We are the Jiangxi Ghost Trio. Who dares!"

Just then, the first of the three ghosts recognized Branch Manager Hojyung.

"Why are you?"

Hojyung put a finger to his lips in a shushing gesture. He shook his head with an expression that said now was not the time for them to step in. That gesture was a sufficient warning.

"Thank you for letting us pass."

Even a hundred ghosts could not have faced them, let alone three. Thankful for being spared, the three ghosts also left.

They reached the inner court without spilling a single drop of blood.

The last gate was open. Cheokpae waited in the courtyard.

He bowed with the calmest face he could manage.

"I'm honored to meet such esteemed guests."

Cheokpae hadn't fled because he misunderstood the situation.

He thought the real demons had arrived after dealing with the impersonator. Since Jo Yang was with them, it was a natural conclusion.

"If you'd sent word in advance, there wouldn't have been such a mistake. My subordinates have committed a great discourtesy. I apologize."

Cheokpae carefully observed his visitors. He saw Branch Manager Hojyung was present. He also confirmed the Demon Sword Commander was not there.

He had thought Jung Ak would use the Branch Manager when he asked him to handle this matter. It seemed Jung Ak had indeed used the Branch Manager for today's affair.

He's taking all the money for himself!

Cheokpae found the situation strange. The Hojyung he knew didn't accept bribes. Why is this man here?

Cheokpae glanced at Jo Yang. He had sent Jo Yang along, secretly hoping they would die together.

He's a tough one to kill. Fine, you can just work until you die.

Cheokpae's eyes asked, What is this situation? What could Jo Yang say? He simply turned his head and avoided Cheokpae's gaze.

Just then, Geom Mugeuk held out a coin to Cheokpae.

"Here, take it."

"What is this?"

"It's the interest."

Cheokpae's heart sank. He remembered the two coins placed on his subordinates' corpses. An ominous premonition washed over him.

"I said take it."

The moment Cheokpae absentmindedly took the coin.

WHOOOOSH.

SLAM!

The coin grew heavy, slamming his hand into the ground.

"Uwaaaaaaack!"

He screamed, but no one came to help him.

"Now, there's one more. Take this one too."

Cheokpae looked up at Geom Mugeuk with a pained expression.

"Why, why are you doing this?"

"What do you mean why? You borrowed money, so you're paying the interest."

"You don't have to accept it."

"You have a pleasure palace, don't you? You need to receive interest to maintain it, no?"

"Please forgive me! Please spare me!"

But he couldn't refuse. An unseen power forced his other hand open.

WHOOOOSH!

SLAM!

His other hand was also crushed.

Cheokpae lay face down with his palms up, as if bowing to the heavens. He had lived his entire life without knowing pain and now made a huge fuss.

Jo Yang understood.

Geom Mugeuk made Cheokpae receive the coins this way instead of killing him immediately to show him something. To show him that the stories contained within the interest he would receive from now on were this heavy.

Jo Yang bowed his head with a look of understanding.

Then, Geom Mugeuk lightly struck out with his palm.

THWACK!

Cheokpae's head shattered, and he died instantly. It was the end of a life lived for money, a life that had ruined countless others. He had earned so much, yet his death was lonely and left nothing behind.

Geom Mugeuk summoned all the subordinates from the moneylender business.

After lining them up, he introduced Jo Yang.

"From now on, the owner of the moneylender business is Jo Yang. Anyone with a complaint can leave right now. I'll let you go alive."

A few men who were on bad terms with Jo Yang left. Those who had wanted to quit this line of work also took the opportunity to leave.

Geom Mugeuk gave a stern warning to those who remained.

"From now on, follow the new chief's orders well."

"......"

Just like that, the owner of the moneylender business changed overnight.

Hojyung was inwardly impressed by Geom Mugeuk's decisive actions. These were not things one could do simply by having high martial arts. This was the path of someone who knew exactly what he was doing and what he had to do next.

"Well then, let's all have a drink together today."

It was a joyful day for Hojyung as well, but he couldn't hide his concern.

"The core of our Cult's Jiangxi Branch is all here today. Shouldn't we send at least some of the forces back?"

"Are you worried the Evil Alliance might try something?"

"I sent them a separate notice, so I doubt that'll happen... but still, this is a first."

Since his appointment, Hojyung must have worried about the Evil Alliance every day. It was natural for him to be tense in a situation like this.

"You don't have to worry. The Evil Alliance isn't the same Evil Alliance of the past."

Geom Mugeuk's confidence came from his trust in Bi Sayin. If Bi Sayin heard this news, he would take his subordinates to a tavern, not an armory.

A large drinking party was set up in the training ground.

All the fine liquor Cheokpae had collected was brought out. All sorts of dishes were ordered from the famous inns and taverns in the market.

They had almost never gathered like this to drink. It was the first time the demons of the Branch and the Demonic Sword Squad had mingled together.

Once everyone's cup was filled, Geom Mugeuk raised his high and shouted.

"Alright, today, let's forget all worldly cares and drink to our heart's content!"

Everyone drank their liquor heartily.

The Demonic Sword Squad demons looked at Geom Mugeuk with extreme favor. They respected him for the comfort he had offered earlier and for his overwhelming martial arts.

Geom Mugeuk mingled with them comfortably.

He told them stories about the Headquarters and the Demon Supremes. Their eyes especially sparkled at the stories about the Demonic Army, whom the Demonic Sword Squad considered their rivals.

The demons lost track of time, captivated by Geom Mugeuk's broad experience from the Central Plains to the Outer Regions and his unique wit.

Even amidst all that, Jo Yang sat next to Geom Mugeuk without moving a muscle. He didn't even go to relieve himself. What if someone else takes my seat while I'm away, and I have to sit among the demons? I'd rather wet myself! He desperately defended his spot.

After chatting with the demons, Geom Mugeuk went over to Hojyung, who was drinking quietly by himself. He left Jo Yang behind. Jo Yang, trying to follow, wore the expression of someone left alone in hell.

"It's tiring playing with the kids."

Hojyung laughed at his words. Geom Mugeuk laughed as well.

"I'm the youngest one here by age, yet I'm saying this, aren't I?"

"Just listening to you, you sounded like the oldest person here. When on earth did you have all those experiences?"

"They're just things I've picked up here and there."

The two men emptied their cups. Hojyung poured Geom Mugeuk a drink and asked.

"But how did you remember what happened to me back then?"

"The moment I saw you, Branch Manager, I remembered that day at the President's banquet. Your words were impressive, and you have the same face as you did back then."

"What are you talking about. I've gotten much older."

This time, Geom Mugeuk filled Hojyung's cup.

"It must be hard for you, trying to take care of every little detail."

"It's my personality, what can I do? I can't sleep if I just leave things be."

As a man of principle, Hojyung must feel a certain sorrow. He suffered the unique hardship of being criticized for doing things he believed were for the good of everyone. How could he not wish for a comfortable life?

Geom Mugeuk emptied his cup and said, "Isn't there a time when hardship, after you've done it for a long time, becomes a source of strength?"

He had experienced that feeling when gathering materials for the Great Dharma before his regression.

At first, it was so hard and lonely. Back then, he would fall asleep with this hope. Tomorrow will be better.

As time passed, he began to think differently. Tomorrow will be hard too. It's harder because I'm trying to avoid the hardship. Tomorrow will be hard, and the day after will be hard too. It's not just me, everyone is having a hard time.

When more years had passed, he realized. In the end, that hardship had made him grow the most. It was a loathsome enemy and his only friend.

"That's why you look strong, Branch Manager."

Hojyung looked at Geom Mugeuk's deep gaze, which didn't match his age. He felt that Geom Mugeuk, too, had gone through many hardships. Yes, he must have gone through all sorts of things while fighting for succession to become the Young Cult Leader.

"Stay strong, Young Cult Leader!"

"Let's both stay strong!"

The two men talked late into the night about the affairs of the Jiangxi Branch. Geom Mugeuk silently listened to everything Hojyung had to say.


He found Jo Yang in the backyard.

Jo Yang was sitting alone in front of a bonfire, avoiding the demons.

"What are you doing?"

"Ah, I was just sitting here."

Geom Mugeuk sat down next to him.

"Everyone's a good drinker."

"That's because you haven't seen the Drunken Demon."

The Drunken Demon and those other demons who drank without getting tired were people from another world.

But Jo Yang felt he would miss this person in front of him. He was the person furthest away, even within that other world.

"Will I be able to see you again, Young Cult Leader?"

"I don't know either. We might see each other often, or we might not see each other again until we die."

"I'll be working diligently, so if you come to Jiangxi, please be sure to stop by. I'll be sure to send in the work-related reports without fail."

"Jo Yang."

"......"

Jo Yang's face was flushed red, either from the firelight or his nervousness.

"Someday, a crisis will come. That crisis will tempt you with these words. Ah, what the hell, you only live once, right? Jo Yang, your sins are already great, so I can't forgive you if you do something stupid. So if such a temptation arises, come find me."

"Are you telling me to come to the Demonic Cult Headquarters?"

"Yes, come and ask for me at the main gate."

Jo Yang briefly imagined the scene. He saw himself standing at the main gate of the Demonic Cult Headquarters, saying, 'I've come to see the Young Cult Leader.' Then the demons at the gate would ask, 'Who are you?' No, since he was a guest of the Young Cult Leader, they'd ask, 'Who might you be?' Then he'd say, 'I'm a moneylender from the distant land of Jiangxi.' Ah, I don't really want to imagine what comes next.

"I'll have to work my butt off so that I don't have a reason to visit you."

Geom Mugeuk laughed along with Jo Yang's joke. A Young Cult Leader who laughed like this.

"Here, this is a final gift."

Geom Mugeuk handed him two taels.

Jo Yang respectfully accepted the money. It was the two coins he had continuously received since meeting Geom Mugeuk. This was the last time.

Clutching the coins tightly, Jo Yang asked, "Why are you being so good to me, someone who is nothing more than a mere moneylender?"

"I hear that a lot," Geom Mugeuk said, staring at the bonfire.

"I guess that's just the kind of person I am."

Jo Yang abruptly stood up and gave Geom Mugeuk a deep bow.

"I will never forget the grace you've shown me by giving me a new life. I don't know if I'm a Song Chung, a maggot, or a larva, but whatever I become, I will definitely try to spread my wings at least once."

Geom Mugeuk silently watched embers leap from the bonfire, dancing as they flew up.


Two days later, Geom Mugeuk bid farewell to Hojyung and the other demons of the Jiangxi Branch.

"Are you returning to the Headquarters?"

"If I stay any longer, I'll just be a hindrance to your work."

When Hojyung remained silent, Geom Mugeuk joked playfully.

"You really seem to think so."

"You're not someone I can order around."

The two men looked at each other and laughed.

"The Headquarters will be appointing a new Demon Sword Commander soon."

"I suppose I'll have to fight another hard battle then."

The day will come when hardship becomes strength.

Geom Mugeuk conveyed the words he had said that day with his eyes.

As long as Hojyung was here, there was no need to worry about the Jiangxi Branch.

Then, the Jiangxi Branch inspection is complete.


After bidding farewell to the Jiangxi Branch, Geom Mugeuk visited the home of the horseman Pyeon Jung.

"I'm looking for a skilled horseman."

Pyeon Jung had just heard from the moneylender that he no longer had to repay his debt. They said the money he had paid over the principal would be returned after calculating the interest on the Red Orb.

At the unbelievable news, he had hugged his wife and wept buckets. Their children, not knowing what was happening, had cried along with them.

Pyeon Jung, his eyes swollen, could tell. He didn't know how it happened, but the man in front of him was the one who had done it.

Pyeon Jung bowed his head, conveying his deep gratitude in his heart.

"Where shall I take you?"

Then came the most perilous destination in Pyeon Jung's history as a horseman.

"The Heavenly Demon Divine Cult Headquarters."

When he was first asked to go to the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult's Jiangxi Branch, Pyeon Jung's heart had dropped.

But now, he was not afraid. Instead, he smiled brightly and repaid the favor with what he did best.

"I will take you to your destination safely."
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