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    Chapter 1 

    Sschk—! 

    With a dull thud, a head rolled to the ground. 

    The black-haired man gasped for breath as he stared at the '血 (Blood)' tattoo carved into the corpse's forehead. 

    It was the mark symbolizing the highest-ranking Bloodsworn of the Primal Blood Cult, the greatest sect in the Central Plains. 

    The man turned around. 

    He silently climbed the snow-capped mountain shrouded in thick fog. 

    His gait was unsteady, his arms trembled. 

    Anyone could see he wasn't in good shape, yet still he walked. 

    Even if death awaited him, he had to go. 

    His steps never stopped. 

    One step. 

    A quarter-hour. 

    Two hours. 

    Four hours. 

    Ten hours passed like this. 

    The man halted his steps. 

    Standing before the ruins of the Palace of Eternal Snow, which had collapsed decades ago, the man stood quietly without a word. 

    He simply stared in silence. 

    After staying like this for about another hour. 

    The man gripped the sword in his hand tightly. 

    A cold wind brushed across his cheek. 

    He felt it. 

    The Primal Blood Cult's pursuers were approaching. 

    The aura of those who had reached Limitless Divine Manifestation (無極顯神), the second of the Five Realms of the Martial God (武神五境), pressed down upon the eternal snow mountain. 

    One of them even had an aura that made the very heavens tremble. 

    So this is it… 

    Just as he was muttering these words, five men descended from the sky. 

    Among them, a strikingly bald man roared out. 

    "You ungrateful piece of shit!" 

    "Are you talking to me?" 

    "Who else is here besides you?" 

    The man let out a faint, mocking smile. 

    "There are four more people standing right next to you, Grand Elder." 

    “……You son of a bitch……” 

    The man’s smile did not fade. With the same smile gracing his lips, he continued. 

    “Since the day I joined the Primal Blood Cult, I do not recall ever having committed a single act that harmed the sect." 

    "This bastard's got quite the mouth to spew such nonsense. Because of you, the sect's losses are..." 

    “Is that truly my fault?” 

    "..." 

    "You poisoned and ambushed someone who only wanted to leave, and I simply responded. And Grand Elder, no matter how much of a shithole the Primal Blood Cult might be, those at the very top, should at least maintain some semblance of honor in any situation." 

    “You... dare to lecture me?” 

    “And why shouldn't I? The ancient sage says that among three people walking together, one among them will surely be a teacher. I'm giving you sincere advice, yet you respond only with anger.” 

    "The Grand Rectifier of the Blood Heaven (血天重正), Seol Woon-hwi (雪雲輝)!" 

    “I cast that title aside long ago.” 

    "...Won't you regret this?" 

    “I will not. So please be on your way.” 

    At those words, the bald man sneered. 

    "Unfortunately, I can't just leave." 

    "Is that so?" 

    "I came with orders to bring back your head no matter what. So what choice do I have? I must take it.” 

    “An order? From the Cult Leader?” 

    Unexpectedly, the bald man chuckled at the question and pointed a finger toward the sky. 

    “No. The one above him.” 

    Hearing this, Seol Un-hwi let out a knowing smirk. 

    "So what exactly pissed off those lazy bastards on their high thrones so much?" 

    "You'd know better than me." 

    "Well, let's see. Completely destroying the Bloodstone they were going to use as an offering, burning down the Peach Garden, and taking the head of the Thunder Devil Cult’s Leader. Apart from those, I can't think of anything else." 

    "...Don't you know that any one of those is a cardinal sin worthy of being torn to pieces?" 

    "You think I didn't know when I did them? But what could I do? They were so damn irritating." 

    "...You're not in your right mind." 

    "Don't you know? There are plenty of people above me who are far less sane than I am." 

    He then added. 

    “In truth, you know it as well, don’t you, Grand Elder? That even as you say such things to me, you yourself know nothing about them.” 

    "There are truths in this world that must be known, and truths that must not be known." 

    "I've always felt this about you—you're quite the coward." 

    "...You are a dangerous man." 

    "I know." 

    "No, you don't. In this entire martial world, there is likely no one else who could threaten the authority of the Blood Cult Leader but you.” 

    "Why are you suddenly praising me? It doesn't suit you." 

    To begin with, Seol Woon-hwi's current level was at a realm where he could aspire to the position of Supreme Master of the Martial World (武林至尊). 

    The position of Grand Rectifier of the Blood Heaven originally didn't exist in the Primal Blood Cult. 

    He Who Brings Order to the Blood Heaven. 

    The name itself was anything but ordinary. 

    This was a position the Blood Cult Leader had newly created twenty years ago, solely for Seol Woon-hwi. 

    Its authority matched that of the Grand Elder, who could be called the real power of the Blood Cult, and even the Vice Cult Leader couldn't treat him lightly. 

    Most importantly, he possessed independent authority. The power to inspect the sect’s internal affairs, to scout and educate talent, to oversee discipline… it was, in the truest sense, a position second to one man and above all others. 

    This was why they could not simply let him leave. 

    He knew far too many of the Blood Cult's secrets. 

    This ending had been preordained from the start. 

    Grand Elder Yeong Un-seong slowly shook his head. 

    “Enough. The order has been given; nothing can be done. It is too late for regrets. You will d—“ 

    “I have had… many, many regrets.” 

    “……You dare interrupt me?” 

    "We're strangers now, so why not? And among all the regrets I’ve had, none have anything to do with the Primal Blood Cult. They all belong to the past.” 

    "...So that's why you came here." 

    "Because I have nowhere else to go." 

    "Crazy bastard. The bastard child of the Palace of Eternal Snow comes to that very place in his final moments to repent for his sins? It's not even funny. Didn't you destroy the Palace of Eternal Snow with your own hands?" 

    “I am not here to repent. And I had good reason to destroy it." 

    "..." 

    “After the late Palace Lord passed away, some degenerate bastard inherited his seat and indulged in all manner of sins. What else could I do besides destroy it?” 

    Seol Woon-hwi ran his hand through his hair. 

    “As you said, Grand Elder, we've had ties. In consideration of that, I will make you one final offer.” 

    "Hah. Your last words?" 

    “Not my last words, no, but hear me out.” 

    Yeong Un-seong gestured for him to speak, and Seol Woon-hwi calmly continued. 

    "Go back. The bond from our thirty years together, I think this is sufficient payment for that." 

    "Yes, I heard you clearly." 

    "Will you leave?" 

    “As if.” 

    Seol Woon-hwi's words meant living as a fugitive for life. 

    Yeong Un-seong couldn't do that. 

    Flee? 

    How long could he live his life constantly on the run? 

    Two weeks at most. 

    He'd definitely be caught and killed within that time. 

    As Yeong Un-seong began to draw upon the spiritual energy of heaven and earth, Seol Un-hwi raised his sword. 

    Seol Un-hwi had brought great benefits to the Blood Cult on more than one occasion. 

    Moreover, he had properly cultivated exceptional disciples who would lead the Blood Cult in the future. 

    Seol Woon-hwi's talent, which bloomed late, could be seen as nothing less than a gift from the heavens. 

    But they kept trying to devour him whole, leaving him no other choice. 

    From Seol Woon-hwi’s perspective, this too, was a preordained ending. 

    Cough. 

    Already at his limit before arriving, Seol Un-hwi coughed up blood. 

    He didn't even think to wipe it away. 

    They say life is like a loosed arrow. 

    Seol Woon-hwi knew it was time for that arrow to reach its mark. 

    The Innate True Qi remaining in his body began to boil. Soon, all the power he had cultivated throughout his lifetime gathered into a single point. 

    "Farewell, Grand Elder." 

    As soon as Seol Woon-hwi's words ended, Yeong Un-seong shouted. 

    “Kill him—!” 

    The Blood Cult members kicked off from their positions. 

    The masters of the Five Realms of the Martial God began calling upon the energy of heaven all at once. 

    The heavens descended. 

    They faced each other. 

    Though his body was a vessel beckoned by death, the spirit Seol Un-hwi had forged over half a century did not waver. 

    The vigor from the day he pacified the realm, the might from the moment he shattered the halls of the Heavenly Gate and split open the head of the Undying Maitreya, the majesty before which the elders of the Martial Alliance had knelt— 

    The force forged by his entire existence was not of a kind to be daunted by such paltry threats. 

    Even if the man before him, Yeong Un-seong, stood on the cusp of the final realm of the Martial God, the True Martial God. 

    Even if Seol Un-hwi’s body was so fragile that a mere touch might kill him. 

    His fighting spirit remains unshaken. 

    Power entered his arms. 

    My Rebelious Sword Shatters the Azure Heavens; All Doctrines May Thus be Annihilated. (逆劍破蒼天萬法皆可滅). 

    One Sword Pierces a Myriad Ages, Gods and Demons Vanquished. (一劍穿萬世神魔盡飛滅). 

    The Heaven-Defying Sword of the Azure Expanse (逆天蒼茫劍). 

    The Lone Sword of the Azure Expanse (蒼茫一劍). 

    The sword that held his entire life was swung. 

    A flash of sword light split the sky. The great mountain of eternal snow let out a cry, and a blood-infused energy tore through the ancient ice and snow. 

    SSCHK—!! 

    A fine line appeared on Yeong Un-seong’s neck, and the four Blood Cultists who had flown in with him were all marked with a similar line across their waists. 

    Their tremendous aura. 

    The energy that had pressed down upon all things on the mountain of eternal snow. 

    And even the eternal snow mountain beyond. 

    Everything was split in half. 

    CRAAACK!! 

    A deafening roar erupted as a blizzard raged. 

    Seol Woon-hwi, who began to stagger, drove his sword into the ground and used it as a cane to support himself. 

    There was no one left to hear him. 

    No one at all. 

    When he shattered the Bloodstone, when he set fire to the Peach Garden, even when the martial world branded him a wicked and heinous fiend. 

    He had not a single regret about any of it. 

    This was the absolute truth. 

    But just one. 

    The regret for something he had done in the past was too great. 

    At first, he hadn’t known. 

    What it was that kept holding him back. 

    What this regret was, which he could not shake off no matter how he tried. 

    He realized its identity far too late. 

    "I shouldn't have run away back then..." 

    The eternal snow mountain, split in half, began to collapse. 

    An avalanche had begun. 

    The colossal mass of ice and snow, which had stood for thousands, perhaps tens of thousands of years, roared as it cascaded down. 

    He didn't dodge. He didn't even think of fleeing. 

    The right to decide one's final moment is very precious. 

    This place would be his grave. 

    He accepted it. 

    His own death. 

    It was because this was such a moment that he could pour out the words he had held in his heart. 

    Because it was such a moment, it was possible. 

    If. 

    If by some miracle... 

    “If I had one more chance…” 

    The avalanche was closing in. 

    Long ago, he saw his father, who had been so terrifying, so fearsome. 

    The Supreme One of the Palace of Eternal Snow (萬年雪宮의 至尊). 

    The Heaven of the Snow Palace. 

    He felt an overwhelming sorrow for the nails he had driven into that man’s heart. 

    "I won't run away then, Father. From my rightful place, I will do what I must, without regret…” 

    The avalanche completely swallowed Seol Woon-hwi. His body disintegrated and his limbs were torn apart. 

    It was then— 

    A brilliant light flashed amidst the cascading avalanche. Seol Woon-hwi couldn't see it. 

    He did not see the jewel embed itself in his heart. 

    Thus, Seol Woon-hwi's consciousness faded. 

    It was death. 

    Perhaps. 

    It might have been a beginning. 

    *** 

    It was strange. 

    A peculiar sensation of being absorbed into something, followed by an immense pressure that swept over his entire being. 

    Death. 

    So this is death. 

    He had overcome countless brushes with death in his life, but he had never known in detail what true death was. 

    So this must be death. 

    His consciousness grew hazy and began to disperse. 

    The cultivation he had painstakingly built throughout his life dissolved, his moments of enlightenment scattering like leaves in the wind. 

    ***

    TL Note: I kid you not, the final realm of the Five Realms of the Martial God is 혼원독존 (混元獨尊) which could be translated as [Throughout the heavens and earth I alone am the honored one]. I initially translated it as the Peerless in the Primordial Chaos, but that doesn't quite roll in the tongue, so I simplified it to the True Martial God realm.

  
    

    Chapter 2

    I was taught that humans are animals that walk forward.

    Then what is the moment of death?

    Wouldn't it be walking backward?

    Just like now.

    I didn't resist and accepted it naturally.

    And yet.

    Why…

    …are my eyes opening?

    My mouth fell open in shock.

    An unbelievable sight unfolded before my eyes.

    The familiar wind chime hanging from the eaves swayed in the breeze.

    And beyond it stood the eternally snow-capped mountain, perfectly intact.

    I had definitely split it in half with all my strength, so why was it standing there perfectly fine?

    I sat up at once and I was greatly shocked.

    I—

    I had pushed my body upright.

    I quickly raised both arms to look at them. Throughout my life, I had undergone three body transformations, yet scars had continued to accumulate despite that.

    But now, not a single one of those scars was visible.

    It was far too clean. 

    No, this wasn't just clean.

    These were simply the hands of someone around sixteen or seventeen years old.

    I turned my head.

    The door burst open and a man strode inside.

    His face was all too familiar.

    "Hehe... Branch Master, I’ll need your authorization on a few matters again today.”

    That sycophant smile on his face.

    My eyes narrowed.

    Before I fled from the Palace of Eternal Snow, my position had been Branch Master of the Snowstorm Division (雪壓分舵).

    There was someone who had been serving as Deputy Branch Master from the very moment I first took office, and that was this bastard before me.

    His name was Ya Un-sang.

    He bowed obsequiously as he offered a stack of documents. The sycophant smile spreading across his face was now visible to me. 

    No, I had seen it in my past life as well. I had just been too busy dodging it rather than properly looking at it.

    I surveyed my surroundings.

    The structure of the walls, the table and desk, the sleeping quarters.

    Taking all of these together, this point in time was definitely when I was seventeen years old.

    Whether this was a dream or not.

    Right now, at this very moment, there was something I absolutely had to do.

    I reached out and took the documents Ya Un-sang offered me.

    "You just need to stamp your seal there."

    I quietly skimmed through the documents.

    “A proposal to develop a supply route along the northern ice wall?”

    “Yes, that is correct. There have been many who voiced the need for a new transport route. It will also reduce the travel time compared to the existing path…”

    “Reduce the travel time, you say…”

    A bitter smile spread across my lips as I flipped through the documents.

    “You’ve entered into an insurance contract with the Blue Cloud Merchant Guild.”

    "Yes, Branch Master. The Blue Cloud Merchant Guild is the most trustworthy merchant guild in the Snowstorm—"

    “But are you aware that this transport route passes directly through a high-risk avalanche zone?”

    It must have been the first time his words were cut off as Ya Un-sang's expression hardened in an instant. I even thought this would probably be the first time at this point.

    Ya Un-sang forced a smile and opened his mouth.

    "Ah, you don't need to worry too much about that..."

    “I am worried. The existing route is safe but takes longer, while the new route is dangerous but faster. And besides that. And there are many other irregular factors besides that."

    “Wh-what might those be?”

    “First, in the calculation of transport costs, the budget for safety measures is far too low. Even if martial artists can fly through the sky and shatter mountains, there are no such powerful masters here in the Snowstorm Division. Especially since the caravans consist mostly of ordinary people and martial artists of mediocre levels… Hmm. There's a bigger problem,  so let’s move past this for now.”

    Ya Un-sang gulped at this strange situation. But I ignored it.

    "Second, while the contract holder is listed as me, the insurance beneficiary is listed as you."

    “Well… since you are the one responsible for the transport, Branch Master…”

    "If I'm the supervisor, shouldn't I naturally be the beneficiary too?"

    "Ah... Branch Master, haven’t I always been the one to lead the caravans? If an avalanche were to occur, the insurance payment would allow me to manage the aftermath quickly…”

    It was an excuse.

    I cut him off again. There was no reason to listen to his nonsense.

    “Third, the price of this Ice Jade Essence is listed at twenty silver taels, but…”

    Ya Un-sang's face turned white.

    "As far as I know, the market price for Ice Jade Essence is about ten silver taels. But if you inflate the price like this, the insurance payout in the event of an accident will double.”

    "Th-that's..."

    The situation was simple.

    Making insurance contracts with merchant guilds was a common practice.

    But they are called merchant guilds for a reason.

    The Blue Cloud Merchant Guild wasn't stupid either; they would surely know that ten silver taels is a sufficient price for Ice Jade Essence. So why would they agree to a contract for twenty?

    The reason was obvious.

    "Have you heard that story?"

    "...What... story...?"

    "The one about how a servant who dares to stand above his master's head would have his limbs torn apart and be killed."

    “…Excuse me…?”

    "Did you find the Blue Cloud Merchant Guild's second daughter so appealing?"

    "...Th-that's..."

    “It seems your head has gotten quite big from playing the part of the Deputy Branch Master of the Snowstorm Division. Your lust for women has grown as well now that your head has grown.”

    As if finding his current situation too surreal, Ya Un-sang seemed unable to collect his wits.

    “Why… why would you say such things…”

    His dumbfounded expression wasn’t entirely unpleasant to see.

    I continued speaking.

    "I don't know if you knew and did it anyway, but about ten days after I approve this document, an avalanche will occur."

    “…Excuse me? What are you talking about…”

    "Due to the heavy snowfall the night before, the ground will weaken and an avalanche will occur there, leaving about four people, including you, alive, and through that incident, you'll end up taking everything from the Blue Cloud Merchant Guild."

    "..."

    "You'll take the second daughter, and the eldest daughter too. If I remember correctly, you even killed the head of the Blue Cloud Merchant Guild yourself... That's right. That's what happened."

    Yaun Sang began to stare at me as if I were a madman. Yet, I could feel the subtle fear contained in those eyes.

    "You pocket the money, and I take the blame... I still remember it clearly."

    I slammed the documents shut with a thump.

    "Ya Un-sang, did I fail to see this before?”

    "What...?"

    "Or maybe I could see it but didn't want to?"

    "Br-Branch Master..."

    "A man like me—riddled with an inferiority complex, who believed running away was the only answer—must have seemed the perfect puppet for you to control. With such an imbecile in charge, it is only natural to act as you did. This world is ultimately one where the victim becomes the fool. It is a world where one proves oneself by stepping on others.”

    "That's... absolutely... absolutely not the case."

    “For someone who claims it is not true at all, incidents similar to this one were hardly a one-time occurrence, were they?”

    I slowly rose from my seat.

    This place was the martial world. In the martial world, it is the fate of the weak to be devoured by the strong.

    I couldn't deny that.

    For that is the world in which a martial artist lives.

    “However. If you have staked everything to gain something, you should be prepared to lose everything when you fail. Are you prepared for that?”

    "...That's..."

    “Enough. It pains my mouth to speak any further.”

    I swung the bundle of documents as it was.

    
      Thwack—!
    

    Ya Un-sang's head snapped back.

    I circulated the Snow Mountain Mind Art that is still engraved in my memory.

    A weak but distinct internal energy rose from my meridians.

    It soon flowed toward the document bundle, and before long, a weak, sword qi-like energy emanated from its edge.

    I gripped it in reverse and slammed it down.

    
      Thud!
    

    Ya Un-sang's hand blocked it.

    "Br-Branch Master!! What the hell are you doing right now...!"

    I swung my leg.

    
      Crack!
    

    The kick caught him square in the jaw, sending him stumbling backward and rolling on the ground before springing to his feet.

    Rage and killing intent now colored his face.

    As I slowly walked toward him, Ya Un-sang shouted.

    “Stop! Stop it—!”

    I ignored him and lashed out with my foot, which buried itself in his abdomen.

    
      Thwack!
    

    He slid backward.

    A dry laugh escaped my lips at the sight of him desperately channeling internal energy to his abdomen to cushion the impact.

    "...Branch Master... did you not hear me say to stop?”

    Ya Un-sang's tone had changed, but it didn't matter.

    No matter how much rage he unleashed or killing intent he radiated, the 'hesitation' that remained in him was still there.

    “Hesitation dulls the sword, while resolve sharpens it.”

    "..."

    "I'm already thinking of killing you, yet you're still hesitating. I don’t care if you are some kind of ghost of the past or not."

    I let the bundle of documents hang by my side.

    “For your final moment, come at me not as a frightened dog, but as a man.”

    “…Very well. Even if you are the Branch Master, to attack me, your Deputy Branch Master, for ‘no reason’ is wrong. Therefore, I will first subdue you.”

    Ya Un-sang drew his sword and kicked off from his position.

    His sword embroidered the air.

    Above, to the side, below.

    It was excessively flashy.

    Illusory swords are dazzling, while true swords are quiet.

    I lightly took a step forward.

    Ya Un-sang's sword swept through empty air, and I slipped past Ya Un-sang's guard.

    Shock settled on his face.

    "H-how...!"

    I silently thrust forward the document bundle infused with internal energy.

    
      Puuuk—!
    

    "Ugh... urgh..."

    It struck him in the abdomen, but I wasn't satisfied. Tossing the documents aside, I drew the dagger from my waist.

    I looked at Ya Un-sang, who was clutching his abdomen and staggering backward.

    "...Pl-please spare me..."

    A smile formed on my lips at his pathetic plea.

    This was all he amounted to

    To think I was exploited by someone so utterly pathetic in the past.

    Treated as a scarecrow, being used and manipulated.

    All of those happened because I lacked strength.

    It was the greatest mistake and deepest regret of my naive younger days, when I thought avoiding trouble was the best option.

    Everything started from here.

    It was time to cut it all off.

    I walked slowly to him, speaking as I went.

    "If there is a next life, be sure to live within your means. Don't crawl up beyond your station."

    I struck downward.

    
      Puuuk—!
    

    The dagger sank into his heart. I pulled it out and plunged it into Ya Un-sang’s neck.

    
      Puk.
    

    "Guh... gurgh..."

    I silently watched his dying eyes.

    Before long, those eyes lost their shine.

    At this moment, I felt it with certainty.

    This was not a dream; it was reality.

    Just as I was slowly rising to my feet, the door burst open and three men rushed in.

    “What is going on—”

    I wiped the blood from my face and spoke curtly.

    "Clean this up."

    "...What...?"

    That wasn't the answer I wanted.

    I turned my head.

    "The discipline of the Snowstorm Division is a mess."

    "...Th..."

    "Don't make me repeat myself. Clean this up and assemble all the members of the Snowstorm Division."

    "Y-yes sir!"

    Truly.

    It was a refreshing morning.

    ***

    Even though I was convinced deep down, I could not help but remain skeptical.

    Traveling back in time was far too unrealistic.

    But no matter how realistic or lifelike a dream might feel, it could never be this real.

    This was clearly reality.

    I had traveled back in time.

    A full forty years at that.

    I touched my face.

  
    

    Chapter 3

    The Dantian that was once so distinct had been severed. The power I once wielded—the power to become one with Heaven and Earth and command the flow of Spirit Qi (靈氣)—had vanished like so much dust. But I am alive.

    And I could start again.

    But first, I needed to understand what had happened.

    Why did this happen?

    To reverse time is to defy not only the mandate of heaven but also the very flow of the universe itself—something that made no sense to me.

    The fate of defying heaven isn't something one is simply born with, nor is defying heaven itself an act anyone can perform.

    Even those lazy bastards sitting up in the heavens couldn't do it.

    I ran my hand down my face as I looked in the mirror.

    The final moment when I had been caught in an avalanche.

    The protective qi enveloping my body and all such defenses were meaningless, for I had already expended everything.

    I clearly felt the pain of my limbs being torn apart, my neck being ripped open, and my head being crushed.

    No.

    That wasn't right.

    I focused more deeply.

    There was something else.

    The realm I had reached was the True Martial God Realm.

    At that level, you could no longer be called human.

    Even with a crushed head, you could survive.

    No matter how weakened or exhausted your qi might be, to completely kill a master of True Martial God Realm, there was a certain process that absolutely had to be followed.

    First: burst the head, then burst the heart.

    Second: burst the heart, then burst the head.

    Or simultaneously burst both the heart and head.

    In the end, both the heart and head had to be completely destroyed.

    Only then could you kill them, and only then could they die.

    Let’s think again.

    I definitely felt my limbs being torn apart. I felt my head being crushed.

    Then...

    At that moment, my heart...

    Did it burst?

    It did. But before it burst, something had pierced my heart.

    I stroked my chin.

    So what had pierced it?

    It was an avalanche from the great snow mountain I had cleaved in two.

    There was no way it contained only snow and clumps of earth.

    There must have been other things mixed in.

    If one of those things happened to be a heaven-sent treasure capable of reversing heaven itself...

    If so, that would explain my current situation.

    I raised my head and looked toward the window. The enormous, eternal snow mountain was clearly visible, filling my view.

    That mountain, which had stood in that same spot for over ten thousand years, must have held several undiscovered secrets.

    A smile crept across my lips.

    Every word I had uttered before my death had been sincere.

    The life of a bastard son.

    As a child, I had felt that life was like being a pig chained in shackles, and I believed that only by escaping this place could I live like a human being.

    The thought that this place wasn't where I belonged had consumed my mind, and everything I did turned out wrong.

    To put it bluntly, my life did change after leaving the Palace of Eternal Snow.

    I entered a hidden realm, learned martial arts there, made a name for myself with those techniques, and eventually joined the Primal Blood Cult, the most notorious organization in the Central Plains.

    Forty years.

    That was how long I had lived as a Bloodsworn in the Blood Cult.

    And a mere nineteen years—that was how long I had lived in the Palace of Eternal Snow.

    I lived those forty years like a madman without regret, but those nineteen years were filled with nothing but regret.

    They had always held me back, haunting even my dreams.

    Since I could no longer return to the Palace of Eternal Snow, I had wished from afar for its eternal prosperity.

    But as time passed, the Palace began to devolve into a collective of vermin even worse than the wretches at the Primal Blood Cult, and I was left with no choice but to make a decision.

    I destroyed it with my own hands.

    I had no regrets about that either, but now I had been given a new opportunity.

    I intended to live without regrets.

    "Excuse me... Branch Master?"

    I turned my head. There stood a middle-aged man with disheveled hair.

    There was only one person who handled all the various affairs of the Snowstorm Division here.

    His name was Seong Yang-ho. He was usually called Steward Seong.

    "All the division members have assembled."

    I nodded and began to walk. Then, I paused beside him and placed a hand on his shoulder.

    "Steward Seong."

    "Yes, Young Mas... I mean, Branch Master."

    "Is the work manageable?"

    "...Yes, of course it is."

    Something about this situation felt odd, and I found myself smiling without realizing it.

    “I know the work you do is difficult, Steward Seong.”

    “…Th-… It’s fine.”

    “How could it be fine when you’re doing the work of a steward, a fate you were never meant for?”

    For an instant, a glint flashed in Steward Seong’s eyes.

    But it was fleeting. A moment so brief I would never have noticed it had I not regressed.

    "Steward Seong."

    "...Yes... Branch Master."

    “A bloody storm will blow from all directions today. Make sure you calm the subordinates so they do not waver.”

    No answer came.

    "Why are you looking at me like that?"

    "Are you... all right?"

    "Do I look sick?"

    "It's not that, but you seem to have changed a lot."

    I laughed.

    "In a world where you have to change to survive, is it strange for me to change?"

    "..."

    “Come to me anytime you need something. And let's stick to one form of address—either Young Master or Branch Master."

    "...I wish to address you as the Young Master."

    “Then do so.”

    With that, I walked outside.

    ***

    Eighteen in total.

    That was the number of people assembled in the Snowstorm Division's training ground.

    Men and women, young and old, all of them harbored the same question.

    Seol Woon-hwi had changed.

    The bastard son who had always cowered at every moment had killed someone today.

    And it wasn't just anyone—it was Ya Un-sang, the Deputy Branch Master of the Snowstorm Division.

    Who was Ya Un-sang?

    He was a direct disciple of the Vermilion Spirit Sword Sect, officially dispatched to the Snowstorm Division.

    A disciple of Icy Snow Sword Scar, Yi Ji-chang—one of the four Grand Elders of the Vermilion Spirit Sword Sect—he was a man with a promising future. Yet now, only his head remained.

    He's lost his mind.

    The bastard son had finally gone insane.

    This wasn't something a sane person could do.

    Then a question suddenly occurred to them.

    Ya Un-sang's realm was at the first phase of Radiant Yang Twin Manifestation of the Four Stages of Qi Cultivation, so how could Seol Woon-hwi, who was only at the Revolving Sky Realm, have killed him?

    And why had he gathered all of them here like this?

    Setting aside their other questions, the last one was answered soon enough.

    "Is everyone here?"

    Everyone turned their heads at the still youthful voice.

    Seventeen years of age this year.

    His face looked as young as his voice, but strangely, there was a sense of 'weight' about him.

    Seol Woon-hwi quietly surveyed the Snowstorm Division members with eyes that were difficult to read.

    "You must be curious why I've gathered you all here."

    "..."

    "That dead Ya Un-sang over there dared to overstep the Branch Master's authority with his position as Deputy Branch Master. He extorted money, usurped authority, and did things worthy of death."

    Seol Woon-hwi paused briefly, then clasped his hands behind his back and smiled.

    "I am the Branch Master of the Snowstorm Division. And every single one of you is a member of the Snowstorm Division. From this moment on, the Snowstorm Division will have one absolute rule: absolute obedience to the Branch Master's words."

    "..."

    “Anyone who violates it will be immediately executed. I'll tear their throat out, and I'll grind their limbs whole to feed to the wild dogs. If any of you do not wish to abide by this, raise your hand, or turn your back and leave the division now.”

    Why had Seol Woon-hwi gathered them here?

    There were two reasons.

    The first was what he had just stated.

    From this day forward, the Snowstorm Division would change.

    The position of Branch Master was by no means a lowly one.

    Especially in the northern region where the Palace of Eternal Snow was located, a Branch Master held a very high position.

    Everyone knew there was no 'nation' in this northern region.

    The Palace of Eternal Snow wasn't a nation either, but it had assumed the form of one.

    Most of the lands surrounding this snow mountain were under the rule of the Palace of Eternal Snow, and the position of Branch Master was akin to that of a regional magistrate or governor who governed the area.

    In any case, surprisingly, no one objected to Seol Woon-hwi's words.

    Everyone held their ground, merely staring at Seol Woon-hwi with hardened eyes.

    Meeting their gazes, Seol Woon-hwi now brought up the second reason he had gathered them here.

    "The long-haired guy second from the left, step forward."

    At his words, a man with a look of displeasure in his eyes took two steps forward.

    "The bald one at the far right, you step forward too."

    As Seol Woon-hwi instructed, the owner of the shiny head at the far right walked forward.

    Looking at both of them, Seol Woon-hwi asked, "You seem to have complaints. Speak up."

    "...Branch Master. I understand what you're thinking, but this isn't right."

    "This isn't right?"

    "...Yes. Ya Un-sang was a direct disciple of the Vermilion Spirit Sword Sect. His master is someone who bears the title Icy Snow Sword Scar and a master among masters who has reached the realm of Three Flowers Gather at the Summit.”

    I looked at the man with strange eyes.

    "A master among masters... That's not a phrase used lightly. What's your name?"

    The man, who had been looking at Seol Woon-hwi as if to ask how he didn't even know the name of a division member, stated his own name.

    "I'm Kang Sang."

    "And that bald guy over there?"

    "...I'm Woo Sang-hyeon."

    "I see. Now that we've introduced ourselves, Kang Sang, continue."

    “…The wrath of Icy Snow Sword Scar will descend upon the Snowstorm Division.”

    "So?"

    “His fury will fall not only upon you, Branch Master, but upon us division members as well, and there is a high probability that we will all die.”

    Kang Sang’s speech continued beyond that.

    How furious the Vermilion Spirit Sword Sect, which dominated the neighboring Sun Ridge City, would be; how much the elders of the Vermilion Spirit Sword Sect had cherished Ya Un-sang; how Ya Un-sang had already been the Deputy Branch Master here before Seol Woon-hwi even came to Snowstorm, and on and on about his influence.

    Seol Woon-hwi listened to that speech in silence.

    Soon, Kang Sang closed his mouth as if he had said everything he wanted to say.

    "Are you finished?"

    "Yes, I'm finished."

    "I see. But listening to all that, one question comes to mind."

    "What question?"

    "You belong to the Palace of Eternal Snow, so why are you speaking for the Vermilion Spirit Sword Sect?"

    Kang Sang flinched.

    “If that Icy Snow fellow or whatever he’s called comes here, this place will become his grave.”

    "...Excuse me?"

    "If he brings people with him, they'll all die together."

    Seol Woon-hwi strode forward until he was right in front of Kang Sang.

    “Where do you think you are?”

    "That's..."

    "This is Snowstorm. The master of Snowstorm is me, standing before you."

    Seol Woon-hwi looked at Kang Sang with unwavering eyes.

    "Being the Branch Master means holding the life and death of every existence in this place in my hands. Now that I'm talking about it, a memory that had grown hazy is becoming clear again."

    "What kind of memory becomes clear, you ask?"

    It was a memory from so long ago that it had been confusing.

    But it was certain that Ya Woon-sang had swallowed the Blue Cloud Merchant Guild.

    In Seol Woon-hwi's past memories, that had definitely happened. And because of that incident, Ya Un-sang began wielding tremendous influence in Snowstorm, while Seol Woon-hwi gradually became a figurehead.

    Naturally, there had been no intervention from the Palace of Eternal Snow.

    The past Seol Woon-hwi had felt dejected, thinking that the Palace Lord didn't even care because he was a bastard son, but thinking about it later, that wasn't the case.

    The Palace Lord had been giving him chances all along.

  
    

    Chapter 4 

    You can make amends. 

    You can turn it back. 

    You can overturn it all. 

    That's how the world works. 

    Giving help is not difficult. Giving money is not difficult either. After all, the Palace of Eternal Snow is strong and wealthy. 

    But teaching someone how to gain power and how to earn money is different. 

    For that, one must resolve to do it themselves. 

    No one can help with that first step. 

    I didn't know that. I regretted not knowing. 

    Anyway, there were people who assisted Ya Un-sang from the sidelines. 

    Those two were among them. There seemed to be more, but I figured I'd deal with them for now. I was confident I could weed them all out. 

    After thinking for a moment, Seol Woon-hwi spoke quietly. 

    "The Blue Cloud Merchant Guild isn't a very large trading company when you consider the entire Central Plains, but in a backwater place like this Snowstorm Division, it is quite a large one. There is no way Ya Woon-sang could have taken over such a guild by himself. And judging by those faces full of resentment toward me for killing Ya Un-sang, and how desperately you're defending him, it all adds up." 

    A chilling smile crossed Seol Woon-hwi's lips. 

    “Did you take kickbacks with Ya Un-sang?" 

    “Th-that… that is…” 

    “So it’s true.” 

    In truth, there was no need for any further talk. 

    "That's enough." 

    With a speed akin to lightning, Seol Woon-hwi drew the dagger from his waist and— 

    Shunk—! 

    He plunged it straight into Kang Sang's side. 

    Fleeting Void Single Needle Art (閃虛一針術). 

    This was a martial art unique to Woon-hwi, an improvement on the Ghostly Soul Single Dagger Art (幽魂一匕術), the signature technique of the Ghostly Soul Sect (幽魂門). 

    The Ghostly Soul Single Dagger Art was an assassination technique that involved completely concealing one’s killing intent, approaching like a shadow, and striking a vital point. However, it required a great deal of preparation. 

    First, it consumed an unnecessarily large amount of internal energy to hide killing intent. Second, there was no guarantee of killing with a single strike. Third, mastering the method of concealing killing intent took a great deal of time. And fourth, its complex forms created an exceedingly high barrier to entry. 

    Woon-hwi had radically improved this technique. 

    First, instead of concealing killing intent, he focused everything on an instantaneous ambush. Second, by instantaneously exploding his internal energy, he could achieve speeds nearing the body’s physical limits in the mere blink of an eye. Third, he minimized preparatory movements to the extreme. 

    Woon-hwi kept his dagger in a fixed position. 

    At his back, exactly 9 centimeters to the left of his waist and twelve centimeters to the right. 

    There was no way an ordinary warrior could block such a dagger technique. 

    "Guh...... hah......." 

    He watched Kang Sang writhing in pain coldly. 

    Just a little bit more and it would pierce his heart. 

    Woon-hwi asked. 

    "Does it hurt?" 

    “Br-Branch Master…” 

    Kang Sang wanted to live. Belatedly, he grabbed Seol Woon-hwi's arm and looked at him with pleading eyes. 

    Please pull it out, please don't kill me. 

    A gentle smile appeared on Woon-hwi's lips. 

    "Want to live?" 

    “Cough… Yes… Yes…” 

    "But you pocketed bribes and challenged the Branch Master's authority. Is it right for me to let you live?" 

    “It’s all… cough… in the warehouse… Please…” 

    The warehouse....... 

    "How kind of you to tell me where you hid the money. You’re an even bigger fool than I thought.” 

    Whether it was really in the warehouse or not didn't matter. 

    He could just search every place he suspected. 

    Woon-hwi pushed the dagger deeper. 

    Shunk. 

    "Cough......." 

    Kang Sang's heart was pierced. 

    His body began to crumple. Seol Woon-hwi grabbed him by the hair, pulled the dagger from his heart, and plunged it into his neck. 

    Thunk. 

    Blood spurted. 

    With a sharp twist to the side, Kang Sang’s neck bone snapped with a sickening crunch. 

    Woon-hwi pulled out the dagger and turned around. 

    He saw the bald man trembling. 

    Woo Sang-hyeon. 

    Woon-hwi, holding the dagger that now dripped with blood, began to walk toward him. For every step Seol Woon-hwi took, Woo Sang-hyeon took one step back. 

    “Br-Branch Master… I… I truly had no such intention… It was all Ya Woon-sang’s doing… Ya Un-sang made me do it all!” 

    “Just because he told you to, you disregarded the Branch Master's authority and thought you could swallow up an entire trading company? You've got quite the sense of humor." 

    "M-More importantly, Icy Snow Sword Scar will come... I know all of Ya Un-sang's secrets, and I've had separate conversations with him, so I’m sure I can persuade him somehow." 

    Woon-hwi burst into laughter. 

    “Ah, so you were worried about me all this time? I’m so grateful that I don’t know what to do with myself.” 

    Woo Sang-hyeon, who had been backing away, finally pressed his back against a training dummy in the corner of the training ground. 

    Seol Woon-hwi stood facing him. 

    They were both about 6 feet tall (about 180cm). Seol Woon-hwi was slightly shorter when you looked closely, but it was fine. 

    It was a perfect position to pierce his throat with the dagger. 

    "Got anything else to say?" 

    "Yes... I do." 

    "Save it for when you get to the afterlife." 

    “…Pardon?” 

    Shunk—! 

    Seol Woon-hwi's dagger pierced through Woo Sang-hyeon's throat. 

    *** 

    Silence settled over the training ground. 

    I don't care what they think of me. 

    I have no intention of living my life by their standards, and there's no reason to in the first place. 

    A position of authority exists for a reason. 

    This is how it should have been. 

    Especially in a small backwater place like Snowstorm Division, one person is enough to serve as the head. 

    Having two or more would be a real problem. I have merely normalized the situation, so what more is needed? 

    After watching them for a while, I pointed to one man. 

    "You, two steps forward." 

    A man with a build a head taller than the others swallowed hard and walked forward two steps as I commanded. 

    "What's your name?" 

    "Cheongpung (踐風)." 

    “I have an order for you. Select about five men from the division and go seize everything from the residences of that dead Ya Un-sang and... those two bastards." 

    Unfortunately, while Ya Un-sang was clearly etched in my memory, I couldn't remember the names of the other two. 

    There is no use in remembering those small fries anyway. Filling my head with such useless things when other stuff needs to go in there would be a waste. 

    Cheongpung cupped his fists and soon selected about five branch members. 

    The five men wore slightly bewildered faces. Cheongpung's seniority probably wasn't that much higher than theirs. 

    But that's fine. 

    Even though my current level is only at the Revolving Sky Realm, I won't miss talent that could reach the Five Energies Converging at the Origin. 

    Before long, the five members began to run off somewhere, and Cheongpung came to report to me. 

    “I told them to bring everything from their residences. And I forgot to mention earlier, but there is a ledger.” 

    "Ledger?" 

    "Yes. Ledger that Ya Un-sang wrote himself. They're definitely in the residences." 

    “In his residence, you say… Are those five branch members who ran off trustworthy?" 

    "Uh, probably?" 

    I sighed. 

    "When doing something, you must first figure out your priorities. What's the most important thing in this matter involving Ya Un-sang?" 

    "The ledger." 

    "That ledger will have records of everything he took. Naturally, they'll also have the names of accomplices." 

    "......." 

    "Let me ask again.  I designated you because I valued your qualities. This is definitely an opportunity, and you know it too. So, what must you do in this situation?" 

    Cheongpung swallowed hard and said. 

    "I'll go and bring it myself." 

    "I'd prefer you bring it back undamaged if possible." 

    "Of course. I'll definitely bring them back undamaged." 

    “And from now on, do not make me say such things again. Understood?” 

    "Yes!" 

    "Go on." 

    With that, Cheongpung started running. 

    His speed was so fast that it seemed like he was using his Innate True Qi. At that pace, he would not only catch up to the men who had left earlier but would surely overtake them too. 

    I surveyed my surroundings and spoke. 

    "The rest of you follow me." 

    Our destination was the Blue Cloud Merchant Guild. 

    *** 

    Cheong Myeong, the head of the Blue Cloud Merchant Guild, swallowed hard. 

    There was no way he would not know what was happening at the Snowstorm Division. 

    Seol Woon-hwi, the illegitimate son of the Palace of Eternal Snow, was going on a rampage. 

    He killed Ya Un-sang, the Deputy Branch Master, and killed his two loyal subordinates, Woo Sang-hyeon and Kang Sang. 

    Honestly, he'd only heard about this through rumors, but now the heads of those three men were lined up in front of Cheong Myeong. 

    And between those heads, Seol Woon-hwi pushed a bundle of documents. 

    "Read it." 

    Cheong Myeong, who had swallowed hard, picked up the bundle of documents. Blood dripped from the papers soaked in blood, but he could still read them. 

    He quickly skimmed through them. All the while watching Seol Woon-hwi's reaction. 

    "Don't be afraid." 

    At Seol Woon-hwi's sudden words, Cheong Myeong instantly felt his heart grow calm. 

    He was a strange young man. 

    You could say he knows how to put power behind his words. 

    Just as Cheong Myeong finished reading through all the document contents again and was about to drop to his knees— 

    "Don't kneel either." 

    He slowly raised his head and saw Seol Woon-hwi with his emotionless face. 

    He began to wonder if this was truly the same man he had known before. 

    Maybe the original Seol Woon-hwi had died and someone else was taking his place. 

    Otherwise, how could a person change so much? 

    "I don't think we need to talk at length. Let me just ask you one thing. Why did you do it?" 

    "That..." 

    "Were you that scared of Ya Un-sang?" 

    "......." 

    He couldn't answer easily. He had no choice. 

    First, just as Seol Woon-hwi asked, it was true that he had been afraid of Ya Un-sang. 

    But why had he feared Ya Un-sang? 

    When you trace that back, it was ultimately because the Branch Master Seol Woon-hwi had been a figurehead. 

    How could he not fear Ya Un-sang in such a situation? 

    He was a man of great influence, with close ties even to the neighboring Sun Ridge City. 

    He swallowed hard. 

    Cheong Myeong's mind raced. 

    If he were to answer that he was scared of Ya Un-sang, that would be no different than him blaming Seol Woon-hwi for being incompetent. 

    As a merchant, Cheong Myeong ultimately had only one option in this situation. 

    Silence. 

    He desperately wanted to change the subject. 

    He planned to apologize, say he would accept his punishment, promise this would never happen again, and beg for just one chance instead of having his head cut off like those three over there. 

    He was going to grovel with his hands and feet, but Seol Woon-hwi's next words made Cheong Myeong's eyes widen. 

    “It’s not uncommon for a fool who mistakenly believes he holds real power to run rampant when the one at the top is not just incompetent, but actively shirking all responsibility.” 

    “That's...!" 

    “And isn’t it also true that I have been acting like a half-brained moron all this time?” 

    His jaw dropped. 

    What is this? He suddenly couldn't understand why Seol Woon-hwi suddenly acted this way. 

  
    

    Chapter 5 

    Were he to respond in kind with, “Yes, that’s right. You were that foolish and pathetic,” it was certain that the sword of one of the men standing behind him would sever Cheong Myeong’s neck. 

    Especially that man with the slender build. 

    There was a murderous glint in his eyes… something was unsettling about him. 

    He recalled his name to be Han Mu-rin. 

    "Guild Master Cheong." 

    He came to his senses at the sound of the voice. 

    "Yes." 

    “How could I not know what is on your mind?” 

    "..." 

    "I understand everything. That insurance contract in your hands must also have been made under duress due to threats. Those three bastards took the ultimate price for that matter, but strictly speaking, I cannot be free from responsibility either." 

    "But..." 

    "These things happened because I've been too soft, so it is only right that I bear the responsibility. I can't exactly offer my neck, so I want to take responsibility in my own way. Would you care to hear it?” 

    He was bewildered. 

    He had expected a reprimand, but instead, he was receiving something akin to an apology. 

    Really... 

    Had he gone mad? 

    Swallowing hard, Cheong Myeong spoke. 

    "I will... I will listen carefully." 

    “A fine attitude. It is simple. From now on, I'm thinking of entrusting you with seventy percent of Snowstorm's transportation." 

    Though the words were brief, there was a reason Cheong-myeong was the master of a merchant guild. He was the master because he was quick with numbers. 

    He could grasp the enormity of this deal. 

    "Branch Master, although our guild is large here in the Snowstorm Region, we cannot possibly handle over seventy percent of Snowstorm’s transportation.” 

    "Why do you think you can't?" 

    Cheong Myeong blinked. 

    “Well now, it seems you are quick with numbers, but your ambition is a bit small.” 

    “D-don’t tell me…” 

    “To handle the logistics for Snowstorm, you will naturally need to be of a suitable size. Hire more people. Absorb the surrounding merchant guilds.” 

    He was dumbfounded. 

    Looking at the stunned Cheong Myeong, Seol Woon-hwi continued. 

    “Those without power typically make one of three choices. The first is to charge headfirst and perish in a blaze of glory. The second is to bow and scrape, no matter what filth they witness. The third is to attach oneself to the side with greater power." 

    Seol Woon-hwi's expression was serious, and Cheong Myeong's expression, listening to those words, also became serious in turn. 

    “At the very least, whether you believe it or not, the strongest power in the Snowstorm Division at present is me. If a stronger power appears later, whether you side with them or not is your choice. But for now, side with me. I will give you an opportunity befitting that choice.” 

    “Why would you grant us such a great opportunity?” 

    "Whether you're suited to operating a merchant guild of your current size, or whether you'd be fine operating an even larger merchant guild—honestly speaking, I don't know. But this is how I take responsibility." 

    Seol Woon-hwi, who had been quietly gazing at Cheong Myeong, spoke softly. 

    "I mentioned earlier that those without power make three choices. Do you remember?" 

    "Yes... I remember." 

    “Then what kind of choices do those with power make?” 

    "That is..." 

    “To use them indefinitely; to use them and then discard them once they have outlived their usefulness; to test their worth by offering a greater opportunity—there are many options.” 

    "..." 

    “I will make my choice in my own way, so you make your choice in yours.” 

    Seol Woon-hwi stood up from his seat just like that. 

    "Do you need time to prepare?" 

    "...Yes. Please give me about two days." 

    "Two days... Fine. From now on, you will handle our transportation.” 

    "Th... Thank you!" 

    “And before you begin, come to the branch with a proper insurance contract. I will tolerate a reasonable margin for you, but if you pull some nonsense like Ya Un-sang did, I will withdraw all my previous offers, and the Blue Cloud Merchant Guild will have to pull out of the Snowstorm Region that very day. Of course, you'll have to spill a considerable amount of blood before leaving." 

    "Don't... Don't worry...!" 

    Seol Woon-hwi nodded and turned around. 

    For now, he had handled the matters at hand. 

    Now he planned to raise his martial arts realm a bit. 

    Upon exiting, Seol Woon-hwi could see Cheong Pung, who was sweating on his forehead and smiling brightly. 

    "Did you find it?" 

    "Yes. I found it!" 

    He took the ledger Cheon Pung handed him and quickly scanned through it. 

    Seol Woon-hwi's eyes sharpened, examining everything as if he wouldn't miss any details. 

    Then he stopped at a certain section. 

    Snicker. 

    A quiet laugh escaped him. 

    "They did all sorts of things." 

    At those words, several of the branch members flinched. However, Seol Woon-hwi pretended not to notice and began skimming through the ledger again. 

    He did this a total of three times—stopping, letting out a dry laugh, and reading again. 

    After quietly thinking about something, he slapped the ledger shut and said to Cheong Pung. 

    "How much came out from those bastards' quarters?" 

    "We found ten gold taels and about five hundred silver taels." 

    There was a considerable discrepancy with the amounts recorded in the ledger. A whole six years. During those six years, they could only get ten gold taels and about five hundred silver taels? 

    This didn't make sense. 

    But it was understandable enough. 

    The funds had been periodically siphoned off and sent elsewhere, so it made sense that the coffers were empty. 

    "What about goods?" 

    "We found some spirit pills, high-grade cultivation resources, and some weapons. We brought everything to the branch, so you may confirm them yourself.” 

    After recalling several items written in the ledger for a moment, Seol Woon-hwi said casually. 

    "Among those spirit pills, are there any Frigid Heart Clear Spirit Pills, Refined White Tiger Elixirs, Body Strengthening Pills, and White Jade Spirit Nurturing Pills?" 

    After thinking for a moment, Cheong Pung shook his head. 

    "There are no Body Strengthening Pills or White Jade Spirit Nurturing Pills, but there's one Frigid Heart Clear Spirit Pill and two Refined White Tiger Elixirs." 

    "What about the high-grade cultivation resources?" 

    "We found Patterned Grass and Myriad Transformation Spirit Qi Fruit." 

    It goes without saying, but spirit pills are indispensable items for martial artists. 

    Some can be crafted, others form naturally; they are generally expensive and difficult to acquire, but their effects are permanent. 

    However, as mentioned earlier, because they're hard to obtain and expensive, not all martial artists can consume spirit pills. 

    That's why cultivation resources were created. 

    Their most distinct difference from spirit pills is precisely the price. 

    Cultivation resources are cheaper compared to spirit pills, and while their effects are temporary, they also have little to no side effects. 

    Thus, most martial artists seek out and consume training resources. Some have them crafted by physicians or alchemists, while some receive them from some god-like, reclusive beings. 

    Typically, common cultivation resources are effective only for martial artists of the Four Stages of Qi Refinement, but high-grade resources are different. 

    They provide a great effect to martial artists at the stage of Five Energies Converging at the Origin who are preparing to enter the Four Realms of Heaven and Earth, as well as to those already at that level. 

    “A mere small fry who's only at Radiant Yang Twin Manifestation amassed high-grade cultivation resources... What did you say Icy Snow Sword Scar's realm was?" 

    "Three Flowers Gather at the Summit." 

    "What about the sect master of the Vermilion Spirit Sword Sect that Icy Snow Sword Scar belongs to?" 

    "Five Energies Converging at the Origin." 

    "He entered seclusion, right?" 

    "Yes." 

    The picture roughly comes together. 

    "Cheong Pung." 

    "Yes, Branch Master." 

    "Take the spirit pills and high-grade cultivation resources I mentioned earlier to my quarters, and tell Steward Seong to conduct classification work on the remaining items." 

    "Yes. I will do so." 

    Seol Woon-hwi's gaze swept over the branch members. 

    It was truly a strange situation. 

    Some of the branch members who received Seol Woon-hwi's gaze avoided his eyes as if they felt guilty, while some had expressions as if they had decided on something. 

    Anyone could see it was odd. 

    Seol Woon-hwi smiled coldly. 

    “All of you, return to your duties.” 

    "Aren't you returning, Branch Master?" 

    "I have a place to stop by." 

    "..." 

    "Dismissed." 

    "Yes, sir!" 

    Woon-hwi turned and began to walk at a leisurely pace. 

    *** 

    The world of martial artists is a ruthless one. 

    It is a world of survival of the fittest. A world where the words of the strong are the law and the actions of the strong are order. 

    In distinguishing such strong individuals, there's one criterion that's so obvious that most people wouldn't even argue about it once. 

    That is, one’s realm of cultivation. 

    The Three Bodily Realms (身三境), which are the foundation and starting stage for martial artists; the Four Stages of Qi Refinement (練氣四境), where one skillfully handles energy; the Four Realms of Heaven and Earth (天地四境), where one begins to handle nature’s energy by opening the Upper Dantian; and the Five Realms of the Martial God (武神五境), where one handles the Heaven and Earth’s Spirit Qi (靈氣). 

    Typically, the so-called ‘strongest’ individuals renowned throughout the martial world, without exception, belong to the Five Realms of the Martial God (武神五境). 

    Among them, just reaching the first stage, Unity of Heaven and Man (天人合一), is sufficient to be treated as a strong individual, and when one rises to the higher realms of Limitless Divine Manifestation (無極顯神), Embodiment of Truth and Dao (道化權眞), and Formlessness of the Great Void (太虛無相), they are revered wherever they go. 

    And the realm above that, the final stage of the Five Realms of the Martial God, True Martial God Realm (混元獨尊), is the realm at which one contends for the title of the strongest under heaven. Not only in the present, but up until the time of my death, and throughout the tens of thousands of years of the Central Plains’ history, only about a hundred individuals have ever reached this realm. 

    Of course, that hundred or so is merely the number 'that I know of.' 

    There is a so-called Three Realms of Origin (先天三境) that has been passed down only in legend, but I do not know much about this stage either. 

    (TL Note: 先天 means Xiantian, Before Heaven. If you are unfamiliar with the term, in a nutshell, it’s a state where one returns to the state where Heaven hasn’t formed yet. In other words, returning to the pure, original chaos before which the Yin separated from the Yang, that birthed the Dao.) 

    I have never ascended to it, nor have I ever seen one who has. 

    However, I have provoked them before. 

    Their actions were so contemptible that I burned down the Peach Garden, smashed the Bloodstone that the Primal Blood Cult was about to offer them, and annihilated the Thunder Devil Cult, who did their dirty work. 

    Honestly speaking, I did want to see them at least once. But no matter what I did, they never showed themselves. 

    It is not that they do not move directly, but that they cannot move. 

    This much is all I know. 

    They always had their minions move for them. Anyway, I lived like a madman last time, and I'll probably live like a madman in this life too. 

    Not having regrets is only by my standards. From others' perspectives, it would be full of incomprehensible actions. 

    But I don’t care. 

    Like now. 

    I can see a man ahead. 

    A single cord was wrapped around his waist. 

    It's the symbol representing a One-Knot Beggar of the Beggars' Gang. 

    A newly initiated disciple has no cord and is called a ‘white-robed beggar.’ Upon promotion, they are given one cord, making them a One-Knot Beggar. Promoted again, they add another cord to become a two-knot Beggar. 

    From three-knot onward, they serve as branch leaders of small local branches. Four-knot beggars serve as branch leaders of larger regions, and from five-knot upward, they serve as deputy chiefs managing multiple branches or as guardians of those headquarters. Six-knot beggars manage multiple headquarters. Seven-knot beggars serve as elders of the Beggars' Gang's main headquarters. Eight-knot beggars are successors to the leader, and nine-knot beggars signify the leader. 

    That's right. 

    The Beggars' Gang. 

    Those beggars, who could be called an intelligence organization, wander all across the country, and the Myriad Snow Mountains were no exception. 

    Upon seeing me, the One-Knot Beggar’s eyes lit up as he asked. 

    “What brings you here?” 

    "Is the branch leader inside?" 

    “The branch chief? Hmmm. I don’t think so.” 

    "Not there?" 

    "Yes, probably not." 

    "Do you know who I am?" 

    The One-Knot Beggar, who had been examining me with strange eyes, smiled mockingly.

  
    

    Chapter 6 

    "I don't know." 

    "You are a One-Knot Beggar from the information-dealing Beggars' Gang—not some fresh-faced white-robed novice—and you claim not to know me? How exactly am I supposed to interpret this?" 

    "Well, I don't think there's much need to interpret it... Our branch leader isn't here right now, so you'll have to come back later." 

    A gentle smile formed at the corners of my mouth. 

    I was about to speak when I heard the One-Knot Beggar's voice in my ear, so I kept my mouth shut. 

    "As you know, this is a branch of the Beggars' Gang. Well, if you want, I can pass words upstairs. Why don’t you just go back today?” 

    I took a step forward and spoke in a quiet voice. 

    "I'll say this one last time, so listen carefully. Seol Woon-hwi, Branch Master of the Snowstorm Division, has come with something to say to Cui Ui-gae, the branch leader of the Snowstorm’s Beggars' Gang. Go immediately and deliver the message." 

    The One-Knot Beggar frowned. 

    "Ah, geez. I told you he's not here. Why are you being like this? Just go back." 

    What kind of place is the Beggars' Gang? 

    Setting aside information and all that nonsense, they're parasites. 

    The Beggars' Gang's territory? Even if such a thing exists in this world, at least here in the Snowstorm Region, there is no such thing as the Beggars’ Sect’s domain. 

    They don't know their place. 

    They don't know who their superiors are. 

    Intoxicated by some pathetic semblance of authority, unable to distinguish right from wrong, any further conversation with such a fool would be a luxury, and opportunity would be a luxury as well. 

    I stretched out my foot and kicked the One-Knot Beggar’s left thigh. 

    Crack! 

    With that sound, the One-Knot Beggar screamed and staggered backward. I immediately shot out my left arm, seized his hair, and pulled him forward. 

    "I'll ask again. Is the branch leader inside?" 

    “H-he is… He is…!” 

    "Then why did you say he wasn't?" 

    "That's..." 

    "And there was no respect in your tone either. Do I look like your subordinate? 'If you want, I can pass word upstairs?'" 

    My grip tightened. 

    “A parasitic beggar in this Snowstorm region failing to distinguish…” 

    "Beggars' Gang... I am a disciple of the Beggars' Gang!" 

    Though my words were cut off, I wasn't in a bad mood. 

    Really. 

    "So what?" 

    "...Touching me is the same as touching the Beggars' Gang!" 

    "And so, what of it?" 

    “As if Snowstorm isn’t noisy enough, do you wish to make an enemy of our Beggars’ Gang as well?! Stop this nonsense and let me go!” 

    He was desperate. 

    There's no one who doesn't know the Nine Great Sects and One Gang. 

    The last organization carrying on the legacy of the Nine Great Sects and One Gang. 

    A sect that lost all its history to the Thousand-Year Catastrophe and lost its martial arts as well, but somehow survived and succeeded in rebuilding. 

    To provoke such an organization was something one could not do unless they were insane. 

    That's right. 

    Something only a madman could do. 

    "The Beggars' Gang... I understand you well." 

    The beggar's expression brightened, thinking I had been intimidated by the name of the Beggars' Gang, but my next words painted it with despair. 

    "I was only going to break an arm or two, but you’re making it impossible for me to stop there.” 

    "Wh... what?" 

    Turning a matter that called for a simple beating into one where his life was on the line was, in its own way, a talent. 

    He had threatened me with the name of the Beggars’ Gang. I could not simply let this pass. 

    I extended my left arm and placed my hand on his shoulder. Then I applied pressure. 

    Crack! 

    “Guh… Aaargh!” 

    I had no intention of stopping there. I threw him to the ground, then stomped on his left arm, and then both his legs. 

    Crack! Crunch! 

    The sounds of breaking bones continued, and the One-Knot Beggar, who had been screaming at first, passed out. 

    From his perspective, that would be better. 

    I grabbed his hair and began to walk. 

    A door was visible on the other side. I kicked it open, then carelessly tossed the One-Knot Beggar I held in my hand inside. 

    Then chaos erupted from within. 

    “Who… Who are you?!” 

    "Which bastard—?!" 

    "This is the Beggars' Gang—!!" 

    I silently looked around inside. The various shouts gradually died down. 

    Among them, my eyes met with a man who had been writing something in the farthest corner. Three strings were tied around his waist. 

    That man was Cui Ui-gae, the branch leader of this place. 

    He spoke. 

    “What brings the Branch Master of the Snowstorm Division here? And…” 

    He trailed off for a moment, glanced at the One-Knot Beggar rolling on the ground, then continued with sunken eyes. 

    "You've really made a mess of our boy." 

    There's a bit of a misunderstanding here—I at least didn't kill him. 

    Though I broke his limbs, I didn't end his life as a martial artist. Having broken human bones more than once or twice, I knew all too well what would happen depending on where and how they were broken. 

    Of course, I had no desire to explain this to the beggars here. 

    I silently pulled out the chair in front of Cui Ui-gae and sat down. 

    "Cui Ui-gae." 

    "Even if you're the Branch Master of this place, I am a Three-Knot Beggar of the Beggars' Gang. Show some courtesy." 

    "Say one more word out of turn in front of me and I'll kill you." 

    Cui Ui-gae's words were cut off and he frowned, but I didn't care. 

    "Not just you, but every beggar in this place, and of course, every beggar within the vicinity of Snowstorm—I'll kill them all." 

    "...Hah..." 

    "That One-Knot Beggar was simply stupid, so I let it slide with just breaking his limbs, but my patience ends here. Do you understand?” 

    Cui Ui-gae, who had been glaring at me with cold eyes, gave an awkward laugh. 

    “I understand. My, it seems our esteemed Branch Master of the Snowstorm Division is quite angry. I have committed a rudeness, and for that, I apologize.” 

    He even made a formal bow, but I ignored it. 

    His eyes were still cold, and I knew his smile was merely a formality. 

    I asked him in a quiet voice. 

    “I found a ledger at Ya Un-sang's residence." 

    At those words, Cui Ui-gae's face crumpled at once. 

    Indeed, being merely a Three-Knot Beggar, his control over his expression was truly clumsy. At least a Four-Knot Beggar would still manage his mask. 

    Anyway. 

    “There was an interesting name in that ledger.” 

    "Is that so?" 

    "Cui Ui-gae. For about six years, you’ve been engaged in some sort of deal with Ya Un-sang and have taken fifty taels of gold and a thousand taels of silver.” 

    "..." 

    "I've come to collect that." 

    “I believe there has been a misunderstanding.” 

    "Misunderstanding?" 

    "Yes. The same kind of misunderstanding that led you to shatter the limbs of our precious One-Knot Beggar on your way in.” 

    A laugh escaped my lips. 

    "You've got this wrong." 

    "...What?" 

    "The One-Knot Beggar out front knew perfectly well who manages this area, yet pretended not to know me." 

    "..." 

    “He lied, saying you were not here when you were, and even dared to threaten me with the name of the Beggars’ Gang.” 

    Cui Ui-gae's expression hardened, as if he hadn't known about that part. 

    "Normally, I would have killed him, but I let him off with just breaking his limbs. That was my small mercy. You should rather be grateful for my mercy, you know?" 

    "..." 

    “And as you are a so-called information organization, you should know well that if a kindness is repeated, some people will take it for granted. So, do not expect any more kindness from me.” 

    Cui Ui-gae looked at me with hardened eyes. 

    As I met his gaze, I suddenly remembered something. 

    “I forgot to say this. If you deny what is written in that ledger, I will kill you.” 

    "Hah..." 

    "Of course, if you refuse to repay the money, I'll kill you too." 

    "You're acting very reckless. I really don't understand how you can act like this even after knowing I'm from the Beggars' Gang." 

    I crossed my legs. 

    "Understanding... this is really strange." 

    "What do you mean?" 

    “The parties engaged in this conversation right now are ‘I’ and ‘you,’ are they not?” 

    "..." 

    “So why do you keep bringing up things like the Beggars’ Gang?” 

    "The Branch Master who speaks himself also has the backing of the Palace of Eternal Snow, doesn't he?" 

    "Backing? That's an interesting thing to say. Knowing that, you still treated me with such contempt until now?” 

    "..." 

    “Though the Branch Master was alive and well, you conspired with a bastard who turned him into a scarecrow and acted like you own this place. Colluding with that bastard to pocket a large amount of bribes. And now you make such a ridiculous excuse.” 

    The smile disappeared from my lips. 

    "Cui Ui-gae." 

    "...Yes." 

    "I won't say it twice. Bring the money written in the ledger, every single bit of it." 

    "What if I refuse?" 

    I shook my head. 

    “You keep making me repeat myself. I clearly told you what happens if you don't repay. Or perhaps you do not have the money to repay?” 

    "I don't." 

    "You don't... Alright. Then I'll collect it myself." 

    "What?" 

    No more words were necessary. 

    I kicked the table with my foot. 

    Crash. 

    With that sound, the table struck Cui Ui-gae squarely in the solar plexus. 

    "Ugh." 

    I thrust my right fist toward him. In that instant, Cui Ui-gae's eyes flashed. 

    Cui Ui-gae's current realm was Radiant Yang Twin Manifestation, the first stage of the Four Stages of Qi Refinement. 

    Befitting a martial artist of the Radiant Yang Twin Manifestation, he shot up from his seat and extended his hand to seize my right fist. 

    "This... bastard son has really gone mad today." 

    That's right. My right fist was caught. 

    No, I let it be caught. 

    I extended my left arm, grabbed Cui Ui-gae's wrist, then rotated my body. 

    Cui Ui-gae's body flew into the air and was slammed into the floor. 

    Crash. 

    Letting out a small groan from the pain in his back, Cui Ui-gae’s face twisted in terror as my knee was descending to his face. 

    He quickly rolled to the side, evading my attack. 

    Impressive. 

    I am not one to criticize the actions a person takes to survive. 

    When it comes to techniques used for survival, what is superior and what is inferior? 

    I'm the same way. 

    I will do whatever it takes to kill my opponent. 

    The reason I was confident I could finish everything today, despite being merely at the Revolving Sky Realm, was that I was confident. 

    I drew the dagger from my waist and charged at him. 

    Cui Ui-gae had put some distance between us, and there was one beggar between us. I mercilessly plunged my dagger into his throat. 

    Squelch! 

    “Keoheok…!” 

    Then I twisted the dagger. With a sickening crack, the nameless beggar's breath was cut off. 

    "You bastard!!" 

    Cui Ui-gae rushed toward me. 

    I pulled out the dagger and hurled the beggar's corpse toward Cui Ui-gae. 

    Again, Cui Ui-gae was horrified. His body moved to the side, and when he turned his head— 

    My dagger was reaching toward his throat. 

    "No... don't..." 

    Squelch! 

    I drove the dagger lodged in Cui Ui-gae's throat deeper. 

    Not an inch of error. 

    Right in front of the neck bone. 

    "You know what? I really hate beggar bastards like you more than anything in this world.” 

    “Cough…” 

    "I've met so many beggar bastards in my life. Most were like you. Parasites who don't recognize the master who feeds them and try to climb over them." 

    Strength entered my grip. 

    "Engrave this in your soul. In your next life, if you can't bite, don't bark either." 

    I mercilessly twisted the dagger to the side. 

    Crack! 

    Cui Ui-gae's throat was severed. As I watched his body collapse with a thud, I felt that something was still lacking. 

    Anyway, the dagger I used was a cheap dagger. I was going to throw it away, so I thought this worked out well. 

    I readjusted my grip and plunged it into Cui Ui-gae's skull. 

    Squelch! 

  
    

    Chapter 7 

    The blade sank in almost to the hilt. 

    I left it there and turned my head away. 

    The beggars stared at me with terror-filled eyes. I ignored them. 

    "Who's the deputy branch leader here?" 

    One man raised his trembling hand. 

    "I... I am..." 

    "Name." 

    "Jang... Jang Seok." 

    “Jang Jang-seok?” 

    "No, sir. Just Jang Seok." 

    "Jang Seok... You're the branch leader starting today." 

    "Me...?" 

    "The current branch leader is dead. It's your duty as the deputy to step up and be the new branch leader, isn't it?" 

    "Yes... It is." 

    As I walked toward him, Jang Seok stumbled backward on trembling legs until his back hit the bookshelf. With nowhere left to retreat, despair colored his expression. 

    I smiled and placed my hand on his shoulder. 

    "Congratulations on your promotion." 

    "Pardon?" 

    “My sincere congratulations on becoming the branch leader. So let me ask you—who do you think owns this Snowstorm Region?" 

    “Do you wish for an honest answer?” 

    When I nodded, Jang Seok spoke of what everyone knew but no one dared mention. 

    "...It is Lord Seol Jungcheon of the Palace of Eternal Snow." 

    My father, the Palace Lord of the Snow Palace. 

    The Frozen Sky Sovereign, Seol Jungcheon. 

    "While the true master of the Snowstorm Region is certainly Lord Seol Jungcheon, I believe the de facto master is the Branch Master of the Snowstorm Division.” 

    Jang Seok's words were correct. 

    The true master of this Snowstorm region wasn't me but my father. 

    I had merely been delegated the authority to manage it. 

    Therefore, I could be considered the owner, or I could not be. 

    I existed somewhere in between, but there was no issue in proclaiming myself the master. 

    This was a place I managed, and the commander and the administrator cannot be the same. 

    “A fine answer.” 

    "Thank you." 

    "At least you are better than that dead vermin over there." 

    "I'm grateful for that as well." 

    "So, what will you do about my money?" 

    Jang Seok swallowed hard before speaking, as if he'd already given this some thought. 

    "First... we'll ransack the quarters of that Cui Ui-gae over there." 

    "Will all that money still be there?" 

    "It won't be. Everyone knows Cui Ui-gae brought the money to the higher-ups in the Beggars' Gang... If there's anything left, it'll only be a portion." 

    “Then how do you intend to cover the shortfall?” 

    Jang Seok was a perceptive man. 

    Turning a crisis into an opportunity is undoubtedly challenging, yet there are those who still strive to do so. 

    Jang Seok was one of them. 

    "We are the Beggars' Gang. We will offer our information network to you, my lord.” 

    "Lord, huh." 

    "If you don't like the form of address..." 

    "It's not that I dislike it. So you'll use that information network to cover the remaining amount?" 

    "Yes. We normally have set prices for information, but we won't charge full price. We'll discount you by thirty to fifty percent at most, and use that to cover the deficit." 

    I was pleased. 

    I patted his shoulder and said, "I'll give you a gift to commemorate becoming branch leader." 

    "Whatever it may be, I'll gratefully accept it." 

    “Write down everything that happened here today in detail and report it to your superiors.” 

    "Pardon?" 

    "I'm telling you not to make excuses or try to spin the situation." 

    "..." 

    “I broke the One-Knot Beggar’s bones, I killed that nameless beggar, and I also killed Cui Ui-gae. A beggar from the Gang will surely be dispatched to investigate this place. When he arrives, tell him everything in detail, exactly as it happened, and then send him to me.” 

    "Yes... understood." 

    I turned and began to walk away. The congregated beggars moved aside on their own accord. I had almost reached the entrance when I turned my head as if I had remembered something. 

    "When you bring the prepared money to the Snowstorm Division, I'd appreciate it if you also brought some information that might interest me." 

    "...I'll see what I can prepare." 

    It was then, as I was about to return to the division headquarters. 

    Swallowing hard, Jang Seok made a fist-and-palm salute and said, “Please see yourself out safely.” 

    Truly well-mannered. 

    Those who live by leeching off others should, at the very least, possess that much discernment and courtesy. 

    I continued on my way. 

    *** 

    Seol Woon-hwi returned to the division with his robes splattered with blood. 

    He entered wordlessly, his gaze sweeping over Cheong Pung and four other division members, all wounded and collapsed on the floor, and then over Steward Seong, who was panting as if exhausted, before finally settling on the pile of goods in the center. 

    As if he had wanted things to turn out this way from the beginning. 

    There was no hesitation in Seol Woon-hwi's movements. 

    "Steward Seong." 

    "...Yes, Young Master." 

    "Is the sorting finished?" 

    "...That's not the issue right now." 

    "It is for me." 

    "..." 

    "Is the sorting finished?" 

    "Yes, it's finished." 

    He then handed Seol Woon-hwi a bundle of documents, crisp as new paper. Taking them, Seol Woon-hwi headed toward the goods and began cross-referencing what was written in the documents with the actual items. 

    Everyone remained silent while Seol Woon-hwi did his work. 

    After carefully examining the condition of the spirit pills among the goods, Seol Woon-hwi asked, "What about the spirit pills I mentioned earlier?" 

    "Those have been taken to your quarters." 

    "I see." 

    Woon-hwi then turned his attention back to the goods and picked up a dagger and a sword. 

    The Frigid Ice Dagger and the Snow-White Sword. 

    The Frigid Ice Dagger was exactly as its name suggested—a dagger imbued with cold energy that naturally spread freezing qi from any wound it inflicted. It was classified as mid-grade in the market. 

    While it was somewhat disappointing that there was only one, it would do. 

    The Snow-White Sword was forged by refining Ice Jade Essence. While not a famed sword, it wasn't common either. It was quite serviceable—more than adequate for martial artists at the Four Stages of Qi Refinement level. 

    Seol Woon-hwi quietly planted the Snow-White Sword in the ground and looked at Cheong Pung. 

    "Cheong Pung." 

    "Yes, Branch Master." 

    "It seems we're quite short on division members." 

    Of course they were short. 

    They had all fled. 

    Seol Woon-hwi had lived as a figurehead for a full six years. 

    From a mere One-Knot Beggar of the Beggars’ Gang looking down on him to the likes of the Gang’s Branch Master speaking to him informally on sight. There were reasons why those happened. 

    During those six years, the division members who had followed Ya Un-sang—who had used Seol Woon-hwi as a puppet while claiming real power for himself—weren't limited to just the two who had died earlier. It would be stranger if that’s the case. 

    Of the eighteen division members, all but the five present here had been Ya Un-sang's lackeys. 

    The two that had just died recently were merely the ones involved in Blue Cloud Merchant Guild affairs; there were others who had Ya Un-sang in various matters and embezzled money for personal gain. 

    That was why they had shown such fearful expressions when Seol Woon-hwi obtained the ledger earlier. 

    Cheong Pung answered, "They fled." 

    "I thought as much." 

    “You knew?” 

    Seol Woon-hwi smiled slightly and settled himself quietly under the eaves. 

    "We need to build a new foundation, and how foolish would it be to use those people as my hands and feet?" 

    Eleven people had fled in total. 

    "Some of the goods are missing." 

    "We tried to stop them, but could not stop them all.” 

    "I see." 

    Seol Woon-hwi crossed his legs. 

    "Stop dawdling and come before me." 

    Cheong Pung came first, followed by the other four division members. 

    Seol Woon-hwi asked, “Why do you all live as division members here in the Snowstorm region?” 

    Each had their own answer. 

    Because the pay wasn't bad. 

    Because living here as a division member meant they could learn the martial arts of the Snow Palace, even if it was the lowest tier. 

    In the end, all of them were martial artists. 

    And a martial artist is bound to covet powerful martial arts. 

    "The world is vast. In that vast world, obtaining opportunity is almost like plucking stars from the sky." 

    "..." 

    "I want to give you a new opportunity." 

    At Seol Woon-hwi's words, all the division members and Steward Seong, who had been sitting in the corner, looked at him. 

    "Two hundred years ago, there was a wandering warrior who shook the martial world." 

    Seol Woon-hwi's quiet voice carried resonance. 

    "His name was Han Cheol (寒徹), a man like a wolf whose martial arts were like a wolf’s as well.” 

    He paused briefly, then recited the incantation in a quiet voice. 

    
      The bright moon and myriad stars reveal their cold light (皎月萬星寒光現). 
    

    A pack of wolves roams the heavens, sundering the eternal void (群狼遊天 永斷空). 

    All of creation falls silent as the wind's howl rises (萬籟俱寂 風嘯起). 

    One sword seals the heavens eternally (一劍封天 永不返). 

    As the incantation continued, everyone’s eyes widened. 

    The five division members were all martial artists. 

    Being martial artists, they could tell. 

    That the incantation itself was extraordinary. 

    Not only is it a fierce martial art, but it also contains the profound principles of martial arts’ zenith. 

    It was clearly a martial art that not just anyone could learn or even know about. 

    But surprisingly. 

    Steward Seong, known as an 'ordinary person,' had his mouth hanging open. 

    As if he knew the authenticity of this martial art. 

    Like a master who understood all those incantations. 

    Seol Woon-hwi paid it no mind. He simply continued speaking in a steady voice. 

    "The gap between success and failure is like a kalpa, and heaven and earth have reached this point through countless kalpas. The howl of a lone wolf echoes under the moonlight, and a cold frost falls while cutting through the sky—this is the Heaven-Slaying Wolf Star Art (天殺狼星訣). A supreme martial art comprised of three forms.” 

    Seol Woon-hwi's eyes looked at each division member one by one. 

    "I want to test you. To see how faithfully you can follow my command, to see if you can point your blades at the men who, until only yesterday, shared your joys and sorrows, but have now been revealed as traitors.” 

    There was no way they would not understand what he was talking about. 

    "Hunt down every last one of the traitors." 

    "Branch Master...!" 

    “Bringing back their severed limbs is meaningless. You must either bring back their heads or bring them back to me alive. And recover everything they stole as well." 

    Cheong Pung was quick-witted. 

    He wore a resolute expression, and while the other four were confused, this was clearly an opportunity. 

    “If you return after killing them all, I will teach you the detailed forms of the Heaven-Slaying Wolf Star Art. You'll need spirit pills too, of course." 

    Seol Woon-hwi pointed with his hand toward where the goods were piled. 

    "What's scattered over there are spirit pills and cultivation resources. If you satisfy me, I'll give you rewards accordingly. Do you understand?" 

    "Yes!" 

    "I like how your eyes have changed. May your hunt be blessed." 

    "Yes, sir!" 

    Cheong Pung and the others began rushing out like madmen. 

    Their expressions were those of people who had seized an opportunity, filled to the brim with the will to never let this slip away. 

    The division headquarters became quiet in an instant. 

    Seol Woon-hwi spoke. 

    "Steward Seong." 

    "Yes, Young Master." 

    "How long are you going to stand there like that?" 

    "Ah... I apologize." 

    Steward Seong rose from his seat and approached Seol Woon-hwi. 

  
    

    Chapter 8 

    "Do you have something to say?" 

    “There were no casualties, I see. Did you prevent that, Steward Seong?” 

    "Yes. I stopped them with all my might. It was truly fortunate.” 

    “With all your might?” 

    Seol Woon-hwi let out a bitter laugh after uttering that single word. 

    "Fine, let’s just say that’s what happened.” 

    Steward Seong's expression grew strange. 

    "You are truly strange today, Young Master.” 

    "In a good way? Or a bad way?" 

    "Well, I don't think I'm in a position to judge that." 

    "Why can't you judge?" 

    "Excuse me?" 

    "If you're human, it's natural to make judgments about everything. That's usually when the word 'subjective' gets used." 

    Seol Woon-hwi reached out and gripped Steward Seong's shoulder. 

    "It means even tools can make judgments." 

    "......." 

    "I want to hear an answer. Is it in a good way, or a bad way?” 

    "I believe it is in a good way.” 

    The moment Seol Woon-hwi smiled at those words, Steward Seong continued, “But I am concerned.” 

    "What kind of concern?" 

    "You don't look back enough." 

    "Then Steward Seong can just stand behind me." 

    Steward Seong couldn't readily answer, and Seol Woon-hwi didn't press him further. 

    “Did you provoke the Beggars’ Gang as well?” 

    "I did." 

    "How many did you kill?" 

    "Well, I don't usually count these things one by one, but this time I killed about two." 

    "Did you kill the branch leader too?" 

    "I did." 

    “What in the world are you trying to do?” 

    Seol Woon-hwi only smiled faintly. 

    “Is this region the land of the Beggars’ Gang?” 

    "......No, it's not." 

    "They're clearly parasitic beings. What should be done when beggars who pick up leftover scraps start acting like they own the place?" 

    "What should be done?” 

    "Beat them to death." 

    "......." 

    “The Dog Beating Staff they use was originally a cudgel for striking dogs that harassed beggars. But what happens when the beggar wielding the staff acts like a dog instead of a human? You have to help them come to their senses." 

    "Even by killing them?" 

    “If they’ve done something deserving of death, then they should die. This is the martial world." 

    Just as Seol Woon-hwi was about to rise from his seat after saying that. 

    "Are you planning to kill all the branch members?" 

    Seol Woon-hwi slowly turned his head. 

    "Setting aside the Beggars' Gang, among the branch members who went to hunt down the fugitives, the highest-level martial artist is at the Revolving Sky Realm. The fugitives are the same. There's nothing above that. In a numerically disadvantageous situation, do you really think the branch members can go beyond recovering the goods and kill all the fugitives?" 

    The intent behind Steward Seong's question was clear. 

    Why push them to their deaths instead of embracing them? 

    From the start, Seol Woon-hwi had anticipated this entire situation. 

    The value of the goods? Spirit pills? Cultivation resources? Money? To put it bluntly, he didn't need any of that crap. 

    It meant he didn't care if he lost it all. 

    But there was something he valued even less than those things, and that was ‘the lives of others.’ 

    "Do you think I made the wrong judgment?" 

    "......." 

    “I would like to ask you in return. What did they do when I was being treated like a scarecrow?” 

    "That's..." 

    “The time, as I recall, was about six years. And for those six years, they stood by and watched.” 

    "......." 

    "Of course, there were several changes in branch members during that time, but no matter how many times or how many people changed, the fact that they stood by and watched doesn't change. Each probably had their reasons. But that doesn't mean those reasons justify embracing them. Why should I embrace such bastards?" 

    "However, I believe that to rule is to embrace. True embrace is about understanding and forgiving their faults, and furthermore, giving them a new opportunity.” 

    Seol Woon-hwi mulled over Steward Seong's words for a moment and soon his eyes sharpened. 

    "The embrace Steward Seong speaks of seems to mean embracing and understanding everyone regardless of their past. You were painting an ideal." 

    "Young Master." 

    "The embrace I know is different from yours. Embrace isn't about coddling the weak. It's judgment that the strong pass down to the weak. Deciding whether they deserve to live or should die. That is true embrace. So it would be best for you to discard such sweet benevolence.” 

    "......." 

    "At least I didn't kill them and gave them a chance, didn't I? I need them. Hands and feet that will absolutely obey my words." 

    "......." 

    “I need a blade that, even if it is aimed at those who shared a meal with them until only yesterday, will strike without a moment’s hesitation if they are traitors and I command it.” 

    At Seol Woon-hwi's answer, Steward Seong wore a complex expression and closed his mouth. Seol Woon-hwi continued. 

    "You asked if they could kill them all and return. I don't know. Whether they'll kill them all and return, or rather, all come back dead." 

    "......." 

    "But this is the martial world. Isn't the martial world a stage where one proves oneself? If they all die, they're just bastards not worth remembering, and if they return alive, I can give them a chance." 

    "If they all came back dead, what would you do about the fugitives?" 

    “They will all be dead before long.” 

    "How will you do that?" 

    "I'm thinking of hiring assassins first." 

    "......." 

    “There are roughly two assassin organizations in the vicinity of this Snowstorm region, so I will just commission both of them.” 

    "Young Master." 

    "And I'm thinking of making one proposal to the assassins. Those bastards stole a lot from here, but I'm not going to claim ownership of it." 

    "......." 

    "Whether they torture them or whatever, as long as they find everything, from their perspective, they'll get additional payment on top of the existing commission fee. Those traitors won't be able to die easily." 

    He stood up from his seat. 

    "I'm going to train.. Don't let anyone inside." 

    "Yes." 

    “Someone from the Beggars’ Gang or the Blue Cloud Merchant Guild will come today. You are to receive them, Steward Seong. If you find no issue with their proposals and information, tell them to proceed as planned. It is unlikely the division members will return today, but be on standby just in case.” 

    "Understood." 

    Just as Seol Woon-hwi turned to enter his quarters— 

    "May I ask how you know Han Cheol's martial arts?" 

    "You really have a lot of questions today." 

    "My apologies." 

    "Are you curious about the source?" 

    "Yes." 

    To Steward Seong’s question, Seol Woon-hwi gave a very clear answer. 

    "I picked it up on a mountain." 

    "Excuse me?" 

    “To be precise, I found it at the bottom of a cliff on Mount Hwaseong. There was a skeleton there, and on the stone wall in front of that skeleton, the Heaven-Slaying Wolf Star Art was carved." 

    "Is that answer enough?" 

    "Yes." 

    With that, Seol Woon-hwi went inside, and Steward Seong quietly watched his retreating figure. 

    *** 

    The realm that marks the beginning as a martial artist is called the Three Bodily Realms (身三境). 

    The Three Bodily Realms contain three total stages: Mortal Tempering Realm (練人境), Qi Awakening Realm (入氣境), and Revolving Sky Realm (周天境). 

    Mortal Tempering Realm refers to the moment one begins learning martial arts without realm distinctions. It can be seen as a level almost no different from that of an ordinary person. The Qi Awakening Realm is the stage of accumulating energy in the Dantian. From this point, one becomes superior to ordinary people, and upon reaching the Revolving Sky Realm, one becomes strong enough to face dozens of ordinary people. 

    My current realm is at the Revolving Sky Realm. 

    It's at least a realm where I'd be treated as a martial artist wherever I go, but there's no way I'd be satisfied at this level. 

    I plan to ascend as high as I can. 

    There is one fundamental rule for martial artists: to be patient. 

    Once you become impatient, everything gets tangled from that moment. 

    What I'm currently aiming for is the Four Stages of Qi Refinement (練氣四境). 

    The Four Stages of Qi Refinement literally refer to the four realms of refining energy: Radiant Yang Twin Manifestation (陽光二現), the stage where the Middle Dantian begins to open, and then Five Dragons Upholding the Sacred (五龍奉聖), where the Middle Dantian is completely open. 

    Then, the Three Flowers Gather at the Summit (三花聚頂), which connects the Middle and Lower Dantians. 

    And finally, the Five Energies Converging at the Origin (五氣朝元), which unifies the Middle and Lower Dantians to form the True Dantian (眞丹田). 

    These four stages constitute the Four Stages of Qi Refinement. 

    For someone like me, still in the Revolving Sky Realm, it's a long road ahead. 

    I looked at the Frigid Heart Clear Spirit Pill and the Refined White Tiger Elixir in my hands. 

    To be honest, I hadn’t expected to find these here. 

    In the martial world, there are standards for grading spirit pills and other martial artifacts. 

    The Three Bodily Grade (身三級), referring to basic martial artifacts and elixirs. Qi Refinement Grade (練氣級), referring to things a bit more advanced; Heaven and Earth Grade (天地級), which includes the sacred treasures of small and medium-sized sects or items that stimulate the desires of many in the martial world. 

    And Martial God Grade (武神級), which, just by appearing, causes the entire martial world to search for it with fire in their eyes. 

    These two types of elixirs I held were, at the very least, elixirs that ranked in the upper echelons of the Qi Refinement Grade. 

    The Frigid Heart Clear Spirit Pill possessed the efficacy of increasing the purity of one’s internal energy and expanding the meridians, while the Refined White Tiger Elixir had the effect of removing toxins from the body and purifying the meridians. 

    They were elixirs that I desperately needed right now. 

    Without a moment's hesitation, I tossed them into my mouth. 

    *** 

    In his past life, Seol Woon-hwi had headed to a ‘hidden realm’ the moment he left the Snow Mountain. 

    There, he obtained a certain Mind Art called the Primordial Beginning Heavenly Art (太初先天心法). 

    This mental cultivation method was truly profound, possessing absolute flexibility that could harmonize with any single attribute of qi. 

    Afterward, Seol Woon-hwi integrated into the martial world while cultivating the Primordial Beginning Heavenly Art, and as if by fate, he entered the Primal Blood Cult. 

    There, Seol Woon-hwi obtained various Mind Arts, among which the undisputed best was the Blood Demon's Heavenly Hand Art (血魔天手心法). 

    Blood Demon's Heavenly Hand Art could be briefly described as a 'Bloodsworn Factory.' It was a malevolent Mind Art that dealt with blood qi, the essence of life, with its core being to grow stronger by absorbing blood qi through slaughter. 

    The more one cultivated it, the more demonic nature devoured them to the bone, eventually causing them to lose themselves. 

    Seol Woon-hwi felt it. 

    This is the perfect Mind Art. 

    Primordial Beginning Heavenly Art and Blood Demon's Heavenly Hand Art. 

    Seol Woon-hwi mixed these two Mind Arts. 

    What was created from this was the Great Void Immortal Blood Art (太虛仙血心法). 

    This was a Mind Art unique to Seol Woon-hwi, and it was also the strongest Mind Art that had elevated the Seol Woon-hwi of his past life to the ranks of the supreme masters of the martial world. 

    Furthermore, Seol Woon-hwi did not wield ordinary qi. 

    He handles what he calls the Qi of the Profound Void (虛玄之氣), refined through the Great Void Immortal Blood Art. 

    That harmony of innate purity and the blood demon's destructive power could confidently be said to be above any other energies. 

    Of course, it was that much more difficult to use, but this was not his first life. If he could not even manage that much, he might as well go and die. 

    A bead of sweat that had formed on Seol Woon-hwi’s forehead dripped from the tip of his chin. 

    Drip. 

    Then from that sweat, a very foul smell began to rise—these were the impurities contained within Seol Woon-hwi’s body. 

    He had been using the energy of the elixirs to the fullest to cleanse the inside of his meridians, and that cleansing had just now finished. 

  EPUB/nav.xhtml

    
      A Regressor's Survival Guide


      
        		
          Chapter 1
        


        		
          Chapter 2
        


        		
          Chapter 3
        


        		
          Chapter 4
        


        		
          Chapter 5
        


        		
          Chapter 6
        


        		
          Chapter 7
        


        		
          Chapter 8
        


      


    
  

EPUB/cover.webp


EPUB/cover.xhtml

    [image: Cover Image]
  

