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    Chapter 1: Chapter 1

    
      Chapter 1: From Now On, I’m on Paternity Leave
    

    
      - Say, ‘Daddy, have a safe trip.’
    

    
      - Abuuu.
    

    
      It was a coincidental babble, but it sounded quite like he was calling for his daddy.
    

    
      My wife, who was trying to make our son, who hadn't even had his first birthday, say goodbye.
    

    
      My son, who stared at me with bright eyes, not knowing what was going on.
    

    
      Leaving the two of them behind, I had vowed to one day spend a lot of time with my family.
    

    
      But for the next ten years, the same scene repeated itself.
    

    
      - You have to say, ‘Daddy, have a safe trip.’
    

    
      - Papa, hab a shafe twip.
    

    
      My wife, still holding our child in her arms, and my son, saying goodbye while being held like that.
    

    
      - Say goodbye to your father.
    

    
      - Daddy, have a saafe trip.
    

    
      Around this time, my son would cling to his mother’s leg and give a proper-looking goodbye.
    

    
      My son, who had started talking, soon began to express his feelings with words.
    

    
      - Your father is leaving on a mission for the Murim Alliance.
    

    
      - Father, can’t you not go?
    

    
      I couldn't not go.
    

    
      My son was born with Severed Meridian.
    

    
      Because the Murim Alliance had entrusted me with work in exchange for helping with his treatment.
    

    
      I didn't know at first.
    

    
      They said there was such a kind of Severed Meridian.
    

    
      A Severed Meridian that remains dormant until its time comes, then suddenly reveals its effects.
    

    
      In my son’s case, it was a Severed Meridian that would cause his life to suddenly end when he turned ten.
    

    
      - You should say goodbye to your father, shouldn't you?
    

    
      - Why is it always Father who goes on so many missions?
    

    
      I couldn't tell him that he was the reason.
    

    
      I was afraid he would blame himself.
    

    
      My son's treatment was a difficult task.
    

    
      It required precious elixirs and hidden martial arts manuals.
    

    
      The Murim Alliance's help became more and more necessary.
    

    
      Which meant I had to take on more and more missions.
    

    
      It was fine.
    

    
      For our son's sake, both my wife and I could endure it.
    

    
      The Murim Alliance brought the elixirs needed for the treatment to me one by one.
    

    
      Each time, I resolved that I could swing my sword more.
    

    
      - Let's give your father a hug to cheer him up.
    

    
      - No! I hate you, Father!
    

    
      Even if my child hated me.
    

    
      - ……Mother called your name at the end, Father.
    

    
      Even after my wife, who had suffered alongside me, passed away.
    

    
      I swung my sword.
    

    
      I gathered elixirs and searched for secret manuals.
    

    
      Finally, a few months ago.
    

    
      In the process of ambushing the Demonic Cult leader, I unexpectedly learned the location of a secret manual.
    

    
      One month ago.
    

    
      - …….
    

    
      My child, who had no energy and could only look at me without saying a word.
    

    
      I was too late.
    

    
      My son closed his eyes.
    

    
      That moment, when I thought he had just closed them for a little while, was the last.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      “I miss you.”
    

    
      I murmured softly.
    

    
      Today, a month after my son passed away.
    

    
      On this late night, in front of the Murim Alliance's library, I was facing countless torches.
    

    
      This was no ordinary library. It was the Bigo, the most heavily guarded among the many archives.
    

    
      A stone building stood tall in the middle of an open lot with a clear view of the surroundings.
    

    
      It was guarded by trustworthy masters, but.
    

    
      “Ugh…….”
    

    
      They had been subdued by me and were now barely regaining consciousness.
    

    
      The infiltration was perfect.
    

    
      If only I had found the document faster, I could have escaped quietly.
    

    
      Now, the area around the library was filled with members of the Murim Alliance.
    

    
      “Jin Yeomyeong, can’t you stop this?”
    

    
      At the forefront of the Alliance members stood the Alliance Leader, Namgung Jeheon.
    

    
      His gaze was fixed on the old, nameless Demonic Cult document in my hand.
    

    
      A document that had been sealed and resealed, so much so that no one even knew of its existence. I tucked the document deep inside my robes.
    

    
      And I answered him.
    

    
      “I absolutely cannot stop.”
    

    
      The Alliance Leader’s head drooped, then lifted again.
    

    
      “Then I must stop you.”
    

    
      In a one-on-one duel with the Alliance Leader, I would win.
    

    
      But this was not such a fight.
    

    
      Behind the Alliance Leader, I could see the elders and other masters. If I were to face them within the formation the Alliance members would cast, the chances of breaking through were extremely slim.
    

    
      “Even so, I must break through. Just as I always have.”
    

    
      As soon as my words fell, one of the elders stepped forward.
    

    
      He was someone who had never been fond of me.
    

    
      “Jin Yeomyeong, how disrespectful you are before the Alliance Leader. Furthermore, stealing a document of the Demonic Cult is a grave sin!”
    

    
      Another elder also stepped forward.
    

    
      “To lay your hands on a document of the Demonic Cult. What is your intention? Could it be…….”
    

    
      The second elder cunningly trailed off, leaving his sentence unfinished. It was an ellipsis that invited many assumptions.
    

    
      But the Alliance Leader's solemn voice cut through the ominous assumptions.
    

    
      “That is enough. He is Jin Yeomyeong. The man who took the Demonic Cult leader's head with me.”
    

    
      It was as the Alliance Leader said.
    

    
      The ambush on the Demonic Cult leader that he and I carried out together.
    

    
      In the midst of the chaos, it was I who delivered the final blow to the cult leader.
    

    
      The two elders quickly exchanged glances, and soon the first elder bowed his head toward the Alliance Leader.
    

    
      “Alliance Leader, how could I not know of Jin Yeomyeong. I, too, have gone into battle with him many times.”
    

    
      He had gone into battle, alright.
    

    
      I swung my sword while he was the one watching from the back.
    

    
      “However, even after the cult leader's death, the remnants' momentum is unusually menacing. A Demonic Cult document at a time like this! No matter how great his contributions in the fight against the Demonic Cult, I fear the Alliance's discipline will falter if we do not investigate this strictly. Alliance Leader, do not be swayed by your friendship and see public and private matters clearly.”
    

    
      The second elder added his words.
    

    
      “Everyone knows how many orthodox sect members were bewitched by the Demonic Cult's wicked arts. Of course, it would be a different story for the usual Jin Yeomyeong, but as he has just gone through a great ordeal, perhaps…….”
    

    
      Was he implying that a Heart Demon had possessed me?
    

    
      Pfft, a laugh escaped me.
    

    
      The elders continued to raise their voices, pressuring the Alliance Leader.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      That's enough. There was no need to put my friend, the Alliance Leader, in any more trouble.
    

    
      Shing, I drew my sword, Mukheun.
    

    
      At the sound that no martial artist could fail to recognize, everyone looked at me.
    

    
      “Alliance members. I will now break through. Everyone, get out of the way.”
    

    
      It was time for the sword to speak.
    

    
      The elders retreated and shouted.
    

    
      “Set up the formation!”
    

    
      It was a triumphant voice, but.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      The Alliance members were holding their positions.
    

    
      “What is this?”
    

    
      “Why aren't you moving!”
    

    
      While the elders were at a loss due to the Alliance members' silence.
    

    
      Through that silence, the Alliance Leader’s sigh flowed.
    

    
      Slowly, as if it wished to linger forever if possible.
    

    
      Of course, it was a futile dream.
    

    
      “Set up the formation.”
    

    
      “As you command!”
    

    
      The Alliance members began to step into their footwork.
    

    
      I could see how much support my friend, the Alliance Leader, had among the regular Alliance members.
    

    
      Even in this situation, the distorted faces of the elders were a sight to behold.
    

    
      Shing, the Alliance Leader’s sword also revealed its form.
    

    
      It was the moment to clash.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      “Wait! I said wait!”
    

    
      A flippant voice came from somewhere.
    

    
      “Three!”
    

    
      The voice began to count down.
    

    
      “Two! One!”
    

    
      And a massive explosion occurred.
    

    
      The stone library shattered into pieces with a deafening roar.
    

    
      “Ugh, my ears!”
    

    
      “G-get back!”
    

    
      Stone fragments and sparks flew in all directions like hidden weapons.
    

    
      “Where is Jin Yeomyeong? I can’t see a thing!”
    

    
      Whatever was in it, an immense amount of smoke followed.
    

    
      The smoke didn't just rise upwards, but spread to cover the entire open lot.
    

    
      “Kilkilkilkil, Jin Yeomyeong! This way!”
    

    
      The voice from before called to me from behind.
    

    
      “Thunderbolt Demon?”
    

    
      I threw myself in the direction he called from. It was filled with flames, but that was no problem for me.
    

    
      The elders' shouts could be heard from within the smoke.
    

    
      “The Alliance's documents! They're all burning! Put out the fire!”
    

    
      “Jin Yeomyeong! Catch that bastard!”
    

    
      Thunderbolt Demon whispered.
    

    
      “Kilkil, those idiots. Are they telling them to put out the fire or to catch you? How are those guys so incompetent?”
    

    
      Thunderbolt Demon guided me as we dashed through the smoke.
    

    
      Shwiik, shwik.
    

    
      The hidden weapons that flew at us lodged into the wrong places.
    

    
      “Thunderbolt Demon, blowing up the Murim Alliance right after escaping the Thunder Prison. 
    

    
      The pardon you just received will surely be revoked.”
    

    
      If that happened, Thunderbolt Demon's name would be back on the Alliance's kill list.
    

    
      Even so, Thunderbolt Demon didn’t stop laughing.
    

    
      “Kilkilkilkil! You took the cult leader's head for us, so how could I not do this much! Just run!”
    

    
      We ran quickly and entered a deserted warehouse district.
    

    
      I couldn't let my guard down. The shouts of the Alliance members still sounded close.
    

    
      “Three! Two! One!”
    

    
      As Thunderbolt Demon’s shout ended, the buildings exploded. The bursting flames and smoke spread in all directions.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Kilkil, how can we escape if we don't at least do this much? Let's go!”
    

    
      Being put on the kill list was certain now.
    

    
      “……Let's.”
    

    
      We dashed through the smoke again.
    

    
      “Great Warrior Jin?”
    

    
      Even so, it was difficult to avoid all the Alliance members.
    

    
      I ended up facing the leader of the Alliance's Third Sword Unit and a few of his members.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      The unit leader cast his gaze in the direction we were headed.
    

    
      “Are you heading north?”
    

    
      “If you don't stop me.”
    

    
      He gave a wide grin.
    

    
      “Jin Yeomyeong went east! To the east!”
    

    
      The unit leader's party shouted as they ran toward the east.
    

    
      “Kilkil, they're on your side too.”
    

    
      The path afterward was the same.
    

    
      The Alliance members either pretended not to see me or headed in the wrong direction. Thanks to them, I was able to reach the northern edge of the Alliance grounds.
    

    
      There, Thunderbolt Demon met my eyes and laughed.
    

    
      “Run. Make sure you succeed.”
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      I arrived at the promised location.
    

    
      A low hill not far from the Alliance.
    

    
      A huge tent stood brazenly in a place with no forest to provide cover.
    

    
      “You’re here?”
    

    
      Zhuge Sheng was waiting for me in front of the tent.
    

    
      Currently, the position of the Murim Alliance's Grand Strategist was vacant.
    

    
      Zhuge Sheng was scheduled to become the Grand Strategist next month.
    

    
      If it weren't for today's incident, that is.
    

    
      Handing him the Demonic Cult document, I asked him.
    

    
      “Zhuge Sheng, did you bring Thunderbolt Demon into this?”
    

    
      “Of course. Who else would it be if not me.”
    

    
      Zhuge Sheng said as he entered the tent.
    

    
      “When I told Thunderbolt Demon the plan, he was ecstatic.”
    

    
      “I bet he was. He got a chance to blow up the Alliance.”
    

    
      “No, it was because of you.”
    

    
      “Me?”
    

    
      Inside the tent, a spell formation was prepared.
    

    
      All sorts of characters were densely written from the ceiling to the floor. I could make out the oracle bone script and Sanskrit, but the rest were impossible to even guess.
    

    
      Zhuge Sheng, having looked at the Demonic Cult document, picked up a brush and began to add more characters.
    

    
      “The Murim Alliance bastards are idiots, but the biggest idiot of them all is that Jin Yeomyeong guy. For someone so strong, he's so rigid in his ways. Even when he was an enemy, he was frustrating to watch.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Those are Thunderbolt Demon's words. He said you should live a little more explosively. I wholeheartedly agree.”
    

    
      Just then, I felt a presence in the distance. It was undoubtedly the Alliance's pursuit team.
    

    
      Zhuge Sheng’s brush moved faster and faster.
    

    
      Yet his mouth remained unrestrained.
    

    
      “Haven't I always said it? You need to let go a little.”
    

    
      Gold, red, and crimson characters multiplied chaotically. It was to the point where I wondered if he was even doing it correctly.
    

    
      “Oh, there’s also a message from that friend of ours, Namgung Jeheon.”
    

    
      “Mm.”
    

    
      “He said you should become a little freer.”
    

    
      I had my suspicions.
    

    
      No matter how many explosions Thunderbolt Demon set off, under Namgung Jeheon's command, I should have been surrounded by now.
    

    
      But there were almost no organized movements from the Alliance members.
    

    
      He had let me go.
    

    
      “So that's what it was.”
    

    
      “That’s what it was.”
    

    
      From Namgung Jeheon, Zhuge Sheng, and Thunderbolt Demon, to the many Alliance members.
    

    
      For me.
    

    
      “Alright, it’s done.”
    

    
      He looked around the inside of the tent with satisfaction.
    

    
      With the addition of the final character, the spell formation was complete.
    

    
      “This is truly an unbelievable grand spell. To think a spell that intervenes with time to this extent exists.”
    

    
      The pursuit team was just around the corner.
    

    
      The shouts to capture Jin Yeomyeong began to be heard clearly.
    

    
      “In this day and age, there's probably no one else but me who can reproduce this spell. You don't have to worry about any interference with the spell.”
    

    
      That was probably true.
    

    
      He was a man who taught humility to the geniuses of the world.
    

    
      Namgung Jeheon, Zhuge Sheng, and I had achieved distinguished merits in the seven-year war against the Demonic Cult.
    

    
      Thanks to that, Namgung Jeheon succeeded the Alliance Leader, and Zhuge Sheng, the Grand Strategist.
    

    
      Great Warrior Namgung Jeheon led the people, the genius Zhuge Sheng devised the strategies, and.
    

    
      - Catch Jin Yeomyeong!
    

    
      - Stop shouting and go in!
    

    
      - Where is the Alliance Leader?
    

    
      - Argh, I said go in!
    

    
      - I refuse! It's Jin Yeomyeong! He's…, he's…, the Sword God!
    

    
      I, Sword God Jin Yeomyeong, had stood at the vanguard.
    

    
      “Now, it’s time to go. Say hello to the past me for me.”
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      I opened my eyes.
    

    
      I was sitting in a chair.
    

    
      An old, black-lacquered chair.
    

    
      Before me, I could see the window of this small room.
    

    
      The setting sun shining through was just as I remembered.
    

    
      I had thought, will time just flow on until nightfall like this?
    

    
      I had been frozen in that chair, worrying about my wife who was in labor.
    

    
      It would have been better if I had at least spoken to her from outside the door.
    

    
      I had regretted it only later.
    

    
      - Screech.
    

    
      I stood up, pushing the chair back.
    

    
      Now I could.
    

    
      There was no need to just look back.
    

    
      “Wife! Hold on! I’m here!”
    

    
      “Aaargh! Honey!”
    

    
      She, still healthy, was there.
    

    
      She was screaming from the pain of childbirth, yet still calling for me. I was so glad I had spoken to her.
    

    
      Judging by the sunset, it would probably be soon…….
    

    
      “It’s out!”
    

    
      The midwife’s voice was heard.
    

    
      “Waaaaaah!”
    

    
      A vigorous cry burst out.
    

    
      Jin Pyeong-an, childhood name Tae-bok.
    

    
      It was the moment my son first came into the world.
    

    
      “I’m back.”
    

    
      The spell was real.
    

    
      “I’ve come back.”
    

    
      To ten years ago, when my wife and child were.
    

    
      - Inhale.
    

    
      I took a deep, deeper breath.
    

    
      My wife, who had laid on the sickbed with a pale face.
    

    
      Tae-bok, who had been drained of energy and breathed slowly.
    

    
      - Exhale.
    

    
      The days filled with regret were sent away with my exhaled breath.
    

    
      Instead, I remembered what I had regained.
    

    
      And also about the things I planned to do from now on.
    

    
      I will handle Tae-bok’s treatment myself.
    

    
      I will spend time with my family.
    

    
      I will tell the Murim Alliance that I'm done with missions and that I will be taking a break.
    

    
      In other words, to summarize.
    

    
      “From now on, I’m on paternity leave.”
    

    

  
    Chapter 2: Chapter 2

    
      Chapter 2: My Circumstances Are Important
    

    
      “Waaaaaah!”
    

    
      Tae-bok’s cry sounded once more.
    

    
      The first breath toward the world, a cry declaring his existence.
    

    
      I, his father, was here as a witness.
    

    
      Hearing it again brought a surge of joy.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      But soon, I had to prepare my mind. Because I remembered what sound would follow next.
    

    
      “Kuheuk, kuuk.”
    

    
      That sound.
    

    
      A small sound of vomiting something up.
    

    
      The midwife who had checked the baby’s condition came out.
    

    
      “Baby’s father.”
    

    
      Elder Jeong was a skilled midwife.
    

    
      “The mother is healthy. She’s exhausted and a bit out of it, but her body is fine. However…….”
    

    
      She hesitated.
    

    
      The ominous silence grew longer.
    

    
      “Please speak.”
    

    
      I calmly dispelled the silence.
    

    
      Elder Jeong nodded and opened her mouth.
    

    
      “The baby has vomited bile.”
    

    
      In the small bowl she held, there was a translucent golden liquid.
    

    
      “I know a physician. Let’s quickly send someone to fetch him.”
    

    
      The physician Elder Jeong knew was quite skilled.
    

    
      In my previous life, that physician came and resolved the bile vomiting.
    

    
      At the time, since I didn’t know about the Severed Meridian, I thought that was sufficient.
    

    
      “May I see Tae-bok’s face first?”
    

    
      “Let’s do that. The baby is in the room next to the mother, so go there. I didn’t mention the bile so as not to alarm the mother, so be careful.”
    

    
      “Yes, thank you.”
    

    
      To reach the small room where Tae-bok was, I had to pass through the large room where my wife was.
    

    
      In front of the large room, the midwife’s assistant held out a basin. It was hot water infused with herbs. I sprinkled some on my body and washed my hands.
    

    
      For the time being, I had to be careful, very careful, for the sake of the mother and the newborn.
    

    
      I entered with cautious footsteps.
    

    
      “Wife.”
    

    
      “Darling.”
    

    
      My breath caught in my throat.
    

    
      My wife, Yeom Ja-yeong, lay there in her form from ten years ago.
    

    
      She who had passed away, unable to care for herself while focusing solely on Tae-bok’s treatment.
    

    
      “Huu…….”
    

    
      Ja-yeong was still regulating her breathing, her eyes brimming with tears.
    

    
      My own vision blurred slightly.
    

    
      “You’ve worked hard. Truly worked hard.”
    

    
      “Darling…, quickly go and greet Tae-bok as well.”
    

    
      “Yes, yes, I’m going now. You close your eyes and rest a bit, wife.”
    

    
      “I will.”
    

    
      Her lightly closing eyelids trembled faintly.
    

    
      I remembered her last will.
    

    
      That even if she departed first, I must never give up on Tae-bok’s treatment.
    

    
      I wouldn’t give up.
    

    
      I wouldn’t give up on Ja-yeong or Tae-bok.
    

    
      That was why I had come here.
    

    
      Listening to Ja-yeong’s breathing settle into a deep sleep, I headed to the side room.
    

    
      There.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Tae-bok was there.
    

    
      Wrapped snugly in the soft cloth I had prepared in advance, his eyes tightly closed as if he had never cried.
    

    
      “I missed you.”
    

    
      I missed you.
    

    
      I thought I’d never see you again and was so scared.
    

    
      “Father…, has come.”
    

    
      I’ve come back through time to meet you again.
    

    
      A face as small as a fist, with even smaller eyes, nose, and mouth. The wrinkled skin, fresh from birth, was flushed red.
    

    
      I took in this face with my eyes. No matter how much I tried to capture it, it overflowed.
    

    
      “Babies usually sleep as their job. For the next two or three months, they’ll sleep over eight shichen (16 hours).”
    

    
      Elder Jeong followed me in and explained.
    

    
      What dreams might he have while sleeping like that?
    

    
      Are you dreaming happy dreams right now? I hope so.
    

    
      I’ll handle the Severed Meridian myself.
    

    
      “Let me check his pulse.”
    

    
      “Huh? Does the baby’s father know medicine too?”
    

    
      “I don’t know much, but I’ve picked up a little from watching over someone’s shoulder.”
    

    
      I brought my fingers to Tae-bok’s neck. Newborns are so small that finding the acupoints is difficult.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      I concentrated all my nerves to feel his pulse.
    

    
      I hadn’t learned any medicine just by watching over someone’s shoulder.
    

    
      But when it came to this Severed Meridian, I was the second greatest expert in the world after the Divine Physician.
    

    
      - Thud, thuu, thuuu, thud, thud, thuuuu….
    

    
      Even coming back, it was the same.
    

    
      His pulse was irregular.
    

    
      The sign of the Severed Meridian that I would come to hate for the rest of my life.
    

    
      Latent Waste Severed Meridian.
    

    
      A Severed Meridian that lies dormant and suddenly blocks the blood vessels when the child turns ten.
    

    
      No one knows until he turns ten.
    

    
      Though frequent illnesses caused worry, no one thought it was a Severed Meridian.
    

    
      Each time, it was a different symptom and treatable, so he was just seen as a child prone to minor ailments.
    

    
      The only clue was the irregular pulse that appeared briefly when a symptom struck.
    

    
      Capturing that exact moment was difficult.
    

    
      That’s why people lived unaware and lost their child.
    

    
      “If I hadn’t met the Divine Physician, I would have been the same.”
    

    
      In my previous life, a major seizure occurred a year after the bile vomiting subsided.
    

    
      By a stroke of luck, the Divine Physician was at the Murim Alliance branch in Luoyang at that time. Seeing me, a young master of the alliance, favorably, he personally took charge of the treatment.
    

    
      That was the moment I learned about Tae-bok’s Severed Meridian.
    

    
      “This time, it has to be different.”
    

    
      I muttered softly, and Elder Jeong looked up.
    

    
      “What did you say?”
    

    
      “The physician I know is nearby. I’ll go fetch him.”
    

    
      The earlier the intervention for the Severed Meridian, the better. The Divine Physician had said so while treating the seizures.
    

    
      - It would have been better if we had intervened from the start. Looking at the birth date, it was when I visited the Dragon Sword Gang.
    

    
      I would do that.
    

    
      I would bring the Divine Physician right away.
    

    
      That was what I had to do now.
    

    
      I turned my body.
    

    
      As I left Tae-bok’s side and passed through the large room again, my wife was asleep, her eyes still closed as before, exhausted.
    

    
      I gazed at her face for a moment.
    

    
      “Thank you, and thank you.”
    

    
      For the ten years of my past life and for this moment now.
    

    
      “This time, I won’t let you wear yourself out.”
    

    
      And I set out on my way.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      I walked.
    

    
      As I walked, many things passed by my side.
    

    
      People finishing their daily routines with the setting sun.
    

    
      “Ink Sword Hero! We have some leftover pancakes today, take some!”
    

    
      The old title I hadn’t heard in ten years passed by.
    

    
      People beginning their nights with the rising moon.
    

    
      “Ink Sword Hero! Some thugs have attacked the Great River Escort Agency. I’ll buy you a drink, let’s discuss it together!”
    

    
      News of the Demonic Cult, which people hadn’t yet realized, also passed by.
    

    
      As soon as I passed the bustling streets,
    

    
      - Thud.
    

    
      I propelled my body forward.
    

    
      I checked the circulation of my inner energy while simultaneously inspecting every muscle and bone in my body. Walking and running, I grew accustomed to the body I had ten years ago.
    

    
      - Whoosh.
    

    
      The sound of the wind brushing past my ears grew louder.
    

    
      Fields, farmland, and forests flowed by on both sides in an instant.
    

    
      My thoughts flowed along with them.
    

    
      The people who had called out to me in the bustling streets.
    

    
      Getting along with people wasn’t hard. Doing what I had to as a White Path member was enough.
    

    
      Rather, people worried about me.
    

    
      They didn’t find me intimidating because I was a jianghu figure.
    

    
      - Hmph, Sword Hero, you’re too rigid. Just because something’s called a rule doesn’t mean you have to follow it all.
    

    
      - That’s why you can’t speak up in the alliance, right? They keep passing down missions to you that don’t even need to be done. Please, use some tact.
    

    
      - Don’t you ever feel frustrated, Sword Hero?
    

    
      It wasn’t just Namgung Jeheon, Zhuge Sheng, and Thunderbolt Demon. It seemed everyone had looked at me with similar eyes.
    

    
      Now, it was said among the prodigies that Ink Sword Hero stood out.
    

    
      Stood out… perhaps I was the best?
    

    
      I had never received an invitation to the Murim Alliance’s Dragon Phoenix Assembly.
    

    
      My master lived his whole life buried in obscurity, with no fame to speak of.
    

    
      By the time the Murim Alliance recognized me, a man with no background, I had already defeated renowned Black Path masters.
    

    
      People speculated that the Murim Alliance didn’t invite me to the Dragon Phoenix Assembly to uphold the dignity of the clans and great sects.
    

    
      Whether that was true or not, I couldn’t say.
    

    
      But it was a clear fact that I had the skill to speak my mind.
    

    
      - Kwaaaah.
    

    
      By the time the wind in my ears sounded like a storm,
    

    
      [Dragon Sword Gang]
    

    
      My footsteps stopped.
    

    
      “Who are you!”
    

    
      “This is the Dragon Sword Gang!”
    

    
      The Dragon Sword Gang guards blocked me.
    

    
      Two stood and shouted, while one sat on the steps in front of the door.
    

    
      “State your identity.”
    

    
      “I am Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong.”
    

    
      “Hm? Ink Sword Hero?”
    

    
      The guards’ gazes turned hostile.
    

    
      “Yes, I am Jin Yeomyeong.”
    

    
      The standing guards turned their heads toward the one sitting on the steps.
    

    
      He seemed to be the leader of the three. He didn’t stand, just looked up at me with a slant.
    

    
      “You don’t have an invitation, do you?”
    

    
      Today was the Dragon Sword Gang Leader’s 60th birthday celebration.
    

    
      “Our Young Gang Leader still can’t get up from his seat.”
    

    
      I was the one who had beaten the Dragon Sword Gang Leader’s son to a pulp.
    

    
      Though it was because the Young Gang Leader had struck a commoner first.
    

    
      “I’m not sure if the Gang Leader wants to see Ink Sword Hero. If you wish, I can relay a message inside. Tsk tsk.”
    

    
      His gruff tone, as if chewing on something, grew even more muffled.
    

    
      Fine, there were procedures to follow.
    

    
      I had to state who I was, explain why I came uninvited, and wait for the Dragon Sword Gang Leader to arrange a meeting with the Divine Physician.
    

    
      The guard chewing and moving his jaw spat out whatever he was chewing with a “ptoo.”
    

    
      It flew a good distance and landed in front of me.
    

    
      A drop of water splashed, wetting my shoe.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      I had the skill to subdue their Young Gang Leader in an instant.
    

    
      Yet they acted this way.
    

    
      Because of a grudge against the Young Gang Leader? No. There was another reason.
    

    
      Ink Sword Hero would follow procedure. He wouldn’t cause trouble. That’s the kind of person he was.
    

    
      They knew that.
    

    
      That’s why, despite the vast difference in martial prowess, they acted without hesitation.
    

    
      “Even these lowly ones knew what kind of person I was.”
    

    
      “What? Lowly ones?”
    

    
      “Watch your tongue!”
    

    
      It was laughable.
    

    
      The Jin Yeomyeong everyone knew was rigid, tactless, and frustrating.
    

    
      That’s probably why they all told me to live differently.
    

    
      - Explode a bit, let go, try being free.
    

    
      I had said I would do that.
    

    
      “I want to smash the door and go in.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “I mean, deep down, I want to smash the door and go in.”
    

    
      The guard who spat widened his eyes and stared.
    

    
      “Deep down? So what are you going to do about it? What’s the point of telling me that?”
    

    
      What’s the point?
    

    
      “Because from now on, I’ll act on my deep desires.”
    

    
      “What?!”
    

    
      I raised my scabbard.
    

    
      “Eh?!”
    

    
      I gave them no time to react.
    

    
      I leaped over the guard on the steps in one go and struck the door with my scabbard.
    

    
      - Crack!
    

    
      The shattered door flew inward.
    

    
      I followed, jumping inside.
    

    
      “Tch, intruder?! An intrusion!”
    

    
      “Jin Yeomyeong broke the door!”
    

    
      The Dragon Sword Gang guards at the door shouted and chased after me.
    

    
      “Stop right there!”
    

    
      “Stop, sto—, he stopped?”
    

    
      It wasn’t just about breaking the door.
    

    
      I turned toward the three guards. Sensing the mood, they hesitated.
    

    
      “Huh? Huh?”
    

    
      “Ink Sword Hero? Don’t come closer!”
    

    
      Especially the one who spat, I met his gaze directly.
    

    
      “Huh, huh, huh, ugh!”
    

    
      Smashing the door and advancing menacingly.
    

    
      Something unthinkable.
    

    
      Something Ink Sword Hero would never do.
    

    
      Yet it was happening.
    

    
      “I’m not the Jin Yeomyeong you knew anymore.”
    

    
      Should I have said, “I’m not Jin Yeomyeong,” instead?
    

    
      Or perhaps, “No, you bastards”?
    

    
      Hmm, thinking of Tae-bok, I should probably watch my language.
    

    
      Though my mind was conflicted, my hands moved with clarity.
    

    
      The guards tried to defend themselves in shock.
    

    
      Crack, thud, smack.
    

    
      They couldn’t keep up with my speed. The sound of breaking rang out clearly.
    

    
      “Can’t even block a single strike.”
    

    
      Looking at the three guards lying side by side after being hit with my scabbard,
    

    
      a sudden thought crossed my mind.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Should I do it, or not?
    

    
      I’d never done it before, so I hesitated.
    

    
      But since no one was watching, maybe I could practice.
    

    
      “Ptoo.”
    

    
      I spat at a person. It was my first time.
    

    
      And the arc was beautiful.
    

    
      “Hm. Not bad?”
    

    
      More than anything, it felt pretty good.
    

    
      My steps toward the inside felt much lighter.
    

    
      “Who are you, this is the Dragon—, gah!”
    

    
      Another guard appeared but ended up on the floor the same way.
    

    
      A slight laugh escaped me.
    

    
      “I am one of the sixteen Dragon Swords of the Dragon Sword Gang—, urk.”
    

    
      No guard could stop me.
    

    
      “Haha.”
    

    
      It really felt good.
    

    
      “Stop! This is the inner courtyard! One of the Four Great Masters, me—, ugh!”
    

    
      The guard blocking the inner gate fell with one strike.
    

    
      “Hahaha.”
    

    
      Why did it feel so good?
    

    
      Bang, I flung open the inner gate and shouted a greeting. I couldn’t hold back my laughter.
    

    
      “Dragon Sword Gang Leader, Jin Yeomyeong has arrived! Congratulations on your 60th birthday! Hahahaha!”
    

    
      Inside the inner courtyard, all eyes turned to me.
    

    
      The startled Dragon Sword Gang Leader rose awkwardly.
    

    
      The man who had turned the once-honorable Dragon Sword Gang into a Black Path faction.
    

    
      “Jin, Jin Yeomyeong! How dare you—!”
    

    
      Seeing his furious gaze,
    

    
      ‘Oh…….’
    

    
      For some reason, it felt like I was doing the right thing.
    

    
      I smiled faintly and continued sharing my true feelings.
    

    
      “To be honest, I don’t really feel like congratulating you.”
    

    
      I came here because of my own circumstances.
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      “To be honest, I don’t really feel like congratulating you.”
    

    
      The Dragon Sword Gang Leader erupted in anger.
    

    
      “Jin Yeomyeong! How dare you insult me!”
    

    
      The Dragon Sword Gang was the lowest among the orthodox factions near Luoyang.
    

    
      But soon, it would shift to the gray area between orthodox and unorthodox, and eventually become a Black Path faction.
    

    
      All under the current Dragon Sword Gang Leader’s influence.
    

    
      I ignored his outburst and searched for the Divine Physician.
    

    
      Tae-bok vomited bile because of the Severed Meridian.
    

    
      I needed to bring the Divine Physician to prevent the effects from accumulating.
    

    
      “Ahem… If it isn’t Jin Yeomyeong, the famous Ink Sword Hero of Luoyang these days?”
    

    
      I didn’t have to search long.
    

    
      The Divine Physician, who was being treated as an honored guest, was asking the Gang Leader.
    

    
      “Yes, that’s right. But rumors are often distorted. I’ll resolve this quickly.”
    

    
      The Gang Leader stood up confidently, but his gaze swept over the scabbard in my hand.
    

    
      Seeing it held in my hand rather than sheathed at my waist,
    

    
      “Ahem. Jin Yeomyeong! No matter our personal grudges! To barge into a gathering of martial luminaries with a sword… Your arrogance knows no bounds!”
    

    
      Outnumbered in martial skill, the Gang Leader quickly invoked the “martial luminaries.”
    

    
      “Look at Jin Yeomyeong, everyone. He stormed into a gathering of jianghu seniors with a sword. Doesn’t the title Ink Sword Hero ring hollow now?”
    

    
      The “Dragon” in Dragon Sword seemed more about their tongues than swords, given how smoothly he spoke.
    

    
      Still, his words had an effect.
    

    
      The murmurs that started with my arrival grew louder.
    

    
      A young swordsman from among the martial artists stepped forward.
    

    
      “Ink Sword Hero, can you explain what’s happening?”
    

    
      The noise subsided as everyone wanted to hear an answer.
    

    
      I could do that.
    

    
      I was about to share the prepared explanation.
    

    
      “It’s…”
    

    
      But the moment I opened my mouth,
    

    
      “You need to provide a proper explanation. After causing this much commotion, don’t think you can brush it off with a flimsy excuse.”
    

    
      A cold voice cut in uninvited.
    

    
      A middle-aged man seated next to the Divine Physician, in the second-highest seat.
    

    
      He sat in a formation flanking the Divine Physician with the Gang Leader.
    

    
      He must be someone close to the Gang Leader.
    

    
      I decided to heed his demand.
    

    
      “Understood. I’ll state three reasons for not congratulating him, draw a comprehensive conclusion, and move on to my purpose for coming.”
    

    
      The middle-aged man’s expression turned strange.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      A murmur rose from among the martial artists.
    

    
      “That much?”
    

    
      It wasn’t because of the middle-aged man’s demand.
    

    
      I wanted clarity. That’s what I wanted now. I wanted to be utterly clear.
    

    
      “First reason I don’t feel like congratulating: The Young Gang Leader and his guards have been causing trouble in the nearby county. The Young Gang Leader even beat a commoner, forcing me to intervene personally.”
    

    
      That’s how I ended up subduing the Young Gang Leader.
    

    
      “Second: The guards later visited the beaten commoner and threatened them not to make an issue of it.”
    

    
      There was no remorse, of course.
    

    
      “Third: Since my clash with the Young Gang Leader, the entire Dragon Sword Gang has been hostile toward me.”
    

    
      Aftercare for the commoner, their reaction to me.
    

    
      This couldn’t happen without the Gang Leader’s orders.
    

    
      “Combining these three reasons, it’s clear that the overall discipline under the Gang Leader has become highly corrupt. Thus, I’ve lost respect for the Gang Leader and have no desire to celebrate his 60th birthday.”
    

    
      I laid out what I had been thinking.
    

    
      Honestly, I’d never publicly criticized someone like this before.
    

    
      Though I spoke boldly on the surface, inside, it still felt awkward.
    

    
      But how did it feel?
    

    
      Pretty good.
    

    
      “Let me put more heart into it. If you’re going to use ‘Dragon’ in your name, it should match. Your actions and swordsmanship are closer to a snake than a dragon—less a mythical serpent or a viper, more like a forearm-length snake.”
    

    
      “Puhup!”
    

    
      The young swordsman who first asked for an explanation couldn’t hold back and burst into laughter.
    

    
      Even after coming back ten years, his face was vivid in my memory.
    

    
      A young swordsman who came from outside and settled in Luoyang. We often crossed paths, and he always stepped up to help me with jianghu matters.
    

    
      His laughter triggered a few other martial artists to laugh along.
    

    
      “Khup.”
    

    
      “Kkhk.”
    

    
      The mood was good for now.
    

    
      It was the Gang Leader’s 60th birthday celebration, yet no one sided with him unconditionally. I could guess his usual character.
    

    
      Amid the martial artists’ laughter, the Dragon Sword Gang Leader glared at me with eyes nearly popping out.
    

    
      “Is it true?”
    

    
      The Divine Physician’s short question snapped the Gang Leader back.
    

    
      “How could it be true?”
    

    
      The Gang Leader protested, but,
    

    
      “It’s true. I can arrange for you to meet those commoners as witnesses.”
    

    
      There were clear witnesses.
    

    
      The Divine Physician shook his head.
    

    
      “Out of respect for your late elder brother, I’ve been visiting… But to think such things have been happening.”
    

    
      Originally, the Divine Physician only learned of the Dragon Sword Gang’s behavior much later. He was too busy traveling the world to tend to patients to notice.
    

    
      In the meantime, the Gang Leader had been trading on the Divine Physician’s name.
    

    
      Making this public was also my way of repaying the Divine Physician.
    

    
      The Dragon Sword Gang Leader alternated his gaze between the Divine Physician and me.
    

    
      “Jin Yeomyeong. You…?”
    

    
      Was he wondering how Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong could go this far?
    

    
      But I wasn’t done yet?
    

    
      “Then I’ll move on to the purpose of my visit.”
    

    
      “Kahaha!”
    

    
      The young swordsman erupted into full laughter.
    

    
      That set off more laughter around the room. Laughter is contagious. What a nice thing.
    

    
      I bowed deeply to the Divine Physician.
    

    
      “I came knowing you were here to take you with me.”
    

    
      The Dragon Sword Gang was irrelevant now.
    

    
      What mattered was my business.
    

    
      Tae-bok was waiting for me at home.
    

    
      “Understood. Let’s go.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      This time, I was the one surprised.
    

    
      The Divine Physician began preparing to leave without even hearing the details.
    

    
      “You came to take me, didn’t you? I intend to go. Lead the way.”
    

    
      The Gang Leader grabbed the Divine Physician’s sleeve, but it was futile.
    

    
      “There’s a patient, isn’t there? You wouldn’t show up like this for something trivial.”
    

    
      The Divine Physician gave that as his reason.
    

    
      But everyone present could tell. He had decided to leave as soon as he learned of the Dragon Sword Gang’s behavior.
    

    
      He wouldn’t be seen at the Dragon Sword Gang anymore.
    

    
      The Dragon Sword Gang Leader’s face cycled through various emotions as he looked at the Divine Physician.
    

    
      “Ink Sword Hero.”
    

    
      Those emotions condensed into a cold, single phrase directed at me.
    

    
      “Fine, fine. All good.”
    

    
      It wasn’t good.
    

    
      He had regained his composure. He was preparing a counterattack.
    

    
      “All good, but…”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Still, you came to my celebration and are taking a guest midway? And after throwing all those accusations around.”
    

    
      They weren’t accusations.
    

    
      The Gang Leader signaled the middle-aged man who had interrupted me earlier.
    

    
      The man stepped forward.
    

    
      “You can’t just ruin the celebration’s mood and leave. Yes, I think you should take some responsibility.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “This is a jianghu gathering, isn’t it? Let’s liven it up a bit. A duel with me, for instance.”
    

    
      A duel.
    

    
      Since the Gang Leader was humiliated, he wanted to humiliate me too. It also meant he was confident he could handle me.
    

    
      “I haven’t seen you around this area before. May I know your honored title?”
    

    
      “I am called Absolute Sword Hand.”
    

    
      I’d heard of him.
    

    
      He was the Gang Leader’s cousin. He had mastered a different martial art, not the Dragon Sword Gang’s, and achieved great mastery.
    

    
      He was the one who showed ruthless hands when the Dragon Sword Gang turned to the Black Path.
    

    
      Should I kill him here?
    

    
      I hesitated for a moment.
    

    
      But what concerned me wasn’t Absolute Sword Hand.
    

    
      “A duel to liven things up. Fine.”
    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    
      “But I’ll choose the opponent.”
    

    
      Absolute Sword Hand was slightly surprised by my easy agreement, then smirked at my mention of choosing an opponent.
    

    
      “What do you mean? For Ink Sword Hero, it should be someone like me…”
    

    
      I turned my head away from Absolute Sword Hand.
    

    
      “Listen to me.”
    

    
      He didn’t listen.
    

    
      I looked toward the lined-up martial artists. They, too, looked at me with puzzled expressions.
    

    
      Why are you looking at us? That kind of look.
    

    
      Among them was the young swordsman who had been the first to laugh.
    

    
      That smiling face, that laughing demeanor—it was a pleasure to see.
    

    
      The same laugh he had when we purged the Black Path in the past.
    

    
      “I’d like to duel with you.”
    

    
      “Oh? With me?”
    

    
      He didn’t lose his composure despite the sudden call-out.
    

    
      But he wasn’t agreeing to a duel either. He waved it off with a laugh.
    

    
      “I have no reason to duel Ink Sword Hero, do I? I’m just a passing guest, unrelated to what’s happening here.”
    

    
      He was right.
    

    
      By principle, he had no reason to duel.
    

    
      So I quietly channeled my inner energy.
    

    
      While doing so, I looked at his face.
    

    
      A young swordsman who would soon righteously step into the affairs near Luoyang, earning a reputation as a hero,
    

    
      “Huh? Why are you looking at me like that?”
    

    
      And there was the grinning face of a Demonic Cultist.
    

    
      “Ink Sword Hero!”
    

    
      Absolute Sword Hand stepped forward.
    

    
      He was clearly annoyed after demanding a duel and being ignored.
    

    
      “Why suddenly me, and not that young hero, ugh!”
    

    
      I ignored Absolute Sword Hand again.
    

    
      Young hero, young swordsman, whatever you call him.
    

    
      “Demonic Cultist! Take this!”
    

    
      To me, he was just a Demonic Cultist.
    

    
      I closed in quickly and thrust my sword.
    

    
      Clang.
    

    
      The sound of swords clashing rang out.
    

    
      The Demonic Cultist was prepared and blocked my strike.
    

    
      But it was unexpected.
    

    
      “Ugh.”
    

    
      I had infused my unique martial art, Eight Trigram Unity Technique, into that single strike.
    

    
      The Demonic Cultist had no choice but to channel his demonic arts to withstand my inner energy.
    

    
      The martial artists shouted as they looked at him.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “What’s that?”
    

    
      The cheerful smile vanished from his face.
    

    
      His vertically slit, yellowish-tinged pupils.
    

    
      White hair sprouting from his sideburns, down his jaw, to the back of his neck.
    

    
      His thighs, suddenly doubling in size, straining his pants.
    

    
      A figure like a human overlaid with a mountain goat.
    

    
      It was the Beast Meridian demonic art from the Demonic Cult’s Great Meridians.
    

    
      He glared at me with distorted eyes.
    

    
      “How did you know?”
    

    
      His voice trembled thinly, like a goat’s bleat.
    

    
      I had no words to offer.
    

    
      After the Demonic Cult’s resurgence, cultists lurking in various martial circles began revealing themselves.
    

    
      - Die! Ink Sword Hero!
    

    
      The young swordsman, who had been eagerly joining Luoyang’s martial affairs, swung his sword at my back.
    

    
      Instead of explaining, I threw out a single phrase.
    

    
      “Demonic Cult extermination.”
    

    
      Did I need to explain to a Demonic Cultist?
    

    
      “Everyone, be careful!”
    

    
      The Divine Physician’s shout, infused with deep inner energy.
    

    
      Thanks to that, even the martial artists who had drunk heavily scrambled to prepare for battle.
    

    
      “It’s demonic arts!”
    

    
      “The Demonic Cult’s remnants have appeared!”
    

    
      Not remnants, but that could wait.
    

    
      The Demonic Cultist crouched low.
    

    
      He held his sword hilt at his left side, the tip aimed at me.
    

    
      A stance foretelling a fierce thrust.
    

    
      I, too, drew my sect’s treasure, the famed sword Mukheun.
    

    
      ‘Mukheun, I’m counting on you again.’
    

    
      True to its name, its blade and hilt were entirely ink-black.
    

    
      The blade was thick and oval-shaped, but its edge was razor-sharp.
    

    
      Infusing it with the Eight Trigram Unity Technique, Mukheun hummed.
    

    
      It was the same greeting as always.
    

    
      “Then let’s begin.”
    

    
      I extended my right hand holding Mukheun behind me, stretching it horizontally.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      A flicker of doubt crossed the Demonic Cultist’s eyes.
    

    
      My stance didn’t seem well-suited to counter a quick thrust.
    

    
      He might wonder if it was a feint.
    

    
      But now that his identity was exposed, he couldn’t afford to drag this out.
    

    
      “Ink Sword Hero! Here I come!”
    

    
      The Demonic Cultist declared his charge, stomping the ground so hard the stone slab shattered.
    

    
      But,
    

    
      “Pathetic trick.”
    

    
      I said quietly.
    

    
      It wasn’t a charge.
    

    
      It was a tactic favored by goat-formed Demonic Cultists. They’d shout a charge and then leap over to escape.
    

    
      Knowing this well, I jumped up and slashed across the Demonic Cultist’s abdomen.
    

    
      With a wet sound, his intestines spilled out.
    

    
      “Baaah!”
    

    
      He fell, bleating like a goat.
    

    
      Capturing him alive would be useless due to the restrictions anyway.
    

    
      I circled behind him and delivered a second strike.
    

    
      Roll, his severed head tumbled across the courtyard, stopping only when it hit something.
    

    
      The same end as when he struck at my back in my previous life.
    

    
      A spy gathering intel on Luoyang’s martial circles.
    

    
      Better to eliminate him before Absolute Sword Hand.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      The fight ended in an instant, leaving silence all around.
    

    
      “I hope this livened things up.”
    

    
      I threw a remark at the Dragon Sword Gang Leader, whose face paled.
    

    
      To think a Demonic Cultist was at his celebration.
    

    
      It would have been hard to screen him out beforehand, but that wouldn’t excuse the humiliation.
    

    
      The talk would start tomorrow.
    

    
      No, not even tomorrow.
    

    
      “Dragon Sword Gang Leader, what is this?”
    

    
      “Did you invite that Demonic Cultist too?”
    

    
      Questions poured in immediately.
    

    
      “How could I have checked everyone? He was a young hero who recently appeared, so I invited him!”
    

    
      The Gang Leader protested, but,
    

    
      “Why invite someone like Ink Sword Hero and not someone with a renowned reputation?”
    

    
      “A celebration where heroes don’t come but Demonic Cultists do. Tsk tsk.”
    

    
      With a justification in hand, the martial artists didn’t hesitate to criticize the Gang Leader.
    

    
      “Gang Leader, an investigation seems unavoidable.”
    

    
      “That’s…”
    

    
      A martial artist from the Murim Alliance delivered the decisive blow.
    

    
      Regardless of innocence, his reputation would take a hit.
    

    
      Meanwhile,
    

    
      “Ink Sword Hero! Truly lives up to his name!”
    

    
      “He seems even stronger than his reputation! That Demonic Cultist couldn’t do a thing!”
    

    
      As criticism piled on the Gang Leader, admiration grew for me.
    

    
      “How did you know it was a Demonic Cultist?”
    

    
      “Well, Ink Sword Hero has fought many Demonic Cult remnants, they say.”
    

    
      I didn’t even need to create my own justification. It formed naturally in people’s words.
    

    
      “Isn’t it true he’s the strongest among the prodigies!”
    

    
      “That sword technique, Eight Trigram Unity Sword…”
    

    
      “He’s the top swordsman of Luoyang!”
    

    
      The talk was growing.
    

    
      But my interest had already left the celebration.
    

    
      Spotting the Divine Physician,
    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    
      He rose to his feet.
    

    
      It was time to head home and see Tae-bok.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “How should I address you about this.”
    

    
      The Divine Physician’s expression grew heavy after examining Tae-bok.
    

    
      “It’s fine.”
    

    
      It’s fine.
    

    
      “Please tell me.”
    

    
      I already knew.
    

    
      “Because I am this child’s father.”
    

    
      Nothing could change that fact.
    

    
      This time, I would fulfill my wish.
    

    
      The Divine Physician placed a hand on my shoulder.
    

    
      “Listen carefully. This isn’t a common Severed Meridian.”
    

    
      An explanation about the Latent Waste Severed Meridian followed.
    

    
      “…I see.”
    

    
      My head drooped.
    

    
      Even hearing it again, it was heavy.
    

    
      Tae-bok’s fate was too heavy.
    

    
      A heavy fate, but his father is here.
    

    
      Father came back to break this fate.
    

    
      “The problem is the treatment, which is truly difficult.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      A treatment to change fate.
    

    
      “This Severed Meridian cuts off the path to commune with natural energy. That path must be opened with true energy and firmly reinforced.”
    

    
      “My martial art is based on the Eight Trigrams.”
    

    
      “Good! That’s perfect. You can use your martial art to channel true energy. Then you’ll need elixirs corresponding to the Eight Trigrams.”
    

    
      Since Tae-bok was too young, I would need to consume the elixirs and infuse him with my inner energy.
    

    
      “And probably, at the end, a special method will be required—”
    

    
      He tilted his head, lost in thought.
    

    
      The Divine Physician was tall. His face had a stern look somewhere. Despite practicing health preservation, he had the air of an old tree.
    

    
      In my previous life, when Yeom Ja-yeong passed away, when Tae-bok passed away,
    

    
      - I’m sorry, I’m sorry. This old man couldn’t help and I’m sorry.
    

    
      That was ten years from now. Time had passed. Moreover, the war with the Demonic Cult had overwhelmed him with patients.
    

    
      Tears had flowed down the aged tree’s face, hot with regret.
    

    
      He had mourned so deeply.
    

    
      “Hm? Ink Sword Hero, why are you suddenly like this?”
    

    
      I knelt and bowed in gratitude.
    

    
      “Thank you. Thank you.”
    

    
      Thank you for helping me even ten years from now.
    

    
      “What’s this? I’m a martial artist and a physician. No need to kneel for something natural.”
    

    
      The meaning in my kneel was mine alone until now.
    

    
      Now, I was with Yeom Ja-yeong, and today Tae-bok came to me.
    

    
      And this bow carried another meaning.
    

    
      “Shamelessly, I ask for your help once more.”
    

    
      I could gather the elixirs myself, but I needed the Divine Physician’s medical expertise.
    

    
      He was the only one who could handle the various phenomena arising from Severed Meridian treatment.
    

    
      “Please help with my child’s treatment. My family and I need your assistance.”
    

    
      Of course, I had to bow.
    

    
      “Hahaha, what are you saying? I’m a physician.”
    

    
      His rough hand lifted me by the shoulder.
    

    
      Looking up, a bright smile hung on the old tree.
    

    
      “It’ll be tough, but let’s do it together.”
    

    
      He offered help again, as in my past life.
    

    
      Willingly.
    

    
      “Thank you once more.”
    

    
      I bowed my head.
    

    
      Purely out of gratitude.
    

    
      “Ahem, I said get up.”
    

    
      He lifted me again.
    

    
      “But this is my first time seeing this Severed Meridian in person, not just in texts. It’ll be a challenge for me too, with many hardships ahead.”
    

    
      “It’s fine.”
    

    
      I wasn’t new to treating Severed Meridian. You helped me for ten years, so this time, I’ll lead.
    

    
      “It might be hard alone. Borrow the Murim Alliance’s strength.”
    

    
      The Alliance’s power is needed. That hasn’t changed.
    

    
      But,
    

    
      “I won’t cling to the Alliance.”
    

    
      “Is there another way?”
    

    
      “Yes, there is.”
    

    
      “What is it? This will be incredibly difficult.”
    

    
      What’s changed is my approach to needing the Alliance.
    

    
      “I’ll make the Alliance come to me.”
    

    
      Instead of me clinging to the Alliance, I’ll make the Alliance cling to me.
    

    
      “Huh? How?”
    

    
      “First, I need to become free.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      I looked toward Luoyang, where the Alliance branch was.
    

    
      “I’ll start by applying for paternity leave.”
    

    
      This is where it begins.
    

    

  
    Chapter 4: Chapter 4

    
      Chapter 4: What Is Paternity Leave?
    

    
      The Divine Physician boiled some medicine and left shortly after.
    

    
      - It’s humble, but it’s late, so please stay the night.
    

    
      - No, I have places to go. And…
    

    
      - ?
    

    
      - The baby will face another illness in fifty days. I’ll find medicinal herbs to prevent it and contact you.
    

    
      I didn’t know this.
    

    
      In my previous life, I only learned about it around the time Tae-bok turned one. Hearing the Divine Physician’s words brought back memories of worrying over Tae-bok’s frequent minor ailments as a newborn.
    

    
      All of that was due to the Severed Meridian.
    

    
      - Tae-bok, I’m leaving. Sleep well.
    

    
      The Divine Physician greeted Tae-bok and stepped out.
    

    
      It felt like an immortal had paid a brief visit.
    

    
      “Come on, Tae-bok. Let’s eat this.”
    

    
      It was soon time for Tae-bok, who had just woken, to eat.
    

    
      Reality quickly found us again.
    

    
      In my hand was a porcelain spoon.
    

    
      I brought it to Tae-bok’s slightly parted lips.
    

    
      His lips were about the size of my fingernail.
    

    
      With his tiny mouth, he slurped and took in the medicine.
    

    
      The medicine prescribed by the Divine Physician was safe for newborns. But that wasn’t the issue.
    

    
      The problem was that this little Tae-bok had to fast for days right after birth.
    

    
      “Good, you’re eating well.”
    

    
      A mouth meant to suckle from his mother was taking medicine instead.
    

    
      “Hk.”
    

    
      Yeom Ja-yeong swallowed her tears.
    

    
      Even with her exceptional martial skills, before her child’s illness, she was just a mother.
    

    
      “Ja-yeong, it’s alright. He’ll soon drink breast milk vigorously.”
    

    
      “Hnng. Yes, I need to stay strong.”
    

    
      I wanted to pat her back, but Tae-bok’s tiny mouth pecked like a baby bird. I couldn’t stop the spoon.
    

    
      This was the moment I truly felt we were now three, not two.
    

    
      “He’ll be fine. I brought the Divine Physician, didn’t I? No one matches his medical skill.”
    

    
      I comforted Yeom Ja-yeong with words.
    

    
      Fortunately, the Divine Physician’s reputation eased her mind a bit.
    

    
      “I can’t believe he came and left while I was asleep. I couldn’t even offer him hospitality.”
    

    
      “He said he was busy, so don’t worry about that.”
    

    
      ‘Huu.’
    

    
      I sighed inwardly.
    

    
      Honestly, my heart was heavy too.
    

    
      Watching Tae-bok starve right after birth, I couldn’t stay calm.
    

    
      The Divine Physician said the medicine provided all necessary nutrients, but it wasn’t the same as breast milk.
    

    
      “There, all done.”
    

    
      Even though there was no more, Tae-bok kept pecking.
    

    
      Was he unsatisfied? His moving mouth soon twisted slightly and let out a cry.
    

    
      “Waaaaa! Waa!”
    

    
      “Come, come, you two go to the side room. I’ll calm him down, okay?”
    

    
      Elder Jeong was still staying at our house.
    

    
      She was considerate, worried our hearts would ache at Tae-bok’s crying.
    

    
      Though I wanted to stay by his side—especially because he was crying—I was also concerned for Yeom Ja-yeong.
    

    
      “Wife, you need to rest. Let’s go to the side room.”
    

    
      I forcibly took her, though she wanted to hold Tae-bok.
    

    
      As she lay down, she spoke softly.
    

    
      “They say it’ll be fine in a few days… Afterward, I’ll feed him delicious breast milk.”
    

    
      I nodded at her with a smile.
    

    
      I’d tell her about the Severed Meridian later.
    

    
      Her weakened postpartum body couldn’t handle that shock now. I’d bring it up after she’d recovered a bit.
    

    
      “Yes, let’s do that. But you need to take care of yourself first.”
    

    
      I had things to do in the meantime.
    

    
      “I think I’ll visit the Murim Alliance Luoyang branch.”
    

    
      “The Alliance?”
    

    
      “Yes. I’ll tell them I’m taking a break for a while.”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      Her face showed both joy and surprise.
    

    
      “Yes, really.”
    

    
      My wife had always watched me.
    

    
      The me who faithfully carried out the Alliance’s missions.
    

    
      It was understandable she couldn’t believe I’d suddenly take a break.
    

    
      “You and Tae-bok are far more important. This isn’t the time for missions.”
    

    
      In my past life, I thought Tae-bok’s symptoms were temporary, but not anymore.
    

    
      “Get some sleep first.”
    

    
      I held her until she fell asleep.
    

    
      As Tae-bok’s crying faded from my ears, she drifted off from exhaustion.
    

    
      It’d be nice if she slept through, but newborns wake every one to one-and-a-half shichen for breast milk.
    

    
      So Tae-bok would wake soon.
    

    
      The first night back.
    

    
      Like ten years ago, a long night stretched until morning.
    

    
      But that was fine.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Morning came, and I set out again.
    

    
      I belong to the Zhanglong Hall, one of the outer halls of the Murim Alliance’s main branch, and simultaneously to the Luoyang branch.
    

    
      To be precise, Zhanglong Hall dispatched me to the Luoyang branch.
    

    
      The Murim Alliance’s Wahuo Hall and Zhanglong Hall send martial artists of uncertain background to branches across the land. By performing missions and proving their skill and character, they can later take on internal roles based on their abilities.
    

    
      But even now, I found it strange.
    

    
      Despite handling many missions, I remained an outer hall member.
    

    
      I stayed that way until my friend Namgung Jeheon became Alliance Leader.
    

    
      Why did the Alliance do that?
    

    
      Was it political?
    

    
      Even sending me from Hunan to Luoyang was odd.
    

    
      At the time, I thought it was because Luoyang needed a master.
    

    
      [Murim Alliance Luoyang Branch]
    

    
      I arrived after a short walk.
    

    
      “Ink Sword Hero, you’re here.”
    

    
      “Thank you for your hard work.”
    

    
      A ninth-rank Alliance member guarded the gate.
    

    
      Entering, I saw several neat buildings on a wide plot—larger than the branch’s personnel warranted.
    

    
      This was possible because of the good relationship between the government and the Alliance.
    

    
      The former Demonic Cult leader was defeated by a joint front of the empire and the Murim Alliance. When the Demonic Cult rose, commoners suffered too, and in such times, the separation of government and martial world didn’t apply.
    

    
      After the Demonic Cult’s defeat, the Murim Alliance expanded with land and funds from the empire.
    

    
      ‘They called it a perfect victory back then.’
    

    
      That misconception was the problem.
    

    
      The empire and Murim Alliance considered the current Demonic Cultists mere remnants of the past.
    

    
      Not at all.
    

    
      In the future battles with the Demonic Cult, they’d learn a terrifying truth.
    

    
      The Demonic Cult they defeated was just a vanguard to test the empire and Alliance.
    

    
      ‘Telling them now, no one would believe it.’
    

    
      Lost in such thoughts, I approached the main office, where a few martial artists sat at a table in the courtyard.
    

    
      All, like me, were outer hall members performing branch missions.
    

    
      “Ink Sword Hero. We were wondering when you’d show up.”
    

    
      One stood abruptly, clasping his hands.
    

    
      The others nearby laughed as they watched.
    

    
      “Another life owed to Ink Sword Hero.”
    

    
      “With just those he’s saved, we could form a faction, huh?”
    

    
      Cheolungdo Jo Gyucheon had been tasked with apprehending a fleeing Black Path master. But the Black Path’s skill exceeded expectations, leaving him gravely injured.
    

    
      Had I not arrived, he’d have died.
    

    
      “Please take me on any mission from now on. I’ll surely be of help to Ink Sword Hero.”
    

    
      I came to apply for paternity leave. There wouldn’t be such days for a while.
    

    
      But before I could wave it off, a gruff voice interrupted.
    

    
      “Don’t say that. If you go with Ink Sword Hero, you won’t escape death.”
    

    
      Turning, I saw a familiar face—a man I’d met a few times.
    

    
      “Brother Kwak, isn’t it?”
    

    
      A large, swarthy man, nicknamed Flying Black Bear, Kwak Daebang.
    

    
      The others chimed in.
    

    
      “Ahem, there goes Black Bear again!”
    

    
      “Why’s he always picking a fight with Ink Sword Hero?”
    

    
      But Kwak Daebang remained unfazed.
    

    
      “Ink Sword Hero runs to any mission the Alliance gives, dangerous or tough. Would that guy survive?”
    

    
      Jo Gyucheon clenched his fist.
    

    
      “I have enough skill not to be a burden.”
    

    
      “Think carefully if that’s true.”
    

    
      Kwak Daebang’s provocation shifted the mood oddly.
    

    
      “Huh? Is there something on my face? Why are you staring?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      As I gazed at him, the surroundings grew quiet.
    

    
      “Brother Kwak, it’s nice to see you again. Please take care.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      The silence ended with the martial artists’ laughter.
    

    
      “Finally getting a warning, eh? Take care!”
    

    
      “Ink Sword Hero, if you fight Kwak Daebang, call us too. It’d be a great show.”
    

    
      “Black Bear, never join Ink Sword Hero on a mission. What if only one returns? Hahahaha.”
    

    
      It was a sincere warning, not a jest, but I didn’t correct them. I just shook my head at the mission talk.
    

    
      “I won’t be taking missions for a while.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      “I have a newborn son.”
    

    
      “Ohh!”
    

    
      The martial artists offered lively congratulations. Even Kwak Daebang, who seemed ready to add a snarky remark, fell silent.
    

    
      “So today, I’m here to say I’ll take a break to raise him. I suppose it’s called paternity leave.”
    

    
      “Paternity leave! What a great term.”
    

    
      “It rolls off the tongue.”
    

    
      “Ink Sword Hero needs to take it easy too. Definitely.”
    

    
      I was applying for paternity leave.
    

    
      Encouraged by the martial artists, I headed into the main office.
    

    
      Inside, a desk stood right ahead. An Alliance member handling branch affairs looked up with a tired face.
    

    
      “Oh, Ink Sword Hero, good timing. We’re swamped with missions…”
    

    
      He pulled out a document, but thud, I grabbed his hand.
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      “I came to say I’ll take a break starting today. Is the Deputy Branch Leader in?”
    

    
      The Branch Leader was rarely present.
    

    
      The Deputy Branch Leader managed most of the work.
    

    
      “Huh? Ink Sword Hero taking a break?”
    

    
      “Yes, a full rest. My son was born.”
    

    
      “Ohh! Congratulations! Is that why you’ve been scarce?”
    

    
      The member offered congratulations.
    

    
      But his face soon darkened.
    

    
      “I’ll inform the Deputy Branch Leader. Lately, missions have been piling up oddly… They even asked me to contact you this morning… Please wait a moment.”
    

    
      He disappeared inside and returned with an awkward expression.
    

    
      As expected.
    

    
      “Please go in.”
    

    
      Entering the Deputy Branch Leader’s office, an excited voice greeted me.
    

    
      “Ink Sword Hero! Taking a break at such a critical time—what’s this about? Missions are increasing. Black Path thugs are rampant, and Demonic Cult remnants are popping up lately. Isn’t this the time to work hard and boost your reputation?”
    

    
      I looked at the Deputy Branch Leader’s face for a moment.
    

    
      “Why are you staring?”
    

    
      “When has there ever been a non-critical time?”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      I’d never asked that before. Recalling my time with him, he always called it a critical period.
    

    
      The Deputy Branch Leader tilted his head, thinking.
    

    
      He seemed baffled he’d never considered it, then shook his head firmly.
    

    
      “Anyway, it’s not now.”
    

    
      Then when?
    

    
      A world free of evil hadn’t existed. So wouldn’t Alliance missions never decrease?
    

    
      “My son was born.”
    

    
      “Oh, right, yes. Congratulations.”
    

    
      Hadn’t the member relayed the birth? No, it was just pushed aside by the Deputy Branch Leader’s agenda.
    

    
      “So I’d like to take a break. To care for my child. I suppose you could call it paternity leave.”
    

    
      “Paternity leave? What kind of absurd term is that?”
    

    
      “Is it absurd to take a break after a child’s birth?”
    

    
      “No, it’s just the phrasing, the phrasing.”
    

    
      There was intent behind his words.
    

    
      The meaning in “paternity leave” wasn’t absurd.
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “No. Not now. Rest fully for a month or two, then return to missions. How’s that?”
    

    
      How’s that?
    

    
      I voiced something I wouldn’t have before.
    

    
      “It seems absurd to me.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Silence fell between us.
    

    
      “Why are you like this? You’re not that kind of person.”
    

    
      “What kind was I?”
    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    
      “How did you see me, Deputy Branch Leader?”
    

    
      He tilted his head again, like when I asked about non-critical times.
    

    
      But this time, he answered.
    

    
      “Well, you’ve been building your reputation for various reasons… You diligently handle missions. Yes, steadily and quietly. Without complaints. That’s why I like you!”
    

    
      He started thoughtfully, then spoke smoothly, even adding something unexpected.
    

    
      “You remind me of myself when I was young. Hahahaha.”
    

    
      I stared at him, dumbfounded.
    

    
      He’d later rise from Deputy Branch Leader to Branch Leader, then to Inspector, only to die from a sword wound after taking Black Path bribes.
    

    
      A rare “damn it” rose from deep within, unused till now. I wanted to flip the desk.
    

    
      “Damn it.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “I’ll flip the desk too.”
    

    
      A sturdy ebony desk.
    

    
      I slid my hand underneath. The texture felt exquisite.
    

    
      Of course.
    

    
      It wasn’t Alliance-issued. A secretly acquired item, famous even to someone like me oblivious to rumors.
    

    
      He cherished it so much.
    

    
      He’d blow on it and wipe it even with people present.
    

    
      I’d always found it distasteful.
    

    
      The Deputy Branch Leader’s eyes widened.
    

    
      “No, no, no!”
    

    
      He placed his hands on the desk against me.
    

    
      Our strength clashed over it.
    

    
      Crack, the ebony groaned under pressure.
    

    
      “Argh, my baby!”
    

    
      “I have a real baby!”
    

    
      I moved my hands swiftly.
    

    
      First, my right hand from left to right, aiming to knock his arms off the desk.
    

    
      With his strength downward, he was vulnerable to a side strike.
    

    
      “Where do you think—!”
    

    
      He noticed and lifted his hands from the desk. Ready to press down again once my right passed.
    

    
      But my right was a feint. As he lifted, I powered my left.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      The desk flew.
    

    
      Not upward, but sideways, flung to the left.
    

    
      “No, no!”
    

    
      It spun a few times before crashing into the wall.
    

    
      A contest between the government-built structure and his stolen desk—which was sturdier?
    

    
      Crunch.
    

    
      The desk lost its life.
    

    
      Rest in peace.
    

    
      The martial world is harsh.
    

    
      Even within the Alliance, one can’t relax.
    

    
      “My… precious desk.”
    

    
      Splintered wood and fluttering papers.
    

    
      The Deputy Branch Leader stood amid them.
    

    
      “What’s happening!”
    

    
      Noise came from outside. His lackeys’ voices.
    

    
      I wanted to tell them to get lost, but—
    

    
      Bang, the door opened.
    

    
      “Ge—… Wait a moment.”
    

    
      I’d never told anyone to get lost. I’d used polite phrases like “please step back.”
    

    
      So I hesitated.
    

    
      Should I shout?
    

    
      Or be coldly sarcastic?
    

    
      How should I do it?
    

    
      “Ge-, what?”
    

    
      An Alliance member pushed the door hard and stepped in.
    

    
      I pushed back just as hard.
    

    
      Thud.
    

    
      A dull sound, and the member was pushed out.
    

    
      Did I overdo it?
    

    
      I panicked. There was no malice.
    

    
      Even in that brief moment, I felt something was wrong.
    

    
      Click, I cracked the door and whispered.
    

    
      “Get lost.”
    

    
      Yes, that’s it.
    

    
      I’d said it, so it was done.
    

    
      Loud, cold, or soft—it didn’t matter, as long as I spoke.
    

    
      No more hesitating.
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      Satisfaction, liberation, freedom washed over me.
    

    
      “H-hey, Ink Sword Hero?”
    

    
      Still in a good mood, I turned to the Deputy Branch Leader with a bright smile.
    

    
      “Hiiik!”
    

    
      For some reason, he turned pale.
    

    
      “D-do it! Take paternity leave! Rest for three years and come back!”
    

    
      Oh, now we’re talking.
    

    
      But,
    

    
      “That’s not it.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      “I’m not planning to rest that long.”
    

    
      His mouth dropped open.
    

    
      “…To this extent?”
    

    
      “I’m not saying I won’t rest at all.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      The Deputy Branch Leader was confused.
    

    
      “The paternity leave I mean isn’t like that.”
    

    
      Just a bit of clarification was needed.
    

    

  
    Chapter 5: Chapter 5

    
      Chapter 5: Heart, It Has Arrived
    

    
      The Murim Alliance Luoyang branch, visited by Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      “So, what exactly is this ‘paternity leave’ Ink Sword Hero is talking about?”
    

    
      Branch Leader Hwangbo Gak was receiving a report from the Deputy Branch Leader.
    

    
      On the desk lay Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong’s leave application.
    

    
      Of course, the Alliance had a leave system—for injuries or martial training.
    

    
      But Jin Yeomyeong’s application shockingly listed “child-rearing.”
    

    
      In his absence, a commotion had erupted.
    

    
      The Deputy Branch Leader was subdued, not quite subdued, and ended up granting Jin Yeomyeong leave.
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak frowned, urging the Deputy Branch Leader’s response.
    

    
      “Yes, it was quite a bold statement.”
    

    
      The Deputy Branch Leader gauged Hwangbo Gak’s mood.
    

    
      Not just because he was superior. The Branch Leader was from the Hwangbo clan, like the current Alliance Leader.
    

    
      “He said he’d focus on child-rearing. They can send mission letters, but he won’t respond most of the time. He’ll check missions at the branch when possible. Anyway, don’t expect him to take every mission. That’s what he said.”
    

    
      “Arrogant.”
    

    
      “Indeed. His recent rise in fame and momentum must have led him to look down on the branch. Though not directly under us, treating me, the Deputy Branch Leader, like this…”
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak stroked his chin.
    

    
      ‘Rest, but occasionally take missions?’
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak’s eyes narrowed.
    

    
      What was the point? He’d already intimidated the Deputy Branch Leader into granting leave.
    

    
      Looking at the Deputy Branch Leader, he kept bowing incessantly. Pathetic. Just a pawn to use and discard.
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak recalled Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      Unlike the Deputy, he was different. Strong in martial arts, tactless, and naive—qualities that made him useful.
    

    
      The plan was to give him tough missions, then extend a hand to recruit him at the right moment.
    

    
      But Jin Yeomyeong’s sudden change was troubling.
    

    
      Some complained there were too many Hwangbo clan members in the Alliance.
    

    
      Perhaps their influence was at play.
    

    
      “We need to put a watch on Jin Yeomyeong.”
    

    
      “Huh? Surveillance?”
    

    
      The Deputy Branch Leader was puzzled, not expecting this.
    

    
      Surveilling a master like Jin Yeomyeong required a skilled watcher, a significant waste of resources.
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak whispered.
    

    
      “Don’t you know that practicing demonic arts can change one’s nature?”
    

    
      The Deputy Branch Leader stiffened as if struck by lightning.
    

    
      “Jin Yeomyeong?”
    

    
      “Don’t overreact. It’s just a precaution. Demonic Cult remnants have been showing up lately.”
    

    
      “His title is Ink Sword Hero. And yesterday, he reportedly exposed a Demonic Cultist at the Dragon Sword Gang and beheaded him.”
    

    
      “He acted contrary to that title, didn’t he? And hasn’t the Demonic Cult used sacrifice tactics to gain trust before?”
    

    
      “B-but…”
    

    
      The Deputy Branch Leader nodded reluctantly.
    

    
      Despite being wronged, he found it hard to link Jin Yeomyeong to the Demonic Cult.
    

    
      ‘Even this guy needs to be handled well.’
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak decided not to ignore the Deputy. The more thorough, the better.
    

    
      He placed a hand on the Deputy’s shoulder.
    

    
      “You, the Deputy Branch Leader, were humiliated. I can’t let this slide.”
    

    
      “Branch Leader…”
    

    
      “It’s not just suspicion about Jin Yeomyeong. He’s a key figure the Alliance expects—let’s call him a core talent. If he humiliated you, an investigation is warranted, isn’t it?”
    

    
      The sweet word “core talent” stuck in the Deputy’s mind. He nodded vigorously, moved.
    

    
      “Branch Leader, you’re absolutely right. I’ll dispatch an Alliance member to monitor his presence and arrange a suitable master. Luckily, among the outer hall martial artists, there’s one eager to take down Jin Yeomyeong.”
    

    
      “Such a person exists?”
    

    
      “Yes, a martial artist named Kwak Daebang. He’s quite skilled.”
    

    
      “Why target Jin Yeomyeong?”
    

    
      “Jealousy.”
    

    
      “Jealousy. Good. Show me a report on this Kwak first.”
    

    
      The outer hall sent personnel files with assignments.
    

    
      A useful person could be recruited now.
    

    
      Gain talent and monitor Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      ‘Paternity leave? Making up a term I’ve never heard. At least come up with a believable excuse.’
    

    
      What was behind such nonsense?
    

    
      It needed to be uncovered.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “I said I’d take a break.”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      Despite telling her beforehand, Yeom Ja-yeong couldn’t believe it. Given how obsessed I’d been with Alliance missions, it was natural.
    

    
      “I’ll only go to the Alliance when absolutely necessary. Even if they send mission letters home, I’ll only act if I feel like it.”
    

    
      Relief spread across Yeom Ja-yeong’s face as she heard my explanation.
    

    
      “I was worried you’d overdo the missions.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      “I thought you might push for a high rank to show Tae-bok…”
    

    
      “Hm.”
    

    
      I had thought that.
    

    
      In my past life.
    

    
      My master was a reclusive expert, and I came from humble origins.
    

    
      I wanted recognition.
    

    
      After Tae-bok was born, that desire grew stronger.
    

    
      Later, it wasn’t about promotion but necessity—I couldn’t leave the Alliance due to his treatment.
    

    
      “Now that I think about it, you always told me not to be too tied to the Alliance.”
    

    
      “Yes. Your dreams aren’t limited to the Alliance.”
    

    
      The more I sought recognition, the more control the Alliance gained over me.
    

    
      What a contradictory structure.
    

    
      But I hadn’t seen it in my past life.
    

    
      My wife had, though.
    

    
      “You’re right. It’s all futile now. Rank? I want to spend time with you and Tae-bok.”
    

    
      I looked at her face.
    

    
      “Why are you staring?”
    

    
      She’d given birth yesterday. Fatigue was etched on her face.
    

    
      “Even after giving birth yesterday, you’re still beautiful.”
    

    
      “Haha. What nonsense.”
    

    
      A woman’s body isn’t normal post-birth.
    

    
      Lochia, swelling, stretched joints… the list goes on.
    

    
      She needed to focus on herself for a while.
    

    
      “You could use medicine, but you can’t.”
    

    
      Medicines for mothers affect breast milk. What’s a tonic for her isn’t for the baby. Mothers often neglected their own medicine for their child.
    

    
      Especially after Tae-bok vomited bile, Yeom Ja-yeong forgot herself, focusing only on him.
    

    
      So I had to care for her.
    

    
      I had to look after the self she’d forgotten.
    

    
      I’d tell her about the Severed Meridian a bit later.
    

    
      “Let’s hold each other.”
    

    
      I moved closer to her, who struggled to move.
    

    
      “I’ll spend time. With you, with the baby.”
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      Soft breathing.
    

    
      She was asleep.
    

    
      About the size of my forearm, a tiny, fragile baby slept.
    

    
      I’d brought the Divine Physician yesterday, visited the Alliance this morning.
    

    
      I hadn’t had time to talk with Tae-bok.
    

    
      “Hello.”
    

    
      Because he’s my son? Even with his features not fully formed, he looked incredibly handsome.
    

    
      While asleep, he didn’t feel hunger, his peace unmatched.
    

    
      “Tae-bok. It’s tough coming into the world, isn’t it?”
    

    
      According to the Divine Physician, Tae-bok’s Severed Meridian had no cause. No need for us to blame or feel sorry.
    

    
      “I’m sorry.”
    

    
      Still, I felt sorry.
    

    
      Just sorry.
    

    
      Starting life with hunger, unable to taste breast milk, I felt so sorry.
    

    
      Huu.
    

    
      Uncried emotions swirled in my chest.
    

    
      Thud, thud, I tapped my heart aimlessly.
    

    
      It wasn’t time to cry yet.
    

    
      “I promise. Father will definitely cure you. Yes, I will cure you. For that…”
    

    
      I came back.
    

    
      I swallowed those words, worried Yeom Ja-yeong or Elder Jeong might hear.
    

    
      Tae-bok, Father came back.
    

    
      A father who knows your next ten years came back.
    

    
      I came to overturn those ten years.
    

    
      So rest easy.
    

    
      Just grow, entrusting everything to me.
    

    
      Thud, thud, I tapped my heart again.
    

    
      It was getting hard to hold back, so I stood.
    

    
      Something felt like it would burst.
    

    
      I stepped into the courtyard, closed my eyes, and breathed.
    

    
      Calmly, slowly, deeply.
    

    
      Still, my chest wouldn’t settle.
    

    
      ‘Heart Demon?’
    

    
      Why at this moment?
    

    
      While watching Tae-bok.
    

    
      But I soon realized.
    

    
      ‘It came back with me through time.’
    

    
      I regulated my breathing.
    

    
      Calmly, slowly, deeply.
    

    
      As I approached the Heart Demon with each breath,
    

    
      As expected.
    

    
      The emotions from my past life.
    

    
      Regret, self-blame, pain—staring at me from within.
    

    
      And the moment we met eyes, the Heart Demon overwhelmed me.
    

    
      If I’d done it differently,
    

    
      If I’d done it right,
    

    
      Could I have not lost?
    

    
      Isn’t that so, Jin Yeomyeong?
    

    
      A fierce pain surged in my chest.
    

    
      ‘It’s okay. It’s fine.’
    

    
      Breathing regulation.
    

    
      Calmly, slowly, deeply.
    

    
      I accepted the Heart Demon.
    

    
      Drew it into me.
    

    
      To see myself clearly.
    

    
      ‘Look. I’m not the past me.’
    

    
      The Heart Demon flowed through me.
    

    
      Showed me.
    

    
      Me, standing at the starting point to change everything before losing Tae-bok.
    

    
      The me now.
    

    
      ‘So help me.’
    

    
      For a new beginning.
    

    
      The Heart Demon, having circled within me, looked at me.
    

    
      I looked back at the Heart Demon.
    

    
      As time passed in our mutual gaze,
    

    
      ‘My chest… feels lighter.’
    

    
      The Heart Demon accepted my request.
    

    
      It transformed.
    

    
      Regret for not protecting became a purpose to protect, Self-blame burrowing within turned into energy to face the world,
    

    
      And the intense pain became a will stronger than ever.
    

    
      The heart from my past life transformed into a will to live in this life.
    

    
      “This is…”
    

    
      The change in my heart soon affected my body.
    

    
      My well-trained physique, honed by regular practice, followed my mind without hesitation.
    

    
      ‘Insight?’
    

    
      Something had arrived.
    

    

  
    Chapter 6: Chapter 6

    
      Chapter 6: Money, I’m Going to Get It
    

    
      The path to growing martial arts is manifold.
    

    
      One is insight, a realization of the heart.
    

    
      With a body and skills sufficiently prepared, gaining insight can break through limits in an instant.
    

    
      Like what just happened to me.
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      Why does a realization of the heart make one stronger?
    

    
      Not from training muscles, accumulating inner energy, or practicing techniques.
    

    
      I once asked my master out of curiosity.
    

    
      He gave a kind smile.
    

    
      - Hahahaha, curious about that?
    

    
      - Yes.
    

    
      - Hahahaha, don’t be so presumptuous. Do a hundred more push-ups.
    

    
      Wise words.
    

    
      Still, I kept asking, curious.
    

    
      - Is it because the vessel holding martial arts is a person?
    

    
      - …I don’t quite understand.
    

    
      - Hahahaha, a hundred more push-ups.
    

    
      I asked again after some time.
    

    
      - Does a blockage in the heart mean a blockage in martial arts?
    

    
      - Keep going.
    

    
      - If the heart is clouded, doesn’t even pure martial arts turn demonic at some point?
    

    
      - And?
    

    
      - Then, what if a person’s heart becomes pure?
    

    
      - Hm, good. You’ve grasped about seventy percent.
    

    
      - Won’t you explain the rest?
    

    
      - Pu—
    

    
      - —sh-ups, a hundred more.
    

    
      I did a lot of push-ups. With those trained muscles, I’d blown off enemies’ heads, thinking,
    

    
      - Master’s grace is like the heavens…
    

    
      I didn’t fully understand insight.
    

    
      But just now, I merged the ‘me from ten years ahead’ with the ‘me here now.’
    

    
      Unity—there’s a reason for that term. As my divided self became one, my martial arts purified, strengthened, and found peace.
    

    
      Like still water in a calm vessel.
    

    
      Because the leaks in the ‘me’ vessel holding my martial arts had lessened.
    

    
      “Then I should achieve something right away.”
    

    
      I headed straight to the training room in the basement and began the breathing exercise for Eight Trigram Unity Technique.
    

    
      My inner energy is Eight Trigram Unity Technique, my swordsmanship is Eight Trigram Unity Sword.
    

    
      The inner energy includes eight trigram techniques handling natural energies corresponding to the Eight Trigrams, and the swordsmanship consists of eight sword forms mirroring the Eight Trigrams’ properties.
    

    
      Mastery of all Eight Trigrams leads to unity.
    

    
      In my past life, I never reached it.
    

    
      Each stage’s progress was painfully slow and difficult.
    

    
      But each stage’s mastery significantly boosts prowess.
    

    
      The second stage is about becoming a vessel for the Eight Trigrams’ energies,
    

    
      and from the third stage, one handles the natural energy of a single trigram.
    

    
      I chose the Tui Trigram, the energy of swamps, at the third stage.
    

    
      Tui Trigram Technique expanded the limit of natural energy I could hold.
    

    
      And the next trigram technique I aimed for after the third stage was Xun Trigram Technique, the energy of wind.
    

    
      My choice remains the same.
    

    
      In my past life, after the third stage, I trained the Li Trigram Technique of fire, but upon learning of Yeom Ja-yeong’s pregnancy, I focused on Xun Trigram Technique.
    

    
      I deemed Xun’s abilities more necessary.
    

    
      “Huu.”
    

    
      After finishing the breathing exercise, I tested the technique.
    

    
      First, I slightly opened the training room door and focused on the wind’s natural energy.
    

    
      ‘I can feel it.’
    

    
      I sensed the subtle air currents.
    

    
      I could feel the wind’s energy more clearly.
    

    
      But the ‘Eight Sensations,’ a heightened sensitivity to natural energy, came with each trigram.
    

    
      Xun Trigram’s ability was,
    

    
      ‘Light, and fast.’
    

    
      I felt it the moment I stood and stepped into the Eight Trigram Sword’s footwork.
    

    
      The wind’s natural energy flowed through me.
    

    
      My body felt light.
    

    
      My steps—planting, retracting, extending, bending—were all faster.
    

    
      Xun Trigram’s ability: an advancement in footwork and lightness skill.
    

    
      In my past life, after learning of Yeom Ja-yeong’s pregnancy, I trained Xun Trigram Technique to move quickly between home and elsewhere.
    

    
      Having a child shifts your priorities. Even martial arts choices consider the child, not just myself.
    

    
      The reason from my past life hadn’t vanished.
    

    
      In this life, planning to gather elixirs myself, Xun Trigram Technique was even more essential.
    

    
      And to gain insight like this.
    

    
      “Lucky.”
    

    
      I opened the training room door and stepped out.
    

    
      I had reached the fourth stage of Eight Trigram Unity Technique.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Having mastered Xun Trigram Technique, I wanted to feel the autumn breeze again, so I returned to the courtyard.
    

    
      A world of difference from when I stepped out earlier with a heavy heart.
    

    
      The cool breeze brushing against me felt vivid.
    

    
      It’s possible.
    

    
      I’m certain.
    

    
      I can grow stronger faster.
    

    
      Tae-bok’s treatment won’t take ten years.
    

    
      I’ll gather the elixirs for the Eight Trigrams myself.
    

    
      And find the final great technique.
    

    
      Yes, for now, the illness in fifty days warned by the Divine Physician.
    

    
      - The baby will face another illness in fifty days. I’ll find medicinal herbs to prevent it and contact you.
    

    
      The Divine Physician liked me this time too.
    

    
      Perhaps it’s the bond between those who work like oxen—our conversations were very comfortable.
    

    
      Even without helping Tae-bok, I felt we could be friends.
    

    
      ‘Then Namgung Jeheon and Zhuge Sheng should be fine too.’
    

    
      I never doubted.
    

    
      Even traveling back in time, I believed I’d befriend those two again.
    

    
      My relationship with the Divine Physician confirmed my hunch.
    

    
      “Good, all good. But one thing bothers me.”
    

    
      I deliberately spoke aloud.
    

    
      “Who’s clinging to our house wall?”
    

    
      There was no one earlier.
    

    
      Whoosh, a startled presence fled outside.
    

    
      I couldn’t let it go.
    

    
      I leaped onto the wall.
    

    
      I was about to shout “stop,” but held back. I couldn’t alarm the family inside. What if Tae-bok, sleeping peacefully, woke up startled?
    

    
      - Stttooop.
    

    
      As quietly as possible, I projected my voice forward to the fleeing figure.
    

    
      He flinched mid-run, glancing back.
    

    
      I raised a finger to my lips, signaling silence.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      Crash, he tripped over something, making a loud noise.
    

    
      Worse, he wasn’t running away from the house but along the wall, away from me—closer to Tae-bok’s room.
    

    
      - Waaa.
    

    
      A small cry escaped.
    

    
      - Oh my, did our Tae-bok get a shock? No, no, it’s just noise from outside. Go back to sleep. Hush, hush.
    

    
      I heard Yeom Ja-yeong soothing Tae-bok.
    

    
      “I’ll kill you.”
    

    
      I immediately used the newly gained Xun Trigram Technique.
    

    
      The fastest lightness skill I’d ever performed.
    

    
      Just moving along the modest house wall, a typhoon-like roar filled my ears.
    

    
      Even fighting the Demonic Cult, I wasn’t this fast.
    

    
      “I’ll kill you.”
    

    
      I’d never spoken so harshly.
    

    
      Yet killing intent flowed naturally.
    

    
      “Hiiiik, hii. No! Don’t kill me! I’m an Alliance member!”
    

    
      The fool shouted his introduction loudly.
    

    
      Tae-bok, who’d stirred and tried to sleep again, finally,
    

    
      - Waaaaaaah!
    

    
      Burst into a full cry.
    

    
      Have you heard a baby cry?
    

    
      “Waa” isn’t just a word. They really cry “waa.” And in that sound, a baby pours out everything.
    

    
      Parents gradually learn a baby’s mood and needs from those simple cries.
    

    
      “Our child was truly startled.”
    

    
      I gritted my teeth, keeping my voice low.
    

    
      “If you weren’t an Alliance member, I’d have beheaded you. Get up and head to that alley.”
    

    
      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I—”
    

    
      “I know who you are. The Alliance member who hit his head on the door.”
    

    
      One of the Deputy Branch Leader’s lackeys trying to enter.
    

    
      He’d been knocked over by the door I slammed.
    

    
      “Just go.”
    

    
      The Murim Alliance is a great organization. Just being a member protected this fool. Otherwise, I’d—
    

    
      I pushed him into the alley and glared for a while.
    

    
      “I’m sorry. I don’t have kids, so I didn’t expect this situation.”
    

    
      “Then what did you expect?”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “You were surveilling our house. Did you think I wouldn’t notice?”
    

    
      “No, but I just got close… How did you…”
    

    
      He looked shocked, confident in his stealth.
    

    
      The enhanced Eight Sensations, detecting natural energy, made this possible.
    

    
      Of course, I didn’t tell the Alliance member.
    

    
      He needed to explain now.
    

    
      “Why was an Alliance member surveilling our house? Speak.”
    

    
      Prompted, the member regained his senses.
    

    
      “The Deputy Branch Leader ordered me to just check his presence.”
    

    
      “The Deputy Branch Leader?”
    

    
      “No, it’s partly because of Ink Sword Hero.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Saying nonsense like paternity leave…”
    

    
      Drip. Drop. Drip.
    

    
      A few more drops fell into my barely contained anger.
    

    
      My hand rose instinctively.
    

    
      But hitting an Alliance member felt wrong.
    

    
      ‘Don’t hit. Patience, patience, patience.’
    

    
      It wasn’t working. My hand moved. I’d end up striking.
    

    
      ‘I’m a father. Father, father, father.’
    

    
      Ah, it worked. My breathing steadied a bit.
    

    
      “Huuu, so Alliance member, why is paternity leave nonsense—huh?”
    

    
      Was it because I raised and lowered my hand in front of him?
    

    
      Or lack of learning?
    

    
      He turned and fled again.
    

    
      “What a fool, walking into the tiger’s den.”
    

    
      I didn’t chase.
    

    
      He’d leaped toward an alley where Pao, the dumpling vendor, stood.
    

    
      “Stop, dumpling man! Move!”
    

    
      “Eek!”
    

    
      The member reached to shove the stall.
    

    
      Pao screamed, throwing soft dumplings at him.
    

    
      Naturally, the member didn’t care, taking them with his head.
    

    
      Crack.
    

    
      A breaking sound.
    

    
      “…Huh?”
    

    
      With a puzzled grunt, the member collapsed.
    

    
      I walked slowly to Pao.
    

    
      “Those iron dumplings are as good as ever.”
    

    
      “Oh, Ink Sword Hero, I’m embarrassed by your praise.”
    

    
      Pao’s signature move, Iron Dumpling.
    

    
      Simple in principle—embedding a stone in a snowball, like hiding iron in a dumpling.
    

    
      Hard to execute. It requires handling iron with dumpling-like lightness.
    

    
      I’d seen Pao’s iron dumplings fly over thirty times, striking a Black Path foe’s head.
    

    
      “No need for Ink Sword Hero to step in. I was just watching since he’s an Alliance member. Did I let him get too close to the house?”
    

    
      “I figured you would. But with a child now, I’m more sensitive. And my wife just gave birth.”
    

    
      “Hm, then I’ll ensure no one gets near the house from now on.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      I looked around, clasping my hands in gratitude.
    

    
      “Thank you all.”
    

    
      No response came, but they were watching.
    

    
      That’s why our house is safe.
    

    
      Thanks to the Rogues’ Guild masters.
    

    
      “How’s the lady?”
    

    
      “She’s struggling post-birth. She needs rest.”
    

    
      “Hm, I’ll visit at an appropriate time.”
    

    
      Unknown to the Alliance, my wife Yeom Ja-yeong was an Iron Bead master of the Rogues’ Guild.
    

    
      And the younger sister of the current Rogues’ Guild Leader.
    

    
      ‘If her brother hadn’t been killed, I might not have relied on the Murim Alliance.’
    

    
      Upon learning of her pregnancy, Yeom Ja-yeong’s brother, the Guild Leader, sent guards.
    

    
      Of course, the Rogues’ Guild couldn’t spare its elite casually. Not a martial-focused faction, it had few masters.
    

    
      Injured or resting masters were stationed near our house.
    

    
      Close allies of her brother gladly took the guard duty. Pao was one.
    

    
      After the Guild Leader’s murder, the Rogues’ Guild fell into chaos, entangling masters like Pao.
    

    
      For safety, we moved into the Alliance.
    

    
      Our search for elixirs became dependent on them.
    

    
      ‘Was her brother killed by the Demonic Cult?’
    

    
      This time would be different.
    

    
      I’d save the Guild Leader and use the Rogues’ Guild’s intel.
    

    
      “Stay healthy, Pao.”
    

    
      “I’m always healthy. Haha.”
    

    
      Pao glanced at the fallen member.
    

    
      “I’ll handle him. He hit his head, so he won’t remember. Heh.”
    

    
      “If needed, say he got hit from behind by me. He won’t argue.”
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “Darling, what was that commotion?”
    

    
      “It was nothing. Did Tae-bok fall back asleep?”
    

    
      Yeom Ja-yeong nodded.
    

    
      “He’s sleeping well.”
    

    
      On her lap lay her unique weapon, a steel abacus.
    

    
      I reached out and moved it aside.
    

    
      “A sick person… Pao was watching. Others too. Let’s use the abacus later.”
    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    
      She didn’t ask for it back.
    

    
      “By the way. Her brother must’ve heard about the birth. He might come soon?”
    

    
      “Probably? But he might be too busy with guild matters.”
    

    
      “Hm.”
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      I’d think about her brother when I met him.
    

    
      “Wife. But…”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      I needed to prepare, step by step, to gather elixirs confidently.
    

    
      The first step.
    

    
      “How much money do we have left?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Funds.
    

    
      I’d submitted my leave to the Alliance.
    

    
      That meant no monthly stipend.
    

    
      “About ten months? You earned a tael from a bounty recently, so we can stretch it.”
    

    
      “You considered Tae-bok too?”
    

    
      “Hm.”
    

    
      I understood without her saying.
    

    
      “Got it. I’ll need to get some money.”
    

    
      “Huh? Where?”
    

    
      “Anywhere… No, I have a plan.”
    

    
      Fortunately, some incidents were happening around this time.
    

    
      Some could turn a profit.
    

    
      “You’re not skilled at earning money…”
    

    
      Yeom Ja-yeong hit the nail on the head.
    

    
      “Don’t worry. I thought this through before taking leave.”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      Of course.
    

    
      But for some reason, I wanted to step into the courtyard and feel the breeze again.
    

    
      “Yes. Leave it to me.”
    

    
      I faced unpaid leave.
    

    
      Time to secure living expenses.
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      Chapter 7: Money, The Man Hiding in Luoyang
    

    
      The third morning since my return.
    

    
      I left home to earn living expenses.
    

    
      The autumn breeze swept the streets.
    

    
      Some were already bundling up.
    

    
      Step, step, I walked, organizing last night’s thoughts.
    

    
      Should I just go gather elixirs for Tae-bok?
    

    
      In other words, head to the elixir market?
    

    
      No.
    

    
      I wanted to create an environment where I could leave without worry.
    

    
      How could I travel for elixirs if I’m anxious about Yeom Ja-yeong and Tae-bok?
    

    
      And after much thought yesterday, I realized.
    

    
      An environment I could leave for was one good for raising a child.
    

    
      Safe, abundant, healthy.
    

    
      And if I could wish for more, a place where he could play with friends.
    

    
      Of these, safety was covered.
    

    
      “Pao. You’re out early.”
    

    
      “Haha, I need to start my morning business. Dumplings are great for eating on the go.”
    

    
      “Give me two, please.”
    

    
      Thanks to the Rogues’ Guild masters nearby, I felt secure.
    

    
      It’d depend on the guild’s future, but for now, no worries.
    

    
      “Ink Sword Hero, with a child now, you’ll be busy.”
    

    
      “I think so. That’s why I’m out today.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      “To earn money.”
    

    
      “Oh my, off to do something big. Will two dumplings do? Here’s one more!”
    

    
      Pao added an extra dumpling.
    

    
      Munch, munch.
    

    
      Biting into the dumplings, I headed to the main road.
    

    
      Safety was next, then abundance.
    

    
      With money, Yeom Ja-yeong could care for Tae-bok while I’m away.
    

    
      It might even buy elixirs.
    

    
      It tied to Tae-bok’s health.
    

    
      So I was out to earn money today.
    

    
      “First, the main road.”
    

    
      Years of missions had sped up my eating.
    

    
      The dumplings were gone in no time.
    

    
      Reaching the main road, I took in the scene.
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      But Luoyang…
    

    
      “You filthy beggars! Get lost!”
    

    
      Wasn’t in great shape security-wise.
    

    
      My house was safe, but the city felt restless.
    

    
      “Hey, Zhang!”
    

    
      Those yelling at beggars approached a candied fruit stall.
    

    
      Big, rough-looking men.
    

    
      At the group’s end, some raised fists at young beggars who couldn’t escape.
    

    
      No Beggar’s Gang members nearby.
    

    
      I thought to help when,
    

    
      The candied fruit vendor Zhang shouted,
    

    
      “Stop! If you’re here for me, talk to me! Why hurt innocent kids?”
    

    
      Nearby vendors chimed in.
    

    
      “You thugs! If you’re here for money, just take it!”
    

    
      “Those kids have it harder than us. Why else would they beg?”
    

    
      Their fearful voices rose to buy time for the young beggars to flee.
    

    
      “Zhang.”
    

    
      One burly man, dismissing the vendors, stepped close to the stall.
    

    
      “Time to pay up today?”
    

    
      Zhang stood firm.
    

    
      “No way. We agreed to pay the fruit cost every three months. That was the original deal.”
    

    
      “That was with the old owner. Didn’t you know the fruit shop’s under Great Ocean Trading now?”
    

    
      “Then call them to renegotiate. Not like this—uh, uh?”
    

    
      The burly man pushed Zhang’s chest with his palm.
    

    
      Though a tough street vendor, Zhang was outnumbered and faltered.
    

    
      Huu.
    

    
      “Enough.”
    

    
      The burly men turned to me.
    

    
      They were low-tier martial artists.
    

    
      The vendors were commoners without skills.
    

    
      When a martial artist uses force on the unskilled…
    

    
      “Push any further, and this becomes a martial matter.”
    

    
      I tapped the resting Mukheun in its scabbard.
    

    
      The short walk from the alley to the stall had turned into a jianghu path.
    

    
      A martial artist’s journey.
    

    
      “What’s this guy…?”
    

    
      “Hey, it’s Ink Sword Hero.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      One recognized me.
    

    
      Whispers spread among them.
    

    
      They thought they were quiet, but my martial ears caught it clearly.
    

    
      “That young guy?”
    

    
      “Ink Sword Hero isn’t old.”
    

    
      “He looks neat.”
    

    
      “Yeah, but don’t underestimate him for that.”
    

    
      “Really strong?”
    

    
      “Didn’t you hear? Luoyang’s Black Path walks with eyes down before Ink Sword Hero.”
    

    
      Oh?
    

    
      Those I saw bowing were Black Path members?
    

    
      A new realization.
    

    
      Amid this, one deviated.
    

    
      “Wanna fight?”
    

    
      I slowly moved my hand to the sword hilt.
    

    
      “Fight? You crazy bastard!”
    

    
      The instigator got knuckle raps from the others.
    

    
      Knuckle raps.
    

    
      Surprisingly cute guys.
    

    
      “Hehe, Ink Sword Hero. Just a misunderstanding. Hehe, we’re leaving.”
    

    
      “Wait.”
    

    
      They’d said, “Didn’t you hear? Luoyang’s Black Path walks with eyes down before Ink Sword Hero.”
    

    
      “You’re not locals from Luoyang? Where are you from? Which faction?”
    

    
      The burly men exchanged looks.
    

    
      Hesitating, the apparent leader spoke.
    

    
      “We came from Shanxi. Not a faction, just work for a trading company.”
    

    
      Too Black Path-like for traders.
    

    
      But some companies did hire such types.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      My silence made them scatter.
    

    
      The intimidated vendor Zhang yelled behind them.
    

    
      “You bastards, our shop’s an Ink Sword Hero regular, so don’t even think of coming back! Tell Great Ocean Trading too!”
    

    
      I didn’t often eat candied fruit but didn’t correct him. Approaching Zhang, he bowed deeply.
    

    
      “Thank you, Ink Sword Hero. You saved me.”
    

    
      “No problem. Great Ocean Trading?”
    

    
      Zhang’s face scrunched.
    

    
      “Yes. A subsidiary of Golden Cloud Trading. Nasty bunch. They’ve shown their true colors since Golden Cloud vanished.”
    

    
      “What are they doing?”
    

    
      “They’re taking over wholesale, breaking contracts with people like me at will. No leniency.”
    

    
      “What if you can’t pay? They take the stall?”
    

    
      “Yes, what’s so valuable about a few chairs? They seize everything and let others sell.”
    

    
      He glanced at vendors who hadn’t helped the young beggars.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      Not locals, so their reaction to beggars differed.
    

    
      Zhang sighed deeply.
    

    
      “Huu. Things weren’t like this under Golden Cloud. But what can you do? They say he committed crimes.”
    

    
      His eyes turned to a wanted poster on a wall.
    

    
      Zhu Hochong.
    

    
      The former Golden Cloud Trading Leader.
    

    
      The description listed crimes: smuggling, murder instigation, human trafficking… even insulting the magistrate.
    

    
      A colorful list.
    

    
      Once Luoyang’s top trading company, Zhu Hochong grew it with skill, aiding the city’s rebuild.
    

    
      But he was a Black Path-like corrupt merchant.
    

    
      His crimes worsened Luoyang’s security.
    

    
      Exposed by the magistrate, he cursed and fled.
    

    
      His deeds later surfaced, making him a fugitive.
    

    
      “Leader Zhu must be well-hidden. Can’t catch him.”
    

    
      “With his trading background, he’s got strong backing. If notables hide him, the magistrate can’t touch him.”
    

    
      Half a year since he vanished.
    

    
      Yet he still influenced Luoyang’s trade. Many followed his orders despite the magistrate’s watch.
    

    
      Some speculated he hadn’t fled far.
    

    
      His commands were too swift and precise.
    

    
      He was in Luoyang.
    

    
      ‘Reward: one hundred taels of silver.’
    

    
      Two taels sustain a commoner for a year.
    

    
      One hundred taels.
    

    
      ‘I’ll settle this with one job.’
    

    
      I couldn’t miss it.
    

    
      Zhu Hochong hid under Luoyang’s lantern light.
    

    
      As they say, the darkest place is under the lamp.
    

    
      And I knew who to meet to search that darkness.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Leaving the stall,
    

    
      “Candied fruit uncle, give me an apple one!”
    

    
      “I want a plum one!”
    

    
      Kids around ten swarmed in.
    

    
      Candied fruit—fruits or dumplings coated in hardened syrup—was a sweet treat kids loved.
    

    
      I stepped aside, watching them.
    

    
      They clutched coins, eyes shining, bouncing with energy begging for candied fruit.
    

    
      Plum candied fruit.
    

    
      In half a year, I’d start feeding Tae-bok solids.
    

    
      Some would be fruits. I’d test each, checking for allergies or issues.
    

    
      - Tae-bok, do you like plums?
    

    
      - Ang!
    

    
      Joyful babble.
    

    
      Tae-bok loved plums.
    

    
      Peeled and mashed, spoon-fed, he’d demand more.
    

    
      A few plums later, I’d given them all to Tae-bok, neither Yeom Ja-yeong nor I eating a whole one.
    

    
      I bought a plum candied fruit.
    

    
      Crunch.
    

    
      Sour-sweet, delicious.
    

    
      The kids with candied fruit ran off again.
    

    
      With Tae-bok’s Severed Meridian cured, he’d play with that energy.
    

    
      One by one.
    

    
      First, funds.
    

    
      Turning to leave,
    

    
      “Hm.”
    

    
      A bustling alley came into view.
    

    
      Since Tae-bok, I noticed kids more.
    

    
      Enhancing my hearing with inner energy, I caught their words.
    

    
      - Brother, I want candied fruit too.
    

    
      - No. Candied fruit’s not for begging. Who gives candied fruit as alms?
    

    
      - True. With coins, we need food.
    

    
      The young beggars from earlier.
    

    
      Luoyang had many beggars, including kids.
    

    
      I asked the vendor again.
    

    
      “Give me ten candied fruits.”
    

    
      “Ten? You liked them, huh?”
    

    
      “Delicious. More plum ones, please.”
    

    
      “Sure!”
    

    
      Now, street kids looked different
    

    
      .
    

    
      I thought of their parents, wondering how they fared.
    

    
      Unheard, I’d let it go, but hearing the young beggars, I couldn’t.
    

    
      With ten candied fruits in hand, nearing the alley,
    

    
      “Kids! Uncle’s here.”
    

    
      “Huh? Mud Beggar Uncle.”
    

    
      “Kahaha, look at that.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      A beggar covered in mud pulled out a dented bowl.
    

    
      “Wow, roast chicken?”
    

    
      “Almost a whole one!”
    

    
      The kids cheered.
    

    
      Mud Beggar ruffled their hair. Matted and unrumpled, neither cared.
    

    
      “Wow, where’d you get this?”
    

    
      “Where else? Begged for it.”
    

    
      “It’s practically new!”
    

    
      “Luck, haha.”
    

    
      The kids dove into the chicken.
    

    
      Meat going in became bones coming out.
    

    
      They shared scraps amid it.
    

    
      “Good, good, eat well. Ahem, don’t choke, you rascals.”
    

    
      One kid looked up at Mud Beggar with laughing eyes.
    

    
      “Uncle, aren’t you eating?”
    

    
      “I already filled up hearty!”
    

    
      He patted his belly, laughing heartily.
    

    
      His mud-streaked, unrecognizable face shone with that smile.
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Missing my chance to offer candied fruit, I watched them.
    

    
      Then Mud Beggar turned.
    

    
      “Eat slowly, then!”
    

    
      He headed deeper into the alley.
    

    
      “Uncle, what about you?”
    

    
      “What’s a beggar doing playing? Gotta beg again. Kahaha!”
    

    
      He vanished with laughter.
    

    
      Perfect.
    

    
      I followed along the wall.
    

    
      “Giving it all away, how will you eat?”
    

    
      Another beggar in the alley scolded him.
    

    
      “It’s fine.”
    

    
      The speaker shook his head.
    

    
      “What’s fine? Begging’s tough. Skipping meals is common. Eat when you can, or you’ll regret it.”
    

    
      He gave a final warning.
    

    
      “You won’t last like that. You’ve only been here half a year, so you don’t know.”
    

    
      “I begged plenty as a kid.”
    

    
      “Hmph, same as now?”
    

    
      “Not the same.”
    

    
      Mud Beggar gazed into the distance.
    

    
      “It was harder then.”
    

    
      He parted from the alley beggar, walking slowly.
    

    
      I trailed him along the wall.
    

    
      A mud-covered beggar appearing half a year ago.
    

    
      A wanderer who rose to a trading leader.
    

    
      Not a notable or dignitary, but a man hiding in Luoyang as a beggar.
    

    
      Zhu Hochong.
    

    
      Whoosh.
    

    
      I dropped in front of him.
    

    

  
    Chapter 8: Chapter 8

    
      Chapter 8: Father and Son
    

    
      It’s only natural to be startled when someone drops from a wall, yet his gaze showed no tremor.
    

    
      “Oh my!”
    

    
      He feigned surprise, bending over.
    

    
      If he’d been just one breath slower, it would have been a flawless act.
    

    
      First, I offered the candied fruit I held.
    

    
      “Candied fruit?”
    

    
      “I meant to give it to the kids earlier. But you gave them duck first, so…”
    

    
      For a moment, Mud Beggar’s eyes widened, and a cheeky voice flowed out.
    

    
      “Oh my, I thought it was something else. Dropping from the sky scared me. Alms are always welcome.”
    

    
      He didn’t flinch, yet he claimed to be scared.
    

    
      “This candied fruit, give it to the kids. They’d love it.”
    

    
      “Oh my, thank you. Kids need some sweets. But it’s not easy for beggar kids to get sugar. You’ll be blessed. Kahaha!”
    

    
      He bowed deeply. At the same time, his hands slid up smoothly.
    

    
      His hands were rough, shaped by countless deeds.
    

    
      I placed the sweet candied fruit for the kids on them.
    

    
      “You’re not a Beggar’s Gang member, are you?”
    

    
      “Oh, how could someone like me be in the Beggar’s Gang? There are just many beggars in Luoyang. I’m one of them.”
    

    
      “Still, you must’ve heard of Shinpungae, the Luoyang sub-branch leader?”
    

    
      “Of course I have. Thanks to him, wandering beggars like me face less hardship.”
    

    
      “Does Shinpungae know you?”
    

    
      “Does he? I’ve seen him begging a few times, but whether he remembers… But…”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      He glanced up slyly.
    

    
      “Why ask about that?”
    

    
      “It’s nothing. I liked seeing you share the begged meat with the kids. You’d do well in the Beggar’s Gang.”
    

    
      “Psh, anyone can join the Beggar’s Gang?”
    

    
      Mud Beggar waved it off.
    

    
      He was right.
    

    
      Not all beggars are Beggar’s Gang members.
    

    
      Those called Beggar’s Gang members had to master martial arts.
    

    
      Not just beggars, but martial artists.
    

    
      And martial artists of the White Path, with a will to uphold chivalry.
    

    
      “What kind of person you are seems important.”
    

    
      Leaving that, I turned, and his gratitude reached my ears.
    

    
      “Thank you! May you be blessed!”
    

    
      I nodded without replying.
    

    
      I’ve already received Tae-bok (great fortune).
    

    
      The one needing blessing is you.
    

    
      ‘Today’s the day you’re supposed to be killed.’
    

    
      So I left home at dawn.
    

    
      Zhu Hochong dies today.
    

    
      His body will be found in a warehouse behind an inn.
    

    
      Many attribute it to the numerous enemies he made.
    

    
      Also, today a new magistrate arrives to pursue the former one.
    

    
      Soon, the new magistrate will declare all of Zhu Hochong’s crimes were framed.
    

    
      Which is true?
    

    
      I know you’ll die, but I don’t know what kind of person you are.
    

    
      Should I capture and turn you in for the reward?
    

    
      Or save you and demand compensation?
    

    
      What kind of person you are matters.
    

    
      “I need to meet Shinpungae.”
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      But.
    

    
      Before meeting Shinpungae,
    

    
      Walking down the alley, I encountered someone completely unexpected.
    

    
      “Young Gang Leader?”
    

    
      “Hiiik, Jin Yeomyeong?!”
    

    
      I faced the Dragon Sword Gang’s Young Gang Leader.
    

    
      The one I subdued after harassing a commoner.
    

    
      His bruised eyes widened, then he winced, covering them with his hand.
    

    
      “Son, why’d you stop—Jin Yeomyeong?!”
    

    
      The Dragon Sword Gang Leader, following him, gasped at me.
    

    
      It felt like I’d become a Black Path member.
    

    
      “That’s rude.”
    

    
      Shouting at someone like that.
    

    
      Typical of a fallen faction.
    

    
      “Rude? Jin Yeomyeong, you’re lecturing me on manners? You ruined my celebration just two days ago!”
    

    
      True, I did.
    

    
      Was I rude that day?
    

    
      But.
    

    
      “Are you here for an investigation by the Alliance regarding the Demonic Cult incident?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      My guess was right. The Dragon Sword Gang Leader’s face flushed with anger.
    

    
      “They said the Young Gang Leader was bedridden? You’re moving well.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “If you’re this mobile, shouldn’t you have attended your father’s 60th birthday?”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      “Being able to move yet skipping your father’s celebration—such filial impiety. Dragon Sword Gang Leader, look. The Young Gang Leader needs strict discipline.”
    

    
      The Gang Leader and Young Gang Leader had one guard with them. He couldn’t hold back and spoke.
    

    
      “It’s all Ink Sword Hero’s fault! With bruises like that, how could the Young Gang Leader show his face before jianghu folks?”
    

    
      Oh.
    

    
      That was the issue.
    

    
      The Young Gang Leader scolded the guard for speaking out.
    

    
      “Shut up! What if someone hears?”
    

    
      I looked around. Only a sleeping beggar in the alley, besides us.
    

    
      So many beggars. This one wasn’t a Beggar’s Gang member, just a knotless beggar.
    

    
      The Young Gang Leader sighed after checking.
    

    
      While I questioned his absence from the celebration, he stayed silent.
    

    
      Probably pride.
    

    
      “Sorry, Young Gang Leader. I should’ve avoided your face when I struck.”
    

    
      “Ugh… Let’s just go our separate ways.”
    

    
      Even if the Gang Leader and Young Gang Leader teamed up, they couldn’t beat me.
    

    
      The guard, weaker than them, couldn’t fight despite his anger. They had to leave.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      Now something bothered me.
    

    
      “Legs… Yes, I should’ve broken them.”
    

    
      My words made the Dragon Sword Gang group flinch.
    

    
      “…What?”
    

    
      “The commoner you hit, Young Gang Leader, is still bedridden with a leg injury. Seems unfair, doesn’t it?”
    

    
      I didn’t feel it was unfair when he was said to be bedridden.
    

    
      But seeing him so hale, knowing he skipped out of pride,
    

    
      “Isn’t that unfair?”
    

    
      “After beating me like that, what more do you want!”
    

    
      “No. Anyway, the Dragon Sword Gang is classified as a White Path faction. As an Alliance member, I had to hold back. But seeing the Young Gang Leader miss the celebration, I thought he might be weaker than expected.”
    

    
      “So? We’re still a White Path faction.”
    

    
      “I’ve changed.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      “I submitted a leave application to the Alliance yesterday.”
    

    
      “!”
    

    
      All three stepped back simultaneously.
    

    
      Submitting leave didn’t mean I wasn’t Alliance-affiliated. That wasn’t it.
    

    
      I was saying what I pleased. The mood worked in my favor.
    

    
      The Gang Leader whispered to the Young Gang Leader.
    

    
      “See? I told you something’s off.”
    

    
      “It’s beyond off. His eyes aren’t normal.”
    

    
      My eyes? My wife said they were like a gentle puppy’s.
    

    
      “You two, apologize quickly.”
    

    
      The guard, the most rational, suggested, but the Gang Leader and Young Gang Leader snapped.
    

    
      “Apologize? Ridiculous!”
    

    
      “Apologize? Ridiculous!”
    

    
      Saying the same thing in unison, truly father and son.
    

    
      “Forget the legs.”
    

    
      I wasn’t serious about breaking them.
    

    
      It was to get an apology for the commoner.
    

    
      “Young Gang Leader, you really won’t apologize?”
    

    
      “To that guy? To some porter on the street!”
    

    
      My thoughts shifted.
    

    
      Break them?
    

    
      Make him feel the weight of his actions?
    

    
      “Jin Yeomyeong. Your eyes are strange. Whatever you’re thinking, stop if you’re White Path. Wasn’t the intrusion two days ago enough?”
    

    
      “With my face like this. And what more!”
    

    
      “Ink Sword Hero, calm down. They’ve done good deeds too…”
    

    
      Listening to the Dragon Sword Gang group, I deliberated.
    

    
      If Tae-bok committed such a wrong, what would I do?
    

    
      Hmm, ugh, hmm.
    

    
      The result of my pondering,
    

    
      “Um… What if I broke the Gang Leader’s legs? Let the father pay for the son’s mistakes.”
    

    
      Their mouths dropped.
    

    
      If Tae-bok erred somewhere,
    

    
      I’d bow my head too.
    

    
      As a father, shouldn’t I at least do that?
    

    
      Then Tae-bok would learn from his—
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      The Young Gang Leader cast an expectant glance at the Gang Leader.
    

    
      Huh? Hoping his father’s legs break instead? Not an apology?
    

    
      The Gang Leader missed his son’s look.
    

    
      He just stared at me blankly.
    

    
      “…Have you quit the White Path entirely?”
    

    
      Hmm, that’s not it either.
    

    
      Hmm, ugh, hmm.
    

    
      Ponder, ponder, ponder.
    

    
      I made a final offer.
    

    
      “What if I break both? Father and son can reflect on their wrongs together.”
    

    
      They’d surely apologize then.
    

    
      But the Gang Leader and Young Gang Leader just stared at each other.
    

    
      “Crazy bastard.”
    

    
      “He must’ve eaten something wrong. Or practiced demonic arts.”
    

    
      I snapped.
    

    
      “Don’t lose your manners!”
    

    
      I’m of the White Path.
    

    
      Yet they wouldn’t apologize even if it killed them.
    

    
      Legs, just break them?
    

    
      “Hiiik!”
    

    
      Before I finished thinking, the Dragon Sword Gang Leader shrieked.
    

    
      “Gang Leader, I haven’t done anything yet?”
    

    
      “I told you, his eyes are weird!”
    

    
      Saying that, he did something astonishing.
    

    
      He threw the guard at me.
    

    
      “Argh! Gang Leader, why me?”
    

    
      “Block him! Stop him somehow!”
    

    
      The Gang Leader and Young Gang Leader fled into the alley.
    

    
      The guard, caught off guard, flew toward me without resistance.
    

    
      “Don’t worry.”
    

    
      He’d been the most sensible during our talk.
    

    
      If more like him remained, the Dragon Sword Gang’s decline might slow.
    

    
      I caught him and set him down.
    

    
      Then, a beggar sleeping in the alley corner jolted up.
    

    
      “Ink Sword Hero, should I catch them?”
    

    
      “No. Just spread the word.”
    

    
      I wasn’t serious about breaking legs.
    

    
      Scaring them this much should make them cautious.
    

    
      I looked at the guard.
    

    
      “Are you okay?”
    

    
      “Haha, ha, okay… I guess.”
    

    
      He seemed dazed, likely from being discarded so easily.
    

    
      Seeing this, I thought staying might be torture for him.
    

    
      “I was going to ask you to keep advising the Gang Leader and Young Gang Leader. But leaving the gang might not be bad.”
    

    
      “Ha, maybe?”
    

    
      His expression showed complex thoughts. No clear answer yet.
    

    
      Best to leave him be.
    

    
      Leaving him, I turned to the beggar.
    

    
      He’d already pulled out a knot, grinning.
    

    
      “Hiding it usually is easier.”
    

    
      “Is that allowed?”
    

    
      “What’s the harm? I’m the Luoyang sub-branch leader.”
    

    
      Beggar’s Gang members reveal their rank with knot counts.
    

    
      Unlike the Murim Alliance’s ninth to first ranks, the Beggar’s Gang rises from one to nine knots.
    

    
      The Alliance Leader is first rank, the Beggar’s Gang Leader is nine knots.
    

    
      This beggar had five knots.
    

    
      Shinpungae, the Luoyang sub-branch leader, was here.
    

    
      “Perfect. I was just looking for Shinpungae.”
    

    
      The one who knows Luoyang’s beggars best.
    

    
      He’d tell me whether to turn in Mud Beggar or save him.
    

    

  
    Chapter 9: Chapter 9

    
      Chapter 9: The Light Under the Lamp
    

    
      “Ink Sword Hero, this way, this way. This is the prime spot.”
    

    
      Swift Wind  led me under a small bridge near the alley.
    

    
      “Indeed. Even under the bridge, the ground isn’t wet, and sunlight and breeze flow well.”
    

    
      “Right? Perfect for begging on the bridge and resting underneath.”
    

    
      He sat on the ground, stretching his legs.
    

    
      Even in late autumn, his rolled-up pant legs revealed long, lean, muscled calves.
    

    
      A master of lightness skill, earning the title Swift Wind.
    

    
      Lightness skills vary by use. Swift Wind  specialized in running long distances without tiring.
    

    
      “It’s been a while. Why so scarce?”
    

    
      The Beggar’s Gang and Rogues’ Guild vie for the top spot as the jianghu’s best intelligence network.
    

    
      The Rogues’ Guild focuses solely on information, while the Beggar’s Gang handles both intel and direct chivalrous acts.
    

    
      I and Swift Wind  met during those acts.
    

    
      “I, uh, my son was born.”
    

    
      “What? Congratulations! Congratulations, Ink Sword Hero!”
    

    
      Swift Wind  offered genuine joy.
    

    
      So genuine he pulled a hidden bottle of liquor from his robe.
    

    
      Top-grade Shaoxing wine.
    

    
      “Oh, well. Passing the back alley of Yunzhong Inn, I found this lying on the street. Saved it for a special day, and today seems it.”
    

    
      Liquor from a beggar was rare.
    

    
      Normally, I’d accept a drink, but,
    

    
      I waved it off.
    

    
      “No, I need to return to a house with a child. Liquor’s tough right now.”
    

    
      “Oh my, my short-sightedness. You must keep pure with a young one.”
    

    
      We laughed, facing each other.
    

    
      Before asking about Mud Beggar, I raised a curiosity.
    

    
      “Why aren’t Beggar’s Gang members visible on the streets today?”
    

    
      The spot where young beggars nearly faced the burly men was a main road.
    

    
      Beggar’s Gang members should’ve intervened, yet none appeared.
    

    
      “Hm. They went to support the Chang’an sub-branch, short on hands. I was called but didn’t go.”
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      That explained the absence.
    

    
      “We’re busy enough in Luoyang, yet support…”
    

    
      Luoyang’s chaotic security traced back twenty years.
    

    
      “War was war. Reconstruction brought famine, bandits, all sorts of hardships.”
    

    
      Twenty years ago, Luoyang was a battleground in the war for the throne. Repeated clashes left it desolate, spawning many wanderers.
    

    
      Disasters piled on afterward, as Swift Wind  said.
    

    
      By now, the glory of being a past capital of multiple dynasties was gone.
    

    
      “No wonder they call it a ruined capital.”
    

    
      A city of ruins.
    

    
      Beggars, Black Path, wanderers flooded in like mud.
    

    
      “What about the wanderers?”
    

    
      “Wanderers. Many are settling now.”
    

    
      “That’s good.”
    

    
      “Losing a livelihood is a big deal. Even after disasters, some keep wandering, growing used to it.”
    

    
      My wandering childhood from the war flashed back.
    

    
      But it’s past now.
    

    
      Swift Wind  let out a long sigh.
    

    
      “Why’s that?”
    

    
      “A Taoist temple outside the city helped wanderers settle and find work, but it closed.”
    

    
      “Really? Why?”
    

    
      Swift Wind  sucked on a duck bone stripped of meat.
    

    
      “Why else? Lack of funds.”
    

    
      Money.
    

    
      Money was the issue.
    

    
      “I’ve no interest in earning, content as a Beggar’s Gang member. But seeing this often… makes me think money isn’t bad.”
    

    
      Even Swift Wind  said that.
    

    
      With a trading leader among the beggars you protect.
    

    
      Time to ask.
    

    
      “Some wanderers become beggars, right?”
    

    
      “Plenty, plenty.”
    

    
      “Still, doesn’t Swift Wind  know most of them?”
    

    
      “Hm, more or less.”
    

    
      “On my way, I saw a beggar with mud caked on his face. They called him Mud Beggar. He was sharing his food with kids.”
    

    
      Swift Wind  scratched his head.
    

    
      “Hm, such a person? If Ink Sword Hero mentions it, I’ll look into it.”
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      An autumn breeze blew.
    

    
      It was refreshing earlier, but now it raised goosebumps.
    

    
      Such a person?
    

    
      I’ll look into it?
    

    
      When I met Mud Beggar Zhu Hochong in the alley,
    

    
      - I’ve seen him begging a few times, but whether he remembers…
    

    
      He’d said.
    

    
      If so, Swift Wind  remembers.
    

    
      More than that, he’d have assessed who he was.
    

    
      ‘Yet he pretends not to know in front of me?’
    

    
      “…….”
    

    
      Pretending not knowing means he does.
    

    
      Then Zhu Hochong isn’t begging alone but under Swift Wind ’s protection?
    

    
      A wealthy trading leader living as a mere beggar, not even a Beggar’s Gang member?
    

    
      His half-year hiding makes sense.
    

    
      Using the Beggar’s Gang network explains his precise trade orders.
    

    
      If so, his crimes might be framed.
    

    
      But in my past life, I met a Beggar’s Gang elder and discussed Zhu Hochong.
    

    
      The main branch knew nothing.
    

    
      No pre- or post-reports.
    

    
      ‘Swift Wind ’s solo act?’
    

    
      I watched Swift Wind  gnaw bones.
    

    
      If he protected Zhu Hochong under Luoyang sub-branch authority, he’d report to the main branch.
    

    
      ‘Completely private?’
    

    
      Then Zhu Hochong’s crimes’ validity is unclear.
    

    
      Pretending not knowing.
    

    
      I’d have been fully deceived without my knowledge.
    

    
      “Ahem.”
    

    
      But I know.
    

    
      I pushed, subtly, a step further, but aggressively.
    

    
      “On another note, I saw Zhu Hochong at the top of the wanted list on my way.”
    

    
      “Hm.”
    

    
      A grunt.
    

    
      Could be a reaction to being caught off guard.
    

    
      “So they say. I thought he was just a successful trading leader. He gave us alms often. Who’d think…”
    

    
      Swift Wind  was seasoned.
    

    
      He masked his reaction as lamenting the world.
    

    
      “Did he give that much alms?”
    

    
      “Oh yes. Our kids ate well because of him.”
    

    
      “Really? Didn’t Swift Wind  get any?”
    

    
      “Me?”
    

    
      He smacked his lips.
    

    
      “I’ll admit it. I ate a lot. That I’ll own.”
    

    
      “And?”
    

    
      “That’s it. Judged a criminal, what can you do? As a White Path Beggar’s Gang member, I can’t associate further.”
    

    
      Then he made a comical face.
    

    
      “Isn’t that so? If I caught him for the reward, it’d change things.”
    

    
      Swift Wind  laughed heartily, joking.
    

    
      I laughed loudly, patting his shoulder.
    

    
      “What if I plan to catch Zhu Hochong?”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      His shoulder tensed slightly, then relaxed.
    

    
      “I applied for paternity leave with the Alliance.”
    

    
      “Paternity leave? What’s that?”
    

    
      “Literally. Taking a break to raise my child.”
    

    
      “Whoa, weren’t you diligent with Alliance missions?”
    

    
      “My thinking’s shifted lately.”
    

    
      “Well… looks good to me. But what’s that got to do with catching Zhu Hochong?”
    

    
      “The Alliance stipend stops.”
    

    
      “Ahh.”
    

    
      Swift Wind  clapped his hands as if understanding.
    

    
      “Then I’ll have to help. I’ll inform you if I get info on Zhu Hochong!”
    

    
      A masterful act to the end.
    

    
      “Hahaha, would it be that easy to catch his tail? Just talk. I’ll look into other matters.”
    

    
      Confirmed.
    

    
      Swift Wind  is hiding Zhu Hochong.
    

    
      Luoyang’s lantern light.
    

    
      The space under the lamp was very dark.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “Oh my, you rascals. Uncle’s tripping.”
    

    
      Mud Beggar wailed as young beggars clung to him.
    

    
      He swayed, supporting them.
    

    
      “Hehehe, Mud Beggar Uncle’s fun to tease.”
    

    
      “Tease me? You little!”
    

    
      Pretending to smack them, the kids giggled and scattered.
    

    
      “You brats, run slow! Uncle’s out of breath!”
    

    
      Chasing them, he soon stopped, panting, a smile spreading.
    

    
      The street’s harsh life couldn’t break the kids’ laughter.
    

    
      Because an adult laughing with them stood by.
    

    
      “What a blessed life.”
    

    
      A shadow fell over Mud Beggar’s face.
    

    
      “Swift Wind .”
    

    
      “Ahem.”
    

    
      “Honored Swift Wind .”
    

    
      “Right. Be careful. Long hiding can make you sloppy.”
    

    
      The Beggar’s Gang protects beggars.
    

    
      A Luoyang sub-branch leader like Swift Wind  earned respect from all ages.
    

    
      “Yes, Honored Swift Wind . What’s that duck bone in your mouth?”
    

    
      Crunch, crunch.
    

    
      Even after parting with Ink Sword Hero and meeting Mud Beggar, he still chewed a duck bone.
    

    
      Chewing like this extracts every last bit of oil. That savory taste was a beggar’s delicacy.
    

    
      But today, it tasted bitter.
    

    
      Swift Wind  and Mud Beggar entered a shack to talk comfortably.
    

    
      “Swift Wind , what’s troubling you?”
    

    
      “The bounty on your head is too high.”
    

    
      Mud Beggar, Zhu Hochong, chuckled.
    

    
      “One hundred tls? High? Just proves the magistrate’s a thief. Only a hundred tls for me?”
    

    
      “To you, maybe not. But it’s a fortune for most.”
    

    
      Gruffly, Swift Wind  added,
    

    
      “Even a hero like Ink Sword Hero’s taken interest.”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      Mud Beggar nodded at the mention of a martial artist’s interest.
    

    
      “It’s all about money in the end. Even you, Swift Wind .”
    

    
      “Hmph. Not the same.”
    

    
      “Still, you’re protecting me for a reward, aren’t you?”
    

    
      Mud Beggar lay back on the shack floor.
    

    
      A confident demeanor, unbecoming of hiding.
    

    
      “You’ve gotten used to begging. As a leader, you ate well, yet you handle begged meals.”
    

    
      “I told you, I begged enough as a kid. And I’ll be a leader again soon. The magistrate’s replacement is near.”
    

    
      “You’ve said that forever.”
    

    
      “I said it would happen, not soon. I’ve confirmed the court’s mood, so don’t worry.”
    

    
      Swift Wind  helps Zhu Hochong hide until the current magistrate is replaced.
    

    
      The end seemed near.
    

    
      “Our sub-branch keeps mouths shut. Only my close aides know. Just be careful, Leader Zhu.”
    

    
      “I’ve managed so far.”
    

    
      “Then no one will know.”
    

    
      Swift Wind  and Zhu Hochong nodded at each other.
    

    
      Almost there.
    

    
      “If needed, you can carry me and run.”
    

    
      “True, but if your identity’s exposed, trading leaders you’ve harmed might send assassins. You were too harsh on them.”
    

    
      “Kahahaha, can’t help it when earning money.”
    

    
      Laughing, Zhu Hochong asked,
    

    
      “Afraid?”
    

    
      Swift Wind  bristled. Calling a jianghu man fearful insulted martial pride.
    

    
      “Don’t talk nonsense. No one in Luoyang disrespects me.”
    

    
      “The Alliance branch leader?”
    

    
      “Hwangbo Gak? Hmph, Hwangbo clan or not, he’s more into politics than martial training.”
    

    
      “What about that Ink Sword Hero?”
    

    
      “Ink Sword Hero?”
    

    
      Swift Wind  fell silent.
    

    
      Zhu Hochong interjected,
    

    
      “Young, isn’t he? Above you, perhaps?”
    

    
      Swift Wind  didn’t bristle. Ink Sword Hero was different.
    

    
      “Can’t guarantee I’d overwhelm him. He’s strong and progresses fast. Can’t take him lightly.”
    

    
      Zhu Hochong frowned.
    

    
      “What if he turns hostile?”
    

    
      “Hostile?”
    

    
      “I’m labeled a criminal now. Frivolous charges, of course.”
    

    
      “People think otherwise.”
    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    
      “They say there’s a reason he grew his trading company so fast.”
    

    
      “Why? You know my charges are framed, Swift Wind .”
    

    
      “Sometimes, watching you, I wonder if I misjudged.”
    

    
      “Enough of that. Tell me about a hostile scenario.”
    

    
      “Hostile? Ink Sword Hero?”
    

    
      Swift Wind  pondered, then answered.
    

    
      “Rest easy. He’s naive.”
    

    
      “Naive?”
    

    
      “He doesn’t suspect others well. Trusts me completely. Unless he suddenly changes, which won’t happen, you’re safe.”
    

    
      Swift Wind  nodded firmly.
    

    
      “He knows nothing.”
    

    
      Zhu Hochong nodded too.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      They didn’t know.
    

    
      That Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong knew the situation best right now.
    

    

  
    Chapter 10: Chapter 10

    
      Chapter 10: The Ink-Colored Sword Under the Lamp
    

    
      Though called the ruined capital of Luoyang, it couldn’t lack splendor.
    

    
      This tavern was no exception.
    

    
      Though midday dimmed the light, several luminous pearls were embedded in the ceiling.
    

    
      Red-painted pillars bore gold-foil poetry inscriptions.
    

    
      The tables, lacquered smooth, were impeccable.
    

    
      The food and wine on the tables were, needless to say, top-tier.
    

    
      “Leader Jeong, I hear you made a hefty profit importing goods from Gansu?”
    

    
      “Hahahaha, Leader Yang, I’ve heard you’ve captivated the notables by distributing rare herbs.”
    

    
      Those gathered here were people so wealthy they could dine here year-round.
    

    
      The trading leaders vying for Luoyang’s commerce.
    

    
      “Truly, money flows to Luoyang.”
    

    
      “And it’s easy to start ventures. The government prioritizes revival, so they overlook most things.”
    

    
      “Hahahaha, true. No place is more convenient for business.”
    

    
      Devastated Luoyang.
    

    
      A phrase meaning entirely different things to different people.
    

    
      To most, it foretold a grueling life ahead.
    

    
      To these trading leaders, it signaled investment opportunities.
    

    
      Since it’s devastated.
    

    
      It needs rebuilding.
    

    
      Rebuilding requires money.
    

    
      That process births immense profits.
    

    
      The government pours funds into reconstruction and favors the trading companies.
    

    
      For the leaders, no place was better for business.
    

    
      “Zhu Hochong was a thorn, but since he vanished, things have smoothed out.”
    

    
      “Same here. He never cooperated.”
    

    
      “Trying to hog it all led to his overreach.”
    

    
      Zhu Hochong’s name seemed unpopular among them.
    

    
      “He mustn’t return.”
    

    
      “Agreed. It’d disrupt Luoyang’s trade again.”
    

    
      “Speaking of which, is the intel solid? Is it really him?”
    

    
      The leaders glanced toward one direction, gauging reactions.
    

    
      Behind a thin black curtain sat a man.
    

    
      Their gazes weren’t of doubt or confirmation.
    

    
      They held fear, expectation, and loyalty in varying degrees.
    

    
      The man received these looks nonchalantly, raising a hand to point at one leader.
    

    
      “Yes, I’ll explain.”
    

    
      Guyang Je, leader of the Banyang Trading Company, spoke.
    

    
      A man in his late thirties.
    

    
      Dressed in scholar’s robes, his demeanor suggested a refined scholar.
    

    
      “Esteemed leaders, rest assured. He let his guard down and showed his face clearly. Someone who knew him recognized him and reported it immediately.”
    

    
      Guyang’s assurance prompted the other leaders to nod.
    

    
      “Zhu Hochong! His tail’s finally caught.”
    

    
      “Whoa, I thought it’d end like this. With the magistrate’s replacement near, to catch him now…”
    

    
      The atmosphere among the leaders heated up.
    

    
      Their greatest business rival was ensnared.
    

    
      Now,
    

    
      “Great Ocean Trading was to arrange the hitter, right? How’s that going?”
    

    
      Great Ocean Trading was once a subsidiary of Golden Cloud Trading.
    

    
      After Zhu Hochong’s disappearance, it broke off to operate independently.
    

    
      If Zhu Hochong returned, they wouldn’t stay quiet.
    

    
      Yang, leader of Great Ocean Trading, had to eliminate him.
    

    
      He declared gravely,
    

    
      “Don’t worry. I’ve secured a reliable assassin.”
    

    
      Yang bowed in gratitude to Guyang.
    

    
      “Thanks to Leader Guyang’s cooperation, we got someone skilled.”
    

    
      The leaders turned to Guyang.
    

    
      He nodded.
    

    
      “Leader Yang’s right. The assassin was secured quickly.”
    

    
      One leader asked,
    

    
      “Granted you’d handle it, but… is this person truly skilled?”
    

    
      Guyang didn’t take offense.
    

    
      Instead, he chuckled softly.
    

    
      “Of course. Hiring an assassin is just a matter of money. And we have plenty, don’t we?”
    

    
      The leaders burst into laughter.
    

    
      Money was their forte.
    

    
      “We’ve secured an unexpected figure. Even the Alliance would struggle to track this assassin.”
    

    
      Guyang’s certainty.
    

    
      Yang nodded proudly, as if it were his doing.
    

    
      “As expected of Leader Guyang. A prodigy of Luoyang’s trade.”
    

    
      “With Leader Guyang’s guarantee, we can trust it.”
    

    
      The leaders praised Guyang’s ability, but
    

    
      He deeply bowed to the man who’d pointed him out.
    

    
      “Is it my ability? I merely followed the wise one’s plan.”
    

    
      The leaders realized their error, bowing in turn.
    

    
      “True. Your predictions align uncannily.”
    

    
      “We just follow.”
    

    
      The man accepted it as natural, nodding.
    

    
      In time, Luoyang’s trade would kneel at his feet.
    

    
      “All proceeds as planned.”
    

    
      A hoarse voice resounded.
    

    
      Yet it carried an inexplicable power.
    

    
      At the man’s first words, the leaders nearly bowed fully.
    

    
      When they looked up after a while,
    

    
      “He’s gone.”
    

    
      “As unpredictable in leaving as in arriving.”
    

    
      Only an empty seat remained before the leaders.
    

    
      Guyang steadied the mood.
    

    
      “Only Zhu Hochong has resisted the grand flow.”
    

    
      The leaders focused on his words.
    

    
      “But now, we’ve a golden opportunity. He doesn’t suspect he’s been found. Just follow the plan.”
    

    
      The leaders’ indignation followed.
    

    
      “Weren’t his crimes clearly exposed?”
    

    
      “The magistrate investigated and revealed all.”
    

    
      “True. A vile man. He deserves execution.”
    

    
      “Though using backhanded methods feels uneasy, it’s for justice.”
    

    
      Nod.
    

    
      Guyang moved his head.
    

    
      “Let’s execute him.”
    

    
      The tavern’s top floor unified in that voice.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Samgyeolgae Jogon of the Luoyang sub-branch scoured the streets.
    

    
      Beside him walked Mud Beggar.
    

    
      - Protect him at all costs.
    

    
      His respected Swift Wind Ae had earnestly instructed.
    

    
      - Supporting Chang’an sub-branch left us short-handed. Jogon, take care of it.
    

    
      - You didn’t assign guards before, though?
    

    
      - The mood’s off. Someone uninterested suddenly showed interest.
    

    
      - Why not report to the main branch?
    

    
      - …Do you trust me?
    

    
      - Huh? Of course I do.
    

    
      - Then trust and follow. It won’t harm you.
    

    
      A slightly puzzling exchange.
    

    
      No matter.
    

    
      It was my duty; doing it well sufficed.
    

    
      “Oh, Mud Beggar Uncle. Brother Jogon.”
    

    
      A young beggar greeted from ahead, followed by a group of kids.
    

    
      “Haha, yes.”
    

    
      Mud Beggar smiled back.
    

    
      “Yes, I’m your brother.”
    

    
      Jogon waved, but
    

    
      The young beggar, greeting, bumped into a man in black robes and fell.
    

    
      “Oh, sorry!”
    

    
      He quickly stood, apologizing.
    

    
      No one was ahead, so how? Still, he bowed first.
    

    
      No one likes being bumped by a beggar. Not getting angry was a win.
    

    
      “Sorry, you say.”
    

    
      The kid shivered.
    

    
      The black-robed man’s voice was icy.
    

    
      The other kids sensed the odd vibe.
    

    
      Trouble with young beggars usually meant loud shouts or fists.
    

    
      But this man was different.
    

    
      He kept staring at the kid.
    

    
      A numb, object-like gaze, as cold as his voice.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      Slap.
    

    
      A sharp smack echoed.
    

    
      “Ow!”
    

    
      The kid collapsed first.
    

    
      “Why are you doing that!”
    

    
      “Don’t hit!”
    

    
      The others yelled at the black-robed man.
    

    
      But his hand casually struck the other kids too.
    

    
      Zhu Hochong and Jogon witnessed this.
    

    
      “That bastard!”
    

    
      Zhu Hochong lunged forward.
    

    
      “Wait! He’s trained in martial arts. Stay here!”
    

    
      Jogon restrained him.
    

    
      “A martial artist?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Jogon wanted to charge but couldn’t.
    

    
      He couldn’t leave Zhu Hochong alone.
    

    
      “Go, do something!”
    

    
      “If I go…”
    

    
      Zhu Hochong realized Jogon’s hesitation.
    

    
      “I’ll hide immediately. Swift Wind Ae will find me at the safehouse.”
    

    
      “Safehouse? Are you sure?”
    

    
      “Go!”
    

    
      “No, but…”
    

    
      Jogon turned from Mud Beggar to the black-robed man.
    

    
      Slap.
    

    
      Blood sprayed from a struck kid’s mouth.
    

    
      “Stop!”
    

    
      Jogon couldn’t hold back. He ran at the black-robed man.
    

    
      “You dare hit beggars before a Beggar’s Gang member?”
    

    
      He threw a punch, but
    

    
      Swoosh.
    

    
      A hand from the side deflected it.
    

    
      ‘Not just one?’
    

    
      Jogon spun, kicking at the blocker.
    

    
      “Ugh.”
    

    
      The opponent couldn’t withstand Jogon’s leg strength and staggered.
    

    
      Jogon scanned around.
    

    
      “Hehehehe.”
    

    
      Low laughter, and five or six enemies appeared.
    

    
      ‘A trap. They targeted us from the start.’
    

    
      Glancing, Mud Beggar had grasped it, vanishing into the crowd.
    

    
      He couldn’t pursue.
    

    
      ‘I need to buy time.’
    

    
      “Touching the Beggar’s Gang? Bold fools!”
    

    
      He charged, striking fiercely.
    

    
      “What’s this?”
    

    
      “Ugh, he’s good!”
    

    
      He seized the momentum briefly.
    

    
      But
    

    
      “Hoh. Not bad for a Samgyeolgae.”
    

    
      The black-robed man stepped forward.
    

    
      Swoosh, swish.
    

    
      A snake-like hand slipped through Jogon’s punch and kick.
    

    
      Thud, Jogon rolled back.
    

    
      “Ugh…”
    

    
      He saw the kid he’d struck, bleeding on the ground.
    

    
      Left like this, he might get hurt worse in the fight.
    

    
      One of the black-robed man’s group approached Jogon.
    

    
      A palm strike came.
    

    
      But Jogon didn’t protect himself.
    

    
      He grabbed the kid, tossing him toward a pile of soft goods at a stall. Plop, he landed safely.
    

    
      Then.
    

    
      Bang, the strong palm hit as expected.
    

    
      Cough, he spat blood as planned.
    

    
      As planned.
    

    
      Jogon had anticipated his own blood, spraying it at an enemy.
    

    
      “Ugh?”
    

    
      “Keh, I’ll show you how tenacious a Beggar’s Gang member is.”
    

    
      He leaped at the blinded foe.
    

    
      A punch with no retreat.
    

    
      “Take this from this old man!”
    

    
      But
    

    
      Again, the black-robed man’s hand slithered in.
    

    
      “Ugh.”
    

    
      The grip on Jogon’s wrist was ironclad.
    

    
      “You… bastard…”
    

    
      “For a beggar, you’re decent. They say Swift Wind Ae trains his men well—true.”
    

    
      “Kuh… Honored Swift Wind Ae is unmatched. You’re no match.”
    

    
      “Hehehehe.”
    

    
      The black-robed man laughed ominously.
    

    
      “Swift Wind Ae lost three like me.”
    

    
      “What? You bastards!”
    

    
      Jogon twisted to free his wrist, but it was futile.
    

    
      Too battered, the enemy’s skill outclassed him.
    

    
      “Come on, beggar. Die.”
    

    
      The black-robed man raised his other hand.
    

    
      Jogon couldn’t die.
    

    
      He hadn’t completed his mission or secured the sub-branch leader’s safety.
    

    
      But the palm’s air-cutting sound was merciless.
    

    
      A sharp whoosh and force neared his face.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      Jogon opened his startled eyes.
    

    
      The black-robed man’s wide eyes faced him. He stammered.
    

    
      “What…”
    

    
      His gaze wasn’t on Jogon.
    

    
      “My arms.”
    

    
      He stared at his severed arms.
    

    
      “Ugh. Ugh. Aaaah.”
    

    
      A dull, ink-colored sword.
    

    
      A tall man wielding it.
    

    
      Jogon asked in a trembling voice.
    

    
      “Ink Sword Hero? You’re Ink Sword Hero, right?”
    

    
      Ink Sword Hero didn’t answer.
    

    
      Enemy screams replied.
    

    
      “Argh!”
    

    
      “Ughhh!”
    

    
      “This wasn’t in the plan—gah!”
    

    
      Blood ran down Mukheun.
    

    
      “Brother, sorry. I couldn’t intervene early, fearing they’d seek another chance if I showed. Can you finish here?”
    

    
      Jogon surveyed.
    

    
      The enemies were fully subdued.
    

    
      “I can!”
    

    
      “I’ll follow the Leader.”
    

    
      “Yes, yes! B-but, Honored Swift Wind Ae might have enemies too…”
    

    
      “He’ll be fine. Don’t worry.”
    

    
      A firm tone.
    

    
      Jogon nodded unconsciously.
    

    
      “Please.”
    

    
      Ink Sword Hero vanished in a blink.
    

    
      Jogon’s eyes returned to the battlefield.
    

    
      Among the fallen,
    

    
      “Ugh… ugh…”
    

    
      The once-arrogant black-robed man still groaned.
    

    
      Jogon swallowed hard.
    

    
      ‘Ink Sword Hero, truly strong.’
    

    
      But…
    

    
      He’d called Mud Beggar “Leader” earlier.
    

    
      How did he know?
    

    

  
    Chapter 11: Chapter 11

    
      Chapter 11: Candied Fruit Over Assassination
    

    
      Zhu Hochong, who had hidden himself in the crowd, ran frantically.
    

    
      'How? How did they find out?'
    

    
      I had lived as a real beggar without spending a single coin.
    

    
      Thanks to that, my concealment up until now had been perfectly successful.
    

    
      'To get caught after coming this far.'
    

    
      His feet turned into a secluded alley.
    

    
      Tap, tap. He ran hurriedly and stood before a door.
    

    
      A door with a large, worn lock that looked like it hadn't been used in a long time.
    

    
      However, when he took out a key and turned it, the door opened smoothly.
    

    
      From the outside, it appeared to be a door leading to an empty lot behind an inn.
    

    
      But once opened and entered, there was another wall between it and the inn.
    

    
      In other words, a space walled off on both sides.
    

    
      The width was only half a zhang (1.5m).
    

    
      Opening the door and going in, on the right side was a small warehouse perfectly fitted to that narrow space.
    

    
      Zhu Hochong hid himself inside.
    

    
      Only after reaching this place filled with miscellaneous cargo did he let out a sigh.
    

    
      "Phew."
    

    
      Here, I was safe.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      "They say Zhu Hochong entered an alley."
    

    
      The Young Gang Leader of the Dragon Sword Gang needlessly lowered his voice.
    

    
      "Is that so."
    

    
      His father, the Gang Leader, nodded.
    

    
      They were sitting in a tavern.
    

    
      Not far from the hideout Zhu Hochong had entered.
    

    
      The Dragon Sword Gang Leader, the Young Gang Leader, and one last person.
    

    
      "Uncle, should we depart now?"
    

    
      The man called uncle by the Young Gang Leader, the Absolute Sword Hand, clenched and unclenched his fist.
    

    
      He was someone with such formidable martial arts that he had challenged Jin Yeomyeong to a duel when Jin Yeomyeong had stormed into the Dragon Sword Gang.
    

    
      The Dragon Sword Gang was also a White Path faction, and the Absolute Sword Hand was also a murim person who had made a name on the White Path.
    

    
      But what they were saying was very strange.
    

    
      "You say no one followed him in?"
    

    
      "The escort? They said there was none."
    

    
      "Leader Yang's information is reliable. In that place, we can dispose of Zhu Hochong without being discovered."
    

    
      They said they would dispose of Zhu Hochong. This was the kind of conversation only assassins would have.
    

    
      The Gang Leader asked his cousin, the Absolute Sword Hand.
    

    
      "Hyung-nim, are you certain? If we do this, we'll completely cross over to the Black Path."
    

    
      "I'm certain. The trading leaders are also listening to that person's words. Luoyang will be controlled by the Black Path from now on."
    

    
      When the Absolute Sword Hand answered with confidence, the Gang Leader nodded as if reassured.
    

    
      "To think that the Black Path practitioners gathering in Luoyang was someone manipulating them..."
    

    
      "Manipulating? It should be called dominating."
    

    
      "Mm. Yes."
    

    
      "The situation in Luoyang has been getting worse and worse anyway. Who could stop this flow?"
    

    
      "That's right. Rather than struggling pointlessly resisting the tide, it's better to choose a new path early."
    

    
      The Absolute Sword Hand asked as if confirming.
    

    
      "You definitely severed ties with Hall Leader Go Seokmun, correct?"
    

    
      "Didn't I tell you earlier? I said I threw him away when I met the Ink Sword Hero."
    

    
      "Well done. Well done. Since he's someone who would interfere with becoming Black Path, we might have had to kill him otherwise."
    

    
      "Not that far... I'd rather hope he doesn't return to the gang."
    

    
      The Dragon Sword Gang Leader had already made up his mind about the gang's future.
    

    
      But killing a hall leader who had been loyal to the gang was still distasteful no matter what.
    

    
      "Yes. There's no need to listen to that kind of person's words. Listen to this hyung's words."
    

    
      The Absolute Sword Hand looked at the Gang Leader and helped him steel his resolve again.
    

    
      "Yes. Living as White Path had too many restrictions anyway."
    

    
      "But even after switching to Black Path, there will be many watching eyes, won't there?"
    

    
      "That's why we're doing it secretly like this. It's best to live Black Path while wearing the mask of White Path."
    

    
      "Living Black Path while wearing the mask of White Path. Hahahaha! My brother is right."
    

    
      The Absolute Sword Hand rose to his feet.
    

    
      He could gain recognition alone.
    

    
      But if he dragged the Dragon Sword Gang along with him, he could raise his value even more before that person.
    

    
      The dark, dark future of walking the Black Path was being painted to him as a bright path of glory.
    

    
      "Let's go."
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Having caught his breath, Zhu Hochong suddenly seemed to remember something and pushed his hand between the cargo boxes.
    

    
      The hand that came out held a folded note.
    

    
      News had arrived.
    

    
      Opening the note, a smile of triumph spread across Zhu Hochong's face.
    

    
      "I should raise a toast."
    

    
      He pushed his hand between the cargo boxes once more. Fumbling around, he searched for where the liquor should be and pulled it out along with a cup. It was top-grade Shaoxing Wine.
    

    
      When he had filled the cup with liquor.
    

    
      "What are you toasting for?"
    

    
      A low voice was heard.
    

    
      Zhu Hochong's hand stopped.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Silence flowed between Zhu Hochong and the voice.
    

    
      After a moment, Zhu Hochong sat down on one of the cargo boxes.
    

    
      So in the end, I was tracked down by an assassin.
    

    
      "How did you know about this place?"
    

    
      "I only knew it was around this area. I just moved quickly following your trail."
    

    
      Is that so.
    

    
      Was I tailed from the street earlier? Must be someone with excellent movement arts.
    

    
      I was so careful too.
    

    
      "How did you know my identity? I've lived as a beggar for the past six months. Was there something careless about me?"
    

    
      His tone was calm.
    

    
      "It's difficult to explain. I can only answer that I knew the time and place."
    

    
      Time of death, place of death.
    

    
      The voice only said this much.
    

    
      A true assassin indeed.
    

    
      "Is that so? That would be sufficient for you."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "Is there room for negotiation?"
    

    
      I just said it. There was no way it would work with a professional assassin of this caliber.
    

    
      "Do you have a proposal?"
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      It was slightly strange, but I continued speaking for now.
    

    
      "How about money? I can give you more than what the magistrate can give."
    

    
      "Please give it to me."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      Asking for money too obediently.
    

    
      For a moment, Zhu Hochong grasped the assassin's intention and frowned.
    

    
      "You plan to take the money and kill me anyway."
    

    
      "That's not it. I'll take the money and let you live."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      Still untrustworthy.
    

    
      There's no assassin who betrays this easily.
    

    
      "You plan to find out where I hid my fortune and then kill me."
    

    
      "No. I'll let you live."
    

    
      "Haha, is this where it ends."
    

    
      Zhu Hochong first downed the cup of liquor he was holding.
    

    
      When I was a low-level trading company employee, I accidentally broke and drank one bottle of this liquor.
    

    
      A captain who happened to pass by saw it and spat out curses. The captain's curses soon became the vice captain's roar, and the vice captain's roar became the squad leader's beating.
    

    
      After getting thoroughly beaten and having to pay back liquor that cost more than my monthly salary, I vowed to myself that I would definitely succeed and drink this liquor as accompaniment to every meal.
    

    
      To achieve that, I did various things.
    

    
      And the results of those things had now come as death.
    

    
      "By just one move, the game could have been flipped."
    

    
      "Was that your toast?"
    

    
      The low, calm voice interjected, turning Zhu Hochong's soliloquy into a conversation.
    

    
      It blended in calmly and naturally.
    

    
      "You really are an outstanding assassin."
    

    
      "Me?"
    

    
      "Who else is here."
    

    
      "I'm... an outstanding assassin?"
    

    
      He seemed skilled but somehow strange for an assassin.
    

    
      "Oh, there's something I need to confirm in order to let you live."
    

    
      Even this mentally strange assassin seemed curious about where the fortune was located.
    

    
      "Your crimes."
    

    
      "Hm?"
    

    
      "Crimes. Smuggling, human trafficking, murder-for-hire, etc. What did you do? Excluding insulting the magistrate."
    

    
      A really strange assassin.
    

    
      For an assassin to ask such things.
    

    
      Anyway, it wasn't bad.
    

    
      If I stalled for time, maybe Swift Wind would come.
    

    
      "I can't exclude it."
    

    
      "Insulting the magistrate?"
    

    
      "Yes. Because that's the core of it."
    

    
      Zhu Hochong broke off his words to buy time.
    

    
      But before Zhu Hochong could maintain sufficient silence, the assassin spoke first.
    

    
      "You mean you were framed because you insulted the magistrate?"
    

    
      "Hmm, that's right. Your mind works well."
    

    
      "What insult did you commit to be framed so severely?"
    

    
      "I found out about the magistrate's corruption and sent it to the opposing faction."
    

    
      "Ah."
    

    
      Competing trading leaders had moved the magistrate to try to entrap me.
    

    
      Zhu Hochong didn't let himself be taken quietly. He painstakingly found out about the magistrate's embezzlement and sent it to the court. His handling of affairs had been flawless.
    

    
      But absurdly, the secret leaked from the court.
    

    
      "Do you know there are currently three regent ministers?"
    

    
      "Yes. I heard that when the former emperor passed away early, he entrusted the succession to three ministers. I also know that their relationship is bad."
    

    
      "Oh? That's not yet a public matter. You know quite in detail."
    

    
      The strange assassin was also well-versed in current affairs.
    

    
      "Anyway, the three ministers are struggling to find dirt on each other. At times like this, the magistrate's corruption is fatal."
    

    
      "For something like that, it's taking quite a while. You've been hiding for six months."
    

    
      "Politics is unknowable. Things that should take long can happen in an instant, and things that should end quickly can take forever."
    

    
      Swift Wind still hadn't arrived.
    

    
      Zhu Hochong thought he should say something more to stall for time.
    

    
      But without needing to do so, the voice asked a question.
    

    
      "Why didn't you leave Luoyang? Wouldn't that have been easier?"
    

    
      "I was hiding here giving instructions. If I had left and spent six months away, it would be difficult to rebuild the trading company. The competing companies would have devoured everything."
    

    
      "But isn't your life more important?"
    

    
      "Would it be comfortable to give up martial arts and retire?"
    

    
      A jianghu person wouldn't think like that.
    

    
      "It wouldn't be bad."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "Because of circumstances, it's difficult now. But I don't know about after everything is over."
    

    
      Is this assassin mocking me?
    

    
      Zhu Hochong now felt slightly angry.
    

    
      "Look here, assassin. If you're going to kill me, kill me. Swift Wind isn't coming either."
    

    
      "I'm not killing you. Now that I think about it, why is Sir Swift Wind protecting you?"
    

    
      Sir Swift Wind?
    

    
      But to bother pointing that out, the assassin's condition was too strange.
    

    
      Zhu Hochong poured and drank another cup.
    

    
      "It's because of the things I did."
    

    
      "What things?"
    

    
      "Well, funding a Taoist temple outside the city and having them care for refugees? I did several other things too. Swift Wind probably cared most about that work. Isn't Swift Wind also from refugee origins?"
    

    
      "...I see. I didn't know that."
    

    
      "The magistrate squeezed me saying I should invest in him instead of doing such things. He also tried to seize the temple's location."
    

    
      Zhu Hochong recalled the magistrate's greedy face.
    

    
      "I'm also from refugee origins. To think he did such things. Without knowing I would blow him away."
    

    
      I became close with Swift Wind through both being refugees.
    

    
      "I heard three Black Path masters attacked Sir Swift Wind. But since I saw him fine later, there must have been no problem."
    

    
      The assassin answered as if speaking of past events.
    

    
      So that's why Swift Wind isn't coming.
    

    
      They used a diversion tactic and sent masters to Swift Wind as well.
    

    
      Zhu Hochong let out a long sigh.
    

    
      "Is my destiny only this far?"
    

    
      "No. Your life remains."
    

    
      Crash. The cargo boxes from where the voice had been coming collapsed.
    

    
      A man appeared holding a blunt, entirely ink-colored sword.
    

    
      As he passed Zhu Hochong and swung his sword.
    

    
      Clang.
    

    
      A throwing spear that flew in from outside was struck by the sword and fell.
    

    
      "Assassin?"
    

    
      The man glanced back at Zhu Hochong.
    

    
      "Why do you keep calling me an assassin?"
    

    
      Only then could Zhu Hochong recognize the man's face. The man who had given him ten candied fruit skewers to give to the beggar children.
    

    
      "Candied fruit?"
    

    
      "That's a bit better."
    

    
      "Then who exactly are you?"
    

    
      "White Path."
    

    
      White Path.
    

    
      The man continued his introduction.
    

    
      "I am Jin Yeomyeong, the Ink Sword Hero."
    

    
      Zhu Hochong opened his eyes wide.
    

    
      The hero Swift Wind had mentioned.
    

    
      The one he said he couldn't guarantee victory against.
    

    
      That hero spoke calmly.
    

    
      "I will let you live."
    

    
      Hearing those words, somehow it felt like my life was already saved.
    

    
      "Oh? What welcome people."
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong's voice was heard from outside the door where he had gone.
    

    
      "Hiiik! Jin Yeomyeong?"
    

    
      An incomprehensible scream also rang out together.
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      "I will let you live."
    

    
      The confirmation was complete.
    

    
      Zhu Hochong had been framed.
    

    
      Of course, I wasn't judging solely based on his words.
    

    
      The situation in Luoyang that I knew of afterward matched with what Zhu Hochong said.
    

    
      The new magistrate had tried to wash away the corruption of the previous magistrate, but the process hadn't been smooth.
    

    
      This was because several trading companies in Luoyang were uncooperative with the new magistrate's policies.
    

    
      Trading companies generally try not to go against the government's wishes, so being uncooperative with the magistrate was strange.
    

    
      However, if the magistrate replacement itself was caused by the conflict between Golden Cloud Trading and other trading companies, it became easy to understand.
    

    
      Adding to this background, when I connected Swift Wind's character and Mud Beggar Zhu Hochong's duck meat and other things, it became more certain.
    

    
      And lastly.
    

    
      "Oh? What welcome people."
    

    
      Seeing the faces of the villains, I could perfectly understand the entire flow.
    

    
      "Hiiik? Jin Yeomyeong?!"
    

    
      A shrill scream burst out.
    

    
      Three martial artists wearing black masks.
    

    
      Masks covering their entire heads with only their eyes exposed.
    

    
      A narrow space where the three blocked each other's bodies with the terrain.
    

    
      It would be normal for me not to recognize them, but the story is different if I had been observing my opponents from the start.
    

    
      "Tsk."
    

    
      The Absolute Sword Hand clicked his tongue and pulled the Young Gang Leader behind him.
    

    
      It seemed the Young Gang Leader had been the one who threw the short spear into the warehouse.
    

    
      "So you're the Ink Sword Hero whose reputation echoes throughout Luoyang. Though we Black Dragon Assassins are meeting you for the first time."
    

    
      I laughed inwardly.
    

    
      I even said they were welcome, yet they're making excuses.
    

    
      Had they prepared this beforehand? Or made it up hastily?
    

    
      "Black Dragon Assassins, that's a splendid name."
    

    
      "That's right. A splendid name..."
    

    
      "Since the Dragon Sword Gang walks the Black Path, Black Dragon fits."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      The Absolute Sword Hand clicked his tongue again.
    

    
      "What? Did you know in advance?"
    

    
      He seemed to suspect information had leaked.
    

    
      "No. I just observed carefully."
    

    
      "Observed? What?"
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong pointed past the Absolute Sword Hand's shoulder at the two behind him.
    

    
      "I met the Dragon Sword Gang Leader and Young Gang Leader this morning. That's when things seemed strange."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "I asked you both if you had just come from being investigated about the Demonic Cult, right?"
    

    
      The Gang Leader and Young Gang Leader still kept their mouths shut.
    

    
      "You both said yes. But that alley was quite far from the Murim Alliance branch."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "An alley without a single shop, an alley where beggars sleep—why would you go to such a place, even bringing subordinates along? That's why it stuck in my memory."
    

    
      The Absolute Sword Hand kept clicking his tongue. He seemed to think his cousin and nephew were foolish.
    

    
      "Senior Absolute Sword Hand. You're worse."
    

    
      "What."
    

    
      He ended up answering my surprise attack.
    

    
      This time I heard the Gang Leader clicking his tongue.
    

    
      What close relatives they were.
    

    
      "You shouldn't have stepped forward. Your unusually large hands caught my eye."
    

    
      "Ah."
    

    
      When I had stormed into the Dragon Sword Gang, the Absolute Sword Hand had demanded a duel.
    

    
      He had thought to save face by defeating me.
    

    
      To create the atmosphere for a duel, he had clenched and unclenched his hands. Those large hands were clearly related to the martial arts he practiced, so I remembered them.
    

    
      And lastly.
    

    
      "Moreover, the Young Gang Leader screamed and even let me hear his voice, so it would be strange not to recognize you."
    

    
      Earlier, the Young Gang Leader had been at the very front while throwing the short spear.
    

    
      He had screamed unexpectedly upon seeing me.
    

    
      "Come behind me."
    

    
      Even the Gang Leader pulled the Young Gang Leader behind himself.
    

    
      Now they stood before me in the order of Absolute Sword Hand, Gang Leader, and Young Gang Leader.
    

    
      Meanwhile, the Absolute Sword Hand opened his mouth.
    

    
      "I see. Your observation skills are truly excellent. But you know."
    

    
      His eyes examined the space where we stood.
    

    
      This place was narrow.
    

    
      About half a zhang (1.5m).
    

    
      Not a suitable place to swing a sword.
    

    
      "I want to see your martial arts, not your observation skills."
    

    
      So this was it after all.
    

    
      Martial artists speak through martial arts.
    

    
      "Won't you remove your masks?"
    

    
      "You can't be helped, but we need to prepare for possible witnesses."
    

    
      "Since you plan to kill me and eliminate all traces anyway?"
    

    
      "Hehehehe."
    

    
      The Absolute Sword Hand had readily suggested a duel even at the Dragon Sword Gang.
    

    
      Meaning he was confident in his martial arts skills.
    

    
      "Well, I prefer it that way too."
    

    
      "Why do you prefer it?"
    

    
      "Because it's more convenient to say I killed them without knowing they were the Dragon Sword Gang."
    

    
      "!"
    

    
      "Did you think you could do an assassin's work and get away clean?"
    

    
      It was a sect that had built its name on the White Path.
    

    
      I knew it was gradually becoming murkier, but to think they participated in such work behind the scenes.
    

    
      There was no possibility they would return to their proper place.
    

    
      "The Dragon Sword Gang will become a Black Path faction. For the safety of Luoyang, I'll clean things up here."
    

    
      Wait.
    

    
      Don't I not need to use honorifics anymore?
    

    
      "No, I'll do it. Now you're no different from Black Path, so no more honorifics. You assassin bastards."
    

    
      The Absolute Sword Hand laughed incredulously.
    

    
      "Arrogant as ever. Too different from the rumors."
    

    
      "I've been different since a few days ago, but anyway, it's got nothing to do with you three."
    

    
      I lifted Mukheun.
    

    
      When I infused the Eight Trigram Unity Technique, it hummed lowly—wuuung.
    

    
      The Absolute Sword Hand also raised both hands with an even rougher aura and spread them wide.
    

    
      "Right, let's settle the match we couldn't have at the Dragon Sword Gang here."
    

    
      Starting from his palms, his entire hands turned bright red like heated iron.
    

    
      The heat could be felt even without detecting it with the Eight Sensations.
    

    
      If the Eight Trigram Unity Technique hadn't reached four stars, he would have been about half a step above me.
    

    
      "A match. Good."
    

    
      But right now, I was superior.
    

    
      Contrary to his rough words, the Absolute Sword Hand took a defensive stance with his elbows bent and his hands positioned in front of his face and abdomen respectively.
    

    
      Swish, swish.
    

    
      Behind the Absolute Sword Hand, the Gang Leader's legs moved restlessly.
    

    
      If I could read the opponent's footwork, I could anticipate the next move.
    

    
      The Gang Leader seemed to plan to leap up and strike once I was locked in combat with the Absolute Sword Hand.
    

    
      The Absolute Sword Hand's defensive stance meant he intended to catch Mukheun.
    

    
      This half-zhang width was too narrow for a slashing attack. If I thrust, he planned to catch it.
    

    
      'Then it'll be a slash.'
    

    
      It didn't matter whether I attacked or the Absolute Sword Hand attacked.
    

    
      I had to avoid getting locked in combat.
    

    
      I operated the Xun Trigram Technique and leaped toward the Absolute Sword Hand.
    

    
      Wagagagak.
    

    
      I swung Mukheun sideways and cut through the wall as well.
    

    
      Mukheun, infused with the Eight Trigram Unity Technique, sharply sliced through the stone wall.
    

    
      And it was still fast.
    

    
      "Gasp!"
    

    
      The Absolute Sword Hand, even in his panic, turned his body and received Mukheun.
    

    
      "Oh."
    

    
      Seeing him receive Mukheun's sharp energy, the martial arts he had learned were no ordinary matter.
    

    
      However, Mukheun had a thick blade. In other words, sharp energy and a blunt weapon.
    

    
      Mukheun swung with inner power was no different from a club.
    

    
      Kwaaaang.
    

    
      I slammed the Absolute Sword Hand into the wall on the alley side.
    

    
      Waruk.
    

    
      Part of the wall crumbled as the Absolute Sword Hand was embedded in it.
    

    
      "Hyung-nim! Damn it!"
    

    
      Seeing his cousin the Absolute Sword Hand pushed back, the Gang Leader charged at me.
    

    
      He probably hadn't expected the Absolute Sword Hand to be thrown back like this.
    

    
      The Gang Leader hurriedly launched a sword strike to save the Absolute Sword Hand.
    

    
      However, the sword strike launched with an already shaken mind was blocked by Mukheun.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "...Jin Yeomyeong."
    

    
      Our gazes crossed.
    

    
      Could the Gang Leader hold me off and buy time for the Absolute Sword Hand?
    

    
      No.
    

    
      If you had remained on the White Path, I would have held back.
    

    
      "Gang Leader, die."
    

    
      Mukheun thrust in.
    

    
      The Gang Leader's sword struggled desperately to deflect it.
    

    
      "Keuruk."
    

    
      I was the victor.
    

    
      And I didn't stop there.
    

    
      "Young Gang Leader!"
    

    
      I drew up my inner power and pushed the Gang Leader backward while Mukheun was still thrust through him.
    

    
      "Uuk! Jin Yeomyeong!"
    

    
      In the end, I pierced through the Young Gang Leader as well.
    

    
      The Young Gang Leader, whose martial arts level was weaker than the Gang Leader's, died instantly.
    

    
      In that moment, I kicked the Gang Leader's body, pulled out Mukheun, and turned around.
    

    
      While pushing the Gang Leader and Young Gang Leader, I had passed the Absolute Sword Hand who was embedded in the wall.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, you bastard!"
    

    
      Meanwhile, the Absolute Sword Hand, having extracted himself, burst out and extended both palms.
    

    
      His two hands, heated to the extreme, looked fierce just from sight.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      Four stars of the Eight Trigram Unity Technique.
    

    
      There was a method of utilizing wind's natural energy that I could display at this point in time.
    

    
      "Mm?!"
    

    
      The Absolute Sword Hand's hands deflected without even touching Mukheun.
    

    
      "What is this? Wind?"
    

    
      I created a small wind of a few inches around the sword or body to deflect the enemy's attacks.
    

    
      This was the current application of the Xun Trigram Technique I could display.
    

    
      "Take this."
    

    
      One deflection was enough.
    

    
      The Absolute Sword Hand's hands went in directions he hadn't expected.
    

    
      The follow-up strike he had anticipated also went subtly awry.
    

    
      Through that gap, Mukheun thrust in.
    

    
      "Keurk!"
    

    
      This time he concentrated his inner power and caught Mukheun.
    

    
      However, he had no leeway to do anything with the sword.
    

    
      We went straight into an inner power clash.
    

    
      True to his alias of Absolute Sword Hand, his inner power was quite formidable.
    

    
      Hot like molten iron overflowing from a furnace.
    

    
      Fire energy.
    

    
      "Can you withstand it?"
    

    
      A fierce smile hung on his lips.
    

    
      Indeed, Mukheun was heating up intensely.
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      Soon doubt appeared in the Absolute Sword Hand's eyes.
    

    
      The Eight Trigram Unity Technique was fundamentally based on the natural energies of the eight trigrams.
    

    
      Even without mastering each trigram technique, it possessed resistance.
    

    
      Fire energy was the energy corresponding to the Li Trigram.
    

    
      To burn me and win, his martial arts level had to be far higher than mine.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      The inner power clash continued for a moment.
    

    
      "Keurluk."
    

    
      In the end, he coughed up blood.
    

    
      "Kuhueok."
    

    
      The blood-vomiting continued.
    

    
      The Absolute Sword Hand fell to his knees.
    

    
      "I couldn't... overwhelm you...?"
    

    
      He looked up at me with an unbelieving face.
    

    
      "Your martial arts were splendid."
    

    
      "It's the Sun Heat Technique."
    

    
      Sun Heat Technique. It hadn't reached the heat of the sun. He still had a long way to go as well.
    

    
      Before turning away from him, I stopped because something weighed on my mind.
    

    
      "Do you happen to know how Captain Zhu Hochong got his tail stepped on?"
    

    
      I tossed one question over his slowly falling head.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      After all the fighting had ended.
    

    
      "Swift Wind's words weren't lies. Even someone like me who doesn't know martial arts can tell the Ink Sword Hero has learned divine arts."
    

    
      Zhu Hochong walked out of the warehouse.
    

    
      "You don't completely not know martial arts. Didn't you learn enough martial arts for self-defense?"
    

    
      He flinched.
    

    
      "How did you know?"
    

    
      "It shows."
    

    
      We had been together in the narrow warehouse.
    

    
      While his mouth said to kill him, he hadn't given up resistance until the very end. Looking at his sitting posture and where he placed his arms, he had been preparing a single strike.
    

    
      Zhu Hochong sighed.
    

    
      "It would have been useless. I'm extremely fortunate you weren't an assassin."
    

    
      "That seems to be correct."
    

    
      "I want to express my gratitude immediately, but first we need to leave this place."
    

    
      "Why is that?"
    

    
      "If too much time passes, other assassins might come, don't you think?"
    

    
      I extended my Eight Sensations beyond the wall.
    

    
      The Eight Sensations allowed me to keenly sense natural energy.
    

    
      Being able to keenly sense natural energy meant also becoming sensitive to all things belonging to nature.
    

    
      There was no one approaching immediately.
    

    
      "Don't you have even one escort?"
    

    
      "When hiding like this, it's better alone. If you get scared and keep many escorts, you can't help but be noticed."
    

    
      "You're bold."
    

    
      "That too, but... I sent them all to be with my family."
    

    
      He hadn't left Luoyang, and he had no escorts.
    

    
      He was truly daring.
    

    
      At that moment.
    

    
      Tap, tap, tap.
    

    
      The sound of forcefully kicking off the ground was heard.
    

    
      Zhu Hochong's complexion changed.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero. Someone's coming."
    

    
      "I see."
    

    
      However, I waited for the approaching person with a calm mind.
    

    
      It was a footfall I had heard before.
    

    
      Movement arts that wouldn't tire even traveling long distances.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero?"
    

    
      Swift Wind climbed up onto the alley wall, stood tall, and looked down inside.
    

    
      "You came faster than expected. I caught the assassins."
    

    
      Swift Wind came down and slowly looked at the Dragon Sword Gang members.
    

    
      "Assassins came all the way here. My misjudgment..."
    

    
      Then he spoke to Zhu Hochong.
    

    
      "Captain Zhu, the magistrate has been arrested."
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      Because today was the day.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      I entered through the inn's front door.
    

    
      Boldly, as a customer.
    

    
      Zhu Hochong planned to return to his trading company the moment the new magistrate's order came down.
    

    
      However, before that, he said he would treat me during the short time until then.
    

    
      We sat at a spacious table on the top floor.
    

    
      "What dishes would you like to order?"
    

    
      The waiter asked me.
    

    
      To others' eyes, we would be one jianghu person and two beggars.
    

    
      I pointed at Captain Zhu Hochong with my palm.
    

    
      "Ask that person."
    

    
      "Pardon?"
    

    
      Zhu Hochong boldly ordered quite a large amount of food.
    

    
      The waiter spoke to me as if he understood.
    

    
      "It seems you're being treated, sir. I'll bring the dishes shortly."
    

    
      I just smiled.
    

    
      "Why did you save me?"
    

    
      Before the food had arrived yet, Zhu Hochong asked.
    

    
      I had a reason prepared.
    

    
      "I also happened to know about the things you were doing, Captain Zhu."
    

    
      Swift Wind tilted his head.
    

    
      "You didn't show any sign of it in front of me though?"
    

    
      "I'm sorry, but I deceived you."
    

    
      "You did?"
    

    
      Zhu Hochong laughed heartily.
    

    
      "Swift Wind said the Ink Sword Hero was naive. But that friend got one over on you."
    

    
      "My, I misjudged the Ink Sword Hero. I was completely had."
    

    
      Now it was my turn to ask what I was curious about.
    

    
      Zhu Hochong had lived with dirt smeared on his face.
    

    
      A trading company leader had become a mere beggar living only by begging, so he hadn't caught people's attention.
    

    
      I had asked the Absolute Sword Hand one last thing.
    

    
      Whether he happened to know the reason Captain Zhu Hochong had been discovered.
    

    
      According to his words, the dirt smeared on his face had washed off because he went outside on a rainy day.
    

    
      "Why would someone so thorough do that?"
    

    
      "...Carelessly?"
    

    
      "You let your guard down?"
    

    
      Zhu Hochong brought up an unexpected story.
    

    
      "I built up my trading company and married late. I had a child late too. He's seven years old now."
    

    
      "He must be adorable."
    

    
      My mouth itched wanting to say I had just gained a son a few days ago.
    

    
      "While doing beggar work here, there were quite a few young beggars, you see. I became close with them over half a year."
    

    
      "And so?"
    

    
      He gave a bitter smile.
    

    
      "I became close enough to suddenly worry they might get caught in the rain on a rainy day, you see."
    

    
      "Ah."
    

    
      "I rushed out. I didn't even know I was doing it, but because of that, my tail got stepped on."
    

    
      Even someone so bold and thorough that he hid inside Luoyang for half a year without any escorts.
    

    
      "Because it reminded me of my own child."
    

    
      Affection couldn't be helped.
    

    

  
    Chapter 13: Chapter 13

    
      Chapter 13: Fully Filled
    

    
      "Let's have a drink at least."
    

    
      Zhu Hochong spoke up.
    

    
      "I'll refrain from alcohol. Actually, I had a son the day before yesterday."
    

    
      "Is that so! Congratulations indeed!"
    

    
      Zhu Hochong patted my shoulder.
    

    
      "I only thought of you as a young hero, but you were the father of a child. Does it feel real?"
    

    
      Before my regression, how had it been at this time...
    

    
      "That's right. Even while facing Taebok, I couldn't believe that moment. Have I really become a father? Like this? That's how it was."
    

    
      Of course, during the pregnancy period, I had prepared for childbirth and imagined being together with the baby.
    

    
      Nevertheless, when the baby suddenly entered my life, I couldn't believe it.
    

    
      "But my hands were changing the baby's diapers."
    

    
      Believe it or not, the baby enters your life. Life starts flowing not centered on myself or the couple, but on the baby.
    

    
      As time passes, you slowly come to feel it.
    

    
      That now, Taebok's and my lives are inseparable.
    

    
      "You occasionally have the habit of speaking as if about old times."
    

    
      I just smiled faintly.
    

    
      "It's a newly formed habit."
    

    
      Because the past ten years haven't disappeared from my mind.
    

    
      Thanks to those ten years, in this life I'm feeling the reality the moment I met Taebok.
    

    
      Furthermore, there's one more reason it feels real.
    

    
      "It feels too real. I submitted a leave of absence to the Murim Alliance. Now that I won't receive a monthly salary, I need to earn money."
    

    
      Zhu Hochong burst into loud laughter.
    

    
      "So that's why you asked for money earlier? You were serious?"
    

    
      "I didn't mix in even a penny's worth of joking."
    

    
      Zhu Hochong turned his head.
    

    
      "Waiter!"
    

    
      "Yes!"
    

    
      "You know the unused warehouse behind the inn? Go and bring the box wrapped in yellow cloth."
    

    
      "The back courtyard is unused. We can't get there at all from the inn side. Also, I heard fighting sounds earlier so I'm scared."
    

    
      "Don't worry about the fighting sounds. It's all over. I even cleaned up the corpses."
    

    
      Zhu Hochong pressed a key into the waiter's hand.
    

    
      "Pardon? Corpses?"
    

    
      The waiter stood there for a moment. To understand the words he had heard.
    

    
      "I'll give you one tael of silver."
    

    
      "Yes! Even if there are ghosts instead of corpses, I'll go and come back."
    

    
      Understanding wasn't important.
    

    
      The waiter who went down as if flying returned as if flying as well.
    

    
      Zhu Hochong unwrapped the cloth.
    

    
      "I only have pocket money, so just take this. I need to use some too, so I'll give you more later."
    

    
      Opening the lid of the box, it was filled with silver.
    

    
      "Hiik!"
    

    
      The waiter's eyes widened like lanterns. The box he had carried was filled with silver. Money he would never touch in his lifetime.
    

    
      "Should have run off with it, right? But if you had, you wouldn't have lasted long before getting caught."
    

    
      Zhu Hochong picked out two taels from the silver and gave them.
    

    
      "But if you listen to this Zhu Hochong's words, you can obtain more than you think. Remember that."
    

    
      "Oh my, thank you!"
    

    
      Did he not know Zhu Hochong was a wanted criminal? Or did it not matter?
    

    
      The waiter kept bowing. Zhu Hochong waved his hand and sent him back.
    

    
      This time he looked at me.
    

    
      "First, since you caught me, the reward money."
    

    
      "Haha."
    

    
      He took out one hundred taels and placed them on the table.
    

    
      "I'll add a bit more."
    

    
      He said "a bit" but added another full hundred taels.
    

    
      Now it was two hundred taels.
    

    
      I couldn't help but widen my eyes.
    

    
      "You're giving me double?"
    

    
      "Now, and this is a childbirth celebration."
    

    
      He added two hundred taels to the two hundred taels, making it four hundred taels.
    

    
      And then.
    

    
      "Now, let's make it come out clean."
    

    
      He added one hundred taels more to make it five hundred taels.
    

    
      Drrrk, he pushed the silver toward me.
    

    
      Five hundred taels.
    

    
      With two taels of silver, a commoner lives frugally for a year. How does one live with five hundred taels...
    

    
      I didn't really know since I had never lived like that.
    

    
      Swift Wind interjected from the side.
    

    
      "Won't you be struggling since you have no money from hiding?"
    

    
      However, Zhu Hochong laughed heartily.
    

    
      "If the first thing I spend on is compensation for the Ink Sword Hero, there's nothing to hesitate about."
    

    
      While saying that, he looked at me.
    

    
      "I saved my life thanks to you. Thinking about that, even this is too little. When I'm reinstated, Golden Cloud Trading of Luoyang will help you anytime."
    

    
      Support on the scale of a trading company was reassuring just from the words alone.
    

    
      Though I had no intention of owing debts, it was also true that one side of my heart became comfortable.
    

    
      I also held the five hundred taels in my hand.
    

    
      It was heavy. I hadn't had many experiences with money being heavy.
    

    
      Watching me like this, Swift Wind chuckled.
    

    
      "Well now, the Ink Sword Hero changes too after having a child."
    

    
      While Zhu Hochong gave me silver, Swift Wind just concentrated on enjoying the food.
    

    
      "Swift Wind, shall I give you some too?"
    

    
      "That joke again? It's not funny."
    

    
      "Hahaha. Take the money and quit being a beggar."
    

    
      "Hmph, why would I quit this good beggar work."
    

    
      Swift Wind had little interest in money.
    

    
      It seemed Zhu Hochong had been joking with Swift Wind about giving him money.
    

    
      "Just keep your promise."
    

    
      "Promise. Of course I'll keep it. I'm also from refugee origins."
    

    
      I understood the earlier joke, but I couldn't understand the talk of a promise.
    

    
      "What promise? Can you tell me?"
    

    
      Zhu Hochong waved his hand.
    

    
      "It's nothing special. Just to resume the work I was doing for settling refugees. I talked about it in the warehouse, right? Both I and Swift Wind are from refugee origins."
    

    
      Swift Wind clicked his tongue once.
    

    
      "Why, you even talked about such things."
    

    
      "I did it to drag out time until you arrived. But still, this damn Luoyang branch leader didn't arrive until the assassins came."
    

    
      "Mmm. This is really delicious."
    

    
      Swift Wind buried his head in the duck dish. Slurp, slurp, only bones came out of his mouth again this time too.
    

    
      Then he glanced at me.
    

    
      "This Swift Wind will also roll up his sleeves for your sake. If not for you, I would have nearly failed to protect Captain Zhu who trusted and entrusted his life to me. If you need anything, be sure to find me."
    

    
      I had never heard of Swift Wind failing at other tasks.
    

    
      This would have been the biggest mistake of his life, but it had been smoothed over by my appearance.
    

    
      He too seemed to want to repay the favor. Swift Wind's help was the same as help from the Luoyang branch.
    

    
      "I won't refuse."
    

    
      "Huh?"
    

    
      Setting humility aside.
    

    
      If I was going to do various things in the future, Luoyang had to be safe. Also, I wanted to use information from both the Rogues' Guild and the Beggar's Gang.
    

    
      Zhu Hochong scolded Swift Wind.
    

    
      "Look here, the actual Ink Sword Hero's personality is different from what you said?"
    

    
      "Huh, strange. Has the person changed? You, are you really the Ink Sword Hero?"
    

    
      I looked at those two people.
    

    
      One was the leader of Luoyang's largest trading company, and one was the branch leader of the Beggar's Gang.
    

    
      Yet both said they were from refugee origins.
    

    
      They were people who had lost their place to live, but hadn't lost life itself.
    

    
      Rather, they had lived life more fiercely to reach today.
    

    
      "I'm also from refugee origins."
    

    
      The words came out suddenly.
    

    
      Zhu Hochong's wine cup and Swift Wind's chopsticks both stopped dead.
    

    
      "I was saved and raised by my master's hand. Following his orders, I descended the mountain and lived according to his teachings, and so a small name arose in the jianghu."
    

    
      I didn't really know why I bothered to say it.
    

    
      Just because the two revealed their origins didn't mean I needed to reveal mine too. But somehow I wanted to do so.
    

    
      Zhu Hochong quietly poured alcohol into a new cup.
    

    
      "Just receive one cup."
    

    
      I received the cup.
    

    
      Zhu Hochong also poured alcohol into Swift Wind's cup.
    

    
      And he opened his mouth as if to say something.
    

    
      "It's good to meet you."
    

    
      He just said this.
    

    
      "It's good to meet you."
    

    
      Five hundred taels, Golden Cloud Trading's support, the Beggar's Gang Luoyang branch's support—sufficiently rewarding.
    

    
      This one cup of alcohol was also truly delicious.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The gathering afterward wasn't long.
    

    
      Captain Zhu's subordinate came and took him away.
    

    
      The subordinate's eyes were even reddened.
    

    
      "You can go outside now."
    

    
      Captain Zhu asked one thing at a time.
    

    
      "The previous magistrate?"
    

    
      "We've started escorting him under arrest."
    

    
      "My charges?"
    

    
      "Your innocence has been declared."
    

    
      "Escort?"
    

    
      "We've arranged it."
    

    
      "The bastards?"
    

    
      "Pardon?"
    

    
      Captain Zhu smiled slyly.
    

    
      "I'm talking about the bastards who slandered me. The trading company leaders."
    

    
      At his words, the subordinate smiled along.
    

    
      "They must be trembling. They say each is holed up in their own trading company."
    

    
      Captain Zhu nodded.
    

    
      "Let's go."
    

    
      That's how Captain Zhu left, and Swift Wind also returned to the Beggar's Gang.
    

    
      I walked the streets of Luoyang alone again.
    

    
      I had gained much from one outing.
    

    
      Looking up at the sky, the sun had only just passed its zenith.
    

    
      I should go home and see Taebok.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Slowly moving my steps into the commercial district, I saw an opera troupe.
    

    
      Would Taebok like opera? When young, would puppet shows be better?
    

    
      When Luoyang's commercial district revives, there will be many things to see and enjoy. In that sense too, I came to support Captain Zhu.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Since it was a commercial district, people passed by.
    

    
      When the commercial district revives, people will increase more. Then naturally the number and quality of physicians and academies will rise too.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      My thoughts extended to the environment for raising a child.
    

    
      The thoughts I organized this morning.
    

    
      An environment that would be okay even if I went out.
    

    
      Soon, an environment good for raising a child.
    

    
      Safe, abundant, and healthy.
    

    
      'Luoyang's public safety... Hmm.'
    

    
      Let's think slowly.
    

    
      First, I should see Jayeong's and Taebok's faces.
    

    
      "Wife, I'm home."
    

    
      I entered the house.
    

    
      "Honey, you're back? Huh?"
    

    
      "What do you mean 'huh'? What's wrong?"
    

    
      Jayeong looked at me with round eyes.
    

    
      "You look like you're in a good mood."
    

    
      "Do I?"
    

    
      Am I in a good mood right now?
    

    
      Suddenly feeling it, I really was in a good mood.
    

    
      "That's right. I'm in a good mood right now."
    

    
      On an autumn day, inside the warm house are Jayeong and Taebok.
    

    
      "Very good indeed."
    

    
      And.
    

    
      "Open the box."
    

    
      I had a box to give to Jayeong.
    

    
      "What is this? Did you buy something for Taebok?"
    

    
      "Don't be surprised."
    

    
      "What did you buy?"
    

    
      Jayeong opened the lid of the wooden box with a clack.
    

    
      Then she stared at it for a long time.
    

    
      I was worried she might have fainted with her eyes open.
    

    
      Jayeong finally let out a word.
    

    
      "...My money?"
    

    
      "Wife's money."
    

    
      "Kyaa."
    

    
      Jayeong's face bloomed.
    

    
      It bloomed as wide as five hundred taels.
    

    
      I had heard somewhere that the foundation of beauty was moisture.
    

    
      That wasn't it. It was completely wrong.
    

    
      The foundation of beauty was joy.
    

    
      I too felt a satisfied heart well up while watching her.
    

    
      Containing that heart, I said just one thing.
    

    
      "Spend it."
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      I thought that was the end.
    

    
      "Captain Zhu sent this?"
    

    
      Late evening, when I went out because someone called from outside, a group of people was standing there.
    

    
      The middle-aged man who seemed to be the leader bowed his head.
    

    
      "Yes, he told me to deliver gifts."
    

    
      "Gifts?"
    

    
      "He says he's sending some baby items."
    

    
      Jayeong and I glanced behind them.
    

    
      "Some?"
    

    
      "Hehehe."
    

    
      Jayeong counted the number of boxes. At a rough estimate, there seemed to be at least ten.
    

    
      "Baby clothes, toys, blankets, etc.—things you'll need to use in the future. He says to contact him anytime if it's insufficient."
    

    
      Opening one box, the fabric was softer than what we had been using...
    

    
      "Silk?"
    

    
      It was truly an unexpected gift.
    

    
      "Then we'll bring them inside."
    

    
      Without time to say anything, the gifts filled the house. Elder Jeong who came out from next door also widened her eyes.
    

    
      "Unless it's a great clan, it's difficult to use such good items. Baby's father, did you meet some noble person somewhere?"
    

    
      A noble person—I had done it without such thoughts.
    

    
      "He was a noble person. I didn't know, but it seems he'll become one in the future."
    

    
      Truly reassuring.
    

    
      Not only eating and wearing problems, but the house was filled with items.
    

    
      How should I say it—the emptiness and void that Buddhism and Taoism speak of had been banished outside the house.
    

    
      "Excuse me, are you there?"
    

    
      Who is it again?
    

    
      While people were unloading items, someone came.
    

    
      "Mm."
    

    
      Outside the gate stood one physician.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero? This is a letter from my master."
    

    
      A letter sent by the Divine Physician.
    

    
      It contained the method to resolve Taebok's Fifty-Day Illness.
    

    
      Right, coincidentally I no longer had to worry about money.
    

    
      Now it was time to go obtain the medicine.
    

    

  
    Chapter 14: Chapter 14

    
      Chapter 14: Jin Yeomyeong
    

    
      At the very hour when the Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong was saving Trading Company Leader Zhu Hochong inside Luoyang.
    

    
      The Murim Alliance Luoyang Branch.
    

    
      "Why did you call me? And telling me to come quietly at that."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang.
    

    
      The martial artist who had shown a blunt attitude when Jin Yeomyeong visited the branch.
    

    
      He was now taking a blunt attitude even before the man who had summoned him.
    

    
      "It seems something happened with the Beggar's Gang inside the city."
    

    
      "Ah, don't worry about such things. The Beggar's Gang will handle their own affairs. We can step in when they request help."
    

    
      "Is that so?"
    

    
      "Right now I called you about the Ink Sword Hero matter."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      The person before Kwak Daebang was Deputy Branch Leader Gong Pilsang.
    

    
      He had unconsciously tried to blow breath—haah—to wipe the desk when he stopped short. In place of his cherished ebony desk sat a standard Alliance-issued desk.
    

    
      Lifting his head bitterly, he saw Kwak Daebang's blunt face.
    

    
      He tossed out a single remark that pierced right to the lungs.
    

    
      "I heard the Ink Sword Hero broke it."
    

    
      The rumor couldn't help but spread.
    

    
      For the Ink Sword Hero to break a desk in anger—no one had imagined such a thing.
    

    
      Gong Pilsang let out a groan—mmm—and looked at Kwak Daebang seriously.
    

    
      "He's acting strange."
    

    
      "Pardon?"
    

    
      "It's not his usual behavior, is it?"
    

    
      "So what?"
    

    
      "Isn't it suspicious?"
    

    
      "Not particularly."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang's attitude showed no sign of softening. He seemed to have no intention of accommodating the Deputy Branch Leader in conversation.
    

    
      'Just as the Alliance assessed.'
    

    
      Gong Pilsang wasn't flustered.
    

    
      He had already read the personnel file on Kwak Daebang.
    

    
      'Rough temperament, doesn't comply with superiors. When pressured, pushes back.'
    

    
      There were many such martial artists. Having risen to Deputy Branch Leader, he had encountered many.
    

    
      Actually, this worked out well. Since this rough-tempered person didn't get along well with Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      "Not suspicious? But listen, what if by any chance he's under the influence of demonic arts?"
    

    
      Kwak Daebang's sufficiently blunt face became even blunter.
    

    
      "Demonic arts? The Ink Sword Hero?"
    

    
      Gong Pilsang repeated the words the Branch Leader had said to him.
    

    
      "It's unlikely. Unlikely, but... it's too different from his usual behavior."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang now tilted his head slightly as well.
    

    
      "It's worth suspecting."
    

    
      "Right? Now we're communicating. At times like this, observing for a while could be called the Murim Alliance's duty."
    

    
      "Hmm. The Alliance's duty."
    

    
      "That's right! The Alliance's duty."
    

    
      Gong Pilsang praised Kwak Daebang.
    

    
      "Among the branch members, there's no one with the skill to monitor Jin Yeomyeong. I sent someone just to observe his presence, but it turned into a disaster."
    

    
      "What happened?"
    

    
      "His head got hit or something, and about three days of memories disappeared. He completely forgot even my instructions."
    

    
      "Kuhahahat!"
    

    
      Though it might be rude to Gong Pilsang, Kwak Daebang laughed without restraint.
    

    
      "Now, now, the Outer Hall martial artists are on friendly terms with Jin Yeomyeong. Only you possess both skill and objectivity."
    

    
      "Hmm."
    

    
      "Before coming to the branch, you received a mission from headquarters to wipe out Black Path forces at Yangcheon Bridge, right?"
    

    
      "That's correct."
    

    
      "Your relationship with Jin Yeomyeong is..."
    

    
      He trailed off vaguely, but Kwak Daebang himself clearly pulled out the answer.
    

    
      "I don't like the Ink Sword Hero."
    

    
      "Right! Exactly. So you can be objective."
    

    
      Gong Pilsang admired himself, thinking his eye hadn't been wrong.
    

    
      Objectivity didn't matter. The more he disliked him, the better.
    

    
      "So, what you need to do is—"
    

    
      He began explaining the surveillance mission to Kwak Daebang.
    

    
      Kwak Daebang still had a blunt face. An expression that made it unclear whether he was listening or not.
    

    
      But he nodded. After hearing the full explanation, he even said he understood.
    

    
      "Good! I'm counting on you. Then depart right away."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang left the branch building with Gong Pilsang's encouragement.
    

    
      And then.
    

    
      After walking for a bit, turning back.
    

    
      "What a ridiculous guy. The Alliance's duty?"
    

    
      He let out a single remark.
    

    
      "I hate that bastard Gong Pilsang more than the Ink Sword Hero."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang scratched his heavy, fleshy chin, thinking about how to handle this matter.
    

    
      The deliberation wasn't long.
    

    
      As expected, he was someone with a rough temperament who didn't comply with superiors.
    

    
      "Fuck it, I should just tell the Ink Sword Hero."
    

    
      When it came to pushing back, he was someone who pushed upward rather than sideways.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      And not long after Kwak Daebang left.
    

    
      Branch Leader Hwangbo Gak came looking for Gong Pilsang.
    

    
      Gong Pilsang rose from his seat and approached him as if flying.
    

    
      A bowing back, rubbing hands.
    

    
      He displayed the utmost respect for the Branch Leader.
    

    
      "Branch Leader! Do you remember Kwak Daebang I mentioned before? I just sent him to monitor Jin Yeomyeong. Now we just need to wait for reports to come in."
    

    
      However, what returned was an angry shout.
    

    
      "What have you done!"
    

    
      "P-pardon?"
    

    
      "Didn't you hear that the Beggar's Gang Luoyang branch and Black Path forces fought?"
    

    
      "I did hear, but..."
    

    
      Don't interfere in faction affairs until there's an official request for support.
    

    
      If you interfere unnecessarily, you might be criticized for hasty involvement. Rather, wait for them to yield and come to you.
    

    
      Hadn't this been Hwangbo Gak's usual directive?
    

    
      That's why Gong Pilsang hadn't gotten involved in the Beggar's Gang's affairs.
    

    
      "The person the Beggar's Gang members were protecting was none other than Captain Zhu Hochong of Golden Cloud Trading!"
    

    
      "Oh, is that so?"
    

    
      "What do you mean 'oh'!"
    

    
      It wasn't a simple fight.
    

    
      An attack with a purpose.
    

    
      And the Alliance knew absolutely nothing about the background of this matter.
    

    
      "Why was the Beggar's Gang protecting Captain Zhu Hochong? Isn't he a wanted man?"
    

    
      "How frustrating. For news to still be this delayed."
    

    
      When Hwangbo Gak looked at him coldly, Gong Pilsang's head shrank.
    

    
      "The new magistrate declared that all of Zhu Hochong's charges were false accusations."
    

    
      "What? False accusations?"
    

    
      "That's right. As soon as he arrived, he reinstated Zhu Hochong."
    

    
      "That means..."
    

    
      "The new magistrate is on Zhu Hochong's side. Perhaps because of that, people are now flocking to Golden Cloud Trading like clouds."
    

    
      "If Golden Cloud Trading rises under the magistrate's protection, they'll stand tall in Luoyang's commercial world again."
    

    
      Having gotten this far in the conversation, Gong Pilsang suddenly asked urgently.
    

    
      "Then shouldn't we hurry and go too? Branch Leader, didn't you always say connections with commercial figures were important?"
    

    
      "Another frustrating thing to say!"
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak burst out shouting.
    

    
      "P-pardon?"
    

    
      "Either help from the very beginning like the Beggar's Gang, or if not, go leisurely instead. Going now, you'd just be one of the miscellaneous people. Don't you understand even this logic?"
    

    
      Gong Pilsang was someone who had spent his life bowing to gain connections. He didn't know there was a method of going leisurely instead.
    

    
      "Deputy Branch Leader! To not grasp anything! It was an opportunity to bestow favor on Luoyang's largest trading company! Then..."
    

    
      The political struggles within the Alliance required many things besides schemes and martial arts.
    

    
      One of them was funding.
    

    
      To miss the opportunity to gain Golden Cloud Trading's support.
    

    
      The bowing Gong Pilsang looked utterly incompetent.
    

    
      "It would have been better if you'd at least intervened in the middle while things were happening."
    

    
      Gong Pilsang couldn't answer that his actions were because of Hwangbo Gak's usual directives.
    

    
      Responsibility was suddenly thrust before his eyes.
    

    
      Even if it wasn't his responsibility, it couldn't be helped. To deflect this required power.
    

    
      Whether that was position or something else.
    

    
      "I'll observe more carefully. This time the Beggar's Gang got the first move, but I can make up for it."
    

    
      He just said this, but.
    

    
      "The first move wasn't stolen only by the Beggar's Gang!"
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak's angry shout showed no sign of stopping.
    

    
      "Pardon? Then which other faction is there? Mount Hua? Zhongnan? Didn't they withdraw their interest from Luoyang?"
    

    
      "It's not a faction."
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak said while holding back his frustration.
    

    
      That was right.
    

    
      There was someone who had bestowed as great a favor on Zhu Hochong as the Beggar's Gang.
    

    
      As soon as he heard that name, Hwangbo Gak held his head.
    

    
      'If only that bastard Gong Pilsang hadn't offered childcare leave.'
    

    
      The Deputy Branch Leader just blinked.
    

    
      "Not a faction. Who is it?"
    

    
      In the end, another shout burst out.
    

    
      "It's the Ink Sword Hero! The Ink Sword Hero! Jin Yeomyeong!"
    

    
      He had saved the life of the Golden Cloud Trading Company Leader.
    

    
      How could this be?
    

    
      Hadn't he said he would rest?
    

    
      That wasn't it.
    

    
      The leave of absence was an excuse, and he had been making contact with a prime figure like Zhu Hochong.
    

    
      Now among Luoyang's martial artists, the people who could freely receive Golden Cloud Trading's support were two: Beggar's Gang Branch Leader Swift Wind and the Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      'He really hasn't gone over to others within the Alliance, has he.'
    

    
      There were no such signs yet, but.
    

    
      'If only the Ink Sword Hero were my subordinate...'
    

    
      It was a moment when he wanted to grasp him in his hand even more.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      "The Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong?"
    

    
      A murky voice spoke Jin Yeomyeong's name.
    

    
      Before him, trading company leaders were bowing their heads.
    

    
      At noon they had joined mouths in a splendid tavern saying they would take Zhu Hochong's head.
    

    
      Now with darkness fallen, they were trembling in someone's underground location.
    

    
      "So it became that way."
    

    
      The murky voice spat out briefly.
    

    
      Banyang Trading Leader Guyang Je hastily opened his mouth.
    

    
      "I apologize. It happened because Leader Yang's handling was sloppy."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "He was the one who decided to hire assassins. I merely connected them in the middle."
    

    
      Here too, responsibility went round and round.
    

    
      When Leader Yang hired the assassins, there had been Leader Guyang's cooperation.
    

    
      The boast about them being skilled individuals had also come from Leader Guyang's mouth.
    

    
      But just like at the Alliance branch.
    

    
      To deflect thrust responsibility required power.
    

    
      Leader Guyang's Banyang Trading.
    

    
      Leader Yang's Great Ocean Trading.
    

    
      Leader Guyang's side was overwhelmingly more powerful.
    

    
      "Leader Yang got scared and didn't come to this meeting today."
    

    
      The trading company leaders knew.
    

    
      Their ruler considered them more useful the larger their trading company's scale.
    

    
      Even if it was Leader Guyang's fault, he would be kept alive.
    

    
      Then the one to be made an example would be Leader Yang.
    

    
      Leader Yang also knew this fact and had hidden himself.
    

    
      "Leader Yang must be punished."
    

    
      When Leader Guyang spoke first.
    

    
      "Leader Yang must be punished."
    

    
      Just like at the tavern during the day.
    

    
      The other trading company leaders' mouths joined as well.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      The ruler who had been looking down at them for a while finally nodded.
    

    
      "Master Dongpae's son has come to pledge allegiance. If we entrust it to him, he'll either resolve it himself or Master Dongpae will move."
    

    
      "Then I'll send word. We'll entrust Leader Yang to him."
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      Guyang Je wiped sweat with his sleeve.
    

    
      Now responsibility wouldn't come to him. The responsibility would die inside Leader Yang's belly.
    

    
      Another leader from the side asked.
    

    
      "What shall we do about the Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong?"
    

    
      The ruler asked as if testing Guyang Je.
    

    
      "What is Leader Guyang's deep and far-reaching strategy?"
    

    
      Deep and far-reaching strategy.
    

    
      It was sarcasm.
    

    
      Guyang Je, who had been relaxing, stiffened again.
    

    
      "We must observe first. Since he didn't directly oppose us, there's nothing good about touching him first."
    

    
      "Really? I hope that answer is correct this time."
    

    
      It was over.
    

    
      Now it was time for the trading company leaders to disappear.
    

    
      They bowed their heads again toward their ruler.
    

    
      "As the Black Path King wills."
    

    
      To the Black Path King who reigned over Luoyang's shadows.
    

    

  
    Chapter 15: Chapter 15

    
      Chapter 15: Picked Up Along the Way
    

    
      The key content from the Divine Physician's letter was as follows:
    

    
      [Go to Oga Pharmacy in Songshan County, buy beef and have your wife eat it, breastfeeding can prevent Taebok's Fifty-Day Illness. Additionally, it has excellent efficacy for postpartum care.]
    

    
      I nodded at the letter's contents.
    

    
      Of course preventing the illness was important, but postpartum care was truly important too.
    

    
      When a mother loses her health, it affects the entire family afterward.
    

    
      Especially, babies are directly affected in their early development. Naturally, since the quality and quantity of breast milk change immediately. Also, all the responses of making eye contact with the baby, smiling, and speaking could only be sufficiently provided when healthy.
    

    
      In other words, postpartum care was both the mother taking care of herself and simultaneously taking care of the family and baby.
    

    
      As soon as I entered the house and saw Jayeong, I spoke.
    

    
      "Beef with such good meat quality that both the chewing texture and melting sensation are alive simultaneously."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "Don't you want to eat such meat?"
    

    
      Jayeong had a bewildered expression.
    

    
      "Taebok can't eat anything yet, so why meat?"
    

    
      Right now she was pouring all her attention into Taebok's health.
    

    
      This wouldn't do. Time like this had accumulated and caused her, a master, to become ill.
    

    
      I would take good care from now on. Starting with eating.
    

    
      "The Divine Physician contacted me. He says a place called Oga Pharmacy sells beef. That meat helps Taebok's recovery and is good for your postpartum care too."
    

    
      "Really? A pharmacy sells beef?"
    

    
      "Since it's the Divine Physician's words, it must be correct."
    

    
      "Yes, that's true."
    

    
      Jayeong nodded.
    

    
      "Imagine it. Beef recommended by the Divine Physician. What would it be like when you put it in your mouth?"
    

    
      After staring into space for a moment, Jayeong answered.
    

    
      "Well, I don't have an appetite yet, but..."
    

    
      "You'd better wipe your drool."
    

    
      "Slurp."
    

    
      It was decided.
    

    
      Immediate departure.
    

    
      "Since I took childcare leave, let's stay together and eat lots of healthy things. Starting with this beef. I'll go buy it right away."
    

    
      I was quickly preparing when.
    

    
      "Honey, just a moment."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "Be careful."
    

    
      "Haha, what could happen to me?"
    

    
      "Still, you never know. The area around Luoyang has been unsettled lately. You could even run into Black Path people on the road."
    

    
      "No, that's a bit—"
    

    
      "And now you're Taebok's father."
    

    
      "Mm."
    

    
      I agreed with those words.
    

    
      Now my body was even more not just my own.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      And on the road, I met a Black Path person.
    

    
      "There really is one."
    

    
      I doubted my eyes.
    

    
      On the road to Songshan County where Oga Pharmacy was located, one Black Path person was running ahead of me.
    

    
      "He's right out in the open."
    

    
      With an unusually small height, running with not very excellent movement arts.
    

    
      However, the necklace the Black Path person wore caught my eye.
    

    
      Human fingers between bead decorations.
    

    
      Walking around proudly with such a grotesque necklace?
    

    
      As a White Path martial artist, I couldn't just let pass someone who carelessly cut off people's fingers.
    

    
      I increased my speed further. Soon the guy seemed to sense my presence and looked back.
    

    
      Seeing that face, my brows furrowed automatically.
    

    
      "Haah..."
    

    
      He looked far too young.
    

    
      He didn't even look of age yet. No, he looked even younger.
    

    
      If not for the necklace, he would just look like a neighborhood kid.
    

    
      Even his face was extremely ordinary except for looking a bit horse-like.
    

    
      The guy looked at me and asked.
    

    
      "Who are you? Am I not the last one?"
    

    
      It was a voice rather mimicking an adult.
    

    
      I answered his question simply.
    

    
      "White Path. Stop."
    

    
      "Damn it!"
    

    
      There was no way this Black Path sprout would stop.
    

    
      The guy moved his legs even faster.
    

    
      "I said stop."
    

    
      Running was futile.
    

    
      For his young age his martial arts were decent, but he couldn't shake me off.
    

    
      When I caught up close enough to hear his breathing, the sprout spun backward and struck out with his right palm.
    

    
      "Take this!"
    

    
      I didn't bother to meet him head-on.
    

    
      Using the Xun Trigram Technique to accelerate in an instant, I approached his side and extended my fingers.
    

    
      "Wh-what?"
    

    
      I pressed his acupoints to paralyze his entire body.
    

    
      "Huh, huh? What is this—"
    

    
      I pressed his mute point to block his mouth too.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      There, caught simply.
    

    
      Earlier this guy had said "Am I not the last one?"
    

    
      That meant Black Path people were gathering in groups.
    

    
      First I dragged the sprout into the surrounding brush.
    

    
      The guy rolled his eyes confusedly back and forth.
    

    
      "Listen, Black Path kid, I'm going to ask you questions now. I'll only release your mute point, but if you scream, you'll face a rough time."
    

    
      The sprout took a big breath and puffed out his chest. The momentum to shout as soon as released. I tried releasing it as a test.
    

    
      "Someone help me! Help—"
    

    
      I pressed the mute point again.
    

    
      Right. If he listened well, he wouldn't be Black Path.
    

    
      On the other hand, for a Black Path person to call for people to be saved was just...
    

    
      "Then what should I do?"
    

    
      I had threatened he'd face a rough time.
    

    
      Actually, I had almost never directly used my hands in such cases. Should I say there had been no need to do anything besides combat. At times like this, an Alliance member in charge of interrogation would appear from somewhere.
    

    
      It was awkward to carry this guy to the branch since I had my own things to do.
    

    
      But it also felt unsettling to just leave him and go.
    

    
      "Right, new learning for a new life."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      Doubt rose in the guy's eyes.
    

    
      "I'll inflict pain through acupoint pressing. I don't know if I'll do well, but everything has a first time."
    

    
      "!"
    

    
      This guy already hung people's fingers around his neck. No mercy.
    

    
      "Still, since you're young, I won't go too hard. When you feel like saying anything, nod your head."
    

    
      After the warning, I pressed an acupoint.
    

    
      He would feel his entire body being thoroughly shaken.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Mm. A gutsy guy.
    

    
      Though his eyes became bloodshot, there was no sign of nodding.
    

    
      "That figures. One more spot."
    

    
      Second acupoint pressing.
    

    
      Is the pain doubled? No. It's not the amount of pain but the quality that changes.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Still the guy endured firmly.
    

    
      What is this? Does he fear what's behind him?
    

    
      "One more spot."
    

    
      Third acupoint pressing.
    

    
      Tears, snot, and drool flowed over. An amazing tough one. Now the pain must be tremendous.
    

    
      Not just his head but his entire body remained stiffly upright.
    

    
      Such a rigid posture was when receiving acupoint pressing or...
    

    
      "Ah? Did I release his neck acupoint?"
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      The guy's bloodshot eyes were full of resentment.
    

    
      Mm...
    

    
      It's because I've never done interrogation. When a person tries to do something they haven't done, such basic mistakes occur.
    

    
      Of course it's fine. The Black Path person was just a bit more pained, wasn't he? He'll talk more smoothly now.
    

    
      I released all his acupoints completely.
    

    
      The sprout's head moved up and down crazily—bobbing frantically.
    

    
      "I'll talk! I'll talk!"
    

    
      Mm.
    

    
      Excellent effectiveness.
    

    
      "Don't feel wronged. Originally when three Black Path people gather, White Path appears."
    

    
      "White Path? You torture people like this?"
    

    
      The sprout looked at me with suspicious eyes.
    

    
      "I'm called the Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong."
    

    
      "What? Ink Sword Hero?"
    

    
      "You know me?"
    

    
      "Yes, I've heard of you. They say you're a hero doing well these days."
    

    
      Is there such a thing as a hero doing well among heroes?
    

    
      I felt briefly dizzy at the guy's word choice.
    

    
      "What's your neighborhood?"
    

    
      "Bangga Village."
    

    
      "Are you a Bang?"
    

    
      "I'm a Yang though."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      I'm strangely irritated.
    

    
      I crouched in front of the necklace face and looked into the guy's eyes.
    

    
      The unique quality of the unorthodox path...
    

    
      "You have no killing intent."
    

    
      "What? Huh?"
    

    
      "Never mind. Just explain that necklace."
    

    
      Too young and no killing intent. It didn't match the grotesque necklace.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      He didn't answer and mumbled.
    

    
      "If you can't explain properly, you could die here."
    

    
      "What? Die? Suddenly?"
    

    
      "Does death announce itself before coming in the jianghu?"
    

    
      To scare him more, I even drew Mukheun.
    

    
      "Those aren't real fingers! I bought them!"
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      I didn't understand for a moment and asked again.
    

    
      "You bought them?"
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      "Where?"
    

    
      "I bought them at the black market."
    

    
      The black market was the Black Path's marketplace. It specialized in such ominous items.
    

    
      "You went to the black market yourself?"
    

    
      "An older brother I met in the city bought them for me."
    

    
      An older brother.
    

    
      The story becomes strange.
    

    
      "Don't lie."
    

    
      "I'm not lying!"
    

    
      "The black market has expensive prices. There are no normal items. Sometimes stolen goods come out cheap, but this necklace isn't such an item either. You look young—what money do you have to buy this?"
    

    
      The necklace guy hesitated to answer, then closed his eyes tight and answered.
    

    
      "I bought it with my mother's money."
    

    
      What.
    

    
      "Mother's money? You stole it?"
    

    
      "Borrowed..."
    

    
      "After telling her?"
    

    
      "No."
    

    
      The moment I heard the answer, tremendous anger rose from my chest. Different from the murderous anger toward the Demonic Cult.
    

    
      This was, yes, audacity.
    

    
      Unable to hold back, I smacked the kid's head.
    

    
      I was startled by the crisp striking sound myself.
    

    
      Then suddenly realized I had wanted to do this from earlier.
    

    
      "Ow!"
    

    
      "Did you buy it to look cool?"
    

    
      "No."
    

    
      "Then?"
    

    
      "To look tough."
    

    
      Smack, smack, I hit him repeatedly.
    

    
      If our Taebok grew up like this.
    

    
      Suddenly my eyes went dark.
    

    
      "They said to do Black Path you need to look tough, so I bought it. Since this looks completely real, if I wear it even though I'm young, they said people won't mess with me."
    

    
      "Who said?"
    

    
      "The older brothers I befriended in the city."
    

    
      "Ah... Right, you really look tough. But do you know this isn't just real-looking but actually real?"
    

    
      "What? Hey, don't lie."
    

    
      He chuckled.
    

    
      Soon seeing my expression, he seemed to realize the truth, and his complexion turned pale.
    

    
      "Ugh..."
    

    
      "Don't throw up. Who did you learn martial arts from?"
    

    
      "I learned from my mother."
    

    
      "You do such things with martial arts learned from your mother?"
    

    
      I couldn't stop my hand. Every answer from his mouth summoned a beating.
    

    
      "Then this must be your first time in the jianghu. What's the reason for coming here? What was that 'last one' you mentioned earlier?"
    

    
      Actually I asked without much expectation. The level of people this kind of kid would meet was obvious.
    

    
      "Some Black Path person said they were gathering people. They said they'd pay good money too."
    

    
      "Who?"
    

    
      "I don't really know."
    

    
      "Did they accept you?"
    

    
      "I showed some skills, heh."
    

    
      I couldn't help but hit him once more.
    

    
      I believe this kid's mother would understand even if I hit him like this.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Anyway.
    

    
      Separate from this kid.
    

    
      They say Black Path is gathering people.
    

    
      They probably weren't gathering people to do good deeds.
    

    
      "Where were you headed?"
    

    
      "To the inn in Songshan County, the intermediate gathering point. They might have all left since I'm late though."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      This kid definitely didn't properly know what Black Path was like.
    

    
      Jumping into work without even knowing who the employer was when he wasn't even an assassin. The reason for sending such a young and naive kid was obvious. They had found someone to take the sword in their place.
    

    
      I stared piercingly into the sprout's eyes.
    

    
      "You don't even look of age yet—how old are you?"
    

    
      "Fifteen."
    

    
      "Ambiguous."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "An ambiguous age for whether to kill or let live."
    

    
      "Hiik!"
    

    
      Of course I was just scaring him.
    

    
      Since he hadn't committed evil deeds.
    

    
      Not a Black Path sprout.
    

    
      But a little kid who left home not even knowing what Black Path was.
    

    
      "Guide me."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "I'm heading that way anyway. I'll show you. What happens when you follow Black Path."
    

    
      And why Songshan County of all places?
    

    
      It weighed on my mind.
    

    

  
    Chapter 16: Chapter 16

    
      Chapter 16: Black Path Swarms
    

    
      The name of the fifteen-year-old Black Path aspirant was Yang Cheonjo.
    

    
      We arrived at the inn that had been the kid's destination.
    

    
      "Here."
    

    
      A small sign stood at the inn entrance.
    

    
      "It says closed today though?"
    

    
      "They rented out the whole place, so I heard we just go to the second floor."
    

    
      "Good, let's go. Once upstairs, stay quiet. If you alert them, you'll die first."
    

    
      "As if."
    

    
      The kid was already dispirited.
    

    
      We passed through the empty first floor and went up to the second floor.
    

    
      Creak, creak, creak.
    

    
      With every step, the old stairs groaned.
    

    
      "We're not open today."
    

    
      Before even poking my head into the second floor, someone's voice was heard.
    

    
      "I came about the recruitment. Yang Cheonjo."
    

    
      When I gave his name, Yang Cheonjo's eyes widened.
    

    
      Not caring, I went up.
    

    
      Looking around the second floor,
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      He'd said few would be left after departure, but there were as many as six people.
    

    
      Four sitting at a table, two standing by the window.
    

    
      These people had no intention of hiding their weapons. One with a short spear strapped to his back rose from the table and asked.
    

    
      "You're Yang Cheonjo? The message said eighteen years old, but you look a bit older?"
    

    
      Seems he had raised his age by three years when speaking.
    

    
      "Who's next to you?"
    

    
      "A friend."
    

    
      "A friend?"
    

    
      Short Spear looked around at his companions at the table and laughed lowly. They too burst into fishy laughter.
    

    
      See, just hearing the laughter, isn't the intent impure?
    

    
      "Well, it's fine that two came. But we're not paying for two people's worth. You know that, right?"
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      "Sit there. The promised time changed slightly, so we depart after one shichen (30 minutes)."
    

    
      One shichen.
    

    
      Ambiguous.
    

    
      It was fortunate we weren't left behind, but with a whole shichen to wait, who knows what might happen.
    

    
      "By the way, what martial arts does Yang Cheonjo's younger brother use?"
    

    
      Like having to make such pointless conversation.
    

    
      It was someone who had placed a judge's pen in front of his spot at the table. After tossing out the question, he wore a simpering smile. His intention to pick a fight with the kids was obvious.
    

    
      I, impersonating Yang Cheonjo, answered.
    

    
      "Martial arts that smash judge's pens."
    

    
      Normally I wouldn't answer like this. I would have entered with my head bowed as much as possible to avoid drawing attention.
    

    
      So did that work out well?
    

    
      I kept getting caught and stopped receiving spy missions. No matter how much I disguised myself, the atmosphere itself wasn't unorthodox or demonic.
    

    
      So I'll do as I please.
    

    
      "Pfft."
    

    
      "Kekekeke, Brother Gang, you got hit!"
    

    
      The group at the table burst into roaring laughter.
    

    
      The two swordsmen by the window also smiled slightly.
    

    
      "Right, you have to be like that to do Black Path. Hey, you're gutsy."
    

    
      "The atmosphere was no joke from the moment he entered."
    

    
      Doing as I please works.
    

    
      Only Judge's Pen's face reddened slightly.
    

    
      "You can't speak carelessly to adults. Do you know how many have fallen to this judge's pen?"
    

    
      Suddenly Yang Cheonjo, the real Yang Cheonjo, interjected from beside me.
    

    
      "How old are you?"
    

    
      Judge's Pen frowned.
    

    
      Setting me aside, even the guy who was just a friend boldly stepped up, so his displeased expression was obvious.
    

    
      "Ahem, thirty-five."
    

    
      "But you're doing the same work as us?"
    

    
      My head felt dizzy.
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo wasn't someone who only made me angry.
    

    
      "These brats, when I've been so patient!"
    

    
      "We haven't really looked at you much though. This is our first meeting."
    

    
      Judge's Pen couldn't hold back and jumped up from his seat.
    

    
      "Wait."
    

    
      Short Spear extended his hand to stop him.
    

    
      "Brother Gang, kids are like that. Soon when the fight starts, won't they see Brother Gang's martial prowess?"
    

    
      "Hmm."
    

    
      "Then they'll learn reality."
    

    
      Then he laughed lowly again. Judge's Pen also smiled and sat back down.
    

    
      "Right, Brother Jang is correct."
    

    
      Those foul-tempered Black Path bastards just let this pass? No matter how you looked at it, they intended to use us as shields.
    

    
      Fortunately in all this, my atmosphere somehow passed. Successfully pretending to be Black Path.
    

    
      "Friend, they're jianghu seniors. Watch your mouth."
    

    
      I gave a warning to prevent the real Yang Cheonjo from causing more conflict.
    

    
      Hearing my words to the kid, the Black Path members also nodded.
    

    
      Good, just stay like this until departure.
    

    
      Creeeak, creak, creak.
    

    
      The old stairs groaned again.
    

    
      But Short Spear raised one eyebrow.
    

    
      "There's no one else who should come?"
    

    
      Judge's Pen raised his voice.
    

    
      "We're not open today. Go back!"
    

    
      However, the one coming up from below was unhesitant.
    

    
      The unorthodox practitioners quietly hid their weapons.
    

    
      Judge's Pen into his clothes, weapons like short spears that couldn't be hidden on the body went under the table cloth.
    

    
      A man revealed himself on the landing.
    

    
      "Ahh, it's hot."
    

    
      Huh?
    

    
      Why is this person here again?
    

    
      A heavy body drenched in sweat even on this cool autumn day.
    

    
      It was Kwak Daebang.
    

    
      "Huh? Really? It's a day off?"
    

    
      Judge's Pen showed slight irritation.
    

    
      "Didn't you see the sign in front?"
    

    
      "I'm a regular here. Even on a day off, I can get a cup of tea at least. I came up because I saw people on the second floor, but you're all strangers?"
    

    
      Slight tension flowed among the Black Path members.
    

    
      I sent Kwak Daebang a look.
    

    
      He glanced toward me then turned his head away and just continued what he wanted to say.
    

    
      "Where's the owner?"
    

    
      "On vacation."
    

    
      "That person? How unusual."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang tilted his head.
    

    
      "Then you people are?"
    

    
      "People who know the owner. We were having a meal among ourselves."
    

    
      "So that's why you laid out bought food?"
    

    
      Kwak Daebang's eyes swept over the table.
    

    
      "That sweet and sour pork you bought from across the street, right? Not tasty. The batter is lacking. The fish soup you probably bought from the market entrance is quite good. The fish is average but they put in seasoning well. Now, and that coriander there—"
    

    
      Everyone was dumbfounded by the sudden taste evaluation.
    

    
      Me too.
    

    
      Kwak Daebang's alias was Flying Black Bear.
    

    
      But the name called behind his back was Flying Black Pig.
    

    
      I knew he liked eating, but to know even the restaurants in this area...
    

    
      "But."
    

    
      Where his eyes finally stopped was my face.
    

    
      "I didn't know the Ink Sword Hero was also acquainted with the owner here. But why have you been twitching under your eyes?"
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Mm. Kwak Daebang.
    

    
      I'm also not perceptive, but he's really...
    

    
      Briefly, very briefly, silence fell over the inn.
    

    
      The next moment.
    

    
      The table flipped and the Black Path bastards all stepped forward at once.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero?"
    

    
      "Fuck, they're White Path!"
    

    
      "Kill them all!"
    

    
      First I pressed Yang Cheonjo's acupoints.
    

    
      Because he might foolishly step forward and die.
    

    
      "Watch well. What you almost got caught up in."
    

    
      From the left—swish—a swift blade flew.
    

    
      From the right—whoosh—a heavy club thrust in.
    

    
      I quickly blocked the swift blade with my scabbard, and met the club by swinging Mukheun with inner power.
    

    
      "Kuk."
    

    
      The one holding the club groaned and fell back.
    

    
      Whether swift sword or club, I had tried to attack one side when suddenly the short spear flew at me head-on.
    

    
      "What is it? What?"
    

    
      Kwak Daebang, still bewildered, drew his twin blades.
    

    
      "Black Path bastards were gathered."
    

    
      "Huh? Really?"
    

    
      Whatever our relationship, Kwak Daebang was also White Path. He came to his senses and jumped into the fight.
    

    
      "Dog-like Black Path bastards!"
    

    
      The guy facing Kwak Daebang cursed back no less.
    

    
      "White Path bastards worse than dogs!"
    

    
      When I was young, I raised a dog called Yellowtail.
    

    
      "What sin do dogs have!"
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo lying on the floor muttered quietly.
    

    
      "Mom..."
    

    
      Each saying what they wanted while fiercely wielding weapons.
    

    
      The situation was me facing the swift blade, short spear, and club, while Kwak Daebang met the two swordsmen with his twin blades.
    

    
      Behind, one guy holding a judge's pen aimed for Yang Cheonjo.
    

    
      "You're the one who brought him!"
    

    
      The excuse was fine, but he seemed to still hold a grudge from the earlier insult.
    

    
      While facing three opponents, I quickly extended my hand to the chopstick holder.
    

    
      As soon as I grabbed a chopstick, I infused inner power and shot it at Yang Cheonjo's acupoint.
    

    
      "Hiiiik!"
    

    
      His acupoint released, Yang Cheonjo quickly rolled across the floor with tumbling arts.
    

    
      Judge's Pen repeatedly stabbed at where Yang Cheonjo had been while chasing after him.
    

    
      "This bastard! This bastard! This bastard!"
    

    
      "I'm sorry! I'm sorry! I'm sorry!"
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo rolled and rolled toward me.
    

    
      A judge's pen was a short weapon.
    

    
      To chase someone rolling on the floor, he had to deeply bow his head, which narrowed his field of vision.
    

    
      He got too close to me.
    

    
      "Hey, Brother Gang! Be care—"
    

    
      Short Spear warned, but I jumped toward Judge's Pen faster. I swung Mukheun horizontally with all my strength.
    

    
      "Huh?"
    

    
      Judge's Pen raised his head, but—thwack—his head split in two.
    

    
      "Damn it, kill him!"
    

    
      The nearby swift sword struck quickly.
    

    
      Thump—when Mukheun and sword collided, unable to overcome my inner power, the sword stopped momentarily.
    

    
      Short Spear approached from the side to cover him.
    

    
      He must have thought I would leap at Swift Sword.
    

    
      I jumped backward over Yang Cheonjo who was still lying down.
    

    
      "Why are you coming toward me?"
    

    
      With Yang Cheonjo lying between me and the three enemies. I kicked him hard as if pushing.
    

    
      "Aaaah! Can White Path do this?"
    

    
      With Yang Cheonjo's cry, he slid toward the three—whoooosh.
    

    
      I quickly followed behind him.
    

    
      If you're going to experience it, do it properly.
    

    
      So you never have wrong thoughts again.
    

    
      Swift Sword, Short Spear, and Club each tried to extend their weapons toward Yang Cheonjo sliding into their legs.
    

    
      "Will you have time for that?"
    

    
      I unleashed the Xun Trigram Technique.
    

    
      With my lightened body, I executed footwork.
    

    
      Right behind the sliding Yang Cheonjo, I caught up much faster than they expected.
    

    
      Because of me swinging Mukheun, they had no choice but to raise their weapons up again.
    

    
      "Uuk!"
    

    
      It was a fatal mistake.
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo swept past their legs.
    

    
      Swift Sword and Club on both sides only had one leg swept, so they staggered and regained balance.
    

    
      But Short Spear, who had been leading the overall flow from earlier, was properly caught.
    

    
      He tried not to fall by pressing his spear tip to the floor but lost his balance.
    

    
      Smack!
    

    
      His head shattered from Mukheun.
    

    
      "This bastard!"
    

    
      "Die!"
    

    
      Swift Sword and Club flew from left and right, but with even Short Spear gone, they couldn't beat me.
    

    
      "I really thought you were using me as bait. It was all a misunderstanding."
    

    
      By the time Yang Cheonjo's whimpering ended, Swift Sword and Club were also lying on the floor.
    

    
      "Watch this carnage well. I'm educating you on behalf of your mother, so watch carefully."
    

    
      "...Honestly, I'm having regrets."
    

    
      "Really?"
    

    
      "Those bastards tried to kill me first. If the Hero hadn't blocked them, I would have just now..."
    

    
      Someone yelled loudly.
    

    
      "Save that talk for later! Won't you help here!"
    

    
      Kwak Daebang was diligently wielding his blades against the two swordsmen.
    

    
      Watching that scene for a moment.
    

    
      "Brother Kwak, you'll win even without my help."
    

    
      His blade technique was excellent.
    

    
      Attacks were nimble, defense was strict.
    

    
      Accustomed to moving both hands simultaneously, there were no techniques working separately—all connected.
    

    
      Moreover, the two swordsmen were greatly shaken by the fact that all their allies had fallen.
    

    
      Their intention to escape was obvious. Rather, it was those two whose hands were confused.
    

    
      "One down!"
    

    
      Kwak Daebang's blade struck off one wrist.
    

    
      The remaining swordsman hid behind the one who lost his wrist and ran toward the inn window.
    

    
      However, Kwak Daebang rolled his body sideways and threw his blade with all his strength. It stuck right in the back, and the swordsman died.
    

    
      "Two down!"
    

    
      The swordsman who lost his wrist spat curses through clenched teeth.
    

    
      "Fuck, that bastard calling himself senior brother..."
    

    
      As soon as one fell, the other tried to flee, so I thought they'd met for work.
    

    
      But they were martial brothers.
    

    
      I looked down at Yang Cheonjo.
    

    
      "Do you still want to become Black Path after this?"
    

    
      The kid let out a long sigh.
    

    
      Rising covered evenly with broth, noodles, and blood from sweeping the floor.
    

    
      Suddenly he performed a clasped hands greeting like an adult.
    

    
      "Hero, I won't forget the grace of enlightening me. From today onward, I'll seek a new life. I'll never have thoughts of Black Path again. First, I'll visit my mother and discuss with her how I should live. Thank you so much."
    

    
      Then without hesitation, he turned and walked away.
    

    
      "Stop. Where are you trying to escape riding the mood?"
    

    
      "Uuk. Isn't that the mood?"
    

    
      Shameless kid.
    

    
      "No. What reason do I have to trust and release you? Clean up from here."
    

    
      "Can't we not?"
    

    
      "No."
    

    
      Words flowed smoothly, but his face was haggard.
    

    
      While cleaning this place and seeing corpses, various thoughts would occur.
    

    
      Leaving the kid behind, Kwak Daebang and I stood before the swordsman who lost his wrist.
    

    
      "You can imagine what comes next. If you tell everything, it's at least easier. Where are the others?"
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Emptiness spread in the swordsman's eyes.
    

    
      We gave him time to face his loss.
    

    
      "Dammit. Damn. Damn."
    

    
      A martial artist's life is a moment.
    

    
      Martial arts built over a lifetime can disappear in a single fight.
    

    
      And after that?
    

    
      You must live with what you've built besides martial arts.
    

    
      White Path is at least okay. Return to your sect, rely on the Murim Alliance, people you've helped help you back.
    

    
      What about this one? For a Black Path swordsman whose senior brother abandoned him and fled, is there anything built up?
    

    
      Wealth?
    

    
      Wealth is the lowest. Wealth for a martial artist who lost martial arts. How would you block those who would come seeking it?
    

    
      "They said to raid Oga Pharmacy."
    

    
      My mind jolted alert at the unexpected words.
    

    
      That's the name of the pharmacy I was heading to.
    

    
      "Oga Pharmacy? Why there?"
    

    
      "They say there are several types of medicine handled only there. They planned to steal them and sell them expensively."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang looked at me and asked.
    

    
      "Why is your expression like that? A place you know?"
    

    
      "It's a place specializing in children's medicine."
    

    
      I didn't bother mentioning Taebok's story.
    

    
      "What? Children's medicine?"
    

    
      Anger surged up.
    

    
      The meat for Taebok might disappear. Also, many children might face difficulties.
    

    
      The Black Path bastards are crossing the line.
    

    
      "I need to go."
    

    
      I have sufficient reason to go.
    

    

  
    Chapter 17: Chapter 17

    
      Chapter 17: What White Path Cannot Overlook
    

    
      The swordsman's interrogation continued quickly.
    

    
      The leaders were Master Dongpae and Madam Cheolseon.
    

    
      They were Black Path members who had committed robbery acts here and there.
    

    
      The gathering place was an empty house two alleys away from the pharmacy.
    

    
      They planned to have about seven or eight people gathered there as well.
    

    
      "Are the pharmacy people also martial artists?"
    

    
      If it were an ordinary pharmacy, this many people wouldn't be necessary.
    

    
      The swordsman nodded weakly.
    

    
      The wrist that had held his sword had flown off. He showed no will to resist.
    

    
      "Their skills are outstanding enough to gather this many people?"
    

    
      "No, their skills are mediocre, they said. They also have to move the medicine, and there are contingencies."
    

    
      The swordsman's eyes turned toward behind me.
    

    
      I also briefly looked back.
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo was there.
    

    
      He had stopped cleaning and stood staring blankly in this direction.
    

    
      I deliberately asked the swordsman so the kid could hear.
    

    
      "If that contingency happened, you would have used that kid as a shield, right?"
    

    
      "What's the point of saying it?"
    

    
      I asked Yang Cheonjo with my eyes.
    

    
      Did you hear?
    

    
      What you were getting caught up in and what you almost suffered?
    

    
      Fortunately, Yang Cheonjo quietly nodded.
    

    
      Good, that's enough.
    

    
      It's fine if you understand now.
    

    
      I turned my head from the kid to look at the swordsman.
    

    
      "Last question. Why did you join this work?"
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "I'm asking why you joined this work."
    

    
      "What are you saying? Because they said they'd pay money."
    

    
      "Money earned from robbing children's medicine?"
    

    
      Tension circled in the swordsman's eyes.
    

    
      He seemed to realize what I was asking.
    

    
      I wasn't asking for a reason. It was obvious what would happen after raiding the pharmacy. Sick children wouldn't be able to get medicine.
    

    
      I was asking why he ignored such consequences.
    

    
      "You're the Ink Sword Hero, right?"
    

    
      The swordsman oddly confirmed my name again.
    

    
      "Correct."
    

    
      Relief spread across his face.
    

    
      "I'm Black Path. I only think about what I want."
    

    
      He spat it out carelessly.
    

    
      "I see. Thanks for the honest answer."
    

    
      I couldn't take the swordsman with me.
    

    
      Like I did to Yang Cheonjo, I paralyzed his body and mouth with acupoint pressing.
    

    
      And in addition to that.
    

    
      "Consider this compensation for your answer."
    

    
      Also like I did to Yang Cheonjo, I gifted him pain through acupoint pressing.
    

    
      Painful acupoints that tear at the nerves—one, two, three, and even four I pressed.
    

    
      Mm, I pressed one more than Yang Cheonjo.
    

    
      The swordsman's eyes opened wide.
    

    
      What pain was occurring inside his body vividly reflected in those eyes.
    

    
      "We don't know when we'll come. Endure well."
    

    
      If you can't endure, it can't be helped.
    

    
      "Mm?"
    

    
      Kwak Daebang made a surprised sound beside me.
    

    
      "What's wrong?"
    

    
      He looked as if surprised.
    

    
      "You're not the Ink Sword Hero I know. You don't do such things. This guy seemed to speak honestly after hearing your name too?"
    

    
      "Not from now on."
    

    
      "Really?"
    

    
      "Yes. You'll often see me doing things I didn't do before."
    

    
      "Oho."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang stroked his chin.
    

    
      We had no more time to talk. The time when Black Path members were to gather was approaching.
    

    
      "Brother Kwak, what will you do?"
    

    
      "About what?"
    

    
      "Will you participate in this matter?"
    

    
      "Of course. Black Path bastards are raiding a children's pharmacy."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang was usually blunt with me, but he was still affiliated with the Murim Alliance's Outer Hall.
    

    
      He didn't overlook such matters.
    

    
      "Let's go."
    

    
      This inn was in the county outskirts. The pharmacy required going further toward the county center.
    

    
      Kwak Daebang and I hastened our steps.
    

    
      "Wh-what about me?"
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo hurriedly followed from behind.
    

    
      "Yang Cheonjo, I need to pretend to be you once more."
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      "You go home now."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "You saw it, didn't you? What Black Path is like. Do you still want to do it?"
    

    
      "No."
    

    
      "Remember today's events well. And go home."
    

    
      However, the kid didn't fall away and followed behind us.
    

    
      "I won't even dream of things like Black Path anymore."
    

    
      "Good, go well."
    

    
      "But what about being a hero?"
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      We're busy—where's this wordplay coming from?
    

    
      I swung my scabbard backward and hit the kid's arm.
    

    
      "Ow! Don't hit me!"
    

    
      While running forward, I just turned the scabbard to hit the other arm once, thigh once, shin once—whatever I could reach.
    

    
      However, Yang Cheonjo stubbornly kept up even while hopping on one foot because his shin hurt.
    

    
      "Ah, stop! Ow! Listen! If I don't go, you can't pretend to be me!"
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "The person who recruited me said that. He said I'd see him again when everyone gathered later."
    

    
      So they didn't have a separate recruiter.
    

    
      These people who scatter and gather as their lifestyle take on any role depending on the time.
    

    
      "That person knows your face then."
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      I couldn't pretend to be Yang Cheonjo.
    

    
      It can't be helped.
    

    
      "Just this once. Follow along."
    

    
      "Yes!"
    

    
      The kid somehow seemed excited and hopped to stick to my left side.
    

    
      "I'm Yang Cheonjo, the Ink Sword Hero is an older brother I know, and that fat hero over there is an uncle I know. Perfect!"
    

    
      Kwak Daebang walking on my right side flinched.
    

    
      "Why am I an uncle?"
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo stuck out his head to slowly look at Kwak Daebang.
    

    
      "Uncle."
    

    
      He simply delivered the verdict.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, what's with that cheeky brat?"
    

    
      "There are circumstances. After the work is done, I'm parting ways with this kid."
    

    
      "Really? He really looks like he won't listen."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang withdrew his interest from Yang Cheonjo and looked at me.
    

    
      "Oh right, after the work is done I have something to say to you too, so let's talk."
    

    
      "Whatever it is, let's do that."
    

    
      Right now, saving the pharmacy was priority.
    

    
      There were medicinal ingredients there for our Taebok and other children.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      "The pharmacy is visible over there?"
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo said.
    

    
      As he said, Oga Pharmacy was visible across the street.
    

    
      "The alley first. If Black Path bursts into the pharmacy, there could be casualties."
    

    
      "Right, the alley first."
    

    
      "Did you memorize well the operation I mentioned on the way?"
    

    
      "Of course. I just outright—"
    

    
      However, the words were cut off by a small commotion ahead.
    

    
      "Please, please get up."
    

    
      In the middle of the road, a woman and child were bowing.
    

    
      "Thank you. Thanks to you, our child recovered."
    

    
      When the middle-aged man who was the target of the bowing hastily bowed back, only then did the mother and daughter rise.
    

    
      "Pharmacist, thank you so much."
    

    
      "Hehehe, it's all the child's fortune. Also thanks to the physician's efforts. I was worried whether the medicine would work well, but it was effective."
    

    
      "Of course. If Oga Pharmacy's medicine doesn't work, what medicine would? Thank you so much. Thank you."
    

    
      From the conversation, the woman was the mother of a sick child, and the pleasant-looking middle-aged man seemed to be the pharmacy owner.
    

    
      It would be a waste of time to go into the pharmacy and speak, but since we met like this, a warning was worth giving.
    

    
      We approached the owner who was about to cross toward the pharmacy after sending off the child's mother.
    

    
      Suddenly men approaching in a group.
    

    
      "Oh! I have no money."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Are our impressions that bad?
    

    
      The three of us looked at each other.
    

    
      The owner looked at me standing in the center and relaxed.
    

    
      "Ah, I see not. Hehe, my apologies. You're upstanding people."
    

    
      Both sides of me bristled simultaneously.
    

    
      "Pharmacy uncle, what do you mean no? Why do you feel relieved seeing the Ink Sword Hero but not look at us?"
    

    
      "Look here, what about me? Don't I look like White Path too?"
    

    
      Small and cheeky brat Yang Cheonjo, large and snorting Kwak Daebang—both protested.
    

    
      But now wasn't the time for that.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero?"
    

    
      The pharmacy owner also widened his eyes hearing my alias.
    

    
      "Oh, the Divine Physician's letter was well..."
    

    
      "Just a moment. That's for later."
    

    
      I quickly and briefly conveyed what had happened so far.
    

    
      "N-no, how can this be."
    

    
      "Now, from this point I'll go with my companions to the Black Path. The pharmacy people should either hide yourselves or call White Path sects."
    

    
      "However... there's so much medicine inside the pharmacy we can't move it. There are many children waiting for medicine..."
    

    
      He looked at the pharmacy.
    

    
      Even from outside, medicine boxes were piled full inside.
    

    
      "White Path sects that can be reinforcements are somewhat far. Rather, we'll go and fight together."
    

    
      A poor plan.
    

    
      Medicine can be obtained again, but pharmacy people cannot be obtained again.
    

    
      I bowed to the owner and paid respects.
    

    
      "Thank you."
    

    
      "Mm? Hero, why suddenly like this?"
    

    
      "Because the pharmacy people are here, children can take medicine. They can be free from the illness to come."
    

    
      "Ah... I only did what needed to be done."
    

    
      "Thank you for choosing this work as what needed to be done."
    

    
      It was sincere.
    

    
      Because such people exist in the world, parents of sick children can hold a thread of hope.
    

    
      "I'll also do what I must do."
    

    
      "What the hero must do?"
    

    
      "More accurately, what White Path must do."
    

    
      "Protecting people?"
    

    
      "Smashing Black Path."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Smashing Black Path to protect people.
    

    
      Work that White Path can never overlook.
    

    
      "So how about we each do what we must?"
    

    
      In the end, the owner nodded.
    

    
      "Understood. Hero, thank you."
    

    
      "I'm just doing what must be done. I'll win and return, so don't worry."
    

    
      "Mm, understood."
    

    
      He hastily crossed the street and entered the pharmacy.
    

    
      Watching that back, I spoke to my companions.
    

    
      "Let's go."
    

    
      To do what White Path must do.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Two alleys over, the house learned from interrogating the swordsman.
    

    
      "Whew."
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo was taking deep breaths.
    

    
      At the inn, I had pretended to be Yang Cheonjo. Thanks to that, he just had to stick by my side.
    

    
      Now directly stepping forward seemed to make him nervous.
    

    
      "Don't worry. I won't leave you to die. There are two White Path people here. Brother Kwak, if push comes to shove, take this kid and withdraw."
    

    
      "Got it. After taking this guy to a safe place, I'll come back."
    

    
      "By then it'll already be over."
    

    
      "Oh. You're not even being modest now?"
    

    
      The tension left Yang Cheonjo's shoulders. The kid knocked on the door vigorously—thump, thud.
    

    
      The sound of someone crossing the yard approaching was heard.
    

    
      "Who is it?"
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo answered confidently.
    

    
      "I'm called Yang Cheonjo. Brother So told me to come."
    

    
      "Wait. I'll go ask."
    

    
      The voice seemed low-ranked among the Black Path group, so instead of shouting inside, he went in directly.
    

    
      "Yang Cheonjo, if you enter Black Path, you have to start with errand-running like that."
    

    
      "I'm not doing Black Path, so it makes me want to do it even less."
    

    
      Of course, average Murim Alliance members or junior sect disciples were no different.
    

    
      But I didn't bother telling him.
    

    
      "Come in."
    

    
      The one who opened the door was a young man with a hunched back.
    

    
      The bent back only gestured to guide us.
    

    
      The servant buildings on both sides of the yard seemed empty, and entering the main building in front, Black Path members were gathered.
    

    
      "Hey, Yang Cheonjo. Good to see you."
    

    
      The man who had recommended work to Yang Cheonjo had a long vertical scar on the left side of his face.
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo saw him and acted familiar.
    

    
      "Brother So, good to see you."
    

    
      "What, who are those two beside you?"
    

    
      "An older brother I know, an uncle I know. The older brother I know is this one and..."
    

    
      "I can tell by looking. The uncle is that one, right?"
    

    
      I felt Kwak Daebang flinch.
    

    
      Scar thoroughly looked us over.
    

    
      "Brother Jang said it was okay? But why are only you three?"
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo continued speaking as I had instructed.
    

    
      "You mean the one who uses a short spear?"
    

    
      "Yeah, right."
    

    
      "He said he's pulling out."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      The gathered Black Path members all poured out curses.
    

    
      Right before carrying out work, forces numbering six had withdrawn, so irritation was understandable.
    

    
      Good, you're doing well.
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo, you're doing well without trembling. Keep talking.
    

    
      "And he had words to convey to Master Dongpae."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "Words to convey only to Master Dongpae."
    

    
      "What? You can tell me."
    

    
      Scar frowned and the long scar distorted along with it.
    

    
      It became quite an intimidating face.
    

    
      I stepped forward.
    

    
      "Do you see us as idiots? The person to convey words to is decided, so why would we talk to someone else? Or do you plan to intercept the words in the middle?"
    

    
      Kwak Daebang nodded his head heavily beside me.
    

    
      I assigned him the role of adding weight since he didn't seem capable of improvised words by his awareness.
    

    
      A dark-complexioned face with thick eyebrows on top was quite impressive and perfect for the role.
    

    
      Scar couldn't look down on the three of us and engaged in a staring contest.
    

    
      Now, what would happen?
    

    
      This was the operation I had them memorize while coming from the inn to here.
    

    
      If we can get in front of the enemies' leader with this operation, that's best.
    

    
      Ink Sword Hero, what if we can't get to the leader?
    

    
      It's fine. We just smash them starting from there.
    

    
      Hehehehe, I like it.
    

    
      Hehehehe, I li— Ow! Why are you hitting me!
    

    
      How about it?
    

    
      Starting from you, Scar?
    

    
      Or from Master Dongpae?
    

    
      Then.
    

    
      A thick voice came from inside the house.
    

    
      "Let them in. If they have words for me, they should see me."
    

    
      Good choice.
    

    
      I'll sweep them up in order starting from the leader.
    

    

  
    Chapter 18: Chapter 18

    
      Chapter 18: Flowing According to Nature's Order
    

    
      I thought they would take us to a room, but no.
    

    
      The small house had a backyard. Not as grand as a garden, but with decent width...
    

    
      To be specific, just right for surrounding us?
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      At the far end of the backyard, on round logs, sat a man and woman who appeared to be Master Dongpae and Madam Cheolseon.
    

    
      In front of them, the three of us stood forming a triangle.
    

    
      Before I knew it, I had come to the center front, with Yang Cheonjo and Kwak Daebang standing at the left and right rear respectively—a triangle.
    

    
      Behind us stood all seven Black Path members who had been inside the house.
    

    
      "Hehehehe."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang laughed lowly.
    

    
      "Is this right?"
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo asked needlessly.
    

    
      Right?
    

    
      Of course not.
    

    
      Right after entering here, we even heard the door closing, so the intention was clear.
    

    
      We were surrounded.
    

    
      "I'm Master Dongpae. You have words to convey to me?"
    

    
      Among the seated man and woman, the man with a broad face and thick lips that looked like a catfish opened his mouth.
    

    
      Beside him, a woman with a pointed chin and pale complexion chuckled.
    

    
      With a metal fan resting on her lap, she must be Madam Cheolseon.
    

    
      I turned to look at Yang Cheonjo.
    

    
      "It's okay. Convey the words."
    

    
      "Really? In this situation?"
    

    
      "Yes, it's fine."
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo tilted his head back and forth.
    

    
      "Ah, whatever. Then Master Dongpae, I'll convey Brother Jang's words!"
    

    
      "Go ahead."
    

    
      "Hey, you catfish-looking bastard!"
    

    
      Good opening.
    

    
      A choking sound—kugh—came from behind.
    

    
      Catfish.
    

    
      This must have been improvised, but Yang Cheonjo thought the same as me.
    

    
      "Are you even human? Huh? Raiding a pharmacy specializing in children's medicine? Grotesque, grotesque! Even for Black Path, there are things to do and things not to do."
    

    
      Correct words.
    

    
      "Even if your face is a fish, your thoughts should be human. To think such grotesque thoughts—what makes you better than a thoughtless fish? Why not just become catfish soup? At least you could make one person eating the soup happy, right?"
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo, having started, kept adding improvised words.
    

    
      But every phrase was correct.
    

    
      I had never cursed in such confrontational situations. That's why I left it to Yang Cheonjo. Listening to it, I felt excited.
    

    
      Should I try cursing once too?
    

    
      "Right, is your father a catfish, or is your mother a catfish?"
    

    
      Suddenly Kwak Daebang made an "uh" sound, and Yang Cheonjo stopped speaking.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Brief silence flowed.
    

    
      I carefully asked.
    

    
      "Is this not right?"
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo and Kwak Daebang shook their heads.
    

    
      "You've never cursed before, have you?"
    

    
      "There's no need to mention parents. That's a bit..."
    

    
      Again. Doing something I've never done leads to mistakes.
    

    
      "Master Dongpae, I apologize. I've never cursed before."
    

    
      "That's fine. I don't know my parents' faces anyway."
    

    
      "Ah..."
    

    
      Sighs burst out from various places.
    

    
      Kwak Daebang gave a warning.
    

    
      "Learn to curse properly."
    

    
      "Right."
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo cleared his throat—ahem.
    

    
      "I'll continue."
    

    
      However, Master Dongpae was no longer listening.
    

    
      "Continue what! Stop it!"
    

    
      "There's still a lot left though."
    

    
      "Shut up!"
    

    
      He jumped up and pulled out two bronze daggers from his chest. Slightly wider and longer than judge's pens.
    

    
      So he's Master Dongpae because of those weapons.
    

    
      Madam Cheolseon also picked up her fan and stood.
    

    
      The sound of weapons being drawn came from behind as well.
    

    
      A hair-trigger situation.
    

    
      But in the midst of this, I asked what I'd been curious about.
    

    
      "Do you two not have children?"
    

    
      I'd been curious since hearing the aliases Master Dongpae and Madam Cheolseon.
    

    
      They seemed to be a couple. Would they commit such acts even with children?
    

    
      "What are you saying? Now you'll curse the child too? Just where are you from in Black Path?"
    

    
      "White Path. Then you're raiding Oga Pharmacy while having children? Won't you need to be indebted to them later when your child gets sick?"
    

    
      Madam Cheolseon beside him laughed—hoot—and answered.
    

    
      "Our child is all grown up."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Right. This is how Black Path is.
    

    
      A dizzying answer, but I somewhat expected it.
    

    
      However, Master Dongpae said something unexpected.
    

    
      "This is all being done for my child."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "He's pressuring me to raid here and prepare big money. He has something that needs money, so what can I do?"
    

    
      What kind of talk is that?
    

    
      Because his own child ordered it, he's stealing medicine from other people's children.
    

    
      My hand moved toward Mukheun.
    

    
      But Madam Cheolseon, who had only been assisting from the side, threw out a question.
    

    
      "Do you know why you got caught?"
    

    
      I briefly stopped my hand moving toward Mukheun.
    

    
      Since she answered my question, I'll answer one for her too.
    

    
      "Honestly, we put it together hastily so it wasn't a great plan. How did you know?"
    

    
      "Hmph, in our house I'm in charge. Jang Gyu who uses the short spear knows that. So if he said to convey words, he would have said to convey them to Madam Cheolseon."
    

    
      "Ah, so it was from there."
    

    
      "And I knew the moment you entered."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "Leaving aside those two behind you, honestly you don't have a Black Path atmosphere, right?"
    

    
      Kwak Daebang and Yang Cheonjo flared up in anger.
    

    
      "Wow, again? How many times do I suffer this today!"
    

    
      "Me too? I'm in the same situation as this uncle?"
    

    
      Madam Cheolseon cleanly ignored both.
    

    
      "It's unfortunate, but it was a plan full of holes from the start anyway. Now, shall we wrap this up?"
    

    
      As she said, it was a plan full of holes.
    

    
      But what does it matter?
    

    
      Until meeting Namgung Jeheon and Zhuge Sheng, I thought "perfect plans" only existed in books.
    

    
      Until then, I had carried out all kinds of operations consisting of hasty plans, sloppy plans, failed plans, more failed plans, etc.
    

    
      Holes were the default.
    

    
      Then how did I succeed with such operations?
    

    
      Wuuuung—
    

    
      When I gripped the handle, Mukheun hummed containing the Eight Trigram Unity Technique.
    

    
      Drawing it vigorously, I shouted.
    

    
      "This friend alone was the solution to holes!"
    

    
      Guuuuuung—I deliberately made a fierce sound with Mukheun.
    

    
      The imposing Black Path couple flinched in surprise and stepped back.
    

    
      "What, that sword? A black sword?"
    

    
      "Don't tell me you're the Ink Sword Hero?"
    

    
      I took a stance to leap at the two.
    

    
      "I'm coming!"
    

    
      And I didn't go.
    

    
      While the Black Path couple was flustered.
    

    
      I struck Mukheun, full of inner power, into the ground.
    

    
      Aimed toward behind me.
    

    
      When I shout "coming," jump up.
    

    
      According to the pre-arranged operation, Kwak Daebang and Yang Cheonjo's bodies were in the air.
    

    
      Vibrations traveled through the ground striking the Black Path members behind.
    

    
      "Kraak!"
    

    
      "My ankle!"
    

    
      "Aaah!"
    

    
      I applied inner power over a wide range through the earth.
    

    
      If I mastered the Qian Trigram Technique and could handle earth's natural energy, it would be easier and stronger.
    

    
      But here, this is sufficient.
    

    
      "I am the Flying Black Bear Kwak Daebang!"
    

    
      As soon as he landed, he rolled his round body forward to quickly approach the Black Path members.
    

    
      The twin blades danced and harvested the Black Path members' legs.
    

    
      It was autumn.
    

    
      "A White Path bastard mocks me!"
    

    
      "Die!"
    

    
      Only then realizing they'd been tricked, Master Dongpae and Madam Cheolseon stepped forward swinging their weapons.
    

    
      Clang! Kang!
    

    
      The sound of metal clashing vigorously rang overhead.
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo had loosened the iron staff strapped to his back and swung it powerfully.
    

    
      "Ow! My grip!"
    

    
      With the kid's inner power, receiving one attack was all he could do.
    

    
      That one time was enough for me to catch my breath.
    

    
      Having released inner power over a wide range, I needed to reorganize my stance.
    

    
      "Cheonjo, support Brother Kwak!"
    

    
      Stepping forward, I swung Mukheun at the Black Path couple.
    

    
      After each crossing weapons with me once, they shouted to each other.
    

    
      "Honey, be careful! His martial arts are strange!"
    

    
      "Wind circles around his sword! Guard well!"
    

    
      While Master Dongpae stepped to my front left swinging his twin daggers.
    

    
      Madam Cheolseon struck the round logs where the couple had been sitting with her iron fan and threw them to my right.
    

    
      One high, one low.
    

    
      Twin daggers, two logs—four attacks total.
    

    
      And Madam Cheolseon hiding her body in the blind spot behind the logs.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "What!"
    

    
      "Why so suddenly fast?"
    

    
      I accelerated my movement with the Xun Trigram Technique.
    

    
      Moving toward the flying logs, I struck the upper one toward Master Dongpae and pressed down the lower one with my foot.
    

    
      Normally, while blocking four attacks, I should have exposed an opening to Madam Cheolseon.
    

    
      But the Xun Trigram Technique allowed me to execute one technique.
    

    
      I lifted my foot and kicked even the lower log toward Madam Cheolseon.
    

    
      While they executed one technique, I executed two techniques.
    

    
      Thump!
    

    
      The moment the log bounced off colliding with the iron fan.
    

    
      Slash.
    

    
      Mukheun split Madam Cheolseon's head from chin to crown.
    

    
      Master Dongpae saw this.
    

    
      "Jayoo!"
    

    
      Jayoo? I thought I misheard, but no.
    

    
      He turned back without hesitation and tried to climb over the wall.
    

    
      "What freedom?"
    

    
      Would I just let him go?
    

    
      "Go to hell together too. Have eternal marital harmony there."
    

    
      Mukheun passed joyfully over Master Dongpae's body.
    

    
      Part of the upper body hung in the air clutched by two hands gripping the wall, while the lower part fell to the ground.
    

    
      "Let's help Brother Kwak."
    

    
      "Yes!"
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo and I turned around without delay.
    

    
      "You mean me? I finished this side too."
    

    
      Oh.
    

    
      Surprising.
    

    
      The person standing behind was only Kwak Daebang. He was shaking off blood from his twin blades.
    

    
      "Brother Kwak, you took down all seven alone? Impressive."
    

    
      "Impressive nothing. You're the one who caught those two in an instant. They looked quite strong."
    

    
      However, while conversing, I noticed his clothes were cut in several places.
    

    
      "Brother Kwak, injuries?"
    

    
      "Ah, this? I'm fine."
    

    
      "What do you mean fine? Let me see."
    

    
      "No, really fine. I learned Body Protection Technique."
    

    
      "Body Protection Technique?"
    

    
      I stared intently at where his clothes were cut, but couldn't find blood or wounds.
    

    
      Body Protection Technique.
    

    
      To me who knew Kwak Daebang from before regression, these words sounded somewhat different.
    

    
      But that's not something to think about now.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      We briefly looked around the backyard.
    

    
      The couple and seven Black Path members, plus us—twelve people had been here, but now only three stood.
    

    
      "We won!"
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo suddenly shouted as if feeling the reality. In this fight, the kid had done his part. His first victory he contributed to, so the emotion must be special.
    

    
      "Yes, a perfect victory."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang also nodded.
    

    
      A perfect victory achieved with a hasty plan. This has its own thrilling taste.
    

    
      "It flowed according to nature's order."
    

    
      When White Path and unorthodox path clash, this happens.
    

    
      We win.
    

    
      "Then let's go out."
    

    
      To announce the proud victory to the pharmacy, so they can work with peace of mind.
    

    
      "Right, quickly..."
    

    
      Thud thud thud—from outside, the sound of someone knocking was heard.
    

    
      "Hey, already departed? It's me, One-Eyed Ghost! I'm a bit late!"
    

    
      We looked at each other.
    

    
      "Just a moment."
    

    
      Leaving the two, I passed through the house and went to the outer door.
    

    
      Going out, a person with an eyepatch on his left eye stood there.
    

    
      "One-Eyed Ghost?"
    

    
      "Mm, someone new? I'm Master Dongpae's steward."
    

    
      "Oh. I heard. Come in."
    

    
      While guiding him, I asked.
    

    
      "But why so late? Almost missed departure."
    

    
      "I departed late from the estate."
    

    
      Master Dongpae seems to have his own estate.
    

    
      In other words, a base?
    

    
      Would the son who told the master to raid the pharmacy be there?
    

    
      I brought One-Eyed Ghost inside the house and asked.
    

    
      "Where is that?"
    

    
      "Eh? What, you think I'd tell such things?"
    

    
      "Hahahaha."
    

    
      "Hahaha, won't tell even with a blade at my throat."
    

    
      Good, good.
    

    
      I gestured toward the door leading to the backyard.
    

    
      "Go in."
    

    
      "Mm. Madam Cheolseon! Master Dongpae! I've arri..."
    

    
      And I followed in and closed the door.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      We surrounded One-Eyed Ghost.
    

    
      Said just one word.
    

    
      "Spill."
    

    

  
    Chapter 19: Chapter 19

    
      Chapter 19: White Path Indeed
    

    
      Before regression.
    

    
      As I remembered, it was a small ferry landing.
    

    
      The Demonic Cult had attacked a village, and people attempted to escape by boat from the nearby ferry landing.
    

    
      How could commoners be faster than martial artists?
    

    
      When the Demonic Cult members chased to the ferry landing, they say the commoners hadn't even all boarded the boats yet.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      Before the Murim Alliance support team arrived, the commoners had succeeded in escaping.
    

    
      I was included in the support team.
    

    
      So I saw it directly.
    

    
      The corpses of Demonic Cult members lined up to the far end of the ferry landing, where the boats had been tied.
    

    
      After clearing away those corpses, one man lay sprawled dead.
    

    
      The blade in his hand was broken.
    

    
      On his thick chest and belly, countless spears and blades were embedded.
    

    
      He must have used twin blades—at someone's words, we looked around and indeed saw one blade.
    

    
      It was stuck in a small wooden pillar.
    

    
      It seemed he had thrown it to cut the rope tying the boats.
    

    
      We all sighed together.
    

    
      Blood that had dripped in drops mixed with the river water and flowed away without a trace.
    

    
      Cold winter wind blew futilely over it.
    

    
      On the ferry landing where the fight had ended, the dead man, Kwak Daebang, was looking up at the sky.
    

    
      White Path indeed.
    

    
      Someone shouted.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      Bwuuuuk—Kwak Daebang blew away my reverie with a vigorous fart.
    

    
      "Ah, really. Are you going to be like this, uncle?"
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo irritably complained to his heart's content. After fighting together once, they seemed to have become somewhat close. Farts and irritation were exchanged.
    

    
      I was slightly confused whether this was a good thing.
    

    
      "Mm, I'm peckish. I didn't eat dinner."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang rubbed his belly regardless.
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo rose from his seat and went out to the street holding his nose. He vented frustration by kicking innocent pebbles.
    

    
      After interrogating One-Eyed Ghost at the alley house, we had returned to Oga Pharmacy.
    

    
      Because the pharmacy people had evacuated, the door was firmly closed. Thinking they might come soon to check the situation, we sat on the low steps in front of the door passing time.
    

    
      "Brother Kwak, you learned Body Protection Technique? If it's not rude, can you tell me what level?"
    

    
      "Rude is too much. I haven't achieved complete mastery so it's not that great. Still, I can at least block the blades of those Black Path bastards from earlier."
    

    
      "What about Demonic Cult members?"
    

    
      "Demonic Cult? Suddenly?"
    

    
      "Just hypothetically."
    

    
      "Hmm, many would be difficult."
    

    
      "But you could at least escape from the battlefield?"
    

    
      "Of course. If I swing my blade while running out, I could flee."
    

    
      At the ferry landing, he hadn't been unable to flee but had chosen not to.
    

    
      To evacuate all the commoners.
    

    
      "White Path indeed."
    

    
      "What are you saying?"
    

    
      "Nothing."
    

    
      That's why even when he picked a fight with me in the Alliance courtyard, I wasn't angry.
    

    
      Because I knew what kind of person he was inside.
    

    
      "Oh right, Brother Kwak. Didn't you say you had something to tell me after the work was done?"
    

    
      "Ah, that."
    

    
      Then he closed his mouth.
    

    
      Just then, Yang Cheonjo could be seen returning to his spot after finishing tormenting the pebbles.
    

    
      "Yang Cheonjo, go run a lap around the area."
    

    
      "What? Suddenly?"
    

    
      "I thought your skills were decent. But watching you fight earlier, you were even better than I thought."
    

    
      First, one compliment.
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo was bewildered for a moment, then his lips gradually rose.
    

    
      "Right? I'm good, right? I was the strongest in my neighborhood except for mom!"
    

    
      "That's why. This time let me see your movement arts."
    

    
      "Shall I?"
    

    
      The kid looked left, then right, fidgeting with a happy face.
    

    
      "Run left. Just run about ten alleys and come back."
    

    
      "Yes. Um, but."
    

    
      "Mm?"
    

    
      "You saw my movement arts when we first met. Shall I show you something different?"
    

    
      This is why I dislike perceptive children.
    

    
      "Even rekindling dying embers requires looking again. Let's see again."
    

    
      "What? Yes!"
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo vigorously ran out.
    

    
      "So. Brother Kwak?"
    

    
      "...It hasn't been long since we fought—is it okay to make him run ten alleys?"
    

    
      "That's what's good about being young."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang stared at me blankly for a moment, then chuckled and spoke.
    

    
      "Deputy Branch Leader Gong Pilsang called me. To monitor you."
    

    
      "Monitor?"
    

    
      "Monitor."
    

    
      Hearing more of the story, it seemed he'd made the excuse that my words and actions had suddenly changed and told him to monitor me.
    

    
      He said to report in detail about who I contacted.
    

    
      "Oh, while giving monitoring instructions, he said something in passing."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "He was thinking of rejecting your childcare leave."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      Then.
    

    
      "I'll need to visit the branch soon. This time what should I break besides the desk?"
    

    
      "Kuhahahat!"
    

    
      Kwak Daebang burst into roaring laughter.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, did something happen to you recently? Why have you changed so much?"
    

    
      "I had a child."
    

    
      "But shouldn't you become more mature and quiet then? The jianghu seniors I know were like that."
    

    
      "For me, this is maturing. Before was being stupid."
    

    
      "Kuhahat!"
    

    
      Kwak Daebang shook his large body.
    

    
      "Good! I noticed from when you interrogated the swordsman at the inn! Before you were really unlucky, but you were different."
    

    
      "I was even unlucky?"
    

    
      "I'd never seen someone as sincere about the branch's menial work as you."
    

    
      Thinking about it briefly, my head nodded. Since I had done all the missions the branch gave, I could have looked that way.
    

    
      "That's the reason I earned Brother Kwak's dislike?"
    

    
      "Right. But looking now, the reason not to like you seems to have disappeared."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang had always been blunt with me, but actually talking with him had a sincere taste.
    

    
      "The Deputy Branch Leader knew that and sent Brother Kwak to me."
    

    
      "Hmph, but there was something the Deputy Branch Leader didn't know."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "I hate the Branch Leader and Deputy Branch Leader more."
    

    
      "Why?"
    

    
      "Look at how Luoyang is turning out. Can you say the Alliance is doing proper work?"
    

    
      His words were correct.
    

    
      Black Path was overflowing—too much overflowing.
    

    
      No matter how much they lure them in seeking profits from Luoyang's reconstruction, it was too excessive.
    

    
      "Those bastards are only interested in politicking. Branch Leader Hwangbo Gak isn't even attached to the branch, is he?"
    

    
      Kwak Daebang kept grumbling.
    

    
      Looking carefully, even his constant bluntness within the Alliance seemed to be because he was White Path inside.
    

    
      "Brother Kwak, you'll return to duty now?"
    

    
      "I will."
    

    
      "Then keep an eye on the Deputy Branch Leader for me."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      I knew that Gong Pilsang later died after things went wrong while receiving Black Path money.
    

    
      "There's talk that he receives Black Path money. I'm not sure if it's certain."
    

    
      "Even bribes? That's a serious crime."
    

    
      "There's no evidence yet. Since I've taken leave now, Brother Kwak will have more opportunities to watch. I ask this of you."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang nodded heavily.
    

    
      Unexpectedly, I had gained one ally in the branch.
    

    
      We talked about the branch until we could hear the sound of Yang Cheonjo kicking off the street running back.
    

    
      "Haek, haek, haek, how was it?"
    

    
      I told him to run ten alleys but he was quite fast. As expected, his skills were decent for his age.
    

    
      "Train more."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "The pharmacist is coming."
    

    
      Oh Hungi, who had spotted us, was running over.
    

    
      "You three, are you alright?"
    

    
      Shouting full of worry.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Commotion continued.
    

    
      "Kehek. Cough, cough!"
    

    
      Oh Hungi wasn't someone with outstanding martial arts.
    

    
      Because he had overexerted himself running out of worry for us, he coughed for a long time and sweated like rain.
    

    
      It didn't end there.
    

    
      Following that, reinforcements called by other pharmacy people arrived.
    

    
      They'd said sects that could be reinforcements were distant, but while we were fighting, they'd sent word.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero? Where are the Black Path members? Ah, we're people from Baeklim Sect!"
    

    
      "We came from Danseon Hall. Where are those bastards?"
    

    
      "Cheolyun Sect. To think they'd try to attack a pharmacy. Are there such damned bastards!"
    

    
      White Path indeed.
    

    
      These were outfits that had rushed out as soon as receiving the news.
    

    
      Only the weapons in their hands gleamed sharply.
    

    
      When we explained the circumstances, the White Path members cheered our names.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, truly impressive!"
    

    
      "Hero Kwak Daebang, excellent!"
    

    
      "Young Hero Yang Cheonjo may be young but your heroic spirit is outstanding!"
    

    
      Young Hero—Yang Cheonjo became intoxicated by the resonance of those three syllables.
    

    
      "That's right! I am Hero Yang Cheonjo! My name is Yang Cheonjo, yes, hero. Let me say again! My name is Yang Cheonjo..."
    

    
      Mute point acupressure.
    

    
      I made him quiet.
    

    
      Only after a long period of cheering did Oh Hungi greet the White Path sects and send them back.
    

    
      He welcomed us into the pharmacy.
    

    
      Now we could talk quietly.
    

    
      "There are more medicine boxes packed tight than what I saw from outside."
    

    
      "Right? I can't help it gathering from here and there."
    

    
      While answering, Oh Hungi stroked the medicine boxes as if stroking treasures.
    

    
      They are treasures. We protected them. These medicines.
    

    
      "You three, thank you so much. To save us from such danger. I should boast to people about what you three did. Hehehe."
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo excitedly tried to open his mouth, but Kwak Daebang waved his hand.
    

    
      "This happened thanks to the Ink Sword Hero. Just thank the Ink Sword Hero."
    

    
      "Is that so?"
    

    
      "If the Ink Sword Hero hadn't started tracking, we couldn't have prevented the disaster. I just got involved by chance."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang's large fist dropped a knuckle rap onto Yang Cheonjo's head.
    

    
      "This brat goes without saying."
    

    
      Since it was correct, Yang Cheonjo couldn't make any retort. He just touched the crown of his head where he got rapped.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, thank you."
    

    
      "Not at all. What White Path martial artist would sit still hearing that Black Path is gathering?"
    

    
      Kwak Daebang laughed from the side.
    

    
      "There would be some?"
    

    
      Oh Hungi also nodded.
    

    
      "There would be. People like the Ink Sword Hero are rare."
    

    
      Mm.
    

    
      Thinking about it, there did seem to be many.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, come this way for a moment."
    

    
      Oh Hungi took me inside.
    

    
      "Master, I brought it."
    

    
      One pharmacy disciple brought the beef that had been my purpose.
    

    
      Oh Hungi received it and held it out to me.
    

    
      "Now, this is the medicinal beef the Divine Physician spoke of."
    

    
      It was beef kept cold by digging a stone cave under the pharmacy.
    

    
      "When told to receive beef from a pharmacy, at first I was puzzled what it meant."
    

    
      "Hehehe. Researching methods to give medicine to newborn babies led to this. Feed medicinal herbs to cattle, the mother eats the beef, and thus purified and refined medicinal energy is transmitted to the baby."
    

    
      Though he spoke casually.
    

    
      Indeed, how many pharmacies researched such methods?
    

    
      "Thank you."
    

    
      Truly grateful.
    

    
      Also, the sight of Jayeong deliciously eating beef dishes, Taebok smiling without illness after drinking breast milk—these events that hadn't happened yet were painted before my eyes.
    

    
      "I'll keep it in the stone cave, so take it tomorrow morning."
    

    
      Good.
    

    
      Now I just need to go back and sleep soundly.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "Now, receive this too."
    

    
      Oh Hungi smoothly pushed forward one medicine case.
    

    
      "What is this?"
    

    
      "A pill that helps absorption of medicine. Have your wife take it with the beef."
    

    
      "Ah, I see. It helps properly absorb the medicinal components of the beef."
    

    
      "I put in three pills. Just have her take one."
    

    
      "Then what are the other two for?"
    

    
      "Use them when you obtain spiritual medicine."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "It will help you absorb the spiritual medicine's energy without waste."
    

    
      "!"
    

    
      Even ordinary food is absorbed differently depending on the eater's body condition, how it was prepared, etc. If not received well, it's expelled again through vomiting or excretion.
    

    
      How much more so for spiritual medicine containing great energy?
    

    
      There were reasons for preparing the body and consuming spiritual medicine in a quiet place.
    

    
      But to think there was medicine that helps absorb spiritual medicine's energy without remainder.
    

    
      "Can you give this to me? Such medicine can't be made easily."
    

    
      "I make about three pills each year."
    

    
      "Three pills means this is everything."
    

    
      Oh Hungi extended his hand to close mine.
    

    
      "Without you, would this pharmacy have survived today? If not, this medicine wouldn't have been the problem. Please accept it."
    

    
      I felt deep gratitude in his eyes.
    

    
      I'm also grateful.
    

    
      For me who must eat spiritual medicines corresponding to the Eight Trigrams, there's no greater reward than this.
    

    
      "I'll use it well."
    

    
      I could feel Oh Hungi's heart. I accepted without declining.
    

    
      I obtained everything that could be obtained from the pharmacy.
    

    
      Tomorrow I should return home.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      The last one who entered the alley house where Black Path members had gathered, One-Eyed Ghost. He was the estate steward of the couple Madam Cheolseon and Master Dongpae.
    

    
      Thanks to that, we could learn all about the estate's location and defenses.
    

    
      Not even far.
    

    
      Money piled up too.
    

    
      Not many enemies either.
    

    
      Such an estate was waiting for me.
    

    
      Above all, there was the Young Manor Lord there who had told the Master Dongpae couple to attack the pharmacy.
    

    
      Then I should do what White Path must do, right?
    

    

  
    Chapter 20: Chapter 20

    
      Chapter 20: Planted a Tree
    

    
      Clack—I opened the inn's wooden window.
    

    
      The fresh air of autumn morning chased away the remaining sleepiness.
    

    
      We had left Oga Pharmacy yesterday and spent the night at a nearby inn.
    

    
      Snoring sounds leaked from the right room's window.
    

    
      This was Kwak Daebang.
    

    
      From the left room's window, sleep-talking saying "I am the great Hero Yang" could be heard.
    

    
      This was Yang Cheonjo.
    

    
      "Oh?"
    

    
      There's a master?
    

    
      I thought someone was revealing themselves across the main road in front of the inn, but in an instant they had run to the opposite side.
    

    
      A middle-aged female master with about 5 cheok stature (150cm).
    

    
      Truly wind-like movement arts.
    

    
      Just watching her run showed she was orthodox sect. It was obvious she used movement arts utilizing pure inner power.
    

    
      For some reason she stopped and tilted her head, then soon increased her speed again.
    

    
      Since she was an orthodox sect master, I wanted to help, but I needed to return home now.
    

    
      With plans to stop by Madam Cheolseon and Master Dongpae's estate too, there was no time.
    

    
      After waking Kwak Daebang and Yang Cheonjo to finish preparations and receiving the beef from Oga Pharmacy.
    

    
      Oh Hungi hesitantly brought up a topic.
    

    
      "Um, Ink Sword Hero, you're returning to Luoyang, right?"
    

    
      "Yes, that's correct."
    

    
      Since he hesitated again, I invited him to continue.
    

    
      "Please make any request. Don't worry."
    

    
      "Mm. Thank you. Actually, a physician named Jang Huigun in Luoyang had been getting medicine from our pharmacy, but contact suddenly cut off recently. There must be children receiving treatment from that physician."
    

    
      "Such a thing happened? I'll look into it."
    

    
      "Sorry to burden you with a request at the end."
    

    
      Oga Pharmacy's medicines couldn't be easily obtained elsewhere.
    

    
      That contact was cut off was suspicious.
    

    
      Oh Hungi bowed his head again.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero and companions. Thank you once more. I won't forget this grace."
    

    
      Now, with this, Oga Pharmacy and Songshan County were done.
    

    
      Now we just needed to leave.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "Hiiiik!"
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo made a strange sound.
    

    
      "Yang Cheonjo, what's wrong?"
    

    
      "U-ah-uh."
    

    
      "Why?"
    

    
      The kid whipped his head around to look straight into my eyes.
    

    
      "Let's stay here just one more day before leaving. Please. Okay?"
    

    
      "What on earth are you saying?"
    

    
      Kwak Daebang tossed out a remark.
    

    
      "Even if you feel good playing hero, still. When work is done, you leave."
    

    
      "That's not it. I'm in mortal danger right now."
    

    
      Looking at him, Yang Cheonjo's complexion was pure white. He'd been pale originally, but now it was severe.
    

    
      'Mm?'
    

    
      Glancing, glancing—even while making eye contact with me, he was side-eyeing somewhere.
    

    
      Following the kid's gaze, there was.
    

    
      "The female master I saw this morning?"
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "Yang Cheonjo, you wouldn't have seen her. That person ran past in front of the inn this morning."
    

    
      "Aah. Just let her pass by."
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo rubbed his hands together. Anxious signs flowed from his entire body.
    

    
      And by this point, I could roughly guess.
    

    
      "Is that person your mother?"
    

    
      "Yes..."
    

    
      The female master drew her thumb across her throat.
    

    
      Keurluk—Yang Cheonjo burst into coughing.
    

    
      "Kuk kuk."
    

    
      "Keuhehehe."
    

    
      "This isn't funny. If we go to a quiet place, mom will come. Let's quickly go somewhere with lots of people, hurry!"
    

    
      Kwak Daebang and I made eye contact.
    

    
      And then.
    

    
      "Let's go!"
    

    
      "Go!"
    

    
      We immediately raised our movement arts and began running toward the county outskirts.
    

    
      "Ah, where are you going!"
    

    
      "Stay there alone!"
    

    
      "Keuhehe!"
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo couldn't bear to remain alone and earnestly chased after us.
    

    
      The female master, Yang Cheonjo's mother, also followed leisurely.
    

    
      After getting away from people like that.
    

    
      Indeed, as Yang Cheonjo said, his mother approached in an instant.
    

    
      Kwak Daebang and I scattered to both sides as if by agreement and stood at a distance.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero? Brother Kwak? What are you doing right now? Please help me... Ah!"
    

    
      Truly a master.
    

    
      Cheonjo's mother extended her whip hand to grab Yang Cheonjo's neck in one motion and pressed him to the ground. Yang Cheonjo was practically crumpled.
    

    
      His back was completely exposed.
    

    
      Smaaack—from the crisp sound, I could feel Cheonjo's mother's hand skill.
    

    
      "Ah! Mom! Ah!"
    

    
      "This brat! Where did you! Steal mom's money! Leave home without a word!"
    

    
      Oh right. That kid deserved to be hit.
    

    
      Smack, smack, smack, smack—the sound echoed even more.
    

    
      Unable to endure, Yang Cheonjo pulled his body away and raised his hands to defend.
    

    
      "You're blocking? Blocking mom's palm technique?"
    

    
      "Ah, stop hitting me, mom!"
    

    
      A brief palm technique duel continued between mother and son.
    

    
      "Oooh..."
    

    
      "Isn't that excellent palm technique?"
    

    
      Thinking about it, Yang Cheonjo had also attacked with palms rather than a staff when I first met him. He'd been confident having learned such palm technique.
    

    
      "Ah! Ow!"
    

    
      Naturally, the mother's palm technique was more skilled.
    

    
      Rather, it provoked her anger.
    

    
      Right? It wasn't just me whose hands went toward Yang Cheonjo.
    

    
      Cheonjo's mother also beat the kid for quite a while.
    

    
      Only after hitting him enough that even I watching became breathless did her hands slowly lower.
    

    
      Mm, my thought is a bit different. He should be hit more.
    

    
      "Mother! Do you know what Cheonjo did with that money?"
    

    
      Cheonjo's mother abruptly raised her head to look at me.
    

    
      She'd been so immersed in beating him that she hadn't paid attention to Kwak Daebang and me.
    

    
      But if you heard my detailed report?
    

    
      "He bought a necklace at the black market. He bought a grotesque necklace with human fingers attached and wore it around saying he'd look tough."
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero! Why are you doing this! Ah! Ow!"
    

    
      Cheonjo's mother began beating Yang Cheonjo without asking or questioning.
    

    
      "And he tried to enter a Black Path group without even knowing who the leader was."
    

    
      "Ah! Ow! Mom, stop! Ink Sword Hero, why are you doing this!"
    

    
      "That Black Path group tried to raid a pharmacy specializing in children's medicine. If not for me, he would have been involved in that work."
    

    
      "Ah! No! I would have left as soon as I knew! Ink Sword Hero! Why are you doing this!"
    

    
      Leave? Would that have been so easy? If things went wrong, he'd die trying to leave.
    

    
      Before regression, I'd never heard Yang Cheonjo's name.
    

    
      Even now his skills were decent and he had a mother who was a master. So he should have gained fame, but I'd never heard of him at all.
    

    
      Of course, it might just be that I didn't know.
    

    
      But there was also the possibility he lost his life at his first entry into jianghu.
    

    
      That today's event of seeing his mother's face itself hadn't existed.
    

    
      He deserved to be disciplined.
    

    
      "Uh... uhk..."
    

    
      Finally Yang Cheonjo lay on the ground after getting beaten.
    

    
      I approached Cheonjo's mother and clasped my hands in greeting.
    

    
      "By chance I witnessed Senior's excellent movement arts and palm technique. Junior Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong has broadened his knowledge."
    

    
      "These are just skills learned while teaching a disobedient son. They're not worthy of praise from the renowned Ink Sword Hero."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang also came to greet her.
    

    
      "I am Flying Black Bear Kwak Daebang. I too have broadened my knowledge. Your palm technique is profound—may I know your alias?"
    

    
      "I've rarely ventured into jianghu. An alias would be too much."
    

    
      She said her palm technique was nothing special and she had no alias.
    

    
      We didn't ask further.
    

    
      Whether due to circumstances or personality, there were many jianghu people who didn't reveal themselves.
    

    
      My own master had been a reclusive eccentric.
    

    
      "Perhaps because you two were there, my son returned to my embrace like this without major incident. Thank you. If you have business in Bangga Village, please stop by. I'll host you."
    

    
      Then she added as if resolved.
    

    
      "If there's work where even these hands of mine are needed, please contact me. I'll help with all my strength."
    

    
      For a reclusive master who didn't even reveal her alias to offer her assistance.
    

    
      "I can only be grateful. I hope such a thing won't happen, but if by any chance it does, I'll presume upon you and ask for help."
    

    
      Not knowing what might happen in the future, I didn't refuse.
    

    
      "You're not planning to send Cheonjo out into jianghu yet?"
    

    
      "He's such a lacking child."
    

    
      "That is true."
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo was listening to this conversation while sprawled on the ground.
    

    
      I looked down at him from above.
    

    
      "Cheonjo."
    

    
      "This bastard..."
    

    
      The kid's expression was distorted at the thought of being dragged away like this.
    

    
      But would being dragged away be the end?
    

    
      "You've already performed heroic deeds. How did it feel?"
    

    
      "Heroic deeds?"
    

    
      "Weren't you called a hero? Tell me how it felt."
    

    
      "The feeling..."
    

    
      The kid seemed mentally complex at the sudden question.
    

    
      "It's fine. Answer simply."
    

    
      "...It was good."
    

    
      "What was good? Say it all."
    

    
      "...The fighting was good."
    

    
      "And?"
    

    
      "People's reactions were good too... being thanked, receiving praise."
    

    
      "Anything else?"
    

    
      "That's about it."
    

    
      Mm.
    

    
      "Then what was best among those?"
    

    
      "Best? They were all good."
    

    
      "Pick just one."
    

    
      After brief silence.
    

    
      "Huh? It's not among what I just said?"
    

    
      "That's fine. Say it."
    

    
      "The best thing... just... thinking the kids would take medicine and get better..."
    

    
      "Hahahaha."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      The tension of fighting, the pleasure of defeating enemies, the feeling of victory when surviving, surrounding encouragement and praise.
    

    
      All these things were good, but he said it was best because the kids would take medicine and get better.
    

    
      I turned my head to look at Kwak Daebang. He too was smiling.
    

    
      Our thoughts were the same.
    

    
      White Path indeed.
    

    
      "Yang Cheonjo, listen well to your mother. Train hard in martial arts. The world is vast but fate is mysterious—perhaps we'll have occasion to meet in jianghu someday."
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo looked at me for a moment while lying down.
    

    
      "Senior Ink Sword Hero, Senior Flying Black Bear."
    

    
      He jumped up and clasped both hands.
    

    
      "Thank you. I know well that if not for the Hero, great trouble would have occurred. I'll never forget these past two days."
    

    
      He greeted quite properly.
    

    
      "Hero Kwak, thank you too."
    

    
      "Hehe, I'm fine."
    

    
      After greeting Cheonjo's mother, Kwak Daebang and I departed.
    

    
      Her eyes watching us seemed to have something to say, but it never came out.
    

    
      After walking for some time and looking back, Yang Cheonjo and his mother had also disappeared from the spot.
    

    
      "He's a sharp kid, so he must have gained enlightenment this time."
    

    
      "Does it seem that way?"
    

    
      The Black Path sprout I picked up on the road had now become a hero sprout.
    

    
      I hoped he would accumulate more skill and experience under his mother and face the Demonic Cult's rampage.
    

    
      "Let's go. Now we run straight to the estate. When we arrive, we'll smash through the gate."
    

    
      "Let's do it!"
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo's mother, Sang Jinhwa, walked with her son ahead of her.
    

    
      He was quite a disobedient son. He hadn't been like this when young, but after turning fifteen, he'd often run wild as he pleased. A good son, but not an obedient son.
    

    
      This time he'd left home the farthest.
    

    
      He'd even fought with Black Path, they said.
    

    
      On the road dragging such a kid home.
    

    
      However, her son wasn't sullen or angry.
    

    
      Rather, he was walking humming a tune.
    

    
      "Cheonjo."
    

    
      "Yes?"
    

    
      "Want to talk about those two from earlier?"
    

    
      "You mean the Ink Sword Hero and Flying Black Bear?"
    

    
      "Yes. How was it seeing heroes directly?"
    

    
      "First, the Ink Sword Hero—"
    

    
      Her son rattled on telling stories about him.
    

    
      He looked quite delighted.
    

    
      'Ink Sword Hero... Could I tell that person about it?'
    

    
      Sang Jinhwa's thoughts deepened.
    

    

  
    Chapter 21: Chapter 21

    
      Chapter 21: White Path Also Opens Safes
    

    
      "White Path! White Path has appeared!"
    

    
      One of the estate's retainers shouted.
    

    
      Though called a retainer, he was Black Path. Someone who had helped Master Dongpae couple's evil deeds.
    

    
      "How did they know to come here?"
    

    
      "Inform the Young Manor Lord!"
    

    
      When the couple left, they took most of the retainers, but some remained with the Young Manor Lord to guard the estate.
    

    
      Those retainers moved busily.
    

    
      Amid the chaos, gardener Jeong Nosam embraced his wife and eight-year-old daughter.
    

    
      "Oh my. Jeongi, come here."
    

    
      Three years since being dragged here to work—with the child so young, he hadn't dared attempt escape.
    

    
      Perhaps now an opportunity to flee...
    

    
      "There are only two of them!"
    

    
      "Two? They have no fear—do they know where this is!"
    

    
      Jeong Nosam sighed.
    

    
      "Just two..."
    

    
      His daughter Jeongi looked up at her father.
    

    
      "Father, two is even better."
    

    
      "Hm? Why do you think so?"
    

    
      "Because they're confident in their martial arts, that's why two came."
    

    
      The child's eyes sparkled brightly.
    

    
      A child whose speech developed quickly and whose thinking was sharp.
    

    
      But this time was wrong.
    

    
      "Jeongi, no. The estate has many traps installed. Even masters can't display their skills if they don't know beforehand."
    

    
      At that moment, shouts were heard from afar.
    

    
      "How do these bastards know all the mechanisms!"
    

    
      "Don't rely on mechanisms. Compete with martial arts!"
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Jeongi looked up.
    

    
      "Jeongi, still, the retainers' numbers are quite many. Master Dongpae has been especially concerned about the estate's defenses lately."
    

    
      It was heard again.
    

    
      "Just run away! They're too strong!"
    

    
      "What the hell are these guys... Kraak!"
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Jeongi kept looking up.
    

    
      Jeong Nosam was at a loss for words and hesitated briefly, then suddenly realized this wasn't necessary.
    

    
      "Let's flee."
    

    
      "Flee? Without asking those who attacked for help?"
    

    
      "What if those people are even stronger Black Path? We must flee."
    

    
      "That's true."
    

    
      "Right?"
    

    
      "But it's too late. He's behind you, dad."
    

    
      His heart sank. His body trembled.
    

    
      But he couldn't stay still. His wife and child were here.
    

    
      "P-please spare us. We were just captured and made to work..."
    

    
      Turning back to quickly kneel.
    

    
      "Please stand up."
    

    
      A tall, well-built man extended his hand to hold up Mr. Jeong.
    

    
      "We knew everything before coming. Don't worry. We are White Path."
    

    
      Words contained in a low, calm voice.
    

    
      White Path.
    

    
      Nosam's tension simply released with a thud.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero! I told all the other employees to come too."
    

    
      A large man with dark complexion approached.
    

    
      Behind him, Old Man Hwang, Aunt Yang, and cook Jang Chil were all following.
    

    
      The man called Ink Sword Hero handed out cloth pouches one by one.
    

    
      "This is money Master Dongpae had."
    

    
      Jeong Nosam was shocked.
    

    
      Regaining freedom was already unbelievable, but to give money too.
    

    
      Unrefined Jang Chil opened the pouch to check how much was inside.
    

    
      "This much?"
    

    
      Indeed, the pouch was heavy.
    

    
      "Please think of it as compensation for the hardships you've endured."
    

    
      Jeong Nosam looked down at the three pouches in his hands.
    

    
      "Why?"
    

    
      Daughter Jeongi suddenly threw out a question.
    

    
      "Hm?"
    

    
      "Why are you releasing us? Why give us money?"
    

    
      The Ink Sword Hero tilted his head, not understanding the question's intent.
    

    
      Jeong Nosam hastily opened his mouth lest the benefactor's feelings be hurt.
    

    
      "Hero, the child grew up watching Black Path, so she's like this. She can't yet distinguish well between what should and shouldn't be said. Please don't pay attention to an unknowing child's words."
    

    
      A regretful groan flowed from the Ink Sword Hero's mouth.
    

    
      "Ah... I see."
    

    
      He bent down to meet Jeongi's eyes.
    

    
      "What's your name?"
    

    
      "Jeongi."
    

    
      "Jeongi, does it seem strange that uncle is releasing you and giving money?"
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      "What's strange about it?"
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Jeongi thought briefly then answered.
    

    
      "The uncles here wanted to take more money too..."
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      "They didn't give mom and dad money and kept making them work..."
    

    
      "I see."
    

    
      This time the Ink Sword Hero pondered then opened his mouth.
    

    
      "How old is Jeongi?"
    

    
      "Eight years old."
    

    
      "Oh, I see. But you speak so well."
    

    
      "Hehe."
    

    
      After the Ink Sword Hero nodded several times, he spoke with emphasis.
    

    
      "Those uncles are bad people."
    

    
      "Bad?"
    

    
      "Yes, didn't Jeongi also dislike those uncles?"
    

    
      "Yes. I disliked them a lot."
    

    
      "Right? Such people are called bad people. And bad people receive punishment."
    

    
      "Heee..."
    

    
      "Even if you meet other bad people, Jeongi will feel unpleasant. Then avoid them. You just need to avoid them."
    

    
      "I just need to avoid them?"
    

    
      "Yes. Then people like uncle will appear and punish the bad people."
    

    
      Jeong Nosam nodded.
    

    
      He'd forgotten because his daughter was so smart, but she was only eight years old. He just needed to tell her what was good and what was bad.
    

    
      "Then is uncle a good person?"
    

    
      At those words, the Ink Sword Hero laughed lowly. He patted Jeongi's head, stood up, and turned his back with his companion.
    

    
      "White Path."
    

    
      And he told the adults.
    

    
      "If you have nowhere suitable to go, go to Golden Cloud Trading in Luoyang and say the Ink Sword Hero sent you. They'll give you work."
    

    
      Old Man Hwang shouted at their backs.
    

    
      "Heroes, I saw earlier that only retainers came out to block you and the Young Manor Lord wasn't visible. You must be careful!"
    

    
      The two turned their heads to express thanks and faced inside again.
    

    
      Old Man Hwang who saw their faces let out an ah, a sigh of relief.
    

    
      "They don't seem concerned."
    

    
      "Well, having cut down all the retainers, what's one Young Manor Lord?"
    

    
      The gathered people all began walking toward the estate's main gate together.
    

    
      It was truly a sunny day.
    

    
      Autumn sunlight draped over the entire estate, and the road leading outside was well-maintained.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      —KWAAAAANG!
    

    
      The main building's wall collapsed.
    

    
      "Wow, quite impressive? Demonic arts?"
    

    
      Kwak Daebang admired.
    

    
      The Young Manor Lord was slightly smaller in build than Master Dongpae.
    

    
      No, had been smaller.
    

    
      "Krrrrrr."
    

    
      His entire body had swollen greatly under the demonic arts' influence.
    

    
      His face exactly resembled Master Dongpae's, like a small catfish, but now had changed to a large catfish.
    

    
      "It's demonic arts of the Beast Meridian lineage. Looking at the appearance, he took a bear's strength."
    

    
      "A catfish growling like a bear is irritating."
    

    
      "I agree."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang and I conversed leisurely while scattering to the Young Manor Lord's left and right.
    

    
      The Young Manor Lord's demonic arts were superior to the Demonic Cult spy I'd cut down at the Dragon Sword Gang.
    

    
      Not his whole body, but coarse hair sprouted in places.
    

    
      From experience, the skin beneath that hair was also tough. Looking at his swollen body, the enhancement of strength went without saying.
    

    
      "Krrrr, who are you bastards? Do you have a grudge against my father?"
    

    
      "Father? Master Dongpae?"
    

    
      About to answer, I suddenly felt something strange.
    

    
      "Why do you think it's not about you? Even after learning demonic arts."
    

    
      "Krrr, I've only been home, so what grudge could arise? I haven't completed martial arts mastery for long."
    

    
      Ah, he liked staying home.
    

    
      "Then you must have obtained and learned the demonic arts from books too?"
    

    
      "That's right. Obtaining the secret manual through painstaking effort—"
    

    
      "What secret manual? It's nothing but a low-grade demonic arts book the Demonic Cult scattered everywhere."
    

    
      "Shut up!"
    

    
      No.
    

    
      The one who should shut up wasn't me but the Young Manor Lord.
    

    
      "Shut up! You instigated parents to commit acts yet have no reason to earn grudges yourself? The parents you sent to attack the pharmacy all died by my hand!"
    

    
      "What? Don't lie!"
    

    
      "If you hadn't pestered your parents, they at least wouldn't have encountered me. What drove your parents to death was your greed."
    

    
      "I said shut up! What's wrong with bringing some medicine! Just buy it again!"
    

    
      "Then why don't you buy it?"
    

    
      "Rare medicinal ingredients are hard to gather!"
    

    
      Communication failed.
    

    
      Master Dongpae couple were Black Path.
    

    
      Even without me, they would have met White Path.
    

    
      But if not for the Young Manor Lord, they at least wouldn't have died yesterday.
    

    
      "All because of that damn low-grade demonic arts."
    

    
      I lifted Mukheun.
    

    
      Wuuuung—it hummed with low vibration.
    

    
      "Young Manor Lord. What did you eat?"
    

    
      "Krrr, what?"
    

    
      Quite some time had passed since we attacked this estate.
    

    
      "While retainers died, you didn't come outside. There's no reason not to come out. Unless you couldn't."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "Being this confident yet couldn't come out earlier—why?"
    

    
      Oho, Kwak Daebang admired from the side.
    

    
      "Did you gain some enlightenment in the midst of this? No, what enlightenment while learning demonic arts? Rather, it's more reasonable to see that you hastily ate a Demonic Pill and enhanced your demonic arts. Thinking in that context, telling your parents to raid Oga Pharmacy also makes sense. Not just about money—some medicinal ingredient handled at the pharmacy must help raise demonic arts. Of course, you failed."
    

    
      Ohora, Kwak Daebang's admiration continued.
    

    
      "Krrr, so what will you do about it?"
    

    
      The Young Manor Lord answered in a voice rumbling like a bear.
    

    
      "What about it?"
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      I looked at him with deeply sunken eyes.
    

    
      Just moving his parents to plunder children's medicine already crossed the line far.
    

    
      Much less because of his own demonic arts.
    

    
      When the Demonic Cult rampages across the world, such people lend their hands first.
    

    
      They kill children.
    

    
      "Exterminating the Demonic Cult."
    

    
      "Kuhaha! What do you take me for!"
    

    
      He extended beast claws that had grown long. With hair thick all over his hands, cutting would be quite troublesome.
    

    
      Slash.
    

    
      But Mukheun and I weren't ones who couldn't cut such things.
    

    
      "Kraaaah!"
    

    
      "Your parents also died by my hand. Do you think you can manage with your skills?"
    

    
      "What? Kraaaat!"
    

    
      The Young Manor Lord attacked with his other hand.
    

    
      Slash.
    

    
      This time too, the same.
    

    
      Both his hands fell to the ground.
    

    
      "I heard that pharmacy attack then was because of your demand. I kept thinking I must punish you."
    

    
      The final blow struck down on the Young Manor Lord's crown.
    

    
      "How fortunate you stayed at the estate without going anywhere. Truly fortunate."
    

    
      Because if he'd been outside, he might have attacked another pharmacy.
    

    
      Me cleaning things up here was best.
    

    
      "I had no chance to intervene."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang clicked his tongue and approached from the side.
    

    
      "This is low-grade demonic arts. No need to even intervene."
    

    
      Where we faced the Young Manor Lord was a study.
    

    
      Behind his corpse, an overturned desk could be seen.
    

    
      Right where that desk had been.
    

    
      "Is the safe One-Eyed Ghost mentioned under here?"
    

    
      "Correct."
    

    
      Anticipation surged.
    

    
      No good.
    

    
      If there's nothing much, disappointment will surge as the opposite of anticipation.
    

    
      "Whew... whew... Let's open it."
    

    
      There was a stone slab with a dragon pattern drawn in a round circle.
    

    
      "What's with the dragon again?"
    

    
      "What do you mean?"
    

    
      "Talking to myself."
    

    
      The dragon's pupils were empty.
    

    
      The peculiar point—the pupils that should be round were carved square.
    

    
      I took out from my chest the bronze daggers Master Dongpae had used.
    

    
      "As you said. Good eye? To think of bringing these daggers."
    

    
      This was a secret even One-Eyed Ghost didn't know.
    

    
      Fighting Master Dongpae, the two daggers strangely caught my eye.
    

    
      "They just looked too prestigious for mere weapons."
    

    
      Safes required keys.
    

    
      I'd brought them just in case, and indeed. To use these as weapons—was there thought in it?
    

    
      Click.
    

    
      The sound of mechanisms fitting together was heard as the entire dragon pattern sank down. Applying force to push it sideways, about seventy percent went into the hidden space.
    

    
      "If this closes, it'd be trouble, so keep watch."
    

    
      "Yes, Brother Kwak, you go down."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang inserted his body.
    

    
      "...Uh."
    

    
      "...Are you stuck?"
    

    
      "No, that much... ah, this really..."
    

    
      "Why when you train martial arts diligently... give me your hand."
    

    
      Coming up, he gazed briefly at distant mountains outside the window.
    

    
      "Stay here."
    

    
      "Got it."
    

    
      While muttering.
    

    
      "Did that Master Dongpae bastard manage his weight normally too..."
    

    
      Going inside, there was a small stone chamber about one zhang in length, width, and height.
    

    
      What first caught my eye was a small desk without drawers.
    

    
      On it lay one booklet and one letter.
    

    
      The booklet was a third-rate demonic arts book of the Beast Meridian lineage. Flipping through once, there was nothing special. I tore it up without hesitation.
    

    
      Next, the letter.
    

    
      [To the esteemed Young Manor Lord.
    

    
      Your Young Manor Lord's sincerity has been accepted.
    

    
      Congratulations on obtaining the secret manual.
    

    
      I hope you train ceaselessly to acquire skills to be used for the Black Path King.]
    

    
      There was no sender's name.
    

    
      'Black Path King?'
    

    
      A name I'd never heard.
    

    
      Another Black Path leader?
    

    
      Seeing the Young Manor Lord tried to pledge allegiance, he must have power or formidable martial arts.
    

    
      How strange I've never heard of him.
    

    
      'Looking at the Young Manor Lord's state, he might have been hooked by a strange person.'
    

    
      For now, I'll just remember clearly.
    

    
      Only then did I look around the entire stone chamber.
    

    
      Carefully.
    

    
      Every corner.
    

    
      There were some jewels and one hundred taels of silver.
    

    
      "Strange."
    

    
      One hundred taels was a large sum to me.
    

    
      But for Black Path committing big acts like Master Dongpae, there should be more wealth.
    

    
      Besides wealth, there was just that fur over there—
    

    
      "Mm?"
    

    
      I rubbed my eyes and looked again.
    

    
      "What's wrong?"
    

    
      Kwak Daebang asked from above.
    

    
      "Brother Kwak."
    

    
      "Speak."
    

    
      I slowly picked up the fur and felt it.
    

    
      "I think I found something extraordinary."
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      Chapter 22: Life, Really
    

    
      "This is it."
    

    
      I came up from the safe and laid out the spoils on the desk.
    

    
      Silver coins, a few jewels, and lastly, the fur.
    

    
      I divided the silver taels in half, fifty each.
    

    
      From the jewel box, I took out five jade pieces.
    

    
      After rolling them on the floor—deureureur—I picked them up one by one, tossed them in the air, and caught them. Then I rolled them again and picked up two at a time, repeating the same.
    

    
      Kwak Daebang was puzzled.
    

    
      "Playing gonggi?"
    

    
      When Taebok grows bigger, we'll play gonggi too.
    

    
      The jade with subtle colors seemed just right as gonggi stones.
    

    
      "I'll take this as my share."
    

    
      "Whatever's fine with me."
    

    
      "Then what remains."
    

    
      "Is this that black tiger pelt?"
    

    
      The fur I found in the stone chamber was a black tiger's hide.
    

    
      Ordinary tiger hide has a yellow base with black stripes, but black tiger hide has a black base with white stripes.
    

    
      "The problem is how to divide it. If we split it in half, it becomes too small."
    

    
      The black tiger pelt I found wasn't the entire hide. If it had been hide with the entire tiger face attached, I would have recognized it immediately.
    

    
      Because it wasn't, I could only tell after looking closely.
    

    
      This was an item cut into a rectangular shape from part of black tiger pelt and refined.
    

    
      Of course, that didn't mean its value completely disappeared.
    

    
      "Is this thing so extraordinary?"
    

    
      It was because of the black tiger pelt's own properties.
    

    
      "If you wear black tiger pelt, you can maintain bodily comfort on any day. It blocks both heat and cold and maintains body temperature constantly. Worries like catching coughing sickness disappear."
    

    
      "Mm? Even heat?"
    

    
      Right. Though it's clearly fur, wearing it on hot days lets you feel coolness.
    

    
      "But it won't block blades and spears any better than other furs, right?"
    

    
      "That's correct."
    

    
      "Armor would be better for martial artists like us. You have outstanding inner power, so heat or cold can't be problems. Yet you plan to wear this around?"
    

    
      Kwak Daebang was a rough man. Even hearing the black tiger pelt's properties, he showed little interest.
    

    
      But I was different.
    

    
      "I'm thinking of having my wife wear it over her clothes. Right after childbirth, her joints are cold and she's sensitive to weather."
    

    
      I had Jayeong and Taebok.
    

    
      Childbirth greatly affects even a master's body. If Jayeong wore the black tiger pelt, it would help greatly. Taebok, who would be held by Jayeong, would also benefit as they shared body warmth.
    

    
      "Huh, then make this your share."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "I got involved by chance anyway. If I feast with this money, that's enough."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang was both rough and magnanimous.
    

    
      He could sell the black tiger pelt somewhere, but didn't think of that at all.
    

    
      "Brother Kwak, I won't decline. Later if you need it, request my sword. I'll lend my strength."
    

    
      "Now, that goes for me too. Call me if needed."
    

    
      Such words contained mutual recognition as White Path.
    

    
      If Kwak Daebang called me, it wouldn't be for personal gain. He would call me when his strength fell short while fighting as White Path.
    

    
      Kwak Daebang said such words because he thought the same about me.
    

    
      "I'll remember your request too."
    

    
      I had asked him to watch the Deputy Branch Leader before.
    

    
      Since he felt public indignation at the Luoyang branch's conduct, he wouldn't betray my request.
    

    
      "Then let's go."
    

    
      "This estate?"
    

    
      "Let's burn it."
    

    
      Those who knew Master Dongpae would feel alarm seeing the flames.
    

    
      They would think about Black Path's end.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Tsssssss.
    

    
      The sound of stir-frying beef came from the kitchen.
    

    
      Mr. Du, this inn's head cook, was a Rogues' Guild master like dumpling seller Mr. Pao.
    

    
      The first reason for stopping by Mr. Du's was because of my brother-in-law, the Rogues' Guild Leader. I wondered if there was news, but no. He'd gone down south recently for Rogues' Guild business and hadn't returned yet.
    

    
      Looking out the window, a group of people were carrying loads.
    

    
      On the flag they displayed at the very front, four characters reading Golden Cloud Trading fluttered proudly.
    

    
      There was no need to do load-carrying work so grandly—doing it to this extent must be to show off Zhu Hochong's reinstatement.
    

    
      By now, Captain Zhu must be busy beyond belief.
    

    
      While watching Golden Cloud Trading like this.
    

    
      "It's ready. Beef stir-fried with chives, beef sweet and sour pork."
    

    
      "Thank you."
    

    
      The second reason for stopping here.
    

    
      I came to request cooking the beef I obtained from Oga Pharmacy.
    

    
      Mr. Du came out of the kitchen and personally handed me the food box.
    

    
      "You'll eat at home. Alcohol won't do, so shall I serve tea? You should catch your breath before leaving."
    

    
      "Yes, let's have tea."
    

    
      Since I couldn't breathe alcohol-scented breath toward Taebok.
    

    
      I didn't want to deliberately drink and drive out the intoxication with inner power either.
    

    
      With a cup of tea before me, I briefly caught my breath.
    

    
      "Whew..."
    

    
      Much happened in just two days.
    

    
      I departed yesterday and met Yang Cheonjo, wiped out the inn's Black Path, swept away the alley house's Black Path couple gang.
    

    
      Today I sent off Yang Cheonjo, burned the estate, returned to Luoyang and parted with Kwak Daebang.
    

    
      Jianghu people who take to the road are originally like this.
    

    
      Once holding a sword, one inevitably gets caught up in fights, and being White Path, those enemies are Black Path and the unorthodox demonic path.
    

    
      If you dislike such life, retire to the countryside.
    

    
      Of course, such luxury isn't permitted to me.
    

    
      This is just the beginning.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      After experiencing two days' events, two thoughts arose.
    

    
      One is.
    

    
      "What kind of harmony is this?"
    

    
      Things resolving just from doing as I pleased.
    

    
      I gained enlightenment.
    

    
      It led to achievement in the Eight Trigram Unity Technique.
    

    
      I saved Zhu Hochong and received promise of Golden Cloud Trading's support.
    

    
      Swift Wind's support too, of course.
    

    
      Martial arts achievement is faster than the past when I did my utmost for the Alliance, and I feel reward in what I do.
    

    
      Explode, let go, freely.
    

    
      Friends, you were right.
    

    
      Doing as my heart goes, I'm obtaining what I desire.
    

    
      And the second thought.
    

    
      I'm doing it all for family.
    

    
      Master Dongpae had said such words.
    

    
      When I asked why he was raiding the pharmacy.
    

    
      He answered it was work because his child the Young Manor Lord pressured him.
    

    
      Why did the Young Manor Lord do so?
    

    
      He ordered his parents to do such things while contacting Black Path and enhancing demonic arts.
    

    
      "That was for family..."
    

    
      I too returned for family.
    

    
      Still, I don't feel like acting like Master Dongpae.
    

    
      What's the difference between him and me?
    

    
      The difference between White Path and Black Path?
    

    
      That too, but.
    

    
      "The difference between caring for my family and caring only for my family?"
    

    
      Life caring for myself has room to care for others.
    

    
      Life caring only for myself has no such room.
    

    
      Similarly.
    

    
      Life caring for my family has room to care for other families.
    

    
      Life caring only for my family doesn't.
    

    
      "I must be careful."
    

    
      I returned for Taebok and Jayeong.
    

    
      My purpose is clear.
    

    
      But only my purpose being clear wouldn't do.
    

    
      While doing as I please, I must remember that carefulness is also my heart.
    

    
      "I must maintain balance."
    

    
      Life, really.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      It's also happiness.
    

    
      Creak.
    

    
      I closed the door behind me.
    

    
      The old door rang briefly, separating outside and inside.
    

    
      To my home, I returned to my home.
    

    
      "Wife, I'm back."
    

    
      After a moment.
    

    
      "Honey?"
    

    
      Jayeong's voice was heard.
    

    
      Was it because of the past when I sent her off by illness and pictured her alone?
    

    
      Even hearing it, I miss her. Though hearing it after just two days, it pierced deeply.
    

    
      "Yes, I'm here."
    

    
      I crossed the small courtyard and entered the main building in one stride.
    

    
      She sat on the large room's chair. Holding Taebok in her arms.
    

    
      My treasures are in one place.
    

    
      "Taebok is sleeping."
    

    
      She smiled with her eyes.
    

    
      I smiled back.
    

    
      "Ah, Taebok is smiling too."
    

    
      Eyes closed in sleep bend, mouth slightly opens with corners rising.
    

    
      It's called newborn smiling.
    

    
      They say it's any expression appearing due to facial muscles not yet settled.
    

    
      "I love you, Taebok."
    

    
      Jayeong whispered to Taebok.
    

    
      "I love you, Taebok."
    

    
      I too, the same.
    

    
      What if it's any expression?
    

    
      When affection surges like this.
    

    
      "I'll lay him down."
    

    
      Jayeong took Taebok to the baby crib placed beside the bed.
    

    
      A newborn baby's body hasn't yet fully settled.
    

    
      Neck muscles aren't developed so he can't hold his head up himself.
    

    
      Jayeong first bent her body and carefully supported the back of his neck to lay Taebok down.
    

    
      She who fought all kinds of rough battles in the Rogues' Guild is now so careful.
    

    
      "Whew, you're back?"
    

    
      "I'm back."
    

    
      "How was your trip?"
    

    
      I showed the dish in my hand.
    

    
      Mr. Du displayed his skills doing his utmost.
    

    
      Delicious fragrance flows out gently.
    

    
      "Let's talk while eating."
    

    
      I called Elder Jeong to exchange greetings and briefly requested Taebok's care.
    

    
      I seated Jayeong at the table.
    

    
      One bowl of steaming rice, other side dishes laid out, beef stir-fried with chives and beef sweet and sour pork placed in the center.
    

    
      "Wife, eat."
    

    
      Jayeong looked at me briefly.
    

    
      "Can I eat alone?"
    

    
      "Of course you can. It's for your body, and also for the breast milk to give Taebok tomorrow."
    

    
      Thanks to breast milk, Taebok can pass through the Fifty-Day Illness without suffering it.
    

    
      Chopsticks carefully picked up sweet and sour pork. Glancing at me once more, the chopsticks headed to her mouth.
    

    
      Chew—her mouth chewed the sweet sweet and sour pork.
    

    
      "Oh my... it's delicious."
    

    
      "Is it?"
    

    
      Her one phrase is truly delicious.
    

    
      "Now, after finishing the meal, eat this too. A pill that helps absorb medicinal energy well."
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      I also gave the pill received from Oga Pharmacy.
    

    
      And lastly.
    

    
      I carefully wrapped the black tiger pelt around her back.
    

    
      "What's this now?"
    

    
      "A gift. You know black tiger pelt, don't you?"
    

    
      Jayeong's eyes widened greatly.
    

    
      "What? Black tiger pelt?"
    

    
      "I obtained it on the way."
    

    
      "Obtained? Something this precious."
    

    
      "Because it's precious, you should wear it."
    

    
      Before regression, Jayeong's health also worsened over time.
    

    
      We both focused on Taebok so much we couldn't look after each other, ourselves.
    

    
      Now.
    

    
      I wrap Jayeong in fur and have her eat medicinal meat.
    

    
      I'm looking after her.
    

    
      Life, really.
    

    
      It's also happiness.
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      Chapter 23: It Wasn't Coincidence
    

    
      Night passes.
    

    
      A night of meeting Taebok every shichen (about 2 hours).
    

    
      Nights with a baby don't just pass by.
    

    
      "Ungae."
    

    
      I had Jayeong sleep in the next room.
    

    
      Now it's entirely Taebok's and my time.
    

    
      When Taebok wakes, I check his diaper relying on a small oil lamp in the darkness.
    

    
      "You went pee-pee."
    

    
      Strangely, words like pee-pee and poo-poo stick perfectly to my mouth.
    

    
      I felt no desire to call the baby's excretions urine and feces.
    

    
      Is it just me?
    

    
      "I'm going to change your diaper. I'll change your diaper for you."
    

    
      While saying so, I shake the diaper to show him.
    

    
      Elder Jeong says if you establish set procedures, the baby will understand later.
    

    
      "Now, like this..."
    

    
      Soft cloth, soft ties, soft touch.
    

    
      The touch of parents handling a newborn baby.
    

    
      Truly contains much carefulness and hesitation.
    

    
      Being careful and again careful about how to touch a small, fragile life, then eventually hesitating little by little while gently reaching out.
    

    
      They say being too careful isn't good either—perhaps I'm timid.
    

    
      After finishing changing the diaper.
    

    
      His mouth opens—bba-kkeum.
    

    
      "Yes, are you hungry?"
    

    
      I prepared medicine warmed to proper temperature.
    

    
      Slightly warmer than body temperature—when dropped on my skin, warmth is slightly felt.
    

    
      "The medicine ends today too. When day breaks, mommy will give you milk."
    

    
      Whether he knows or not—of course he doesn't know—he looks up at me with moist eyes.
    

    
      "Now, yum yum. You must eat medicine well to become strong."
    

    
      I spend time with Taebok like this.
    

    
      Time that originally didn't exist.
    

    
      Time I desperately tried to obtain.
    

    
      Our time flows beneath the yellow oil lamp.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      "Taebok's face is different from yesterday."
    

    
      Jayeong was looking down at Taebok.
    

    
      In her arms, Taebok opened his mouth again.
    

    
      "Hehe, babies at this time have different faces every day. Look at him a lot."
    

    
      With Elder Jeong beside her, Jayeong was about to do her first nursing.
    

    
      Our couple spent the past five days both laughing and holding each other.
    

    
      But the fact that Taebok couldn't drink milk kept weighing on one corner of our hearts.
    

    
      "He only drank medicine for five days—will he suckle well? Won't it be difficult?"
    

    
      Jayeong asked worriedly.
    

    
      Since this situation hadn't existed before regression, I was worried too.
    

    
      Taebok had only tried medicine and never sucked on anything. To us, even his mouth seemed too small.
    

    
      "Now, don't worry too much. Hold the baby like this, this way... yes, so he can suckle as soon as his mouth touches."
    

    
      Elder Jeong adjusted the posture.
    

    
      Jayeong embraced Taebok in that posture.
    

    
      Chu-ap chu-ap.
    

    
      "Oh my."
    

    
      He's suckling vigorously.
    

    
      His face turns red from exertion as his mouth and cheeks move fiercely.
    

    
      "Taebok."
    

    
      At that sight, I unknowingly called the baby.
    

    
      "Hehe, this is the strength from nursing."
    

    
      As Elder Jeong said.
    

    
      A small baby's small strength and simultaneously a small baby's all strength.
    

    
      So this is the strength when they say using even the strength from nursing.
    

    
      All strength staking life.
    

    
      "Now, the other side too."
    

    
      Following Elder Jeong's guidance, Jayeong put her other breast in Taebok's mouth.
    

    
      When the breast separated, Taebok seemed whiny, but soon vigorously sucked milk again.
    

    
      "The breast pain feels better."
    

    
      After childbirth, as breast milk comes in, the mother's breasts become knotted and painful in places.
    

    
      When the baby starts nursing, this pain decreases.
    

    
      "Mother and baby care for each other. They help each other from birth."
    

    
      Elder Jeong smiled contentedly and tossed a remark to me too.
    

    
      "From now on, parents will raise Taebok, but Taebok also raises the parents. The baby gives parents the opportunity to become greater people. Well, baby's father is sincere and gentle, so you'll do well."
    

    
      I couldn't do that.
    

    
      I only answered inwardly.
    

    
      Taebok also raises me.
    

    
      How could I not know?
    

    
      I failed to grasp the opportunity to become a greater person and walked the wrong path.
    

    
      "I must do well. I still don't know about becoming a greater person, but I'll walk the proper path."
    

    
      Elder Jeong heard it as what baby fathers typically say and nodded.
    

    
      Chu-ap chu-ap chu-ap.
    

    
      Taebok strains,
    

    
      Jayeong looks down at Taebok with reddened eyes.
    

    
      And I watched those two people.
    

    
      The proper path.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      After the joy of first nursing passed.
    

    
      We sat with Elder Jeong over a cup of tea.
    

    
      "Taebok has stabilized much. I should soon prepare to leave too."
    

    
      "I see..."
    

    
      Elder Jeong was originally a midwife.
    

    
      She stayed seeing Taebok's sick appearance, but couldn't remain at our house forever.
    

    
      "So hire a separate nanny or something. Since it's the first child, the baby's mother alone wouldn't know much."
    

    
      "I'll do that. Do you have anyone to recommend?"
    

    
      "Recommend? Hmm, I know several people, but they're all probably working at other houses. Let me inquire a bit and tell you."
    

    
      "Please do."
    

    
      Elder Jeong nodded then brought up another topic as if suddenly remembering.
    

    
      "Speaking of recommendations, it comes to mind. The physician I was going to call when Taebok was sick hasn't been seen lately."
    

    
      "Hasn't been seen?"
    

    
      "They say he closed his practice. There was no sign of it, then suddenly did so—everyone was bewildered. He was a physician we midwives frequently called."
    

    
      Midwives frequently calling means he treated babies well, doesn't it?
    

    
      Suddenly I remembered being asked to find news of a physician at Oga Pharmacy.
    

    
      Jang Huigun is a physician who gets medicinal ingredients from our Oga Pharmacy. Since he's good with children, when your child gets minor illnesses, Ink Sword Hero can visit him.
    

    
      A physician good with children.
    

    
      Before the full-scale spiritual medicine journey, I'd planned to create an environment for Taebok.
    

    
      Safe, abundant, and healthy.
    

    
      Among these, health in our case couldn't be thought of without a physician.
    

    
      Regardless of Severed Meridian, when the child has minor ailments, there should be at least one physician to visit.
    

    
      For that reason too, I'd thought to find Jang Huigun.
    

    
      "Elder Jeong, is the physician who disappeared named Jang Huigun?"
    

    
      "No. A physician named Sang Jeogo."
    

    
      Not the same person. Well, it'd be too coincidental if they were the same.
    

    
      Jayeong sipped tea while looking at me.
    

    
      "Honey, who is this physician Jang Huigun?"
    

    
      "I don't know who he is. A name I learned while going to the pharmacy—they say he's a physician who treats children well."
    

    
      "Then we should find out where he is too."
    

    
      Right now, two things I need to do in Luoyang.
    

    
      Finding physician Jang Huigun.
    

    
      Going to the Alliance to ask about the childcare leave rejection.
    

    
      Since it came up, I should find the physician first.
    

    
      "I'll go out and inquire."
    

    
      ***
    

    
      And I arrived at physician Jang Huigun's front gate.
    

    
      One word was written large.
    

    
      [Closed for Business]
    

    
      "Mm. Closed for business."
    

    
      Had he simply quit work?
    

    
      Then contact could be cut off.
    

    
      It's not an obligation to greet people you did business with.
    

    
      Since the door is closed, I can't help it either.
    

    
      I'll have to find another physician.
    

    
      About to turn away like that.
    

    
      "Hmm."
    

    
      My eyes went back to the characters saying closed for business.
    

    
      "Either poor handwriting or written hastily—one of the two."
    

    
      The writing was very crooked.
    

    
      When closing business, there's no reason to write hastily, so poor handwriting?
    

    
      The physicians I'd seen had calm temperaments and neat handwriting, but Jang Huigun seemed somewhat different.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Handwriting was no problem at all.
    

    
      Still, something weighed on my mind.
    

    
      Just a feeling.
    

    
      An unclear feeling.
    

    
      A faint feeling I could ignore if I wanted to.
    

    
      However, having crossed countless death lines, I knew.
    

    
      If I ignored this feeling, results wouldn't be good.
    

    
      Before a martial artist's intuition, as a person my instinct was telling me something.
    

    
      And I had many means to track this feeling.
    

    
      Click.
    

    
      Some sound reached my hearing expanded with Eight Sensations.
    

    
      From inside the physician's office.
    

    
      I moved as soon as I heard.
    

    
      Leaping over the wall into the physician's office.
    

    
      "Aaak! Wh-who are you!"
    

    
      A middle-aged man stood inside the physician's office.
    

    
      "I should ask that. Looking at your appearance, you don't seem to be a physician."
    

    
      Wearing thin clothes like someone doing physical work with pants legs rolled up.
    

    
      Too light and cold for a physician to wear in this weather.
    

    
      In his hands were furnishings from inside.
    

    
      "A petty thief?"
    

    
      When I smoothly brought my hand to my sword applying pressure.
    

    
      "I'm not! I was someone who ran errands at the physician's office!"
    

    
      "And?"
    

    
      "Physician Jang left but I didn't receive my monthly salary. So I thought to take something instead."
    

    
      His appearance earnestly waving hands didn't seem like a lie.
    

    
      I lowered my hand from the sword and asked.
    

    
      "Did something happen to Physician Jang?"
    

    
      "Yes. Something happened."
    

    
      Evading.
    

    
      I brought my hand back to the sword.
    

    
      "I'll speak! It's not an honorable matter for Physician Jang, so I hesitated. They say Physician Jang gambled."
    

    
      "Gambling?"
    

    
      "He fled at night because of gambling. He didn't seem like that kind of person usually. But well, does gambling discriminate?"
    

    
      Was the writing on the front gate not poor handwriting but written hastily?
    

    
      "I understand. I came looking for physician Jang Huigun. Now that I know he left, my business is done. Handle your business yourself."
    

    
      "What? Is that okay?"
    

    
      "Too bad you didn't receive your monthly salary."
    

    
      Leaving those words, I came back over the front gate.
    

    
      I worried needlessly over the handwriting.
    

    
      About to glance one last time and leave.
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      The word Closed for Business has many strokes.
    

    
      Someone with little learning would easily confuse it. Writing it as different characters, or like right now—
    

    
      "The strokes are insufficient."
    

    
      I realized the identity of the unclear feeling.
    

    
      Because of the scribbled writing, I hadn't noticed, but the characters themselves were written wrong.
    

    
      When rushed, you can scribble.
    

    
      But would someone at a physician's level get the characters completely wrong?
    

    
      Thinking this far, one more doubt.
    

    
      Would someone fleeing at night bother writing "closed for business" before running away?
    

    
      Elder Jeong's words also came to mind afterward.
    

    
      The physician I was going to call last time when Taebok was sick hasn't been seen lately.
    

    
      That physician was named Sang Jeogo, she said.
    

    
      "I should go see."
    

    
      Asking around to find physician Sang Jeogo's office.
    

    
      [Closed for Business]
    

    
      Identical.
    

    
      Insufficient strokes and crooked writing.
    

    
      It wasn't that the physician had poor handwriting or wrote hastily.
    

    
      Neither.
    

    
      Someone who doesn't know writing well wrote it instead.
    

    
      For what reason?
    

    
      At that moment.
    

    
      "Please give just one coin."
    

    
      "Please give just one coin."
    

    
      Today too, young beggars wandered around begging.
    

    
      "Ah, it's the Ink Sword Hero."
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, hello!"
    

    
      I'd saved Jogon and young beggars from Black Path last time, so we were acquainted.
    

    
      "Kids, can you guide me to nearby physicians?"
    

    
      Of course not for free.
    

    
      I took out coins from my chest and poured them into the bowls the children held.
    

    
      "Wow, thank you!"
    

    
      "Receive many blessings!"
    

    
      "There's a physician nearby. We'll take you right away!"
    

    
      When Golden Cloud Trading revives commerce, these children can settle down too.
    

    
      Though their faces are dirty with grime, their eyes are bright. With sufficient support, at least some of them could change their circumstances.
    

    
      I can't help these children one by one, but I can lend strength to changing Luoyang's environment.
    

    
      However, at the third physician's office where the children led me.
    

    
      [Closed for Business]
    

    
      Right now in Luoyang, something strange is happening.
    

    

  
    Chapter 24: Chapter 24

    
      Chapter 24: Parents, Politely
    

    
      "The Ink Sword Hero burned down Master Dongpae's estate?"
    

    
      The Black Path King asked in a murky voice.
    

    
      A casual tone of asking.
    

    
      But the trading company leaders shrank as if struck on the spine.
    

    
      "This is the second time he's interfered with our business."
    

    
      It also meant this was the second time the Black Path King's instructions hadn't been carried out.
    

    
      When work failed the first time, an order fell to bring the life of Leader Yang who had failed.
    

    
      And now.
    

    
      News came that the Master Dongpae couple and their son who should have executed the order had been eliminated.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero."
    

    
      It was by the Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      "Does he know about our connection with Master Dongpae?"
    

    
      Banyang Trading's Leader Guyang Je opened his mouth.
    

    
      "He probably doesn't know that far. We're investigating, but it seems he got involved through work Master Dongpae was doing personally."
    

    
      Following him, the trading company leaders also joined voices.
    

    
      "That's right. He probably doesn't know about the Black Path King yet."
    

    
      The Black Path King was silent.
    

    
      Within that silence, the trading company leaders gauged the Black Path King's mood.
    

    
      Whether satisfied with the answer or not. Accordingly, another might suffer harshly.
    

    
      Probably Guyang Je's turn this time.
    

    
      He had introduced the Dragon Sword Gang group to Leader Yang, and had also recommended entrusting Leader Yang's elimination to the Master Dongpae household.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Guyang Je himself seemed to feel this, as his body bent even deeper.
    

    
      Eventually.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong."
    

    
      The Black Path King opened his mouth.
    

    
      "Originally he had no leisure to turn his eyes to other matters while following the Alliance's instructions, wasn't that said?"
    

    
      "Yes. But a few days ago, he submitted a leave application."
    

    
      "Leave application?"
    

    
      "It's called childcare leave."
    

    
      "What's that?"
    

    
      But there was no one who could answer.
    

    
      Looking at the meaning, it meant taking time off work to raise a child.
    

    
      Everyone thought that couldn't be.
    

    
      They were people who had never given such leave to subordinates as trading company leaders.
    

    
      "I'll find out."
    

    
      "Suspicious. Find out clearly."
    

    
      And it was over.
    

    
      Guyang Je seemed to get one more chance.
    

    
      Leader Jeong, who usually kept Guyang Je in check, suddenly opened his mouth.
    

    
      "Leader Guyang, who would be good to send to Leader Yang this time?"
    

    
      Flinch—Guyang Je's body moved.
    

    
      "Leader Jeong."
    

    
      "Either way, Leader Yang's punishment must be carried out, mustn't it?"
    

    
      Guyang Je's scholar-like face rarely showed anger.
    

    
      If not before the Black Path King, you might have seen him curse for the first time.
    

    
      "I'll call Cloud-Severing Sword."
    

    
      "Cloud-Severing Sword? Has he returned to Luoyang?"
    

    
      Guyang Je nodded.
    

    
      Leader Jeong was about to sneer once more.
    

    
      "Leader Jeong, how are the physicians coming along?"
    

    
      The Black Path King asked about the task entrusted to Leader Jeong.
    

    
      Leader Jeong—Jeong Yangtak—answered confidently. Now was the opportunity to surpass Guyang Je and become the Black Path King's right hand.
    

    
      "Yes, today or tomorrow at the latest, we should be able to gather all ten physicians."
    

    
      ***
    

    
      A shack standing in an empty lot in the slums.
    

    
      I asked young beggars for guidance and came to meet Swift Wind.
    

    
      "Hey, if you're not a beggar, you can't just—, mm? It's the Ink Sword Hero."
    

    
      One-Knot Beggar blocked me then recognized my face.
    

    
      "Correct. Kids, thank you. You can go back now."
    

    
      The young beggars examined my face again.
    

    
      "Why?"
    

    
      The children clasped their hands on their bellies and bowed.
    

    
      "Thank you for saving Uncle Mud Beggar."
    

    
      "Mm."
    

    
      To these children, Captain Zhu was still Mud Beggar.
    

    
      "Did you greet Mud Beggar Uncle?"
    

    
      "Yes! Uncle came at night and gave us lots of delicious things. And he said he'll soon make it so we can learn and work!"
    

    
      "Really?"
    

    
      Some people forget their hungry times after success.
    

    
      But Zhu Hochong didn't forget his time wandering as a refugee.
    

    
      "Mud Beggar Uncle will keep his promise. This Ink Sword Hero Uncle will also help Mud Beggar Uncle."
    

    
      If Luoyang prospers under Golden Cloud Trading's lead, refugees and young beggars will also improve their circumstances.
    

    
      For such work, I'd gladly help even with commercial matters.
    

    
      "See you next time."
    

    
      "Yes!"
    

    
      The young beggars withdrew.
    

    
      After watching their backs, I entered the shack.
    

    
      Inside, one beggar lay with cloth wrapped around injured places,
    

    
      and Swift Wind was walking in circles beside him examining.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, you came."
    

    
      He welcomed me naturally as if I'd come by appointment.
    

    
      "He's a gang member injured during Captain Zhu's assassination attempt. I saw his face then."
    

    
      "Right. This friend Jogon is quite serious. The wound festered."
    

    
      The young beggar called Jogon had cloth wrapped around his head. Though crusted with blood, he pulled up his lips trying to smile.
    

    
      "I'm fine really..."
    

    
      "Shut up. What are you saying when half-dead? Keep your mouth shut and lie down."
    

    
      Beside Jogon, one young beggar was attached.
    

    
      "Sob. He got hit more trying to save me. If not for me, it wouldn't have been this bad..."
    

    
      Jogon soothed the child with a weak voice.
    

    
      "Jang Hyu. If I hadn't saved you there, I'm not a Beggar's Gang member. It's not your fault, so don't cry."
    

    
      I took in Swift Wind, Jogon, and Jang Hyu at a glance.
    

    
      Though blood didn't connect them, they were family.
    

    
      "Swift Wind, did you only treat him at the Beggar's Gang? You haven't called a physician?"
    

    
      "No, I called a physician too. It's time for him to come today but he hasn't come yet."
    

    
      Asking the physician's name, another unknown name came out.
    

    
      Jang Huigun, Sang Jeogo, the third physician the young beggars guided me to, and here another physician.
    

    
      "Send someone."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "Be sure to check if it says 'closed for business.'"
    

    
      "Something's happening."
    

    
      Swift Wind's eyes sharpened.
    

    
      After telling him about going around physicians today, his expression became more serious.
    

    
      He pulled out not one but several gang members, sending them to the physician with instructions.
    

    
      "Search the surroundings thoroughly. If gambling debt talk comes up, find out which gambling house."
    

    
      "Yes!"
    

    
      It seemed personnel sent to support the Chang'an branch hadn't returned yet. The numbers looked few.
    

    
      Swift Wind stroked his chin.
    

    
      "If this is someone's doing?"
    

    
      "We must find that someone."
    

    
      On the way, I slowly retraced past events.
    

    
      Three years from now, when the Demonic Cult rampages.
    

    
      Luoyang lacks physicians and people suffer.
    

    
      At the time, I thought it happened because Luoyang was so stagnant,
    

    
      but that wasn't it—there was a separate cause.
    

    
      "Branch Leader!"
    

    
      The physician must have been close, as gang members soon returned.
    

    
      "It was written like this."
    

    
      The gang members didn't know writing, so they drew the characters on the door as they appeared.
    

    
      It was "closed for business" with insufficient strokes.
    

    
      "And we found the gambling house location."
    

    
      Indeed, the Beggar's Gang.
    

    
      Though they didn't know writing, work handling was certain.
    

    
      Hearing the gambling house location they mentioned.
    

    
      "It's close."
    

    
      "Going to see? You don't think it's coincidence?"
    

    
      Swift Wind's expression became serious.
    

    
      "Isn't it too coincidental to be coincidence?"
    

    
      "That's true."
    

    
      He also nodded.
    

    
      Physicians in gambling debt disappeared.
    

    
      Together with identically wrongly written characters [closed for business (廢業)].
    

    
      One or two might be coincidence. But it became three, four, and investigating might increase the number more.
    

    
      White Path senses shout.
    

    
      Certainly there are more.
    

    
      "Saying it's gambling debt makes people less suspicious even if they suddenly disappear."
    

    
      "Right. Even if the person doesn't usually gamble. Because they think he was doing it secretly behind."
    

    
      If gambling to the extent of occasional enjoyment, it could be done openly.
    

    
      But truly large-scale gambling is done secretly while hushing up.
    

    
      So even if a person suddenly disappears, it just passes.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "That they're all physicians weighs on my mind. Even so, if physicians disappear in groups, wouldn't rumors spread?"
    

    
      "Probably so?"
    

    
      "Then these bastards will try to finish work quickly. So hands can't be laid when rumors spread."
    

    
      "That means—"
    

    
      "There's not much time."
    

    
      I know Luoyang's physicians didn't separately form a guild (a kind of colleague association).
    

    
      But they couldn't not interact. Talk would circulate among physicians, and after that, everyone would know.
    

    
      'But how did this not become a problem with both government and Alliance?'
    

    
      Even if government is unsettled now during magistrate replacement, shouldn't the Alliance have grasped it?
    

    
      'I was going to visit anyway because of leave rejection. I must properly question then.'
    

    
      Will Branch Leader Hwangbo Gak be there this time?
    

    
      Anyway, putting that behind this matter.
    

    
      "I should go to the gambling house. Do you know anything about that place?"
    

    
      "Word goes around that the gambling house owner recently changed."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "Originally a place Luoyang natives operated. I hear it was sold expensively to someone from outside—"
    

    
      "In this atmosphere, it might have been seized rather than sold."
    

    
      "Could be."
    

    
      Location was Luoyang City's southwest slums.
    

    
      Close to this shack now.
    

    
      Public safety isn't good, and government only looks around when there are problems.
    

    
      "I'll go."
    

    
      "Wait, I'll go together. Since I don't know medicine, there's nothing to do here. I'll go with you and look around."
    

    
      "Good. Let's go together."
    

    
      I for Taebok, Swift Wind for Jogon.
    

    
      Furthermore, for the disappeared physicians and their patients.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      I can't take Mukheun to a gambling house.
    

    
      Gambling houses prohibit weapon carrying. Thinking about it, it's natural.
    

    
      Most will be losers—if weapons were in their hands? Wouldn't blade fights break out several times a day?
    

    
      The gambling house couldn't be operated.
    

    
      "Then please hold this briefly."
    

    
      I entrusted Mukheun to Swift Wind.
    

    
      "I will. If you whistle, I'll bring it inside."
    

    
      "Yes. Conversely, if not, even if commotion happens, stay here. Something to resolve outside might arise."
    

    
      Swift Wind takes outside, I take inside.
    

    
      "Mukheun, stay in Swift Wind's hands briefly."
    

    
      Then I turned around.
    

    
      'Though I'm clearly fully dressed.'
    

    
      The feeling is strange.
    

    
      Without a sword, not just my waist feels empty but I feel completely naked. A chronic disease of sword users.
    

    
      'I should prepare at least a dagger.'
    

    
      Thinking that, I walked toward the gambling house door.
    

    
      Above was a closed shop. Dust piled thickly as if closed long ago.
    

    
      Beside that shop was a door connecting underground, and two Black Path members stood before it.
    

    
      'Certainly not neighborhood Black Path.'
    

    
      Even those standing before the gambling house were different.
    

    
      'Killing intent circles in their eyes. Eyes accustomed to harming people.'
    

    
      Fighting the unorthodox demonic path long, I'd grown accustomed to differences existing among them.
    

    
      Neighborhood Black Path just use violence. Meaning rough. But that's all.
    

    
      Lower quality Black Path have killing intent swirling.
    

    
      Kill and be killed.
    

    
      Such people don't treat people as people.
    

    
      "Enjoy yourself."
    

    
      I received a body search amid a perfunctory greeting.
    

    
      Now exploration was the purpose.
    

    
      I planned to observe the atmosphere as if existing yet not existing like air.
    

    
      The moment I went underground and opened the door.
    

    
      "Double sixes! Double sixes came out!"
    

    
      "Wooow!"
    

    
      "Fuck! Why double sixes!"
    

    
      "Those who bet on double sixes take your money! Everyone else give money!"
    

    
      "Isn't this cheating?"
    

    
      "Our gambling house's motto is honesty and fairness! If you don't like it, leave!"
    

    
      Noisy sounds rushed in.
    

    
      "Well, I never."
    

    
      "Look here, first time?"
    

    
      One Black Path approached.
    

    
      "This is my first time here."
    

    
      "Exchange money over there. If money's short, we lend too."
    

    
      "Ah."
    

    
      "Card games, dominoes, shell games, dice, everything's here. Go over there for cockfighting too."
    

    
      As soon as Black Path finished speaking, a rooster crowed somewhere—ko-ko-ko-kok.
    

    
      Nothing's missing.
    

    
      Above was a small shop, but below they'd dug caves making it quite spacious.
    

    
      I became a gambler observing a first-time gambling house, peeking at various gambling explained.
    

    
      Of course, my gaze swept the entire gambling house, not gambling tables.
    

    
      'There's a door leading inside.'
    

    
      Two doors on both sides. The door to ground level I entered and the door inside the gambling house.
    

    
      Just then, I saw one Black Path enter that door. Briefly talking with Black Path standing before the door.
    

    
      I operated inner power enhancing hearing.
    

    
      Where's the Boss?
    

    
      Same. In the innermost room.
    

    
      Called women again?
    

    
      Hehe. He's alone now. Probably counting money.
    

    
      Anyway, fuck, women or money.
    

    
      Hehehehe. Aren't you the same?
    

    
      They giggled together, then one entered inside.
    

    
      Glancing, it didn't connect directly to a room but had a corridor. If there's a passage to ground level from over there.
    

    
      'Swift Wind is checking.'
    

    
      Relief that he came together.
    

    
      I slowly circulated gambling tables approaching the inner door. If opportunity arose, I wanted to enter inside.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      While watching him, a small argument was happening before the door entering inside.
    

    
      "I brought money, so why won't it work!"
    

    
      An old man grabbed Black Path and shouted.
    

    
      "This isn't nearly enough. Your son's debt isn't this level."
    

    
      Black Path detached the old man as if bothersome.
    

    
      "Nonsense! I brought this much money yet it's not nearly enough. Just how much debt did he incur!"
    

    
      The bundle the old man held was clearly large at a glance. Silver and valuables glimpsed inside.
    

    
      As if bringing all property at home.
    

    
      "Who knows? Not sure?"
    

    
      Black Path sneered toward such an old man.
    

    
      "You won't even say how much the debt is! Is there really debt? Aren't you just capturing people!"
    

    
      At the old man's conclusion, Black Path burst into anger.
    

    
      "Shut up! I was going to let it pass since you're old, but must you taste fists! Our gambling house is honest and fair!"
    

    
      The words "taste fists" weren't a threat.
    

    
      Whoosh.
    

    
      A fist really flew.
    

    
      Toward the white-haired old man.
    

    
      "Stop."
    

    
      Even during exploration, I couldn't watch.
    

    
      Quickly moving to his side, I caught the fist.
    

    
      And asked politely.
    

    
      "Do you not have parents?"
    

    
      As politely as possible.
    

    

  
    Chapter 25: Chapter 25

    
      Chapter 25: Not Impersonation
    

    
      "What? What kind of..."
    

    
      Even though I asked about his parents' well-being, the Black Path member couldn't easily get angry.
    

    
      For good reason.
    

    
      "Uuk, first let go of my fist..."
    

    
      His fist's well-being took priority.
    

    
      I was gripping his fist as if to crush it.
    

    
      Actually crushing it wouldn't have been difficult either.
    

    
      "Oh my, you have good strength. I don't usually get overpowered in strength anywhere."
    

    
      I released his hand appropriately.
    

    
      Since I still planned to continue playing the role of gambling house customer.
    

    
      "Y-you, what are you!"
    

    
      He came on strong, perhaps because of surrounding eyes.
    

    
      But while doing so, he was somewhat intimidated.
    

    
      He seemed quite confident in his strength, but I'd caught him too easily, so it made sense.
    

    
      "Look here."
    

    
      "What, you'll get hit instead?"
    

    
      The tough act continued.
    

    
      I showed the silver taels I'd brought from home.
    

    
      "I'm going to spend all this today and go home. I came to enjoy myself, but seeing unpleasant things ruins the mood. Give me some face."
    

    
      Relief spread across the Black Path member's face.
    

    
      "If you say so. What would I gain from hitting an old man, haha."
    

    
      He chose to back down rather than fight someone who'd caught his fist.
    

    
      "Thank you. Elder, come this way."
    

    
      "No, I can't leave! Until I see my son's face—"
    

    
      I lowered my voice to speak.
    

    
      "I want to hear that story."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      Doubt spread in the old man's eyes.
    

    
      "Let's go outside first."
    

    
      The old man had already lost strength. Receiving my support, we went outside together.
    

    
      The Black Path member at the door saw me and asked.
    

    
      "Eh? Why come out so soon?"
    

    
      "I'll enter soon. Just escorting this person out."
    

    
      The Black Path member looked at the old man and gave a fishy smile.
    

    
      I went to a place just across one street from the gambling house and asked the old man.
    

    
      I could see the Black Path bastards giggling among themselves while watching us across.
    

    
      "Elder. Did you say earlier your son was captured?"
    

    
      The old man didn't answer the question but stared at me intently.
    

    
      "You're not a gambler. Your eyes are different."
    

    
      "Correct. I'm not."
    

    
      The old man thought something and spoke to me.
    

    
      "My son wouldn't even look at gambling. But recently someone said they'd buy drinks, so he went out, then the next day they say he can't return because of gambling debt. Who would believe this?"
    

    
      Drinks.
    

    
      A suspicious smell.
    

    
      There was one more thing I wanted to confirm.
    

    
      "Is your son perhaps a physician?"
    

    
      "Mm? How did you know that?"
    

    
      The picture roughly forms.
    

    
      Send someone to the physician saying they'll buy drinks.
    

    
      Feed them plenty of drinks and you can make them do things they normally wouldn't. Not to mention if something is mixed in the drinks.
    

    
      Making them incur massive gambling debts is also easy.
    

    
      "Elder, stay in this alley briefly. I'll retrieve your money first."
    

    
      "What will you do? And money isn't the problem—"
    

    
      "Of course I'll find your son too."
    

    
      "!"
    

    
      Is there physical evidence?
    

    
      No.
    

    
      If it were the old me, I would have entered inside the gambling house to gather more evidence.
    

    
      Based on that, I would have moved when the crimes became certain.
    

    
      Explode, let go, become free.
    

    
      Now, circumstantial evidence—furthermore, White Path senses—were sufficient.
    

    
      "Wh-who are you?"
    

    
      The old man finally asked my identity.
    

    
      The identity of one who steps forward in such matters is obvious, isn't it?
    

    
      "White Path."
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Wheeee.
    

    
      I walked toward the gambling house entrance while blowing a long whistle filled with inner power.
    

    
      "Mm?"
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      The Black Path bastards also heard the whistle sound and hardened their faces. They felt the inner power contained within was extraordinary.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, here."
    

    
      Swift Wind appeared from somewhere.
    

    
      "Wasn't it agreed to explore? Why Mukheun suddenly?"
    

    
      "Because plans always change."
    

    
      "Change?"
    

    
      "The plan changed to 'smash everything.'"
    

    
      The two Black Path members guarding the door hastily drew blades.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "Huh?"
    

    
      "Already!"
    

    
      Using the Xun Trigram Technique, I approached before them in an instant.
    

    
      Mukheun flew twice.
    

    
      Wa-geurak.
    

    
      Wa-deureuk.
    

    
      Using the flat rather than the edge, I delivered strikes.
    

    
      The two with bones instantly broken crashed toward underground.
    

    
      "Swift Wind, I'm going in!"
    

    
      "Wh-what?"
    

    
      What exploration?
    

    
      Just smash everything and ask the Boss inside.
    

    
      Going underground, I kicked open the door first.
    

    
      "Gamblers lie down, Black Path stand up!"
    

    
      I shouted for everyone inside to hear.
    

    
      "Huh?"
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      Instantly the gambling house interior quieted.
    

    
      Deureureur—only the sound of rolling dice and kok-kko-kok fighting cocks crowing could be heard.
    

    
      Everyone looked at me with bewildered expressions.
    

    
      "Who are you again!"
    

    
      The Black Path member standing beside the broken door reached out to me.
    

    
      "Kraaak!"
    

    
      I struck and broke that hand first.
    

    
      With a second strike, I broke his arm.
    

    
      With a third strike, I broke his leg.
    

    
      Wa-deuk, wa-deuk, wa-deuk.
    

    
      The sound of breaking bones rang repeatedly through the quieted gambling house interior.
    

    
      "Wh-what! That bastard!"
    

    
      "Fuck, get him!"
    

    
      Black Path members moved in confusion.
    

    
      "Hiiik! My money!"
    

    
      "I won this round!"
    

    
      Gamblers bent their bodies in fear.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero! Barging in like this? This isn't your way, is it?"
    

    
      Swift Wind asked in confusion.
    

    
      "No need to go around when the fastest method exists!"
    

    
      I'd abandoned that way.
    

    
      Slow, complicated, troublesome, and above all, unhelpful to White Path.
    

    
      New life needs new methods.
    

    
      In all this, everyone heard the title Swift Wind called me.
    

    
      "I-I-Ink Sword Hero?"
    

    
      "Why would the Ink Sword Hero come to such a gambling house?"
    

    
      "Is that important? This gambling house is finished now!"
    

    
      Gamblers who'd heard my name screamed.
    

    
      "Fuck, what's so special about the Ink Sword Hero!"
    

    
      "Everyone attack first!"
    

    
      "Call the Boss!"
    

    
      "All of Black Cloud Gang step forward!"
    

    
      They said Black Cloud Gang?
    

    
      Certainly not a name I'd heard in Luoyang.
    

    
      These outsiders didn't fear my name.
    

    
      They fiercely wielded sabers and iron axes.
    

    
      Toward such bastards, Mukheun also flew without mercy.
    

    
      U-deudeuk.
    

    
      Kwa-deuk.
    

    
      Wa-jak.
    

    
      Kok-kko-kok-kok.
    

    
      Excluding the sound of the cockfighting ring's chicken, bone-breaking sounds continued.
    

    
      Black Path members' bodies lay on the floor one by one, screams echoing through the gambling house interior.
    

    
      The inner door burst open and Black Path members kept pouring out.
    

    
      "Which bastard!"
    

    
      "Be careful! He's incredibly strong!"
    

    
      "They say Ink Sword Hero?"
    

    
      "What hero, who cares!"
    

    
      They surged forward chattering among themselves.
    

    
      They tried to overwhelm me with numerical momentum.
    

    
      "Right? I don't care what kind of Black Path you are either."
    

    
      I also laughed lowly while raising Mukheun.
    

    
      Then raised my inner power to the fullest.
    

    
      Flinch—they stopped.
    

    
      "What? A hero?"
    

    
      "His eyes are strange?"
    

    
      "Would a hero barge in like this out of nowhere?"
    

    
      The Black Path members' flustered eyes weren't bad to see.
    

    
      The new method somehow fit perfectly as if I'd used it from before.
    

    
      "I'm coming!"
    

    
      I leaped into the Black Path from my side.
    

    
      They were much stronger than neighborhood Black Path.
    

    
      But they were only bastards much stronger than neighborhood Black Path.
    

    
      "Before Mukheun, all are equal!"
    

    
      I dodged the vigorously swung iron axe and penetrated the opening to break ribs.
    

    
      I struck the flying saber with Mukheun to break it and smashed the face too while at it.
    

    
      I caught a short blade someone threw and stuck it in someone else's thigh.
    

    
      I swung Mukheun, swung it, swung it.
    

    
      "Uaaaak!"
    

    
      "When will the Boss come!"
    

    
      ***
    

    
      I laid all Black Path members inside the gambling house on the floor.
    

    
      The Boss they desperately sought still hadn't appeared.
    

    
      "Swift Wind, was there a secret passage?"
    

    
      "Hehehehe."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "I blocked it."
    

    
      He gave a sly smile.
    

    
      "Then he's a rat in a trap?"
    

    
      "Exactly that."
    

    
      Then the Boss is still inside.
    

    
      Not combining forces with subordinates and not coming out until now means.
    

    
      "He must have some scheme."
    

    
      "Probably so. What to do? Shall we put one of these bastards forward?"
    

    
      "No. Too troublesome. I'll go in."
    

    
      "Will you be alright?"
    

    
      "Of course."
    

    
      Kwaaang.
    

    
      Simultaneously with answering, I kicked the door leading inside. The broken door flew straight inside.
    

    
      Tuwung.
    

    
      It hit the wall almost immediately.
    

    
      'The corridor is strangely narrow?'
    

    
      The time until hearing the collision sound was short.
    

    
      "Whew."
    

    
      I exhaled once and operated Eight Sensations as sensitively as possible.
    

    
      Not only detecting natural energy, but all five senses became very sharp.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      No unnatural natural energy was felt from inside.
    

    
      Only one well-ordered breathing flowed out.
    

    
      "Black Cloud Boss, all your subordinates fell—will you come out?"
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "No words. Still, you can't keep staying inside. If I set fire here, what will you do?"
    

    
      "It's not just me here. If you'll burn them all to death, try it."
    

    
      Good.
    

    
      The physicians are probably inside there.
    

    
      "Good that there's no need to go far. I'll enter."
    

    
      As I moved my feet, Swift Wind again warned caution from behind.
    

    
      I entered inside with Mukheun leading.
    

    
      The gambling house's light shone into the dark, narrow corridor.
    

    
      My eyes needed time to adapt to darkness.
    

    
      Swish.
    

    
      A sword strike flew without giving a gap.
    

    
      Tueong.
    

    
      I deflected that sword strike with Mukheun.
    

    
      Even if sight couldn't adapt, thanks to Eight Sensations there was no problem.
    

    
      Snake-like flickering sword strikes continued several times, but I blocked them all.
    

    
      Meanwhile, with eyes grown accustomed, I looked inside.
    

    
      'So that's why the corridor was narrow.'
    

    
      The Boss held a thin, long sword specialized for thrusting attacks. His posture also stood facing sideways.
    

    
      From the start, this corridor was optimal for the Boss who'd learned thrust-focused swordsmanship to fight.
    

    
      I was not only blocked from slashing in this corridor but also hindered in footwork.
    

    
      "How is it? Never fought in such a place? Are you confident?"
    

    
      The Boss's provocation continued.
    

    
      But it had no effect on me.
    

    
      Ah, it did raise one curiosity.
    

    
      "Boss, but listen."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "If you were going to do this, why not make several secret passages? Wouldn't that be better?"
    

    
      After no answer for a while, the Boss burst into shouting.
    

    
      "Shut up. Am I some rat bastard! Making secret passages here and there!"
    

    
      Ridiculous.
    

    
      "What's different about someone spending day after day in an underground gambling house from a rat bastard? Looks the same to my eyes?"
    

    
      He could just say his thinking was short.
    

    
      The pride of those who learned martial arts.
    

    
      If twisted slightly, goes in strange directions.
    

    
      They unhesitatingly do things that look stupid to people who haven't learned martial arts.
    

    
      Occasionally for such reasons, they fall into demonic arts.
    

    
      'This one doesn't seem to have learned demonic arts though.'
    

    
      No need to drag out more time.
    

    
      "I'll go as the Boss wishes."
    

    
      Wuung—this time I thrust Mukheun first.
    

    
      Swish, the Boss's sword flew to strike away Mukheun.
    

    
      "Mm?"
    

    
      However, both the sword's weight and swordsman's skill—I was superior.
    

    
      The Boss failed to strike the proper point to push away Mukheun.
    

    
      Having seized momentum from the first attack, I pushed inside as is.
    

    
      Then the Boss also retreated greatly continuously.
    

    
      I also entered following the retreat amount.
    

    
      'Pretending confidence but a trap?'
    

    
      Where the floor isn't well visible, moving feet as if sliding is basic.
    

    
      Though very subtle, I felt something foreign from the floor.
    

    
      "Ha."
    

    
      Following that, spikes protruded from the floor.
    

    
      Certainly poison would be applied.
    

    
      "You saw through that?"
    

    
      The Boss's voice cracked for the first time.
    

    
      Confusion leaked out.
    

    
      I couldn't help but laugh at that voice.
    

    
      "Boss, it's certainly well-made, but difficult to deceive me."
    

    
      What kind of fights had I done for ten years?
    

    
      Such traps were trivial.
    

    
      "I see everything!"
    

    
      From the first retreat, the Boss's footwork was awkward.
    

    
      "Eeek!"
    

    
      This time too, awkward footwork.
    

    
      Must have become awkward being mindful of traps.
    

    
      The sound of a string snapping caught my hearing sensitized by Eight Sensations.
    

    
      The Boss's sideways posture tilted subtly to my right.
    

    
      Into the space he vacated.
    

    
      Swoosh.
    

    
      An arrow flies.
    

    
      "Ha!"
    

    
      As soon as hearing the arrow sound, I mobilized all inner power swinging Mukheun.
    

    
      An attack the Boss never thought of.
    

    
      Mukheun splendidly cut the wall and headed toward him.
    

    
      "Uhk?!"
    

    
      The Boss hastily raised his sword blocking Mukheun.
    

    
      But into the space he'd just vacated—the space where the arrow flew—his body was pushed back again.
    

    
      Puhak.
    

    
      The sound of the arrow embedding in his arm was heard.
    

    
      He'd fallen to his own trap.
    

    
      "Kreuuk!"
    

    
      The Boss screamed.
    

    
      I struck down his sword with Mukheun, shattering it.
    

    
      "H-how did you know these traps..."
    

    
      He slumped down and put his hand in his chest. What he took out was a medicine bottle.
    

    
      He hastily tried to take out medicine from the bottle.
    

    
      "As expected, you painted poison on the arrow."
    

    
      I extended my whip hand.
    

    
      The Boss also tried to resist, but with his body condition, it was too much.
    

    
      In the end, the one holding the medicine bottle was me.
    

    
      "G-give it!"
    

    
      "The poison painted on the arrow seems scarier than me with a sword before your eyes?"
    

    
      "Kuk..."
    

    
      "Then all the more I can't give it."
    

    
      The Boss looked at me blankly and muttered.
    

    
      "Was the report wrong?"
    

    
      "What do you mean?"
    

    
      "Or, impersonation?"
    

    
      "What are you saying?"
    

    
      Since he muttered incomprehensible sounds, I pressed him.
    

    
      "You don't seem to be the Ink Sword Hero?"
    

    
      He said this.
    

    
      A laugh escaped—pik.
    

    
      "Why wouldn't I be?"
    

    
      "Different from what I heard."
    

    
      "How was what you heard?"
    

    
      "Among Luoyang martial artists, the one Black Path must most avoid getting entangled with, Luoyang's number one swordsman—"
    

    
      "You overpraise."
    

    
      "Frustrating and rigid, greatly values procedures. As long as you don't provoke first or commit crimes openly, the Ink Sword Hero won't attack from his side."
    

    
      "Mm."
    

    
      "Therefore not difficult to handle."
    

    
      "Who? Who made such an evaluation?"
    

    
      "Everyone?"
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Yes, my past life was like that.
    

    
      I acknowledge it.
    

    
      "Are you really the Ink Sword Hero?"
    

    
      "Correct. Definitely correct. Who else uses such a sword?"
    

    
      I showed Mukheun.
    

    
      It was my sect's treasure and became the basis of my alias due to its appearance different from other swords.
    

    
      The Boss looked at the sword, then made an utterly wronged expression.
    

    
      "But why such a thing..."
    

    
      "Don't feel too wronged. From now on, Black Path entering Luoyang will roughly experience the same thing."
    

    
      Furthermore, all Black Path on my spiritual medicine journey path too.
    

    
      Since when was the foundation of heroic deeds procedure?
    

    
      The Alliance standing upright and helping people was good, but any organization—when scale grows, procedures increase. Procedures to not carelessly use the enlarged organization's power.
    

    
      Certainly necessary procedures, but occasionally they become shackles binding themselves.
    

    
      Wasn't the foundation of heroic deeds simply the hand helping the person before your eyes?
    

    
      If merely one hero, reaching out a bit freely should be acceptable.
    

    
      On the busy path traveling for spiritual medicines, I must do so anyway.
    

    
      "Now."
    

    
      I shook the medicine bottle before the Boss. His complexion had already turned pale.
    

    
      Following the shaking bottle, his eyes also swayed.
    

    
      "Let's start from the main point. Who's behind this?"
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      "Who's behind this?"
    

    
      Drip drip drip drip.
    

    
      The Black Cloud Boss confessed what he knew.
    

    
      "Captain Jeong Yangtak of Xinyang Trading Company."
    

    
      "You don't seem to work directly under the Captain?"
    

    
      "We entered from Liangzhou."
    

    
      Liangzhou is another name for the Gansu region.
    

    
      Gansu is currently experiencing consecutive crop failures. Among refugees flowing into Luoyang, many came from Gansu.
    

    
      Leaving their homeland with starvation deaths occurring frequently, they enter Shaanxi right next door, and some come even to Luoyang in Henan.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, I left the outside to the branch beggars."
    

    
      I'd wondered why Swift Wind didn't follow right in—seems he entrusted cleaning up the gambling house.
    

    
      The Black Path members had already received serious injuries from me. Returning to evil deeds would be difficult for them.
    

    
      The gamblers experienced rough events—I hope they quit gambling, but who knows what will happen.
    

    
      "Swift Wind, do you know Captain Jeong Yangtak of Xinyang Trading Company?"
    

    
      The world's number one intelligence organization, the Beggar's Gang.
    

    
      Swift Wind laid out information about Jeong Yangtak.
    

    
      "Jeong Yangtak's Xinyang Trading wasn't originally large scale. It gradually grew in power while participating in Luoyang's reconstruction, but rumors of doing other business behind the scenes don't cease. However, he's very cautious so has never been caught. But to ask about Jeong Yangtak—could it be?"
    

    
      "Correct. They say he's these people's backer."
    

    
      I continued questioning the Boss.
    

    
      "He called you to enter?"
    

    
      "That's right. He said there were many businesses to touch besides this gambling house."
    

    
      While saying so, he glanced at me.
    

    
      "Gambling house operation isn't something even the government touches carelessly..."
    

    
      I gave a slight smile.
    

    
      The honorifics were now gone.
    

    
      "Acting until the end?"
    

    
      "What..., no, why are you opening that!"
    

    
      I opened the medicine bottle seized from the Boss.
    

    
      It was medicine to treat poisoning from the poison arrow.
    

    
      I poured some of the small pills in the medicine bottle onto my palm.
    

    
      "You think I attacked because of gambling house operation? You don't think that yourself either, do you?"
    

    
      I clenched my palm tight then opened it—the pills became powder. I threw that powder at the wall.
    

    
      "You think it's because another business got caught, right? With your own mouth you said it's not just you here so try setting fire. Yet still pretending until the end? Hm? Boss?"
    

    
      And I poured more of the medicine into my hand.
    

    
      The Boss's face, gradually turning pale from poison, whitened even more.
    

    
      "Stop! Stop it! I was wrong. If the amount is too small, detoxification won't work. I'll tell everything."
    

    
      What I'd raised to my hand, I made into powder anyway since I'd raised it.
    

    
      Actually, even making the Boss into powder rather than medicine wouldn't feel refreshing enough.
    

    
      "The business you mentioned, Boss—you mean human trafficking?"
    

    
      "Y-yes."
    

    
      The Alliance doesn't even handle something like gambling house operation.
    

    
      However, human trafficking is a different story.
    

    
      Even handed to government it's capital punishment, same if handed to the Alliance.
    

    
      And a serious crime where White Path martial artists can immediately take action if they see it.
    

    
      "I could immediately take action to eliminate you. Your only way to live is maximum cooperation."
    

    
      The Boss hastily nodded.
    

    
      "Where are the captured physicians?"
    

    
      "Open that door and a cave continues. Inside is a prison."
    

    
      He pointed to a room.
    

    
      "Did you originally traffic people from Luoyang to outside?"
    

    
      "No. We did it from the northwest to Luoyang. This work is Captain Jeong overdoing it."
    

    
      "Overdoing?"
    

    
      "I don't know details... He seemed concerned about Golden Cloud Trading. This work seems like something being done before leaving Luoyang."
    

    
      Gathering money before fleeing?
    

    
      Then he'd be doing similar things in other businesses too.
    

    
      Being concerned about Golden Cloud Trading means.
    

    
      "Swift Wind, seems Jeong Yangtak is among those who slandered Captain Zhu Hochong."
    

    
      "Seems so. The new magistrate is friendly with Golden Cloud Trading, so those who slandered are probably sweating bullets now. Hehe."
    

    
      Golden Cloud Trading's competing companies were close with the previous magistrate. Through slander, they had the previous magistrate drive out Zhu Hochong.
    

    
      But Zhu Hochong discovered that magistrate's corruption and made his head fly.
    

    
      "Where did you plan to send the physicians?"
    

    
      "Captain Jeong said he'd handle that too. Our role in this work was only gathering physicians and handing them over."
    

    
      "Really? Then when you bring people from the northwest, does Captain Jeong have a place he confines them separately?"
    

    
      "Don't know that either. He doesn't completely trust us either. When receiving people, he sent separate carriages."
    

    
      The Boss's voice was gradually becoming smaller.
    

    
      "L-look... Please give me medicine now."
    

    
      I briefly looked at that face.
    

    
      A villain with nothing to regret even if left to die like this.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "It's a gambling house, so there should be at least one safe, right? Open it immediately. And tell me how to contact Captain Jeong."
    

    
      I decided to leave him until catching Jeong Yangtak.
    

    
      If I killed this person here now and wrapped up the case.
    

    
      By official methods, I couldn't ensnare Captain Jeong Yangtak the trading company leader. Because he'd deny crimes and fabricate evidence.
    

    
      Of course, even if that happened, physicians to see Taebok would return to their places, and my daily life would become peaceful again.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, you plan to step forward more?"
    

    
      "Of course. Being from refugee origins myself, it doesn't feel like someone else's business."
    

    
      "I'm the same. Moreover, if we leave this matter, someone will continue human trafficking between Gansu and Luoyang again."
    

    
      "Correct. White Path can't leave it."
    

    
      As someone of refugee origins and White Path, I cannot just stay still.
    

    
      'Taebok, I'll tell you this story later.'
    

    
      If I left this matter alone, I couldn't be upright as a father either.
    

    
      Could I tell Taebok later if I left such matters?
    

    
      No. Absolutely not.
    

    
      Father stepped forward. Defeated villains and saved people.
    

    
      I want to tell such stories.
    

    
      Though I can't be the world's greatest father, I want to be an upright father.
    

    
      By father moving just a bit busier.
    

    
      Deureuruk.
    

    
      While absorbed in thoughts, the Boss opened the safe door.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, look! He collected quite a lot."
    

    
      The room where the Boss had been.
    

    
      Pushing aside a bookshelf standing without books revealed an empty space. He was using the space itself as a safe.
    

    
      "Yes, quite a lot."
    

    
      Coins, silver pieces, silver taels, silver yuan notes were piled by type.
    

    
      "Boss, what's that?"
    

    
      Among brightly shining silver taels, one black-colored dagger lay.
    

    
      "Th-that... Recently I bought it paying big money."
    

    
      "You paid money to buy it? That's not such an item though."
    

    
      Holding it in my hand, it fit perfectly.
    

    
      Swinging it in the air—swish—the cutting sound was extraordinary.
    

    
      "The weapon's aura is tremendous. Will you use it?"
    

    
      Swift Wind also admired.
    

    
      "Me, you say."
    

    
      A good item.
    

    
      The more so, I must guard against greed.
    

    
      Deep breathing.
    

    
      Calm heart.
    

    
      "Yes. I'll use it."
    

    
      Guard against greed as guarding.
    

    
      Use as using.
    

    
      Also thinking about it, greed doesn't need to only be guarded against.
    

    
      In the past, satisfied with myself for controlling greed, I often just passed by.
    

    
      'I'll let greed loose a little freely too.'
    

    
      Explode, let go, become free.
    

    
      Quietly reciting the promise with friends, I reached out with the dagger.
    

    
      "Boss, I'll use this for good work."
    

    
      ***
    

    
      "The commotion has been subsiding since earlier."
    

    
      Physician Sang Jeogo lamented.
    

    
      A prison dug deeper into caves from the underground gambling house.
    

    
      Because it's a thick wooden door rather than iron bars, outside sounds don't carry well.
    

    
      Since commotion carrying here occurred, he briefly held hope wondering if someone came to rescue.
    

    
      "Physician Sang, if you get disappointed that way, the pain doubles. Let's be calm."
    

    
      One elderly physician calmed Sang Jeogo.
    

    
      Hope of escape was sweet, but the bitter heart when not realized was hard to bear.
    

    
      Beside him, Jang Huigun stamped his feet.
    

    
      "I must get out. It's unfair. I didn't gamble. I..."
    

    
      Among physicians here, Jang Huigun was on the quite young side.
    

    
      Sang Jeogo sighed seeing the young physician suffering.
    

    
      "Look, Physician Jang. Everyone's the same."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "You were so out of it you didn't hear. Probably the method you and we were captured is identical."
    

    
      "Then everyone else also had someone say they'd buy drinks?"
    

    
      "That's right."
    

    
      A stranger approached saying they'd buy drinks in gratitude for treating a relative. They broke down vigilance while naming a recently treated patient. Moreover, even when declined, they clung desperately, so they thought to drink lightly and split the drink cost.
    

    
      However, after drinking just a few cups, heads spun.
    

    
      Before they knew it, they sat in a gambling house.
    

    
      Everyone's expressions sank recalling that scene.
    

    
      "To think physicians fell for drugs. How unfair."
    

    
      "Speaking of unfair, every process is unfair. What gambling, gambling. I was too busy to even have time."
    

    
      "Ha, right. I who don't even know how to read tiles incurred debt with dominoes? Utterly unfair."
    

    
      For a while denunciation continued, but the end was sighs again.
    

    
      "Really should have been careful."
    

    
      "It was because they were welcoming. Luoyang is in decline, so these days everyone lives with hardened faces—few people know how to show goodwill."
    

    
      "Sigh, we're all idiots."
    

    
      Before they knew it, a resigned atmosphere.
    

    
      Not only because rescue possibility was low.
    

    
      Because they were tired of reality where rare goodwill was ultimately just trickery.
    

    
      Only Jang Huigun asked urgently.
    

    
      "Then what happens to us now?"
    

    
      "Well, looking at the atmosphere, probably sold somewhere and made to work?"
    

    
      "As physicians?"
    

    
      "Won't be proper work. Treating Black Path, or somewhere worse."
    

    
      "I must get out. No, others are the same too. You must have families. But if I disappear, there's no one to care for my elderly father. His heart isn't good, so if I disappear like this, he'll surely collapse..."
    

    
      When family talk came up, the already complex atmosphere darkened further.
    

    
      Jang Huigun jumped up and pounded the door.
    

    
      "Look here! What's the commotion outside! There are people here!"
    

    
      Everyone watched that sight regretfully.
    

    
      "There are people here! If someone came, please save us!"
    

    
      "Physician Jang, doing that will only provoke their anger. Just staying still is better."
    

    
      "No! I must get out. Someone please help! There are people here!"
    

    
      The voice hit the wooden door and returned futilely.
    

    
      Still, Jang Huigun kept pounding the door, and Sang Jeogo seeing this rose.
    

    
      "Let's help. If planning to sell us, they won't be too rough. Please help! There are people here!"
    

    
      At Sang Jeogo's words, other physicians also made eye contact.
    

    
      Though no belief in rescue, they couldn't leave young Jang Huigun struggling alone like that.
    

    
      Krreung, kkeung-cha—sounds of rising bodies continued from here and there.
    

    
      "Who knows? If a White Path martial artist attacked, they might hear our voices."
    

    
      "A White Path martial artist with formidable martial arts? Hehehe, like a novel."
    

    
      Right at that moment.
    

    
      KWAAAAANG!
    

    
      One fist broke through the door.
    

    
      "Huh!"
    

    
      "What!"
    

    
      And through the broken door, one low voice was heard.
    

    
      "Is Physician Jang Huigun there?"
    

    
      The physicians' gazes converged on Jang Huigun all at once.
    

    
      Gulp.
    

    
      Swallowing saliva, Jang Huigun opened his mouth with trembling voice.
    

    
      "I-I'm here."
    

    
      Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong looked inside through the hole where he pulled out his fist.
    

    
      He smiled—slightly.
    

    
      "Your father is here."
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      "Father!"
    

    
      "My son!"
    

    
      Jang Huigun and his elderly father embraced each other.
    

    
      Hot tears flowed down both their cheeks.
    

    
      "Father, why have you become so gaunt? What about your meals?"
    

    
      "This boy, you're worried about my gauntness? Hm? Worried about my gauntness."
    

    
      Father grasped his son's, son grasped his father's face with both hands.
    

    
      Both haggard faces.
    

    
      But joy filled them.
    

    
      "Yes, I'm fine, everything's fine. Now everything is fine."
    

    
      "Seeing father, my heart is at ease too. I'm also all fine."
    

    
      All fine.
    

    
      The ordeal passed. They met the person they had to meet.
    

    
      'What if Taebok and I experienced such a thing?'
    

    
      I imagined.
    

    
      My child, for unbelievable reasons, in the hands of someone with power stronger than me.
    

    
      I try to get the child back but my strength doesn't reach.
    

    
      The child disappears like that.
    

    
      "Uh."
    

    
      From just brief imagination, blood surged backward.
    

    
      'Strange.'
    

    
      I possess memories of the past.
    

    
      Simultaneously, I also feel vivid emotions from when I first became a father.
    

    
      Is this also the influence of sorcery?
    

    
      Or because I returned to my younger days?
    

    
      "Thank you!"
    

    
      "Thank you!"
    

    
      Two similarly shaped faces, identically soaked in tears, greeted me.
    

    
      The faces in complete disarray couldn't look better.
    

    
      I too hope that even when old in the future, Taebok and I will cherish each other.
    

    
      The physicians who hadn't left yet and watched together also smiled contentedly.
    

    
      Among them, a physician named Sang Jeogo clasped hands in greeting.
    

    
      "Thank you. Ink Sword Hero, Swift Wind—thanks to two heroes renowned in Luoyang, we regained freedom."
    

    
      Swift Wind waved his hand.
    

    
      "Leave me out. Because the Ink Sword Hero set out tracking first, we came this far. I just followed and assisted, so give thanks to the Ink Sword Hero."
    

    
      He turned the credit to me.
    

    
      "Thanks to Swift Wind's assistance, it was easy. Organizing inside the gambling house would have taken long without the branch beggars."
    

    
      "You just organized where you'd knocked everyone down. Without modesty, step forward and receive greetings."
    

    
      Since he said this much, declining was difficult.
    

    
      "Physicians, you've suffered much. You endured hardship falling to the Black Path bastards' wicked tricks."
    

    
      The physicians competed to greet.
    

    
      "Thank you, Ink Sword Hero!"
    

    
      "We physicians too heard of the Ink Sword Hero's heroic reputation. To think we'd receive such grace."
    

    
      "Where neither government nor Alliance reached, the Ink Sword Hero came! I'll tell of today's events for life and transmit them to descendants too!"
    

    
      If I'd only done missions instructed by the Alliance, there would have been no saving these people.
    

    
      The physicians would have disappeared somewhere in the northwest.
    

    
      Now all could live their lives in Luoyang.
    

    
      I felt the reward of moving away from the Alliance.
    

    
      I smiled at them, then remembered one forgotten task.
    

    
      "Oh right, this is the money the elder had taken at the gambling house."
    

    
      Hadn't I said I'd retrieve the money too?
    

    
      Inside the safe, a money bundle with ties not even loosened was thrown. I handed what I brought out to Jang Huigun's father.
    

    
      However, he didn't extend his hand.
    

    
      "No. Ink Sword Hero, please take this considering it our father-son sincerity."
    

    
      "Please take it."
    

    
      Mm.
    

    
      No, there's no need.
    

    
      "No. I'm fine. Don't you need money to pay medicine costs and continue employing people?"
    

    
      I forcibly placed the bundle in the two people's hands.
    

    
      He's a physician who receives medicinal ingredients from Oga Pharmacy. Meaning he specializes in treating children. Someone to visit when not only Taebok but Luoyang children are sick.
    

    
      So he must operate the physician's office well.
    

    
      The physicians joined voices.
    

    
      "Huh, the Ink Sword Hero has no interest in wealth either."
    

    
      "Indeed, an upright person as heard."
    

    
      No, that's not it.
    

    
      Really no need.
    

    
      I'd taken not only the black dagger but also a hundred taels of silver from the Boss's safe earlier.
    

    
      Money gathered by exploiting gamblers, I decided to use in a good place.
    

    
      A place good for me.
    

    
      "I have no intention of being upright from now..."
    

    
      "Right, right. They said formidable martial arts, simple temperament, and upright conduct."
    

    
      Was there such a reputation?
    

    
      Simple temperament?
    

    
      "That temperament too, the policy changed now..."
    

    
      "Truly a hero! A model for others!"
    

    
      I just closed my mouth.
    

    
      Well... reputation will slowly change going forward.
    

    
      Swift Wind opened slit eyes teasingly looking at me.
    

    
      "Simple and upright Ink Sword Hero, what do you plan to do now?"
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      Let's change the subject.
    

    
      How to catch Jeong Yangtak?
    

    
      "Physicians."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      Last time I tried being Black Path.
    

    
      Then this time.
    

    
      "Will you become my companions?"
    

    
      I'll try being a physician.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      "Ten physicians arrived?"
    

    
      "So they say."
    

    
      Xinyang Trading Company.
    

    
      The wide site where the trading company stood was surrounded by high walls.
    

    
      However, even those walls couldn't hide people's black hearts.
    

    
      Trading Captain Jeong Yangtak gave a crooked smile.
    

    
      "Good. Agreed to receive an expensive price yet gathered within the period. I worried because the Black Cloud Gang bastards are idiots, but they did it."
    

    
      Cloud Shadow, bodyguard warrior and advisor standing beside, set down a cup of tea. Already a confidant together for over ten years.
    

    
      "I thought it was work that easily catches eyes, but it went really well."
    

    
      "Hehehe, didn't I say so?"
    

    
      Eyes here meant government and the Alliance.
    

    
      Two eyes monitoring Luoyang's public safety.
    

    
      "Captain Guyang's influence still reaches effectively."
    

    
      "His financial power is indeed tremendous."
    

    
      Captain Guyang's influence was ultimately financial power.
    

    
      He'd covered government's and the Alliance's eyes with glittering gold and silver.
    

    
      "Right, his financial power is strangely tremendous."
    

    
      I could guess.
    

    
      The human trafficking Jeong Yangtak touched was originally work Captain Guyang proposed.
    

    
      He took part of the profits. Though giving it out felt bitter, it was a subtle distribution—regrettable to overturn the board.
    

    
      He also designated Black Cloud Gang as executor.
    

    
      That's why Black Cloud Gang was even less trustworthy.
    

    
      Probably other trading captains following Captain Guyang were also dipping hands in fishy work though different types, offering part of profits.
    

    
      In the end, what's truly tremendous wasn't financial power.
    

    
      "His skill at manipulating from behind is more tremendous. That's the scary point."
    

    
      "Then is doing this acceptable? Captain Guyang doesn't want you leaving Luoyang."
    

    
      Jeong Yangtak was currently pulling money from various business fields to the maximum.
    

    
      Properties and sites bought near Luoyang—he increased money by selling one place simultaneously to multiple people.
    

    
      While pressuring intermediate wholesalers to pay goods prices in advance, behind he separately sold actual goods.
    

    
      The originally packed safe was now about to explode.
    

    
      All this was groundwork for leaving Luoyang.
    

    
      After staying quiet a while, change identity and start business in another region—that would do.
    

    
      Of course, as Cloud Shadow said, Captain Guyang wanted Jeong Yangtak to remain.
    

    
      "Won't Captain Guyang try to block it? Send me before he takes action. I'll process and return."
    

    
      Cloud Shadow was asking whether to process Captain Guyang himself.
    

    
      Of course not a bad thought.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "It'll be difficult. Those he employs are also masters."
    

    
      "They won't match me."
    

    
      "Of course. But you'll get injured. Might even get caught if careless. Can't send you to such work."
    

    
      Cloud Shadow was like Jeong Yangtak's hands and feet.
    

    
      Must cut precisely when cutting must be done.
    

    
      Now wasn't that time.
    

    
      "Captain Guyang also can't treat me carelessly. If I open my mouth somewhere, won't he also get hurt? Above all, now he's probably out of his mind because of Zhu Hochong?"
    

    
      Zhu Hochong wasn't an easy person.
    

    
      Should have finished him when the previous magistrate existed—already failed at not doing so.
    

    
      As soon as reinstated, he revived Golden Cloud Trading again. His subordinates also immediately flooded back. Thought he'd have recovery period, but started business more aggressively.
    

    
      "Captain Guyang said not to worry. But can't believe those words literally."
    

    
      The merchant virtue Jeong Yangtak thought of was distrust.
    

    
      No one can be trusted before money.
    

    
      Money makes family and friends betray. Would Captain Guyang met through business protect Jeong Yangtak himself?
    

    
      He said strange things about Black Path planning to support, but don't know what that means.
    

    
      "Now, let's go to where they're gathered. Must see the physicians' condition."
    

    
      ***
    

    
      "The carriage's speed is gradually decreasing."
    

    
      I disguised as a physician and rode the carriage Jeong Yangtak sent together with other physicians.
    

    
      The carriage moved a long time and was finally slowing.
    

    
      Right after organizing the gambling house, I had the Black Cloud Boss contact that all physicians were gathered.
    

    
      And then.
    

    
      Swift Wind, is there someone who can change my appearance by disguise?
    

    
      One gang member has good handiwork. Can surely change it. You can hide your martial artist's aura well, right?
    

    
      Of course. And please also contact the branch's Outer Hall martial artists.
    

    
      Not contacting the branch directly?
    

    
      Because something concerns me.
    

    
      Too much Black Path in Luoyang.
    

    
      And the Deputy Branch Leader later dies when things go wrong while receiving Black Path bribes.
    

    
      Could he be connected even now?
    

    
      Though it might be excessive worry, being careful isn't bad.
    

    
      If by any chance connected, this current infiltration risked leaking.
    

    
      Though I didn't explain at length, Swift Wind nodded.
    

    
      Must have circumstances. I'll do so.
    

    
      Among Outer Hall warriors, please contact Flying Black Bear Kwak Daebang.
    

    
      Kwak Daebang was trustworthy. I knew he died as White Path.
    

    
      Though I don't know his other sides, if asked to step forward for heroic deeds, he won't refuse.
    

    
      Also, Kwak Daebang's reason for disliking the Alliance was that it wasn't befitting White Path. When gathering people too, he'd fit the White Path standard, so reassuring.
    

    
      And please follow the carriage. Since they seemed pressed for time too, they'll move soon. When arriving at the location, I'll smash from inside and come out whistling. Please assault together with Outer Hall warriors.
    

    
      Understood!
    

    
      And flowing as planned until now.
    

    
      If one point differed from the plan.
    

    
      "Brother Kwak, I didn't know we'd ride the carriage together."
    

    
      Hearing the story, Kwak Daebang appeared like wind at the gambling house requesting accompaniment. He said he entrusted the role of gathering Outer Hall warriors to another.
    

    
      We sent one physician to Beggar's Gang's Jogon, and Kwak Daebang and I rode the carriage pretending to be physicians.
    

    
      "Can't I come?"
    

    
      "It's cramped..."
    

    
      He squirmed, moving his body.
    

    
      Remained tightly packed.
    

    
      "Nng, please endure. Don't know how the prison looks—"
    

    
      "You mean someone might need to protect people? I was thinking that too anyway."
    

    
      "Then why?"
    

    
      "Was going to bring someone else. Because it's cramped."
    

    
      "Must also be able to hide martial aura."
    

    
      The carriage Jeong Yangtak sent wasn't pulled by ordinary trading company members. Three warriors came together to each of two carriages.
    

    
      Since already heard from the Black Cloud Boss, we hid martial aura well.
    

    
      Though they blindfolded and bound hands, I extracted wrists by dislocation technique.
    

    
      The carriage moved a long time on dirt as if leaving the city.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, you noticed too?"
    

    
      "Circled the same place. It's inside the city. Seems they circled a place like a garden—it's a place with quite wide grounds. Good. Those following were probably comfortable."
    

    
      Squeak.
    

    
      The carriage stopped.
    

    
      Kwak Daebang and I put on blindfolds and put hands back in bindings.
    

    
      "Now, come out one by one!"
    

    
      The warriors shouted roughly.
    

    
      Physicians got off one by one first.
    

    
      Kwak Daebang asked me.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, what shall we do?"
    

    
      "Let's go where they tell us first. Other people will be captured there too."
    

    
      "Understood."
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "Wait!"
    

    
      A warrior appearing from elsewhere shouted to the warriors who brought us.
    

    
      "He says he wants to see the goods. Line them up inside the warehouse."
    

    
      "Ugh, want to finish quickly and rest."
    

    
      "Won't take long."
    

    
      And ears perked at the last words.
    

    
      "The Captain is coming personally, so pay attention."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang and I faced each other with blindfolded faces.
    

    
      "Plan revision."
    

    
      Walking in with his own feet.
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      Swoosh.
    

    
      The blindfold came off.
    

    
      High pavilions each thrust their pointed roofs into the autumn sky.
    

    
      The refreshed view lasted only briefly.
    

    
      The warriors pushed us into a dimly lit warehouse.
    

    
      Immediately examining the interior through Eight Sensations.
    

    
      "Hmm."
    

    
      A prison converted from a warehouse. Rooms with iron bars lined continuously along the walls.
    

    
      And inside them.
    

    
      "Please let us out..."
    

    
      "Send us home!"
    

    
      "What are you going to do to us..."
    

    
      People were packed tightly.
    

    
      Following me, Kwak Daebang adapted his eyes and muttered quietly.
    

    
      "This is ridiculous..."
    

    
      Whoosh—his body swelled with anger.
    

    
      "Brother Kwak, not yet. Let's explode in a bit."
    

    
      Explode—this is the right time, right?
    

    
      Kwak Daebang also deliberately breathed in at my words and calmed his martial aura.
    

    
      Because it was momentary, the warriors didn't notice either.
    

    
      They were busy lighting torches inside the warehouse.
    

    
      "Oh my."
    

    
      Among the physicians, Jang Huigun briefly sighed.
    

    
      "Doesn't seem they fed them well either. Everyone's quite weakened."
    

    
      He looked around at the people and pointed to one person lying on the floor.
    

    
      "Look here, warriors. That person clearly shows signs of illness. We're physicians—may we treat them?"
    

    
      Even in this situation, the eye discovering patients was indeed physician-like.
    

    
      However, the warriors shook their heads.
    

    
      "Ask when the Captain comes. It's not our jurisdiction."
    

    
      People to be sold, yet not even fed.
    

    
      Probably treatment to make them easier to handle—in the process, one or two dying seemed not to matter.
    

    
      At that moment, a shrill voice came from the warehouse door we'd entered.
    

    
      "Oh, you came? Arrived?"
    

    
      One warrior said.
    

    
      "The Captain has come."
    

    
      The warriors all closed their mouths and took stiff postures.
    

    
      I looked at the one entering.
    

    
      'That's Jeong Yangtak.'
    

    
      Narrow brow, narrow chin, an atmosphere like a stray dog—yet he's a trading captain?
    

    
      'Then that's Cloud Shadow.'
    

    
      A tall and unexpectedly neat-looking bladesman followed in.
    

    
      Swift Wind had informed that Jeong Yangtak had one bodyguard warrior.
    

    
      "Captain, this physician here asks to let him treat that person."
    

    
      Jeong Yangtak only glanced at the patient the warrior pointed to.
    

    
      "Use medicine? At a glance, too damaged? Right?"
    

    
      "Seems he originally had illness."
    

    
      "Anyway, those Black Cloud Gang bastards. Doing work like that."
    

    
      Jeong Yangtak clicked his tongue.
    

    
      "Forget it. Medicine costs will be more. Though it's regrettable since we brought in goods with difficulty, if damaged must discard. Can't spend more money needlessly."
    

    
      "Yes, understood."
    

    
      Jeong Yangtak called the lying person "goods."
    

    
      He and Cloud Shadow approached our side.
    

    
      "Brother Kwak."
    

    
      "Got it."
    

    
      Even setting aside others, we must hide our presence well against Cloud Shadow.
    

    
      Breath left both of us.
    

    
      Energy was stored inside, the unique gaze of those who learned martial arts faded.
    

    
      Energy also sank from full-body muscles, leaving only the feeling of just a large body.
    

    
      "Good goods! Mm, good goods! Hey, make sure to feed these properly!"
    

    
      The stray dog-like person bustled about happily.
    

    
      Goods.
    

    
      Right, not eyes that see people.
    

    
      "Did you earn a lot of money treating people as goods?"
    

    
      "Eek!"
    

    
      Jeong Yangtak jumped up in surprise.
    

    
      Since goods suddenly spoke to him, he'd be surprised. Only then did Jeong Yangtak seem to realize we were people.
    

    
      "Oh my, what a shock. Did you earn a lot of money?"
    

    
      "That's right. Since I'll be sold, I'm very curious. Does doing this much earn a lot of money?"
    

    
      Jeong Yangtak smiled.
    

    
      "How curious. Though I've heard much 'don't sell me, save me.' But asking if I earn much by selling you?"
    

    
      I had no particular intent, but Jeong Yangtak seemed interested. Unexpectedly, he responded to my question.
    

    
      "I earn a lot. If used well, people are goods with quite good profit margins."
    

    
      "Is that so?"
    

    
      "Physician sir. Think about it. Since the physician sir is young, you can treat quite many patients going forward, right?"
    

    
      "Seems so."
    

    
      "But if I take all the treatment fees?"
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Jeong Yangtak excitedly chattered on.
    

    
      The pleasure of speaking one's thoughts within the superiority of being strong. He was savoring that feeling.
    

    
      "That's what 'using well' means. Making other people do much work and I take the product. And suppressing their persons is precisely the method to take all of others' products, isn't it?"
    

    
      "If focusing only on taking products, so it would be."
    

    
      "Hehe, heehee."
    

    
      Jeong Yangtak burst into shrill laughter.
    

    
      "How many people focus only on that? Otherwise, could I do business with this work? Hm?"
    

    
      Then he extended his index finger tapping my forehead—tap tap.
    

    
      "Goods."
    

    
      Next pointed to himself.
    

    
      "Merchant."
    

    
      And extended his finger toward somewhere beyond.
    

    
      "Person who will use goods."
    

    
      Finally, wag wag—shook his index finger before my eyes.
    

    
      "This is how I distinguish people. Heehee, does physician sir's world distinguish physician, healthy person, sick person? But such physician sir has now become goods?"
    

    
      Everyone's eyes seeing people differ.
    

    
      Natural.
    

    
      However, aren't those eyes created from the life one has lived?
    

    
      What kind of life distinguishes people as goods and users?
    

    
      "What if you don't distinguish?"
    

    
      "Don't distinguish?"
    

    
      "Just see as people."
    

    
      "What's 'just people'?"
    

    
      "People same as me. Just seeing it that way seems like you wouldn't cross lines."
    

    
      If you feel they're people who breathe and share affection with family like me, wouldn't you be unable to think of capturing and selling them?
    

    
      "Hmm, is that so?"
    

    
      Briefly thinking, he tilted his head.
    

    
      "No? I'd probably still buy and sell?"
    

    
      Parallel lines.
    

    
      He and I are the same person yet completely different people.
    

    
      Jeong Yangtak shook his index finger again.
    

    
      "Now, physician sir. Be quiet now. I don't particularly like goods chattering originally. Right now I just responded because it was curious."
    

    
      "I'd never thought about it, but thanks to the Captain, I'm thinking. I too recalled one way to distinguish people. Whether someone can't act carelessly if considering them the same person as me, or acts carelessly anyway."
    

    
      "I said be quiet?"
    

    
      His words were the last—I pulled up a martial aura that had been submerged.
    

    
      I quickly extended then withdrew my hand.
    

    
      The place where Jeong Yangtak's index finger had been was empty.
    

    
      He briefly didn't understand what happened.
    

    
      "Uaaaak!"
    

    
      He grasped where the finger had been with his other hand and screamed.
    

    
      This moment was the start.
    

    
      I shouted loudly enough to cover Jeong Yangtak's scream.
    

    
      "White Path came here!"
    

    
      Cloud Shadow was startled and wedged between Jeong Yangtak and me.
    

    
      "A martial artist is mixed in!"
    

    
      I released a palm strike before he could take a stance. Unavoidably meeting the palm, he was pushed back colliding with Jeong Yangtak and tumbled.
    

    
      Beside, Kwak Daebang's throat bobbed—gulp—then blew a long whistle filled with inner power.
    

    
      Signal to the rear guard.
    

    
      Since the warehouse door was open, it would be heard outside too.
    

    
      "Uh, huh?"
    

    
      Warriors except Cloud Shadow were flustered not knowing what to do.
    

    
      "I am Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong! Is there one who will step before me!"
    

    
      I tore off the disguise.
    

    
      Removed cotton in cheeks, took off fake beard, erased the mark too.
    

    
      "It's Jin Yeomyeong! I've seen him!"
    

    
      "I-Ink Sword Hero?"
    

    
      "Then is the Alliance coming?"
    

    
      While flustered warriors' hands and feet were confused.
    

    
      Hooong.
    

    
      Kwak Daebang with heavy build charged in and knocked down one with a single punch.
    

    
      "Here's also Flying Black Bear Kwak Daebang of the Murim Alliance's Outer Hall!"
    

    
      Demonstrating martial prowess while deliberately mentioning the Murim Alliance.
    

    
      The result.
    

    
      "Uaak! Run!"
    

    
      "Caught by the Alliance means the end! Flee!"
    

    
      "They give stingy wages anyway—don't think of risking lives, flee!"
    

    
      The warriors' loyalty went that far.
    

    
      In all this, they'd been giving stingy wages?
    

    
      "Brother Kwak, I ask for the physicians and other people."
    

    
      "Don't worry."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang slowly pulled the physicians back.
    

    
      Cloud Shadow who'd risen before I knew aimed his thin, long blade at me.
    

    
      Behind him, Jeong Yangtak looked at me with trembling eyes.
    

    
      I briefly spat out.
    

    
      "Black Path extermination."
    

    
      Jeong Yangtak answered bewilderedly.
    

    
      "Black Path?"
    

    
      What's special about Black Path?
    

    
      The word Black Path doesn't mean occupation.
    

    
      It's the black road.
    

    
      Why is the road black?
    

    
      Because they hide and cover since not upright.
    

    
      Hiding and covering, it naturally darkens.
    

    
      Those walking such roads are Black Path—whether trading captains, jianghu people, whatever occupation.
    

    
      Jeong Yangtak is Black Path.
    

    
      "Please kill that bastard! Please kill him!"
    

    
      "My brother died inside here! Please avenge him!"
    

    
      "Please! Ink Sword Hero!"
    

    
      Voices bursting from prisons on all sides.
    

    
      Voices filled with resentment proved he was Black Path.
    

    
      Jeong Yangtak looked around sweating coldly.
    

    
      "Cloud Shadow, I trust only you. Without you, we can't leave here."
    

    
      "Don't worry. I wanted to compete with the Ink Sword Hero anyway."
    

    
      Cloud Shadow who recovered momentum looked at me.
    

    
      The situation worsened, yet fighting spirit seemed to rise instead.
    

    
      "Use this here."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang handed over one sword.
    

    
      It was the fallen warrior's sword from earlier.
    

    
      Holding that sword, I faced Cloud Shadow.
    

    
      Whether Jeong Yangtak's momentum also rose from Cloud Shadow's boasting, he made shrill sounds from behind.
    

    
      "Right, Cloud Shadow, you said you could win! That bastard took my finger. Strike off his neck!"
    

    
      Did he say such words?
    

    
      Looking at Cloud Shadow, he thrust the thin, long blade before me.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, your reputation is usually renowned. I wanted to compete once."
    

    
      "Cloud Shadow, never heard of you. Didn't want to compete either."
    

    
      At my sincere words, Cloud Shadow's eyebrows twitched.
    

    
      "I'm Captain Jeong's bodyguard warrior so just wasn't revealed to the world."
    

    
      Is that so? In that respect, was I disagreeable to him?
    

    
      Because he's in a position unable to gain fame while I gradually stand out?
    

    
      "If you defeat me today, fame will rise at once."
    

    
      "That's precisely what I want!"
    

    
      Cloud Shadow's elongated blade extended forward.
    

    
      A blade strike as fast as the confidence overflowing from his eyes.
    

    
      Compared to the sword I held, his blade was long.
    

    
      Seizing distance advantage, he executed various techniques with swift blade.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      I have the Xun Trigram Technique to offset weapon distance.
    

    
      With breathing, wind's natural energy circles riding my body.
    

    
      Body is light, footwork even faster.
    

    
      "!"
    

    
      Cloud Shadow's eyes widened seeing me penetrate inside the blade's gap in an instant.
    

    
      Swish.
    

    
      Swinging the sword to block the path his blade would exit.
    

    
      "Kuk."
    

    
      Revealing dismay, he was pushed back.
    

    
      Not retreat following footwork, but literally being pushed.
    

    
      Each stepping footstep hasty.
    

    
      Therefore pushed even more.
    

    
      Before we knew it, we had Jeong Yangtak beside us.
    

    
      Not missing the surprise forming in Cloud Shadow's eyes, I provoked.
    

    
      "Just exchanged a few techniques—is this all?"
    

    
      "Shut up!"
    

    
      Instantly his blade cut in fiercely.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      My body moved outside the blade strike.
    

    
      Also maintaining constant distance.
    

    
      "Kreuk."
    

    
      Beyond dismay, defeat spread in his eyes.
    

    
      Not just dodging.
    

    
      To maintain distance while dodging requires predicting opponent's strikes or quickly moving while following with eyes.
    

    
      Either way, the skill difference clearly shows.
    

    
      "Mm."
    

    
      Instantly his blade stopped.
    

    
      Jeong Yangtak shouted from beside.
    

    
      "Cloud Shadow, what's wrong! Keep fighting!"
    

    
      However, Jeong Yangtak didn't know.
    

    
      That Cloud Shadow was drawing out full-body inner power.
    

    
      Preparing a secret ultimate move.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      I waited for that one move while raising Eight Sensations to the maximum.
    

    
      This time focusing on aura sense.
    

    
      Cloud Shadow's momentum was preparing to burst out soon.
    

    
      The squirming energy eventually became completely still.
    

    
      Swoosh.
    

    
      His blade flew.
    

    
      In a direction people completely didn't expect.
    

    
      A direction only I expected.
    

    
      Precisely toward Jeong Yangtak.
    

    
      Chaeng.
    

    
      Only after my sword deflected his blade.
    

    
      "Uh, uh, uh?"
    

    
      Jeong Yangtak grasped the situation.
    

    
      Shiiiii—wetting himself was bonus.
    

    
      "You blocked this?"
    

    
      He attacked Jeong Yangtak beside him with fully gathered momentum.
    

    
      Actually, my position was farther from Jeong Yangtak than his.
    

    
      Since I have Xun Trigram Technique, easy.
    

    
      But forget such explanations.
    

    
      With one sword strike, I sent Cloud Shadow's arm flying.
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      "Kraaaak!"
    

    
      Cloud Shadow's scream from losing his arm echoed through the warehouse.
    

    
      People imprisoned beyond the bars shouted in jubilation.
    

    
      "Huh? Cloud Shadow?"
    

    
      Jeong Yangtak, who nearly died to Cloud Shadow's sword, sat slumped on the floor having wet himself.
    

    
      His face was dumbfounded at the fact that Cloud Shadow whom he'd trusted had tried to kill him.
    

    
      "Captain Jeong, seems your bodyguard warrior wasn't on your side either."
    

    
      Only after hearing my words did anger flare up on Jeong Yangtak's face—whoosh.
    

    
      "Cloud Shadow, you bastard? I picked you up when you were about to die and kept you by my side for over ten years—how dare you do this to me?"
    

    
      Staggering up with loosened legs, he shouted at Cloud Shadow.
    

    
      After stanching the bleeding near his lost arm, Cloud Shadow groaned without retort.
    

    
      I thrust my sword toward Cloud Shadow's neck.
    

    
      "I'm curious too. Until pushed back at the end, you showed no sign of harming Captain Jeong. Why suddenly?"
    

    
      Cloud Shadow kept trying not to speak, but as the sword gradually penetrated his neck, he finally opened his mouth.
    

    
      "...What other reason? Just because it paid money."
    

    
      A reason so simple it was deflating.
    

    
      At his words, Jeong Yangtak's angry question burst out.
    

    
      "What? I gave you enough money, yet what more money?"
    

    
      Having opened his mouth once, Cloud Shadow countered Jeong Yangtak's words.
    

    
      "Enough... It was a lot of money, but I also did that much work. Isn't that right?"
    

    
      "What? Don't you count that I picked you up when you were about to lose your life?"
    

    
      Cloud Shadow looked at Jeong Yangtak as if utterly pathetic.
    

    
      "Captain Jeong, no—Jeong Yangtak."
    

    
      "This bastard."
    

    
      "Let's be honest. Was your saving me done out of sympathy or compassion?"
    

    
      I also looked at Jeong Yangtak. A face distorted with injustice and anger.
    

    
      However, that face wasn't a proper answer to Cloud Shadow's words.
    

    
      "Right, at first I too had only learned martial arts so stupidly believed talk of grace. Thought I should repay. Didn't I work myself to the bone?"
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "But you see. I've already watched you by your side for over ten years. More than enough time to know what kind of person you are."
    

    
      Jeong Yangtak's character.
    

    
      After knowing what kind of human he was, he'd looked back on his own life-saving.
    

    
      "Right. To you, aren't people just goods anyway? The key is whether profit margins remain or not. In the end, saving me was also judged to be more profitable. You just tried to buy and use me with grace. Think I still don't know that?"
    

    
      "This baaastard..."
    

    
      "On that topic, how much credit have you taken? Was there a day you didn't mention the grace of saving that bastard's life? Every time you brought it up, having to say I'd repay with my life was endlessly tiresome too."
    

    
      "This bastard... then why didn't you leave?"
    

    
      "I stayed only because working beside you could earn money without danger. And I tried to kill you only because offered big money."
    

    
      Jeong Yangtak said it himself. He didn't understand why you can't see people as goods.
    

    
      Watching such Jeong Yangtak, Cloud Shadow also came to view his own life-saving from a different perspective.
    

    
      Furthermore, reached the point of viewing Jeong Yangtak as goods.
    

    
      "A wonderful master-servant relationship."
    

    
      The two people glaring at each other looked at me.
    

    
      "Let's adjust the relationship between you two later. Then Cloud Shadow, who was the person who gave you money to kill Captain Jeong? Is another person connected to human trafficking?"
    

    
      I couldn't wait for further conversation between the two.
    

    
      Since my purpose was stopping this human trafficking.
    

    
      "That's..."
    

    
      Cloud Shadow hesitated again, but Jeong Yangtak opened his mouth.
    

    
      "Probably Captain Guyang?"
    

    
      "No, Captain Kwak."
    

    
      "Captain Kwak. Hmph, that's probably also Captain Guyang's instruction."
    

    
      Several captains were mentioned from their mouths.
    

    
      "So who exactly?"
    

    
      Jeong Yangtak closed his mouth with a dark face.
    

    
      "Next is the middle finger? Thumb?"
    

    
      I pointed at his hand with my sword.
    

    
      Where the finger disappeared still wasn't even stanched.
    

    
      "Uuuh..."
    

    
      Jeong Yangtak couldn't endure.
    

    
      Unlike when imposing from a position of strength, as soon as pain was implied, he opened his mouth.
    

    
      The story that flowed out was noteworthy from my standpoint.
    

    
      "Guyang Je of Banyang Trading. All those doing such backroom business in Luoyang are connected to him."
    

    
      Jeong Yangtak himself also said he'd jumped into human trafficking at Captain Guyang's recommendation.
    

    
      "Really? Could you testify if going to the government?"
    

    
      "Would be useless. He's extremely cautious so there's no evidence. He doesn't do things that expose his weaknesses."
    

    
      Was there such a person in Luoyang?
    

    
      "Guyang Je."
    

    
      Strange.
    

    
      Looking back before regression, the name isn't familiar.
    

    
      Someone conducting this level of activity should have had their name heard sometime normally.
    

    
      Suddenly, memory of encountering some alias a few days ago came to mind.
    

    
      I'd found the Young Manor Lord's letter at Master Dongpae's estate. Then I saw the alias Black Path King.
    

    
      "Guyang Je—is he certainly the backer?"
    

    
      "Certain. Captain Kwak who instigated killing me also probably received Captain Guyang's instructions."
    

    
      "Not the Black Path King?"
    

    
      Instantly Jeong Yangtak, who thought he'd been pushed to the limit, made a choking sound.
    

    
      "Wh-wh-what? How do you know about that person—"
    

    
      "Speak."
    

    
      To hide information even in this situation.
    

    
      I raised my sword.
    

    
      "No! Can't, I also don't know well! Only know the alias Black Path King—always behind curtains so know nothing. Guyang Je might know, but not me!"
    

    
      There's someone called Black Path King who puts Guyang Je forward.
    

    
      Like Guyang Je, I'd never heard that alias. So even seeing the alias in the letter, I took no separate action.
    

    
      But looking now, he'd been conducting various activities in Luoyang's shadows.
    

    
      Does this person succeed in remaining behind the scenes for the next ten years?
    

    
      Even after the Demonic Cult rampage?
    

    
      I'll need to trace back starting from Guyang Je.
    

    
      "Understood. Let's stop here."
    

    
      However, now was time to wrap up.
    

    
      Kwak Daebang, who'd organized warriors inside the warehouse, approached. From outside, shouts and screams began to be heard.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, seems Beggar's Gang beggars and Outer Hall friends assaulted."
    

    
      "Seems so. Brother Kwak, could you smash the prisons?"
    

    
      "You?"
    

    
      I moved my head toward Cloud Shadow and Jeong Yangtak.
    

    
      "I see."
    

    
      In a way I'd requested troublesome work, but Kwak Daebang didn't decline.
    

    
      Kwaaang, kwaang—sounds of prisons breaking began to be heard.
    

    
      I took one step toward Cloud Shadow.
    

    
      "Black Path extermination."
    

    
      "What...?"
    

    
      The sword flew once and Cloud Shadow's head fell.
    

    
      Waaah—people coming out from prisons burst into cheers.
    

    
      "Good! Snake-like bastard!"
    

    
      "Same bastard stuck right beside the Captain!"
    

    
      "No, that bastard was worse!"
    

    
      People inside the prison seemed not to have heard Cloud Shadow and Jeong Yangtak's conversation.
    

    
      Since it was noisy with Kwak Daebang organizing warriors, that could happen.
    

    
      Cloud Shadow was hearing from imprisoned people that he was the same bastard, or a worse bastard.
    

    
      "I don't know how it started with Captain Jeong. But to stick around because money could be easily earned even while such acts were committed. Already Black Path."
    

    
      Separate from how their relationship was.
    

    
      To imprisoned commoners, the two people were no different at all.
    

    
      Then White Path's sword should rightfully seek them.
    

    
      "Hiiik!"
    

    
      Watching the head rolling on the floor, Jeong Yangtak slumped down again. Truly well-loosened legs.
    

    
      "I-I-I'm not a martial artist! Don't know things like martial arts! So I must receive an investigation from the government!"
    

    
      "Even going to the government, with this level of crime you'd be beheaded."
    

    
      "Still, I'll receive an investigation from the government!"
    

    
      Petty talk.
    

    
      Probably planning to lavishly spend back money. Thinking to save his life by generously spreading the trading company's money.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero! I heard your story. Heard you don't violate procedures!"
    

    
      From far away, Kwak Daebang who'd been listening this way burst into keuhehe laughter.
    

    
      Since he already knew about my policy change.
    

    
      However, Jeong Yangtak didn't.
    

    
      "Procedurally not so. You can't cut me here since I'm not a martial artist. Look. Look at my hands."
    

    
      He crawled toward me.
    

    
      What would be different looking at hands?
    

    
      "They're smooth. Hands that don't know martial arts."
    

    
      That can be known without showing hands.
    

    
      However, Jeong Yangtak seemed to think he could only live by doing this. He even stripped off his outer garment.
    

    
      "Look. No muscles! Just a trading captain's body."
    

    
      Not though.
    

    
      Captain Zhu Hochong had rough hands and firm body.
    

    
      Cold sweat added to Jeong Yangtak's grease-filled body.
    

    
      Extremely unpleasantly glistening.
    

    
      Inside the dim warehouse.
    

    
      People from prisons coming out one by one surrounded us.
    

    
      Jeong Yangtak's naked body was exposed before everyone.
    

    
      "Disgusting. Truly worthless-looking goods."
    

    
      An honest impression of that body.
    

    
      Despite receiving such an impression, Jeong Yangtak's face was rather bright.
    

    
      "Right. My body is a disgusting body. So I mustn't receive martial artist punishment. Send me to the government."
    

    
      "Hmm."
    

    
      Having come this far, I had no thought of following procedures.
    

    
      But I couldn't snatch him from people who could rightfully question Jeong Yangtak's crimes.
    

    
      "Right. A martial artist shouldn't be punished."
    

    
      "Oh! Right!"
    

    
      Then people who'd approached the surroundings shouted.
    

    
      "No! Ink Sword Hero! You must execute him!"
    

    
      "How many crimes did he commit! Can't send him like this."
    

    
      "He'll definitely spend the money back. Mustn't send him!"
    

    
      People also saw through Jeong Yangtak's scheme.
    

    
      They shouted execution at me.
    

    
      "Really won't execute? Then even I—"
    

    
      Kwak Daebang approached.
    

    
      "Brother Kwak."
    

    
      "Mm?"
    

    
      "Seems fighting still continues outside."
    

    
      Can be heard.
    

    
      Run away, run away.
    

    
      Warriors hired with money fled all at once when masters attacked.
    

    
      "Eh... we have winning momentum..."
    

    
      "Let's go out to help and return."
    

    
      "Hm?"
    

    
      "People who were in prison might get caught up in fighting, so please wait here. We'll organize outside and return."
    

    
      Then I glanced toward the door.
    

    
      "Will take a while."
    

    
      Then Jeong Yangtak extended his hand to me. A hopelessly trembling hand as if intuiting the future.
    

    
      "S-surely not."
    

    
      Not only Jeong Yangtak understood the meaning.
    

    
      After Kwak Daebang and I leave this place, what remains is Jeong Yangtak and people who came out from prison.
    

    
      Excluding physicians who came with us.
    

    
      Swoosh.
    

    
      Swoosh swoosh.
    

    
      People closed in.
    

    
      Though bodies tired from prison life, dragging feet, no one pulled back.
    

    
      "Jeong Yangtak."
    

    
      "Jeong Yangtak."
    

    
      "Jeong Yangtak."
    

    
      People called him.
    

    
      Approached like death messengers risen from hell.
    

    
      Jeong Yangtak's body became dyed further with sweat.
    

    
      Thoroughly exposed like a sinner fallen to hell.
    

    
      Right now, this place was hell to just one person.
    

    
      "N-no! Ink Sword Hero! Save me! You're not such a person!"
    

    
      Still, he asked me to save his life.
    

    
      However,
    

    
      "The Ink Sword Hero you know is a different person from me now. Me now."
    

    
      I declared looking straight into his eyes.
    

    
      "Am precisely such a person."
    

    
      I told the truth.
    

    
      The same person while simultaneously a different person.
    

    
      "Let's go, Brother Kwak."
    

    
      "Keuhehe. Good!"
    

    
      Shaking off Jeong Yangtak's hand trying to grab my pant leg.
    

    
      We went outside and closed the warehouse door.
    

    
      Now, Jeong Yangtak was left among people with rightful qualification to question his crimes.
    

    
      What verdict would he receive?
    

    
      The answer came soon.
    

    
      Through the firmly closed warehouse door, screams leaked out.
    

    
      Unending long screams.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      Hearing that, I told Kwak Daebang.
    

    
      "I should go straight to the branch."
    

    
      Why don't they know about such matters?
    

    
      "To question?"
    

    
      I answered Kwak Daebang's question with a slight laugh.
    

    
      "To overturn it."
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      Chapter 30: Is It Auditory Hallucination?
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero! Flying Black Bear! You were here!"
    

    
      Someone approached Kwak Daebang and me standing before the warehouse. Blood spattered here and there on his Taoist robe, as if he'd already fought several times.
    

    
      Kwak Daebang chuckled.
    

    
      "With your skills, you came here well without getting hurt."
    

    
      "Black Bear, there you go again!"
    

    
      Looking carefully, a familiar face. A martial artist belonging to the Outer Hall.
    

    
      "Iron Eagle Blade, it's good to see you."
    

    
      It was Iron Eagle Blade Jo Gyucheon, who'd greeted me with thanks on the day I applied for leave at the Alliance.
    

    
      I had saved him when he nearly fell to a Black Path master.
    

    
      "Iron Eagle Blade, I thought we wouldn't fight together for a while, yet we met quickly."
    

    
      "Brother Kwak said it was the Ink Sword Hero's matter, so bring trustworthy people. I gathered them right away and ran here!"
    

    
      I'd told Kwak Daebang to gather Outer Hall warriors. He said he'd entrusted it to someone else while following me.
    

    
      "You entrusted it to Iron Eagle Blade?"
    

    
      "You saved that friend's life. He was anxious and unable to repay that grace."
    

    
      "When I saw him last time, didn't you rebuff Iron Eagle Blade? Saying if he follows me around, he'll die soon."
    

    
      "So I called him this time. Attacking a trading company is just right. Can't trust him for dangerous work at all."
    

    
      "Black Bear! I'm telling you my skills are useful!"
    

    
      Kwak Daebang only snorted at Iron Eagle Blade's protest.
    

    
      A blunt face—confusing whether cherishing or looking down.
    

    
      Still, Iron Eagle Blade couldn't be misunderstood. He greeted with gratitude aplenty.
    

    
      "Let's spar next time! I'll slice that fat belly with my blade."
    

    
      "Ah, go ahead. Will probably just tickle though."
    

    
      After finishing greetings, Iron Eagle Blade asked me.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, you said you were taking leave yet solved such a big matter. Are you returning to the Alliance?"
    

    
      Returning to the Alliance.
    

    
      That won't do.
    

    
      "No. I only requested Outer Hall warriors precisely to avoid that."
    

    
      "Really? Unfortunate. I wanted to go on missions with the Ink Sword Hero."
    

    
      I just smiled slightly.
    

    
      But he brought up something that caught my ear.
    

    
      "Deputy Branch Leader Gong Pilsang brought in a desk made of cypress this time. Really the worst seeing him polish and polish again like with the ebony desk before. Would be nice if the Ink Sword Hero smashed it once more."
    

    
      Oho.
    

    
      The Deputy Branch Leader's new desk.
    

    
      "I can't tolerate that."
    

    
      "Mm?"
    

    
      I was planning to visit the Alliance anyway.
    

    
      Shall I go see the new desk?
    

    
      First, organize this place.
    

    
      "Iron Eagle Blade, where's Swift Wind? I asked to call government at an appropriate time, but I don't know how it went."
    

    
      "Don't worry about that. Constables are assaulting now. The trading company's warriors are busy fleeing."
    

    
      Human trafficking at trading company scale. Not something for me alone to investigate and handle. Since many commoners suffered damage, government should also step forward.
    

    
      Iron Eagle Blade left.
    

    
      Not only Kwak Daebang but Jo Gyucheon too are on my side.
    

    
      Even outside the branch, not insufficient to observe the atmosphere inside.
    

    
      Time to see if someone inside the branch is colluding with Black Path.
    

    
      'Still, won't have to assault the branch, right?'
    

    
      For that to happen, a colluder would need to control the branch.
    

    
      With the Deputy Branch Leader's scale, bribes are maximum.
    

    
      Direct conflict won't occur.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero! Government came out."
    

    
      This time it was constables.
    

    
      "I'm Dong Gwan. This is Yang Chak."
    

    
      "Jin Yeomyeong."
    

    
      "Kwak Daebang."
    

    
      Though Kwak Daebang also revealed his name, both people's gazes focused on me.
    

    
      Dong Gwan, who looked older, took the lead, and Yang Chak, who seemed his junior, followed.
    

    
      Yang Chak was looking at me with sparkling eyes.
    

    
      "Indeed the Ink Sword Hero! I've long admired your heroic reputation—to meet you here. To solve such a big matter!"
    

    
      Dong Gwan made a disapproving expression beside him.
    

    
      "Long admired. A guy who hasn't lived long."
    

    
      "Constable Dong, how many matters did the Ink Sword Hero solve after coming to Luoyang five years ago? Actually, thanks to that, we're also comfortable."
    

    
      "You weren't even a constable five years ago."
    

    
      "I heard the heroic reputation from then."
    

    
      Fortunate.
    

    
      Though they say government and Alliance are friendly, that's talk among high people.
    

    
      Often ambiguous between people facing each other directly.
    

    
      Even today's matter—if arguing whose jurisdiction, it gets complicated.
    

    
      "I don't obsess over the name Ink Sword Hero like this Yang Chak guy. But it's also true I mobilized trusting that name. Thank you."
    

    
      Even Dong Gwan clasped hands in greeting.
    

    
      The constables' cooperation could be expected.
    

    
      "Inside the warehouse will be Captain Jeong Yangtak's and Cloud Shadow's corpses. They died betraying each other amid chaos."
    

    
      Wouldn't want to say they were executed by people inside the warehouse?
    

    
      Dong Gwan and Yang Chak exchanged glances then nodded.
    

    
      "Understood. We'll report that way."
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero! Don't worry and leave it to us."
    

    
      "Of course. I'll leave it to you."
    

    
      The two constables called subordinates and entered the warehouse.
    

    
      "Now it's over."
    

    
      "Right. People can also return to their hometowns."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang bobbed his head.
    

    
      Hometown chaotic from crop failure.
    

    
      They hadn't wanted to leave that hometown.
    

    
      What made them leave wasn't dry fields but more parched humans.
    

    
      As long as such people exist, White Path can't rest.
    

    
      Returning them to hometowns—only with people would minimum balance be met, right?
    

    
      "Brother Kwak, why have you been looking at me like that?"
    

    
      "Don't know if you feel it."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "People who stepped forward for this matter all come looking for you."
    

    
      Did they?
    

    
      Thinking about it, they did.
    

    
      But isn't the reason simple?
    

    
      "Isn't that because I was the person who first set out tracking?"
    

    
      Kwak Daebang didn't answer, just chuckled.
    

    
      "You're not someone who'll rest comfortably."
    

    
      He just added this one remark.
    

    
      Hmm.
    

    
      Thinking about it, somehow I've felt extremely busy after submitting leave.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Inner courtyard of Golden Cloud Trading headquarters.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, you're really busy."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Captain Zhu Hochong greeted me with a smile.
    

    
      After parting with Swift Wind, Kwak Daebang and others, I came to meet Captain Zhu.
    

    
      "Would I be as busy as Captain Zhu?"
    

    
      "Not as busy as me? Are you resting?"
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      No, why did this happen?
    

    
      When submitting leave, this wasn't the plan.
    

    
      "I'm preparing to rest. Earning living expenses, finding a physician for Taebok to visit. So just busy briefly—going forward I'll rest."
    

    
      Captain Zhu clicked his tongue.
    

    
      "Doesn't seem like that kind of person."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      No good.
    

    
      Current busy matters are temporary. They must be. Going forward, I'll rest very very deeply except for spiritual medicine journeys.
    

    
      "Let's finish business quickly. I want to return home and see Taebok. And Captain too must be busy reconstructing the trading company."
    

    
      "Reconstruction? Hehehehe."
    

    
      Captain Zhu laughed showing teeth.
    

    
      "Not reconstruction. I'm doing business more aggressively than before."
    

    
      "What? Is that okay?"
    

    
      Half a year empty.
    

    
      Instructions given while hiding in Luoyang couldn't have handled everything.
    

    
      Yet aggressive business?
    

    
      "Actually, right before going into hiding, I had something to obtain large funds. The mine I bought in Hubei-Hunan was higher value than I expected."
    

    
      "Such a thing happened. Congratulations."
    

    
      "Congratulations are premature. Anyway, while I was gone, a confidant kept operating the mine. Funds piled up more for half a year, so nothing to hesitate."
    

    
      Not moderately high value apparently.
    

    
      Returning after just half a year enabled shifting business to offensive.
    

    
      However, what surprised me wasn't the mine's value but Zhu Hochong's character.
    

    
      "Couldn't guarantee Luoyang's matters. You could have lived comfortably with the mine's income."
    

    
      Usually wouldn't it be so?
    

    
      Captain Zhu Hochong wasn't usual.
    

    
      He endured hiding for half a year promising a return.
    

    
      The moment he mistook me for an assassin and prepared for death,
    

    
      Even then he was aiming for a counterattack with the short blade in his chest.
    

    
      "Hmph, then it wouldn't be me."
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      His character isn't so.
    

    
      "I'll revive Luoyang. Though now called a ruined capital from war and bandits, like this Zhu Hochong became a trading captain from being a refugee, I'll make Luoyang likewise. And make people who left, people who wandered, also return."
    

    
      To speak the word 'revival' so fiercely.
    

    
      "Of course, Golden Cloud Trading flags must fly everywhere."
    

    
      While saying so, he vigorously clenched his fist.
    

    
      Watching that hand grasping personal gain and great cause at once, I also smiled slightly.
    

    
      A wonderful goal I'd gladly help.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "Is the person trying to stop that Guyang Je?"
    

    
      Guyang Je of Banyang Trading.
    

    
      The name Jeong Yangtak mentioned catches.
    

    
      Captain Zhu flinched.
    

    
      "How does that name come up here?"
    

    
      "They say the person who recommended human trafficking to Jeong Yangtak was Guyang Je."
    

    
      Conveying the interrogation of Jeong Yangtak.
    

    
      Captain Zhu's face distorted.
    

    
      "As expected, that bastard was behind it."
    

    
      "You suspected?"
    

    
      "Didn't know he'd instigate even such work. Anyway, interference with me intensified after Guyang Je appeared. Trading companies banded together opposing me."
    

    
      "Appeared?"
    

    
      Captain Zhu swallowed a sip of tea.
    

    
      "You came to Luoyang five years ago?"
    

    
      "Yes, you knew."
    

    
      "Information is important for trading companies too. But you're a martial artist to the bone, so had no exchanges with merchants like us."
    

    
      Looking back five years, so it was.
    

    
      Never even thought about knowing commercial circles.
    

    
      Martial artists just in the martial world.
    

    
      Such a mindset.
    

    
      "Around when you came was when various people entered and left Luoyang. Didn't Branch Leader Hwangbo Gak also come around then?"
    

    
      "I heard he came slightly earlier than me."
    

    
      "Right. Guyang Je also appeared around then. Even now he goes around wearing scholar's robes, but at that time he was a scholar, not a merchant."
    

    
      Yet became a trading captain in five years?
    

    
      "Even devastated Luoyang has influential people and celebrities. Guyang Je first appeared at gatherings where such people compose poetry and enjoy."
    

    
      "Poetry gatherings."
    

    
      I've heard of them.
    

    
      Gatherings where participants compose poetry according to the day's theme, rank them, award prizes to top ranks and punishments to low ranks.
    

    
      "I hear Guyang Je's poetic talent was tremendous. Enough to win the favor of influential people and celebrities."
    

    
      "He raised a trading company based on that favor?"
    

    
      "Right. Obtained funds from influential people and celebrities to create the trading company. Also actively utilized their connections. Thinking now, seems he pretended to be a scholar for such purpose from the start."
    

    
      Because it's a devastated place, influential people's and celebrities' influence exerts more power.
    

    
      Because there's no one who can block that influence.
    

    
      "He got close to the previous magistrate that way too."
    

    
      "Probably. The previous magistrate liked poetry. Different grain from me who's just a merchant."
    

    
      I don't know much about poetry.
    

    
      However, I know this.
    

    
      "Poetry and poets don't necessarily match. Not surprising if someone composing beautiful poetry has ugly inner thoughts."
    

    
      They say poetry including the four scholarly arts are representative means of civilizing people. Then are authorities of the four scholarly arts upright in heart?
    

    
      No.
    

    
      Not so either.
    

    
      "Your words precisely match my evaluation of Guyang Je."
    

    
      Zhu Hochong spoke slowly with warning.
    

    
      "Don't be deceived. Someone whose outside and inside differ."
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Around this time.
    

    
      Murim Alliance Branch.
    

    
      "What do you mean? Why would Outer Hall warriors attack a trading company?"
    

    
      Deputy Branch Leader Gong Pilsang shouted in confusion.
    

    
      "I don't know well. When commotion happened at Xinyang Trading and we checked, Outer Hall warriors were involved."
    

    
      The Alliance member reporting was equally clueless.
    

    
      "Beggar's Gang branch and government constables were also there."
    

    
      "Together like that? Isn't it similar to Black Path subjugation?"
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      "But we know nothing?"
    

    
      The Alliance member bowed his head.
    

    
      "However, that is..."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "I heard the name of the person who led the work."
    

    
      Name.
    

    
      Ominous.
    

    
      Last time, pretending not to know Beggar's Gang matters, he'd been thoroughly beaten. Because Golden Cloud Trading Captain Zhu Hochong's life-saving was involved.
    

    
      Branch Leader Hwangbo Gak lamented missing the opportunity to make a commercial giant indebted.
    

    
      No—heavily blamed Gong Pilsang.
    

    
      Then too a name popped up.
    

    
      One name he didn't know why it came up.
    

    
      "No way, perhaps..."
    

    
      "Yes?"
    

    
      Asking while thinking no way, no way.
    

    
      "Is it the Ink Sword Hero again this time?"
    

    
      The returning answer was unfailing.
    

    
      "Yes. The Ink Sword Hero."
    

    
      "Kreuk. Ink Sword Herooo!"
    

    
      The moment Gong Pilsang's anger boiled over and he shouted.
    

    
      "Did you call me?"
    

    
      A low voice was heard.
    

    
      "...?"
    

    
      Auditory hallucination?
    

    
      Gong Pilsang doubted his ears.
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      Chapter 31: Drawing Closer
    

    
      Auditory hallucination?
    

    
      Deputy Branch Leader Gong Pilsang doubted his ears.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "It's me. Jin Yeomyeong."
    

    
      Heard clearly.
    

    
      He stood at the doorway.
    

    
      Ah, visual hallucination then?
    

    
      This time he rubbed his eyes.
    

    
      Still visible.
    

    
      Rubbed again.
    

    
      Rub rub, rub rub.
    

    
      Without lowering those hands, he spoke.
    

    
      "Haha, something's strange."
    

    
      It had been a good day until daytime.
    

    
      Midday autumn sunlight entering through the window behind,
    

    
      and the new desk showing off its form receiving that light.
    

    
      A nearby sect had provided the new desk.
    

    
      A desk made of cypress giving off fragrance had pleased him greatly.
    

    
      He'd also set down worries about Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      Because lately Branch Leader Hwangbo Gak viewed Jin Yeomyeong unfavorably.
    

    
      His mood was uncomfortable about not informing the Branch Leader of the opportunity to save Golden Cloud Trading Captain Zhu Hochong's life.
    

    
      The Branch Leader was close to the Alliance's central politics so had many occasions to spend money. No opponent matched trading captains for obtaining financial support.
    

    
      Since the Branch Leader felt that way, the atmosphere was such that Gong Pilsang himself needn't step forward. If the capable Hwangbo Gak, he'd make Jin Yeomyeong return to the branch.
    

    
      Hehehehe.
    

    
      He'd laughed.
    

    
      When Jin Yeomyeong listened again, he'd definitely revenge the dead desk.
    

    
      Roll him here, roll him there—what childcare leave—roll him busily.
    

    
      Huhuhuhuh.
    

    
      He'd laughed.
    

    
      That way he'd guarantee his own promotion path.
    

    
      Grabbing the line of Hwangbo Gak, someone from the Alliance Leader's household, to a high Alliance position...
    

    
      Hathathatha.
    

    
      He'd laughed.
    

    
      This was this afternoon.
    

    
      It had been a good day.
    

    
      "Haah."
    

    
      How long would he rub his eyes?
    

    
      He should lower his hands.
    

    
      The Ink Sword Hero entered Gong Pilsang's field of vision.
    

    
      He was looking down at the desk.
    

    
      "A nice desk."
    

    
      Couldn't understand the sudden words for a moment.
    

    
      "No, can't! No!"
    

    
      Surprisingly, the Ink Sword Hero had already drawn that hideous black-colored sword, hadn't he?
    

    
      Didn't anyone stop him? He knew everyone liked him, but wasn't this too much?
    

    
      From that moment, everything flowed slowly in Gong Pilsang's eyes.
    

    
      Wheeeee—Mukheun rose vertically then descended.
    

    
      Toward the desk's center.
    

    
      His own hand grabbing a saber to block it was far too slow.
    

    
      Even sound was slow.
    

    
      Kwadeudeudeudeudeudeu—a shattering sound that seemed it wouldn't end flowed—deudeu.
    

    
      The desk split exactly in half.
    

    
      Sunset illuminated the dead desk in vivid red.
    

    
      "Uaaaak!"
    

    
      He wondered whose scream—it was his own.
    

    
      With the scream, time began flowing properly.
    

    
      "Wh-wh-what!"
    

    
      "Please wait a moment."
    

    
      It wasn't the end.
    

    
      Kwadeuk, kwadeuk, kwadeudeuk—Mukheun struck down the desk again and again.
    

    
      The desk became a fragmented desk, soon became firewood, then changed again to wood trash unusable even as firewood.
    

    
      Gong Pilsang was momentarily engulfed in confusion.
    

    
      Suddenly the day the ebony desk shattered overlapped with now.
    

    
      "Wh-what? Today is today though? Why Jin Yeomyeong? Why my desk?"
    

    
      Couldn't know.
    

    
      "Today isn't four days ago though? Isn't it? Is four days ago today?"
    

    
      Murmur murmur.
    

    
      Not only Alliance members but even Outer Hall warriors watched that scene.
    

    
      Branch people who'd heard news from Iron Eagle Blade didn't even go home, waiting for good spectacle.
    

    
      "Wow."
    

    
      "Qi deviation?"
    

    
      "That?"
    

    
      Now everyone was spectating Gong Pilsang together.
    

    
      Among them, Iron Eagle Blade Jo Gyucheon made a diagnosis.
    

    
      "He's gone. Completely gone."
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong approached before Gong Pilsang and waved his hand before his eyes.
    

    
      "Really gone?"
    

    
      However, Gong Pilsang too was someone who'd risen to Deputy Branch Leader.
    

    
      He slowly collected his wits.
    

    
      "Uuh... gone what... Jin Yeomyeong, to commit such violence again..."
    

    
      "Not violence but explosion."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      Explode, let go, become free.
    

    
      Words Jin Yeomyeong heard from friends.
    

    
      However, Gong Pilsang couldn't know those words.
    

    
      "Jin Yeomyeong... why exactly do you torment me?"
    

    
      "Why does Deputy Branch Leader torment me?"
    

    
      "Huh? I do?"
    

    
      "I heard you rejected childcare leave."
    

    
      He utilized words heard from Kwak Daebang like this.
    

    
      "Th-that's..."
    

    
      "To reject childcare leave. Do you plan to steal precious time from me?"
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong lowered his voice using inner power.
    

    
      "And what about surveillance?"
    

    
      "Hut."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang had reported to the Deputy Branch Leader that he'd been caught.
    

    
      "Yes, I know everything. Especially telling to report people I meet in detail?"
    

    
      "That's, because you, suddenly changed..."
    

    
      "Enough. Don't give meaningless reasons. If you don't speak properly, I'll question loudly before people."
    

    
      Talk for when making external justifications—not words to say with the person himself present.
    

    
      "Kkeuung..."
    

    
      Gong Pilsang struggled at length as if at a loss for words.
    

    
      "Ah!"
    

    
      Suddenly color returned.
    

    
      "Branch Leader!"
    

    
      At his words, Jin Yeomyeong also turned back.
    

    
      Branch Leader Hwangbo Gak, who usually often left his post, stood at the doorway.
    

    
      "What's this about?"
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak approached closely.
    

    
      Gong Pilsang came out circling widely avoiding Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      "Branch Leader, please say one word."
    

    
      "Mm?"
    

    
      "The Ink Sword Hero misunderstood..."
    

    
      "What misunderstanding?"
    

    
      "That I ordered surveillance..."
    

    
      "Mm? You did such a thing?"
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      Gong Pilsang's body stopped precisely.
    

    
      "No, that's not... all this..."
    

    
      Wasn't it the Branch Leader's instruction?
    

    
      "Thinking about it, I haven't received reports about the Ink Sword Hero recently, have I? The Ink Sword Hero handles things well on his own anyway. It's been long since seeing your face like this too, hehe."
    

    
      What? You were displeased though.
    

    
      The Branch Leader smiled welcomingly toward Jin Yeomyeong and patted his shoulder.
    

    
      "It's been quite a while."
    

    
      "The Deputy Branch Leader seems to have handled work improperly. Come this way—let's go to the Branch Leader's office and talk."
    

    
      Ugh.
    

    
      Gong Pilsang actually staggered backward from the shock to his mind.
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak didn't stop there but pushed Gong Pilsang with his hand to make him step back further.
    

    
      "I'll ask about your arbitrary work handling later."
    

    
      At Hwangbo Gak's firm words, Gong Pilsang,
    

    
      "Aah."
    

    
      Following a brief groan,
    

    
      Kkoreureuk.
    

    
      He collapsed, foaming at the mouth.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak took Jin Yeomyeong to the Branch Leader's office and served tea.
    

    
      'Jin Yeomyeong. Just how did he change?'
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak organized his thoughts.
    

    
      The suspicion that Jin Yeomyeong might have fallen to demonic arts was just an excuse.
    

    
      The worry whether he'd secretly joined hands with competing factions within the Alliance was his true feeling.
    

    
      But looking now.
    

    
      "Something strange..."
    

    
      "Yes?"
    

    
      "No, it's not."
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak was walking through the branch when he saw Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      Following behind, he was making Deputy Branch Leader Gong Pilsang's desk into powder.
    

    
      First intervening in the situation, he brought him to the Branch Leader's office.
    

    
      'Not the previous Ink Sword Hero. Must approach carefully.'
    

    
      Before, he would have maintained polite courtesy toward himself, superior in rank.
    

    
      Now, seeing what he did to Gong Pilsang, didn't seem so.
    

    
      "Mm. Ink Sword Hero, you seem in good spirits."
    

    
      He started talking gently.
    

    
      "Hahat, happy from exploding, hahahat."
    

    
      "Mm."
    

    
      Must be careful.
    

    
      His eyes and laughter differ from before.
    

    
      "Yes, I see. Explosion. Hehe."
    

    
      Taking one deep breath.
    

    
      "But why to the Deputy Branch Leader?"
    

    
      The unconscious Gong Pilsang was being cared for by Alliance members.
    

    
      "You mean the reason?"
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong suddenly became serious and the atmosphere changed to before.
    

    
      This was scary in its own way.
    

    
      "I applied for childcare leave but it was rejected."
    

    
      I told him to do so though.
    

    
      "Also, the Deputy Branch Leader put surveillance on me."
    

    
      That too I ordered.
    

    
      "How unfortunate, why would the Deputy Branch Leader do so?"
    

    
      "Exactly. I got so angry I exploded."
    

    
      "Ah, so explosion..."
    

    
      Finally understood the context.
    

    
      At the same time,
    

    
      he resolved to absolutely never say he'd ordered it.
    

    
      "Did the Branch Leader not know about this?"
    

    
      "Didn't know at all. Absolutely didn't know. When the Deputy Branch Leader regains consciousness, I'll harshly rebuke him."
    

    
      "Thank you."
    

    
      That stupid Gong Pilsang bastard.
    

    
      Said he sent someone suitable for surveillance yet got caught.
    

    
      The leave rejection story—I planned to bring it up at an appropriate time, so why does Jin Yeomyeong know?
    

    
      "Branch Leader, then with your authority can you approve childcare leave?"
    

    
      The Ink Sword Hero thrust in.
    

    
      Sounded like demanding to hand over childcare leave.
    

    
      However,
    

    
      Can't do it.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong was needed to handle missions falling to the branch.
    

    
      "I completely support your thought of spending time with family..."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "But isn't it unprecedented? Even the term childcare leave is unfamiliar."
    

    
      "Yes, that's true."
    

    
      Oh, mentioning precedent—is it effective?
    

    
      "Then I'll go directly to the Murim Alliance main body and propose it."
    

    
      "No, no, that's not it."
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak was startled.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong was truly different from before. No hesitation in escalating matters.
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak's purpose was keeping Jin Yeomyeong at the branch.
    

    
      He had no intention of sending him to the main Alliance. What if going to the main body, he really contacted competing factions?
    

    
      "I'll propose to the main body directly. After all, wouldn't it be better if the Branch Leader speaks rather than an Outer Hall warrior? First, I'll slowly give missions with my authority. Hehehe."
    

    
      "Thank you."
    

    
      "What thanks? As Branch Leader, I should look after affiliated warriors' wellbeing. Hehehe."
    

    
      He soothed Jin Yeomyeong with a magnanimous appearance.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong also nodded and rose from his seat. Just need to send him outside now.
    

    
      "However."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong brought up talk as if flowing.
    

    
      "Isn't it strange?"
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "There's too much Black Path in Luoyang."
    

    
      "Ah, is that so?"
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak also received the talk as if flowing.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      It didn't flow that way.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong stood in place and continued speaking.
    

    
      "Even taking leave, I still live in Luoyang. I didn't know while living busily before, but Black Path runs rampant in Luoyang vicinity to a strange degree."
    

    
      "Rampant?"
    

    
      "Black Path gathered trying to attack a pharmacy, there was also a case where Black Path deliberately attacked beggars inside Luoyang, and Xinyang Trading's human trafficking was connected to a Black Path sect that entered from Gansu."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "Yes, thinking again, too many."
    

    
      Up to here was problem-raising.
    

    
      But going further.
    

    
      "Is the branch properly fulfilling its role?"
    

    
      "!"
    

    
      Before he knew it, Jin Yeomyeong was looking straight at Hwangbo Gak.
    

    
      A question not an exaggeration to call a challenge.
    

    
      "Are you asking me that?"
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak also hardened his face unlike before.
    

    
      "Who else would I ask about doubts regarding the branch besides the Branch Leader?"
    

    
      Indeed.
    

    
      Definitely different.
    

    
      Not the polite Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      His clear eyes seemed to ask thus.
    

    
      'Are you operating the branch properly?'
    

    
      No, not 'seemed to ask.' Was asking exactly that.
    

    
      A question to enrage as Branch Leader.
    

    
      Brief silence flowed.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Silence full of tension.
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak's answer's turn followed.
    

    
      Having received a question, he must bring out some answer.
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak's face, stiffened momentarily—impossible to know what he was thinking.
    

    
      The answer that came from the mouth opened after silence was.
    

    
      "Well, truly. I should look more carefully."
    

    
      Simultaneously, a gentle smile arose.
    

    
      "Probably I was too busy. Leaving it only to the Deputy Branch Leader, work handling doesn't seem smooth. Don't worry. From now I'll look directly."
    

    
      A smile drawing out trust.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong also smiled slightly—bing—at his words.
    

    
      "As expected of the Branch Leader. I ask this of you."
    

    
      And stepped outside.
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak left alone muttered quietly.
    

    
      "Impudent bastard."
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      I stroked Mukheun.
    

    
      "Suspicious, right?"
    

    
      The Branch Leader is suspicious after all.
    

    
      Meeting the Deputy Branch Leader today,
    

    
      he lacked the guts to reject my leave.
    

    
      Already frightened at my appearance.
    

    
      When I smashed the desk once more, he briefly lost his wits from mental shock.
    

    
      Such a person giving leave rejection and surveillance orders?
    

    
      Still premature for certainty, but feelings say no.
    

    
      "If Hwangbo Gak, it's possible."
    

    
      Collusion with Guyang Je or the Black Path King above him.
    

    
      Using the Branch Leader position, he could neglect Black Path as much as wanted.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      One concerning point.
    

    
      "Hwangbo. The surname Hwangbo catches."
    

    
      A person from Hwangbo Clan same as the current Alliance Leader.
    

    
      Though the Alliance Leader is absorbed in strengthening his own faction within the Alliance, he abhors Black Path and the Demonic Cult.
    

    
      Hwangbo Clan people also follow such an Alliance Leader with similar atmosphere.
    

    
      Considering that, seems suspicion should be withdrawn from Hwangbo Gak.
    

    
      "Catching Guyang Je first will reveal it."
    

    
      Climbing up one by one.
    

    
      If a colluder is revealed on that path.
    

    
      Wuuuung—
    

    
      Mukheun hummed trustworthily.
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      Chapter 32: Now I'm Good At It
    

    
      Before entering the house.
    

    
      "Whoooo."
    

    
      I breathe deeply.
    

    
      Today too, I visited the darkness of the human world.
    

    
      I'd just set out to find a physician.
    

    
      That path was Black Path.
    

    
      I faced those who treat people as goods.
    

    
      Inside the warehouse where people were confined was very dark.
    

    
      However, the hearts of Black Path who confined people were even darker.
    

    
      I cut down darkness.
    

    
      Much blood stained the sword.
    

    
      Creak.
    

    
      I open the gate.
    

    
      Walk slowly across the courtyard.
    

    
      Continue deep breathing, letting flow the day's experiences.
    

    
      Before going to Jayeong and Taebok, I wash, change clothes, also spray herb water.
    

    
      I leave darkness and blood outside the house.
    

    
      The moment I enter inside, I'm just a father.
    

    
      Click.
    

    
      "Honey?"
    

    
      "Yes, I'm back."
    

    
      "Was there something? It took all day."
    

    
      "Today too, quite much happened. I'll tell you when we're alone."
    

    
      Glancing—I looked down at Taebok held in Jayeong's arms.
    

    
      "Taebok. Father came."
    

    
      Jayeong moved her body to let Taebok and me face each other.
    

    
      Of course, Taebok can't yet distinguish people.
    

    
      Still, father speaks to him.
    

    
      "Were you well with mother? Father left home again."
    

    
      "Taebok was well. Ate well, slept well, pooped well."
    

    
      "Really? Taebok, you worked hard being well."
    

    
      A baby just needs to do those three things.
    

    
      Today is the sixth day since I returned.
    

    
      That is, the sixth day since Taebok came into the world.
    

    
      Newborns around this time think they're still in mother's belly.
    

    
      Still an existence between belly and world.
    

    
      Following only physiology, the principle of living—eating, sleeping, pooping.
    

    
      From now, parents' touch substitutes for mother's belly.
    

    
      Completely bears the baby's physiology.
    

    
      "I just fed him, so I was about to burp him."
    

    
      Good eating includes burping.
    

    
      Newborns can't burp by themselves. Can't expel air that enters the stomach when eating—if left alone, they vomit or hurt at night.
    

    
      Parents must help them burp.
    

    
      "I'll do at least that. Come, this way."
    

    
      Placing one cloth on my shoulder.
    

    
      Bending my body so Taebok sticks right to my body, I lifted him.
    

    
      The cloth on my shoulder is extremely soft, sent by Captain Zhu Hochong. Taebok's head rests on that cloth.
    

    
      There are several burping methods.
    

    
      We chose the method of placing on shoulder and patting the back.
    

    
      Each moment like this, I feel how small Taebok is.
    

    
      Pat pat.
    

    
      A back smaller than the patting hand.
    

    
      Pat pat.
    

    
      A body smaller than the holding arm.
    

    
      Pat pat.
    

    
      Yet a heartbeat transmitting.
    

    
      "I love you."
    

    
      Pat pat.
    

    
      Geuuk.
    

    
      The tiny fellow's tiny burp sound.
    

    
      Sounds flowing following the principle of living are welcome.
    

    
      "Yes. You must live."
    

    
      When you grow and someday go out to the human world.
    

    
      So darkness will be somewhat lifted.
    

    
      Father will grasp the sword.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      So then.
    

    
      Black Path King.
    

    
      I first heard the alias at Master Dongpae's estate.
    

    
      The Young Manor Lord said he was submitting to the Black Path King.
    

    
      An alias never heard before regression, so I passed it by.
    

    
      But isn't he conducting big matters behind the scenes?
    

    
      Manipulating trading captains and summoning Black Path.
    

    
      Can't be taken lightly.
    

    
      Why hadn't I heard of him?
    

    
      Perhaps...
    

    
      A Demonic Cult figure?
    

    
      After the Demonic Cult rampage, many Black Path become Demonic Cult members.
    

    
      Currently gathering Black Path might be preparatory work.
    

    
      "Catching him will reveal it."
    

    
      From Xinyang Trading Captain Jeong Yangtak, words came that Banyang Trading Captain Guyang Je might know.
    

    
      Time to dig from there.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Next day.
    

    
      The opportunity came quickly.
    

    
      Even after attacking Xinyang Trading, I moved without rest.
    

    
      I also visited Captain Zhu Hochong and even stopped by the Murim Alliance Luoyang branch.
    

    
      The reason was wanting to spend today wholly with Taebok without going anywhere.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      Jayeong brought up unexpected words.
    

    
      "Honey, you know the estate in the next alley?"
    

    
      "Estate?"
    

    
      "Yes, the estate with a flower garden."
    

    
      "Ah, that estate."
    

    
      Right in the next alley was one large estate.
    

    
      With many flowering trees in the garden, eyes and nose enjoyed going nearby.
    

    
      "They're selling that estate. Yesterday while you were out, a broker stopped by."
    

    
      "A broker?"
    

    
      "Yes, he saw Golden Cloud Trading sent people. Asked if maybe money came in, telling us to buy the estate."
    

    
      Four days ago, Captain Zhu Hochong sent trading company people.
    

    
      Though sending baby gifts, to someone not knowing circumstances, it could look different.
    

    
      "The reason you bring this up..."
    

    
      "How about it? When Taebok grows going forward, the house seems cramped."
    

    
      Actually so.
    

    
      Before regression, I lived in this house until going to the Alliance main body.
    

    
      No, just one tiny baby arrived yet household goods increased too much.
    

    
      Instantly all spaces filled with baby items. We prepared a cabinet to put baby items inside, but the space before that cabinet also filled with baby items so we couldn't reach the cabinet. To take out one thing required moving two items.
    

    
      But now money came in.
    

    
      "Good idea. Let's contract immediately."
    

    
      "What are you saying?"
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      Jayeong shook her head.
    

    
      "We must go directly see the estate too. Must talk with the estate owner too."
    

    
      "I see. You're right."
    

    
      I lived in mountains then came down.
    

    
      Until meeting Jayeong, I wandered inns without specific residence.
    

    
      Later lived in lodging the Alliance provided.
    

    
      Conversely, Jayeong from Rogues' Guild origins knew all kinds of worldly matters well.
    

    
      That her unique weapon was steel abacus wasn't coincidence. She was very knowledgeable about money-related matters.
    

    
      "I'll go. You stay home."
    

    
      For me, unskilled in such matters, she tried to step forward.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "No. I'll go."
    

    
      "Really?"
    

    
      "New life has new learning. And where would you go when it's not long since giving birth?"
    

    
      "New life?"
    

    
      "Taebok came."
    

    
      Jayeong thought briefly.
    

    
      "Then let's go together. Right next alley anyway. I want to walk a bit."
    

    
      "Will you be okay?"
    

    
      "I'll just go there and come right back."
    

    
      Though worried inside, I nodded.
    

    
      Jayeong too was a martial artist so recovery was exceptional.
    

    
      We explained the circumstances to Elder Jeong and started preparing to leave.
    

    
      "But you know, honey."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "The broker belonged to a trading company."
    

    
      "Ah."
    

    
      My hand adjusting appearance stopped precisely.
    

    
      A trading company?
    

    
      Thinking about it, I hadn't told Jayeong about Xinyang Trading yesterday. No spare time while caring for Taebok.
    

    
      "Trading company."
    

    
      "Yes. Trading company. Said he's handling work because well-acquainted with the estate owner."
    

    
      If that were so, fortunate.
    

    
      However,
    

    
      "Did you also hear which trading company he belonged to?"
    

    
      "Do you know about Banyang Trading?"
    

    
      "Banyang Trading. I know."
    

    
      Guyang Je's Banyang Trading.
    

    
      Guyang Je was someone to dig into first to chase the Black Path King.
    

    
      Judging from Xinyang Trading's precedent, work Banyang Trading does was utterly suspicious too.
    

    
      "Let's go. While going, I'll tell you about yesterday's experiences."
    

    
      Either move to the estate.
    

    
      Or obtain clues to chase the Black Path King.
    

    
      I'm fine with either.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      "Oh my, a young couple. I'm Yang Bak, the estate's owner."
    

    
      Someone called Yang Bak clasped hands in greeting.
    

    
      "The estate's owner? Though right next alley, I've never seen you."
    

    
      "Hehehe. In these times, do neighbors know each other's faces? We meet like now when matters arise. Meeting for good business—isn't it nice?"
    

    
      Jayeong and I exchanged glances.
    

    
      True words, but I'm an exception.
    

    
      Thanks to my known name, at least neighbors recognize my face.
    

    
      Yet this person doesn't know me at all.
    

    
      "Yes, that's right. We don't know each other."
    

    
      I quickly scanned the house interior.
    

    
      The estate itself was siheyuan structure.
    

    
      Opening the gate, one inner wall stood so inside wouldn't be visible.
    

    
      Going around the inner wall, there's a courtyard.
    

    
      Left and right of the courtyard held employee quarters, warehouse, kitchen.
    

    
      Front had the main building where the house owner resided.
    

    
      Behind the main building was the inner courtyard with flowering trees.
    

    
      Inside the house was neat with no flaws.
    

    
      Our current house has the same structure but buildings are small with no inner courtyard. Old and worn too.
    

    
      "The house itself is appealing..."
    

    
      Jayeong spoke quietly behind my back.
    

    
      "Look around. I said look around."
    

    
      Whether Yang Bak heard that small voice, his eyes sparkled.
    

    
      Entering the main building, there's a reception room—following corridors extending left and right from here were study, bedroom, side rooms, etc.
    

    
      "Oh my, there are really many books."
    

    
      "Hehehehe, because I like learning."
    

    
      Jayeong pulled out a book and opened it with a gentle face.
    

    
      "Mm."
    

    
      She too had little connection with learning.
    

    
      "What does this 'cock-handler wearing red headband' mean?"
    

    
      I don't know either. What's cock-handler? Some demonic art?
    

    
      "Just like it. Don't know it well."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Didn't ask deeper.
    

    
      We slowly looked around then returned to the reception room.
    

    
      "Now, how is it? Can't find this level house at this level price."
    

    
      "That's true."
    

    
      "However, one thing..."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "Must contract somewhat quickly. Many people wanting to buy. I'm also planning to move."
    

    
      As Jayeong said beforehand.
    

    
      Creates urgency by creating wind that this item will sell soon.
    

    
      "If must contract quickly, must money also be paid immediately?"
    

    
      "If paying house price at once, I'll make it cheaper. How about discounting five percent of total amount?"
    

    
      After making anxious, sweet temptation.
    

    
      Large money passes in estate transactions. At about five percent ratio, can save quite some money.
    

    
      "Must be worrying. Not saying decide immediately. After you couple think sufficiently..."
    

    
      Words as if generously giving leeway.
    

    
      Then probably will appear around now.
    

    
      "Um, Teacher Yang. Came because you said could see the house now."
    

    
      One middle-aged man walked in.
    

    
      The appearance of an awkward visitor coming to someone's house.
    

    
      Pre-prepared competitor's entrance.
    

    
      "Ah, really? Happens to work well. These people are also on their way back after seeing the house."
    

    
      "What? The house sold?"
    

    
      "No. You may see the house."
    

    
      "Fortunate. I came wanting to contract."
    

    
      Haah.
    

    
      The competitor created an atmosphere seeming about to buy the estate soon.
    

    
      I looked at Jayeong.
    

    
      She nodded.
    

    
      We watched the clumsy trick well.
    

    
      Now our turn.
    

    
      "Teacher Yang, but I haven't seen even one employee since earlier? An estate this level would have employees?"
    

    
      I lightly poked first.
    

    
      "Since facing moving, sent some to where they're going, sent out some."
    

    
      Smoothly escapes.
    

    
      Then once more.
    

    
      "Could I drink a cup of tea? I'm thirsty from touring the house."
    

    
      "Ah, because there are no servants..."
    

    
      Trying to escape again.
    

    
      "My wife gave birth not long ago. Her body isn't good, so I ask please."
    

    
      "Uum."
    

    
      I firmly grasped what was trying to escape again—kwaak.
    

    
      Acting ungracious here?
    

    
      Our couple might not contract feeling bad.
    

    
      Performance until now would collapse.
    

    
      He can only bring out tea.
    

    
      "Th-then please stay here briefly."
    

    
      Yang Bak rolled his eyeballs.
    

    
      Of course.
    

    
      This person called Yang Bak too, same as the competitor.
    

    
      Just pretending to be house owner.
    

    
      He was now worrying where and how to bring tea.
    

    
      "Teeeea, is it heeeere?"
    

    
      Yang Bak went outside the main building. Seems trying to find the kitchen.
    

    
      "There was tea set in the study though."
    

    
      "Huh?"
    

    
      "Why go to the kitchen leaving the convenient study?"
    

    
      "Ah. Right, right."
    

    
      Yang Bak hurried back inside again.
    

    
      "I forgot."
    

    
      "The tea set you always keep in the study?"
    

    
      "Sometimes that happens. When work always done suddenly isn't remembered. Hehehe."
    

    
      Yang Bak didn't listen more and headed to the study.
    

    
      Jayeong and I, and the wind-catcher playing competitor role, also followed behind.
    

    
      "Now, tea set is here. Brazier is here. Mm, tea..."
    

    
      "Where do you keep tea?"
    

    
      The container holding tea leaves wasn't visible.
    

    
      "I put tea leaves on the desk."
    

    
      Wasn't there.
    

    
      "No, no. Inside this cabinet."
    

    
      Also wasn't there.
    

    
      "Hahaha, tea leaves ran out. Must be in the kitchen."
    

    
      "Hahahaha. Kitchen?"
    

    
      I also laughed with him.
    

    
      Then.
    

    
      "Who are you to play house owner!"
    

    
      I rebuked sharply.
    

    
      "What do you mean?"
    

    
      He tried continuing acting to the end, but I took out one item from my chest.
    

    
      "What's that?"
    

    
      Container holding tea leaves.
    

    
      I'd put it in my chest when Jayeong asked about books earlier.
    

    
      A real house owner would have said the tea container disappeared.
    

    
      "You come here too!"
    

    
      "Ow ow! Ow!"
    

    
      I grasped the back of the competitor trying to pull out his foot and pushed toward the house owner.
    

    
      "Who are you people?"
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      House owner and competitor faced each other once then closed their mouths entirely.
    

    
      When things went wrong, seems they decided to do this.
    

    
      "Do you really not know my face?"
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "Then do you know my alias?"
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      They just looked at me with puzzled expressions.
    

    
      "I'm called Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong."
    

    
      Instantly.
    

    
      The bastards' faces turned pale.
    

    
      "Even if swindlers aren't martial artists, I cut them."
    

    
      Now I'm also good at lying.
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      Chapter 33: Let's Use It
    

    
      Saying I cut even non-martial artist swindlers.
    

    
      Though I'd never harm people who haven't learned martial arts.
    

    
      Now I'm also good at lying.
    

    
      "That can't be! I heard the Ink Sword Hero isn't such a person!"
    

    
      "I said I cut them."
    

    
      I lowered my voice and narrowed my eyes.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong with a cold face and iron heart.
    

    
      Jayeong attached to my back squirmed her body slightly.
    

    
      Seems she's struggling to hold back laughter.
    

    
      She finds my lying appearance amusing apparently.
    

    
      Proud.
    

    
      I should make her laugh more.
    

    
      "I'll start by cutting one of the two."
    

    
      "Hiiik!"
    

    
      "Hiik!"
    

    
      The swindlers were increasingly terrified.
    

    
      "Kheulreok, kheulreok!"
    

    
      Jayeong trembled, pretending to cough.
    

    
      Even with black tiger pelt, there's no chance of catching coughing sickness.
    

    
      I turned and showed my back to the swindlers.
    

    
      "Are you alright, honey? The autumn wind is cold. As expected, you shouldn't have come outside."
    

    
      "Ueueu."
    

    
      Was it that funny?
    

    
      Even tears formed.
    

    
      Only my back is visible to the swindlers.
    

    
      Jayeong came further into my arms and whispered quietly.
    

    
      "You have such a talent for making me laugh..."
    

    
      "New life has new learning."
    

    
      "Keup, keup, puhahahat!"
    

    
      Eventually she couldn't hold back and burst into laughter.
    

    
      Sssik.
    

    
      Smiling at her once.
    

    
      "Did you hear? My wife's laughter? She's happy at the thought of seeing swindlers' deaths."
    

    
      I turned to look at the bastards.
    

    
      "At the thought of seeing deaths..."
    

    
      "She laughs?"
    

    
      "Hahahahahahahahat!"
    

    
      Jayeong pounded my back bursting into loud laughter.
    

    
      To my ears, that laughter was so sweet.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "Please spare us!"
    

    
      "We just did as we were told!"
    

    
      The swindlers knelt in terror.
    

    
      "Mm. Very good."
    

    
      Lied well, made my wife happy, and the swindlers will now spill everything.
    

    
      Before starting the interrogation.
    

    
      I briefly revived memories of the past.
    

    
      House.
    

    
      Sales fraud.
    

    
      I looked down at the heads of those who played house owner and competitor.
    

    
      "You're from a ruined theater troupe?"
    

    
      "Huk!"
    

    
      "How do you know that?"
    

    
      Not only that.
    

    
      "A trading company person must be involved as broker?"
    

    
      "What? Correct."
    

    
      "Correct!"
    

    
      Something comes to mind.
    

    
      In Luoyang, there were incidents of contracting houses doubly and triply and embezzling money. Not just one or two cases, so rumors spread widely through the marketplace.
    

    
      Later the culprits were caught.
    

    
      Were caught but.
    

    
      They were actors from a ruined theater troupe and retired trading company members.
    

    
      The body would have been Banyang Trading.
    

    
      Anyone could see only the tail was caught and it ended.
    

    
      'The previous magistrate probably received back money and hushed it up.'
    

    
      Recalling those times, I kept silent briefly.
    

    
      "Please don't kill us!"
    

    
      "After the theater troupe collapsed, living became difficult so we just... Just lent our names and did as told."
    

    
      The actors who wrongly guessed my thoughts urgently brought out excuses.
    

    
      Lent names.
    

    
      Then does this bastard mean he's the house owner on documents?
    

    
      Briefly had other thoughts, but focused again on the bastards' excuses.
    

    
      "Shut up! You were doing your utmost in acting! Doing your utmost with acting you're not even good at was torture to watch. That's why the theater troupe collapsed."
    

    
      "Kreuk."
    

    
      "Keuk."
    

    
      Whether I stabbed a painful spot, the bastards' faces distorted.
    

    
      "Said you lent your name. Then there's already double contracting?"
    

    
      "No. For this house, hero is the first."
    

    
      "Really?"
    

    
      "Heard there's a defect in the house."
    

    
      "Defect?"
    

    
      I heard many people were deceived because there was no problem with the house itself.
    

    
      But what defect?
    

    
      "I don't know well but I heard."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "They say a pleasure house will stand behind."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      Something that didn't exist before—a new business?
    

    
      Both Jayeong and I were shocked.
    

    
      This alley has clustered houses. Not a place for a pleasure house.
    

    
      "Planning to drop house prices to buy cheaply? Planning to make a pleasure house district?"
    

    
      When a pleasure house stands, surroundings are bound to be noisy with music even at night.
    

    
      Thoughts reach even Taebok.
    

    
      Our Taebok's comfortable sleep!
    

    
      "Black Path sect. Where?"
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "They erect a pleasure house and pressure surroundings. A Black Path sect is surely involved. Don't think of deceiving."
    

    
      "Oh, we didn't think that. It's a sect called Tiger Might Society."
    

    
      Tiger Might Society.
    

    
      Trading companies doing backroom business in Luoyang all put Black Path sects forward.
    

    
      Though the broker ostensibly sells the trading company name, when caught, he'd mention the Black Path sect.
    

    
      "Must handle it from there."
    

    
      Dragon Sword Gang comes to mind. Dragon, Tiger—truly grandiose.
    

    
      "Last question. Tiger Might Society's hideout?"
    

    
      "Not hiding but openly there. Occupied one closed temple south of the city."
    

    
      If that place, I also know it.
    

    
      By lightness technique it's quick, so good.
    

    
      Heard everything to hear from these people.
    

    
      "Then may I leave now?"
    

    
      "Wait."
    

    
      "Yes?"
    

    
      This place is a study.
    

    
      Though crudely decorated, rummaging the desk produced paper, brush and ink.
    

    
      "Questions finished."
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      "Not questions."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "Let's contract."
    

    
      Earlier midway I learned the documentary house owner was the actor.
    

    
      Then briefly had a thought.
    

    
      "If you're the nominal holder, isn't the contract also valid?"
    

    
      "Uh... that's true but."
    

    
      "I'll handle blocking the pleasure house myself. Let's write a contract."
    

    
      I wrote without hesitation.
    

    
      The house owner peeked at the contract from beside.
    

    
      "...The price?"
    

    
      "You just lent your name anyway—not a house you bought."
    

    
      "Yes. So there's no problem. Setting that aside, that price is really."
    

    
      "Really?"
    

    
      "Conscience."
    

    
      I also read the amount I wrote again.
    

    
      Not even a swindler—even a bastard at the level of a swindler's subordinate said such words about this amount.
    

    
      Huhu.
    

    
      "Hand it over."
    

    
      House.
    

    
      Hand it over.
    

    
      From behind, Jayeong's laughter burst out once more.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      After taking Jayeong home.
    

    
      Wife, let's prepare to move.
    

    
      Hahat, hahahat, when did you become this funny?
    

    
      Since meeting Taebok?
    

    
      Hahahat, Taebok really is a blessing.
    

    
      I departed alone toward Tiger Might Society.
    

    
      Banyang Trading's Guyang Je was said to be most closely connected to the Black Path King.
    

    
      Tiger Might Society was a Black Path sect that such Guyang Je controlled.
    

    
      Probably not an easy sect.
    

    
      Would have skills beyond Black Cloud Gang.
    

    
      'Of course Mukheun is sufficient though.'
    

    
      I grasped the sword hilt and injected Eight Trigram Unity Technique.
    

    
      Wuuung—
    

    
      Mukheun hummed as always.
    

    
      'Still, shall I explore first?'
    

    
      Arriving near the abandoned temple where Tiger Might Society was located.
    

    
      "Mm?"
    

    
      People gathered outside the temple.
    

    
      Are they the bastards?
    

    
      Operating Xun Trigram Technique, I went up to a nearby building's roof.
    

    
      Lightly stepping on tiles and stopping, I listened toward the temple.
    

    
      "Pay back! Pay back!"
    

    
      "We came knowing everything! This is Tiger Might Society?"
    

    
      "What about our money! Do you know how we saved that money?"
    

    
      Such sounds were heard.
    

    
      Huh?
    

    
      Not Tiger Might Society but people who came to question Tiger Might Society?
    

    
      No matter how I looked again, all commoners who hadn't learned martial arts.
    

    
      "Hey! Go back! We don't know about this!"
    

    
      "We said question Banyang Trading!"
    

    
      Before the commoners, well-built men stood blocking while sweating profusely.
    

    
      "What are you saying! The house owner said Tiger Might Society ordered it!"
    

    
      "The broker turned out not to be a trading company person but a Tiger Might Society person! In the end, isn't Tiger Might Society the one who sold the house!"
    

    
      The commoners didn't know how to back down.
    

    
      Listening, seems these commoners experienced what I experienced.
    

    
      If there's a difference, they didn't see through the trick.
    

    
      "Ah, go back! We don't know!"
    

    
      "What would we know about houses! We're not even Luoyang people!"
    

    
      And those blocking. That is, those considered Tiger Might Society members were at a loss.
    

    
      'Different from expectations?'
    

    
      Are they really Tiger Might Society?
    

    
      Or is there another trick?
    

    
      This rather made me want to explore more. I jumped from roof to roof arriving above the abandoned temple.
    

    
      Carefully.
    

    
      I removed one tile.
    

    
      A temple unused for long had no separate roof interior. The temple inside was directly visible.
    

    
      "Society Leader. What do we do about this? Many people swarmed."
    

    
      "Oh my head."
    

    
      Society Leader.
    

    
      This Tiger Might Society's ringleader?
    

    
      Looking from above, all crown of heads.
    

    
      The Society Leader's crown had gray hairs here and there. A hand came up and vigorously scratched his head.
    

    
      Tiger Might Society Black Path surrounding the Society Leader each opened their mouths.
    

    
      "Society Leader, people's circumstances really are pitiful. This house isn't just pennies. If I think I was victimized, I'd really burst with frustration."
    

    
      "Exactly. This really..."
    

    
      "What does the trading company say?"
    

    
      "They say didn't we know and do it?"
    

    
      "We didn't know though."
    

    
      "Exactly. Couldn't even hear proper explanation."
    

    
      Huh?
    

    
      I expected them to be more vicious and stronger than Black Cloud Gang.
    

    
      Don't know about strong, but not vicious at all?
    

    
      "We can't pay back either."
    

    
      "Pay back? We crawled here unable to live—do we have such money?"
    

    
      Even thinking of paying back?
    

    
      The Society Leader exhaled a long sigh and looked up at the ceiling.
    

    
      "Why exactly did the Black Path King tell us to help the trading companyyyy...?"
    

    
      The ending is strange.
    

    
      Natural.
    

    
      Because I didn't avoid so we made eye contact directly.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Since he didn't lower his head, the entire Tiger Might Society also looked up at the ceiling all at once.
    

    
      First-time faces.
    

    
      But faces giving a familiar feeling.
    

    
      Because they were faces tanned by sunlight, weathered by wind, having suffered hardship.
    

    
      "Don't know where you people are from, but hardship coming to Luoyang."
    

    
      "Wh-who are you!"
    

    
      Wa-geurak.
    

    
      I broke through the roof and entered.
    

    
      "Uaaa!"
    

    
      Lightly.
    

    
      I descended beside the Tiger Might Society Leader.
    

    
      "What, that bastard!"
    

    
      "Society Leader, evade!"
    

    
      Chaeng, chaeng-gerang, seureureung—sounds of weapons being drawn, and the Society Leader quickly jumped back.
    

    
      'Skills aren't bad?'
    

    
      Fast hands and feet compared to simple nature.
    

    
      The Tiger Might Society Leader shouted.
    

    
      "Who are you bastard! Speak!"
    

    
      A face crossed by several scars was an impression commoners would go around avoiding.
    

    
      However, I'm not a commoner but.
    

    
      "I'm called Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong."
    

    
      A proud White Path martial artist.
    

    
      "Now, everyone."
    

    
      If low-quality Black Path, there'd be no mercy.
    

    
      Seems such people also got mixed in from recklessly gathering Black Path from outside.
    

    
      How they received Banyang Trading's work—can hear gradually.
    

    
      "From now, listen well to my words."
    

    
      Explain to them what they're entangled in and make them confess what they know—
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "J-j-j-Jin Yeomyeong!"
    

    
      What?
    

    
      Why call my name with such shock?
    

    
      "They say he suddenly went crazy and started beating down Black Path—"
    

    
      "Luoyang's Black Path Butcher?!"
    

    
      Mm?
    

    
      Wait.
    

    
      What?
    

    
      "Made every single Black Cloud Gang into cripples without leaving one?"
    

    
      "They say he massacred the family of someone called Master Dongpae. The butcher who visited the estate and killed even the son!!"
    

    
      No, wait.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      I looked back on recent actions.
    

    
      Does it become that?
    

    
      "Such horrible... Things we'd absolutely never do."
    

    
      Even the Tiger Might Society Leader shook his head side to side as if I were some evil spirit.
    

    
      At this rate, misunderstanding will deepen.
    

    
      There were reasons for everywhere I took action.
    

    
      "Tiger Might Society everyone. Wait, wait."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "I said listen to my story."
    

    
      Butcher.
    

    
      What kind of hideous alias is that?
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Amid everyone's focused gazes.
    

    
      I brought out the conclusion first.
    

    
      "Everything you said is correct."
    

    
      Hiik—the entire Tiger Might Society's breath passes.
    

    
      "Let me reintroduce. I'm called Black Path Butcher Jin Yeomyeong."
    

    
      No, it is correct anyway.
    

    
      "If you don't want to be butchered, how about putting down what you're holding?"
    

    
      Let's use it.
    

    
      This alias.
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      Chapter 34: Pest Extermination
    

    
      "Attack!"
    

    
      "Huh?"
    

    
      It had the opposite effect.
    

    
      Since they called me the Black Path Butcher in surprise, I had thought to use that name.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "Fine. Since it's come to this, let's see Tiger Might Society's skills."
    

    
      "See our skills? How insolent!"
    

    
      The Tiger Might Society Leader wielded a heavy iron mace and charged in first.
    

    
      Waaah—the society members followed behind.
    

    
      Kwaaang.
    

    
      I struck back against the iron mace with Mukheun and sent it flying.
    

    
      "Uaak!"
    

    
      Leaving the Society Leader who tumbled backward with torn palms, I faced the society members.
    

    
      Axes and spears coming from left and right, and—
    

    
      "A shovel? A saw? What are these weapons?"
    

    
      Hideous yet familiar weapons.
    

    
      Even while fighting, I was curious enough to ask.
    

    
      "Kreut! My hand!"
    

    
      "What kind of sword is that! It's incredibly heavy!"
    

    
      As those who had dropped their weapons increased one by one.
    

    
      "So what are these weapons?"
    

    
      "Tiger Might Society originally began from a founder who did construction work! Uaaak!"
    

    
      The one who answered also dropped his pickaxe and stopped.
    

    
      "Let's stop this."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      I had seen their skills well enough.
    

    
      This much was sufficient.
    

    
      "Society Leader, and society members. Listen about the work the Black Path King has done. It's also the reason I fought Black Path in Luoyang."
    

    
      I told Tiger Might Society.
    

    
      The Master Dongpae household attempting to raid a pharmacy,
    

    
      Xinyang Trading and Black Cloud Gang buying and selling people, and so on.
    

    
      "Such things happened."
    

    
      "Society Leader, Tiger Might Society is probably just a sect that receives protection fees."
    

    
      "...Correct. We lived by protecting construction sites and receiving compensation. Our home territory of Gansu had severe crop failure, so everyone's livelihood became difficult. When even putting food in one's mouth is difficult, who would build houses?"
    

    
      Tiger Might Society was on a different track from the Black Path I had fought until now.
    

    
      Strictly speaking,
    

    
      they weren't those who walked Black Path,
    

    
      but simply people who weren't White Path.
    

    
      How could the world be simply divided into black and white?
    

    
      I try to walk White Path.
    

    
      Originally, people who claim to be either black or white are far fewer.
    

    
      People living in between are far more numerous.
    

    
      "I apologize for claiming to be a butcher. I merely thought to use a name that was created anyway."
    

    
      Black Path gathers under the Black Path King's name. I thought it would be good to have one name to drive them out.
    

    
      "As you heard, the Black Path King is different from you. He's committing evil acts unrelated to making a living. If you continue staying under him, you'll have to do such things."
    

    
      "...We'd quit before that."
    

    
      "Would someone conducting such work easily let you quit?"
    

    
      "Kkeuung."
    

    
      The Tiger Might Society Leader made a groaning sound. He also agreed.
    

    
      "My appearance is an opportunity. Quit at this opportunity."
    

    
      The Society Leader lowered his head and looked at the floor.
    

    
      They had come to Luoyang to survive.
    

    
      Going back to their crop-failed hometown would feel hopeless.
    

    
      However, he made a choice.
    

    
      "I can't make these guys do such things. Understood."
    

    
      He looked around at the society members and finally nodded.
    

    
      "You thought well. While we're at it, tell me about the Black Path King."
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      Tiger Might Society Leader Go Dangseong moistened his lips with his tongue.
    

    
      Glancing at the Ink Sword Hero, he was putting the black sword in its sheath and preparing to listen.
    

    
      The figure just standing there was merely a fine-looking young man, yet he was this strong.
    

    
      Tiger Might Society wouldn't be pushed back anywhere either.
    

    
      Yet they were helplessly defeated.
    

    
      He had heard rumors about the Ink Sword Hero.
    

    
      That he was the person Black Path in Luoyang should be most careful of.
    

    
      The stories heard these past few days were even more tremendous.
    

    
      That he swept away Black Path whenever he encountered them, that they should avoid him proactively rather than just being cautious, that he was the Black Path Butcher, and so on.
    

    
      However, unlike what he had heard, the Ink Sword Hero was giving Tiger Might Society a chance to live.
    

    
      'I have no choice but to tell everything.'
    

    
      He began the story.
    

    
      "From sometime last year, word spread all the way to Gansu that someone called Luoyang's Black Path King was summoning Black Path. They said he paid quite generously. At first I was doubtful, but Black Path sects that entered first said they earned a lot of money."
    

    
      The Ink Sword Hero nodded.
    

    
      "As I said, in Gansu the path to survival was hopeless."
    

    
      People cannot overcome nature.
    

    
      When crop failure occurs, that entire area becomes chaotic. Tiger Might Society was pushed by chaos and entered Luoyang.
    

    
      "Did you see the Black Path King directly?"
    

    
      "Never. I only received instructions to work with Banyang Trading."
    

    
      "I know Banyang Trading is closely connected to the Black Path King. How did newly entered Tiger Might Society come to do work?"
    

    
      "Don't know well, but probably because we knew construction work. They said they'd build pleasure houses and do land business."
    

    
      Banyang Trading endlessly expanded business.
    

    
      This time it was land and buildings.
    

    
      Tiger Might Society happened to enter Luoyang when they needed to bring in more Black Path.
    

    
      "If it hadn't been such timing, we would have worked with a small trading company."
    

    
      Large trading companies had several Black Path sects attached, small trading companies had about one.
    

    
      When they came to work with Banyang Trading, they had thought it was good fortune.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "Leaders of large sects may have met the Black Path King. Among themselves they boasted about the Black Path King's true intentions and such."
    

    
      "The names and bases of those sects?"
    

    
      "I haven't been here long so don't know details. I only know about a sect called Iron Dog Gang."
    

    
      Go Dangseong spoke about Iron Dog Gang to the extent he knew.
    

    
      This was all.
    

    
      He had spoken everything he knew.
    

    
      Having learned what the Black Path King was doing, he felt no thought of maintaining loyalty.
    

    
      Just tell everything and leave Luoyang.
    

    
      "Then we'll leave Luoyang as is."
    

    
      He also clasped hands in greeting to the Ink Sword Hero.
    

    
      They would probably never meet again.
    

    
      Though the future was pitch dark,
    

    
      he couldn't keep the society members who followed him under the Black Path King.
    

    
      Hearing the Ink Sword Hero's words, he wasn't at the level of handling interests but had stepped deep into evil acts.
    

    
      "Wait."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      The Ink Sword Hero pressed his forehead and sank into thought.
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      Telling us to pull out?
    

    
      Society members exchanged anxious glances.
    

    
      Could it have been a lie to extract information?
    

    
      That couldn't be.
    

    
      They said the Ink Sword Hero didn't lie and always kept promises.
    

    
      However, the words that came from the Ink Sword Hero's mouth were more shocking.
    

    
      "What I said earlier about pulling out wasn't a lie. But my mind changed."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      Simple change of mind?
    

    
      Is this such a matter?
    

    
      "Even returning to Gansu, the path to survival is hopeless, isn't it?"
    

    
      "So?"
    

    
      "Your martial arts skills are good, and you know construction work. Do one job with me."
    

    
      "Job?"
    

    
      "Ultimately you'll end up helping Luoyang's Golden Cloud Trading. But after doing work with me first."
    

    
      The Ink Sword Hero even began muttering to himself.
    

    
      "Right, first correct the house fraud with Tiger Might Society as witness. Mm, mm, fight Black Path too. Perfect."
    

    
      What was he thinking alone?
    

    
      Fight with Black Path? Us?
    

    
      The Society Leader and society members looked at each other's faces.
    

    
      "Um... we haven't accepted yet?"
    

    
      "Didn't I say my mind changed?"
    

    
      The Tiger Might Society Leader was dumbfounded.
    

    
      If his mind changed? Then we must follow?
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Thinking about it, they were already subdued by the Ink Sword Hero anyway.
    

    
      They did have to follow.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "You're the Ink Sword Hero, right? What I heard wasn't like this?"
    

    
      "Everyone says such things. I think I know what you heard. Now, know this clearly."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "The Ink Sword Hero is now a person who does as he pleases."
    

    
      The Ink Sword Hero's face was too serious to say "what nonsense."
    

    
      Though serious,
    

    
      somehow his face,
    

    
      with sparkling eyes and a slight smile hovering, something unknown...
    

    
      'Is he proud of himself?'
    

    
      The Ink Sword Hero spoke again forcefully with a proud expression.
    

    
      "I'm now a person who does as I please. Mm, that's right."
    

    
      He was even nodding his head vigorously.
    

    
      The Tiger Might Society Leader realized belatedly.
    

    
      If a person who does as he pleases, he could do this with a simple change of mind.
    

    
      The realization expanded further.
    

    
      Ah, something went wrong.
    

    
      Seriously wrong.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      "Did you hear? This morning Tiger Might Society was attacked by the Ink Sword Hero."
    

    
      "The Ink Sword Hero again?"
    

    
      "Black Path disappears daily at his hands."
    

    
      A group of men sat around a tea table.
    

    
      Figures with an atmosphere different from trading captains.
    

    
      At a glance filled with rough disposition, they had fierce weapons like jagged blades and wolf-tooth clubs beside them.
    

    
      They were precisely the leaders of large Black Path sects.
    

    
      "Aren't the trading captain bastards laughing at us again?"
    

    
      "Hmph, bastards who can't do anything without us."
    

    
      "If not for the Black Path King's instructions, I'd have already broken several bastards' necks."
    

    
      Trading captains and Black Path leaders didn't mix with each other.
    

    
      The Black Path King met trading captains and Black Path leaders separately,
    

    
      and from the start, the two groups had different dispositions.
    

    
      Trading captains looked down on Black Path leaders as ignorant people who only knew how to use blades.
    

    
      Black Path leaders treated trading captains as weak money-grubbers.
    

    
      "Anyway, getting entangled with the Ink Sword Hero, whether trading captains or us, we're getting wrecked."
    

    
      "Fortunate that Tiger Might Society are people who entered recently. The Black Path King probably won't be very angry either."
    

    
      If there was a commonality between trading captains and Black Path leaders, it was that they feared the Black Path King.
    

    
      One of the leaders asked other leaders.
    

    
      "But what happened to Tiger Might Society? Were they annihilated like Black Cloud Gang?"
    

    
      The leaders looked at each other's faces.
    

    
      Soon they realized no one knew the conclusion.
    

    
      One of them called a subordinate.
    

    
      "Wait a moment. I had sent my subordinate toward Tiger Might Society for business."
    

    
      He had made subordinates surveil to find weaknesses.
    

    
      The leaders all understood.
    

    
      "Keuheuheuheu."
    

    
      "Keukeukeuk."
    

    
      Since everyone was doing so, it wasn't surprising.
    

    
      They had met only because of money swarming to Luoyang anyway.
    

    
      If they showed even a slight weakness, many among them would bite each other.
    

    
      The leader who spoke asked his subordinate. One who had spied on Tiger Might Society and returned.
    

    
      "I told you to find out about Tiger Might Society, right? How did it go?"
    

    
      "They officially announced dissolution."
    

    
      "Dissolution?"
    

    
      The leader tilted his head.
    

    
      "He didn't annihilate them like Black Cloud Gang? You mean he just let them dissolve and leave?"
    

    
      "That is..."
    

    
      The subordinate who was reporting carefully opened his mouth.
    

    
      "Speak."
    

    
      At the leader's permission, the Black Path member bowed his head.
    

    
      "They dissolved Tiger Might Society and founded a new organization."
    

    
      An even more puzzling story.
    

    
      Founding right after dissolution. What had the Ink Sword Hero done to Tiger Might Society?
    

    
      "Organization? Do you mean a sect?"
    

    
      "No. An organization. Its name is..."
    

    
      "Speak quickly. What did they change it to?"
    

    
      The subordinate moistened his lips with his tongue and carefully opened his mouth.
    

    
      "Luoyang Black Path Extermination Corps."
    

    
      "What!"
    

    
      The Black Path leaders jumped up from their seats.
    

    
      Black Path, extermination?
    

    
      Extermination.
    

    
      Wasn't that a word used only when exterminating vermin?
    

    
      "That insolent Ink Sword Hero bastard!"
    

    
      "This is a challenge! A challenge to us!"
    

    
      However,
    

    
      attacking the Ink Sword Hero wasn't simpler than expected.
    

    
      He was strong even alone, but was deeply connected to Luoyang's White Path martial world and government.
    

    
      Moreover, the Black Path sects were focusing on the Black Path King's business.
    

    
      They couldn't step forward too much and draw attention.
    

    
      "Then what should we do?"
    

    
      Among the leaders, the one using a jagged blade was maintaining composure.
    

    
      "No need to worry."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "Though they say they formed a corps, how directly will they take action? Preparation will also take time."
    

    
      "If it takes time?"
    

    
      "We strike first."
    

    
      Other leaders exchanged glances.
    

    
      "Doesn't seem feasible."
    

    
      "Not feasible?"
    

    
      "You're saying to attack the Ink Sword Hero."
    

    
      "No, that's not it. How frustrating."
    

    
      The Jagged Blade raised his finger.
    

    
      "The Black Path King will arrange for the Ink Sword Hero. We must clash as sect against sect."
    

    
      "Ah. The Extermination Corps?"
    

    
      "Correct. Whether Tiger Might Society did so voluntarily or under pressure from the Ink Sword Hero, we must attack them to show an example."
    

    
      At the Jagged Blade's words, the atmosphere changed.
    

    
      Cruel smiles hung on the leaders' faces.
    

    
      "Right. Exactly that. Doesn't matter what Tiger Might Society bastards were thinking."
    

    
      "Showing an example is what's important, isn't it?"
    

    
      "What shall we do? Hang their heads in the marketplace?"
    

    
      "Heuheuheuheuhe."
    

    
      It would be a symbolically created organization anyway.
    

    
      Even if they took actual action, preparation would take time.
    

    
      Then even as soon as tomorrow, attack the Tiger Might Society bastards—
    

    
      Kung-tang-kung-tang.
    

    
      Someone was running urgently.
    

    
      "What? What's the commotion?"
    

    
      The one running shouted even before entering inside.
    

    
      "The Ink Sword Hero! They say the Ink Sword Hero attacked!"
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      The leaders' gazes moved quickly.
    

    
      Especially gazes focused on sect leaders working with Banyang Trading.
    

    
      Because Tiger Might Society had been under Banyang Trading.
    

    
      It was a simple thought that after Tiger Might Society, wouldn't it be the Black Path sect working with Banyang Trading next?
    

    
      However, the one who entered inside was a gang member of a Black Path sect called Iron Dog Gang.
    

    
      Iron Dog Gang had no connection to Banyang Trading.
    

    
      "Boss, you should go quickly!"
    

    
      "Why us?"
    

    
      While other leaders watched, the Iron Dog Gang Boss urgently rose.
    

    
      There was no time for preparation whatsoever.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Outside Luoyang City, the front yard of an abandoned inn.
    

    
      Iron Dog Gang's base mentioned by the Tiger Might Society Leader.
    

    
      At this place where the ferry was clearly visible and river wind blew coolly.
    

    
      "Uaaak! It's the Ink Sword Hero!"
    

    
      "Black Path Butcher bastard!"
    

    
      "The madman attacked!"
    

    
      I was facing curses and blade strikes.
    

    
      My familiar alias, Ink Sword Hero.
    

    
      My new alias—though I didn't know if it could be called an alias—Black Path Butcher.
    

    
      No matter how I heard it, just a curse: madman.
    

    
      Iron Dog Gang members called me by various titles.
    

    
      My answer to that?
    

    
      Always Mukheun.
    

    
      "Kkwaak!"
    

    
      "Block it somehow!"
    

    
      "Fuck, this time he even brought subordinates!"
    

    
      I stopped short.
    

    
      "Calling them my subordinates. Don't disgrace those people."
    

    
      "What? Anyone can see they're subordinates?"
    

    
      Behind me was the former Tiger Might Society.
    

    
      "Why would anyone see them as subordinates..."
    

    
      I turned back.
    

    
      Their appearance wearing face coverings as instructed.
    

    
      "Ah, they do look slightly like subordinates."
    

    
      One Iron Dog Gang member shouted angrily.
    

    
      "The only one with an exposed face is you, Ink Sword Hero bastard!"
    

    
      That was correct.
    

    
      I revealed my face, and all former Tiger Might Society wore face coverings.
    

    
      "It must feel like I dragged them to attack."
    

    
      From among the former Tiger Might Society, Society Leader Go Dangseong spoke quietly.
    

    
      "Isn't it true you dragged us..."
    

    
      A voice nearly dying.
    

    
      "Why are you like that? In the end, you accepted the position of 'Corps Leader' too. Saying it would be better to stay here since livelihood is hopeless even returning."
    

    
      That was so.
    

    
      Former Tiger Might Society had accepted my proposal.
    

    
      Though they refused at first, thinking about it, it wasn't a bad proposal.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "Because I didn't know what would happen if I refused to the end."
    

    
      "Mm? I didn't hear that well."
    

    
      "I didn't know 'doing one job together' meant this."
    

    
      "I didn't hear that either. Corps Leader, why do you lack confidence?"
    

    
      I was calling him Corps Leader.
    

    
      He wasn't Society Leader anymore.
    

    
      I formally introduced them to Iron Dog Gang members.
    

    
      "Those who came with me aren't my subordinates or anything. They're members of the 'Luoyang Black Path Extermination Corps' officially launched in Luoyang."
    

    
      "Black Path Extermination Corps?"
    

    
      "This is the Corps Leader. Corps Leader, please give a greeting."
    

    
      "Stop, please stop."
    

    
      Stop?
    

    
      Now I could see the overall picture of the Black Path King's forces.
    

    
      The Black Path King was manipulating trading companies and Black Path sects.
    

    
      Trading companies conducted wicked work and earned money,
    

    
      with that money they gathered Black Path,
    

    
      Black Path helped trading companies' evil acts.
    

    
      Creating a cycle of darkness.
    

    
      "Now, now, like that. Good. Continue waving your hand."
    

    
      That I had never heard of a Black Path King conducting work at this level meant he was hiding quite well.
    

    
      I couldn't let him continue hiding.
    

    
      The Black Path Extermination Corps was a declaration of war against the Black Path King.
    

    
      And simultaneously part of the extermination plan.
    

    
      A bastard like a cockroach. I would definitely exterminate him.
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      "Stop right there!"
    

    
      At some giant's shout, the introduction of the Extermination Corps was interrupted.
    

    
      "Boss!"
    

    
      "The Boss has returned!"
    

    
      "He's here! Quickly, this!"
    

    
      The figure with fierce momentum seemed to be Iron Dog Gang's Boss.
    

    
      Several gang members strained while handing him something.
    

    
      "A ship's anchor?"
    

    
      Muscles bulged from the body of the Iron Dog Gang Boss, who appeared with his upper body completely bare.
    

    
      "Eat this!"
    

    
      The anchor flew through the blue sky.
    

    
      Even a small boat's anchor would have considerable weight.
    

    
      "Excellent external arts!"
    

    
      This was sincere.
    

    
      "To use such external arts only for committing evil acts!"
    

    
      This was also sincere.
    

    
      I stood sideways and firmly planted both feet on the ground.
    

    
      I grasped Mukheun's handle with both hands and spun it round and round.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, be careful!"
    

    
      The moment I heard the Corps Leader's warning,
    

    
      I twisted my upper body slightly more to the right.
    

    
      When the anchor approached right in front,
    

    
      I gave recoil and forcefully turned my upper body to the left, using that force to swing Mukheun.
    

    
      Kkaaang.
    

    
      A refreshing sound rang through the harbor.
    

    
      The properly struck anchor returned along the exact trajectory it had flown.
    

    
      However, this time even faster.
    

    
      The Boss who hadn't anticipated that speed took a direct hit.
    

    
      "Keuk!"
    

    
      With a short groan, the Boss's body collapsed.
    

    
      "Boss!"
    

    
      "The Boss was struck!"
    

    
      It became a scene of carnage in an instant.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "Black Path Extermination Corps! Charge!"
    

    
      Then I just needed to clean it up.
    

    
      With a charge.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      The fight wasn't long.
    

    
      Iron Dog Gang was annihilated.
    

    
      I looked down at the Iron Dog Gang Boss who was breathing roughly from serious injuries.
    

    
      "Heok, heok. How did you find us?"
    

    
      "After knowing how things were going, many things became clear."
    

    
      For the past half year, Luoyang hadn't had smooth material supplies.
    

    
      The same for cases entering through the river.
    

    
      Trading companies brought in fewer materials claiming the waterways were dangerous because of Black Path, instead raising prices.
    

    
      "When merchant ships from outside entered through the river, most were attacked. They said it was river bandits' doing, but it wasn't."
    

    
      I crouched before the Boss and met his eyes.
    

    
      "Why only steal goods? There was no need to kill all the trading company members and sailors, was there?"
    

    
      After several such incidents, an atmosphere of fear was created.
    

    
      Outside trading companies working through the river became reluctant to come to Luoyang.
    

    
      "It was the Black Path King's instructions, wasn't it?"
    

    
      The Iron Dog Gang Boss's eyes widened.
    

    
      "You knew that far?"
    

    
      Today was the seventh day since I returned.
    

    
      If I had been faithful to Alliance missions, I wouldn't have known at all, yet I learned it in just seven days.
    

    
      Thanks to doing as my heart pleased.
    

    
      "You don't know, do you?"
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "You also don't know well about the Black Path King. Right?"
    

    
      The Extermination Corps Leader said large sects would have seen the Black Path King.
    

    
      My thought was different.
    

    
      "Isn't Black Path's bravado an everyday occurrence? Even if you talk about the Black Path King, you've probably never actually seen him."
    

    
      Even if they were leaders, they weren't Demonic Cult members with golden prohibitions. If he had revealed himself to people gathered from here and there, rumors would naturally spread.
    

    
      If so, before regression I would have heard his name too.
    

    
      "Even if he revealed himself, he wore a face covering..."
    

    
      Glancing back at the Extermination Corps, I changed my thoughts.
    

    
      "Face coverings might lack some dignity. He probably stayed behind a curtain."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "There wouldn't have been times he stepped forward directly either."
    

    
      Like this.
    

    
      The word "curtain behind the scenes" wasn't a metaphor.
    

    
      "Seems we have no more to discuss."
    

    
      "W-wait, Ink Sword Hero! I have accumulated wealth! Take it and spare me!"
    

    
      At that moment, the former Tiger Might Society Leader, current Extermination Corps Leader, approached.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, we found a safe inside the inn."
    

    
      "Can you open it?"
    

    
      "Don't know about opening, but I can break it. It's not even a safe made of cold iron."
    

    
      "A cold iron safe wouldn't be in such a place. Please break it."
    

    
      After finishing the conversation with the Corps Leader, I looked at the Iron Dog Gang Boss again.
    

    
      "I'll use the accumulated wealth well. I'll send it to victims' families and use the rest for good places."
    

    
      "N-no, then what about me..."
    

    
      "There's a way to live."
    

    
      The Iron Dog Gang Boss's eyes sparkled.
    

    
      "I didn't expect anything about the Black Path King anyway. However, tell me about sects like yours helping trading companies under the Black Path King's instructions."
    

    
      "I'll tell, I'll tell."
    

    
      There was no loyalty among Black Path sects.
    

    
      When they could betray even for money, wasn't this a matter where lives were at stake?
    

    
      Without hesitation, the Boss spoke about the Black Path sects he knew.
    

    
      "Then now?"
    

    
      "Go to the afterlife and apologize to the trading company members and sailors."
    

    
      "What? Ink Sword Hero bastard! Didn't you say you'd spare me if I spoke!"
    

    
      The answer was given with Mukheun instead.
    

    
      "Kkwaaaaak!"
    

    
      I'll say it again—now I'm also good at lying.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      And.
    

    
      Since I had started lying,
    

    
      I decided to deceive more people more thoroughly.
    

    
      According to my friend Zhuge Sheng's words, such lies had a separate name.
    

    
      They're called 'stratagems.'
    

    
      Yeomyeong, you'd find it difficult even if you died and woke up.
    

    
      Not my preference.
    

    
      Hahat, right, I'll handle this side. You just swing your sword.
    

    
      Now I should try it.
    

    
      Because it's before meeting Zhuge Sheng.
    

    
      'I think I can imitate what friend Zhuge Sheng used to do. Don't know if it'll work well, but let's try.'
    

    
      Ahem, after clearing my voice once,
    

    
      I looked at the Black Path members of Yaksa Gate that I had attacked after the Iron Dog Gang.
    

    
      "There was a mistake here."
    

    
      "Mistake?"
    

    
      Yaksa Gate was already heavily defeated.
    

    
      The Gate Leader had already died by my hand.
    

    
      All leadership figures were seriously injured.
    

    
      When I stopped my sword, they also stopped and listened.
    

    
      "Isn't this a sect working with Captain Guyang Je?"
    

    
      "Th-that's right?"
    

    
      "Ahem. This isn't the place?"
    

    
      Shock spread across the Yaksa Gate members' faces.
    

    
      This isn't... the place?
    

    
      Is that such an issue?
    

    
      Confirming their shock, I began consulting with the Extermination Corps Leader.
    

    
      Whisper whisper, but audibly to all.
    

    
      "We came to the wrong place. We agreed not to touch the Banyang side."
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, that's why I said we should confirm."
    

    
      "I thought it was correct."
    

    
      As if there had been words exchanged with Guyang Je beforehand.
    

    
      But giving the feeling that the stupid Ink Sword Hero attacked for no reason.
    

    
      Super focused.
    

    
      Everyone in Yaksa Gate was super focused on our conversation.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, what will you do?"
    

    
      "If we withdraw from here, won't the picture become strange?"
    

    
      "Right. It becomes strange. We need to sweep away all Black Path."
    

    
      "Uuum..."
    

    
      Just when relief spread across Yaksa Gate members' faces thinking 'we'll live.'
    

    
      "Just processing one place here would be alright, wouldn't it? What would Captain Guyang say?"
    

    
      Hiiik! sounds burst out from all directions.
    

    
      "Hero, that's not right."
    

    
      "You think so?"
    

    
      After tightening them once like this.
    

    
      "Yaksa Gate."
    

    
      "Yeeep!"
    

    
      The bastards looked at me with extreme tension.
    

    
      "Go out of Luoyang along the main road as is. Don't slow your lightness technique until leaving Henan. If you return, you'll unavoidably die this time. Go!"
    

    
      "Uwaat, yes!"
    

    
      Of course I had no intention of letting them go.
    

    
      Their crimes were too heavy for that.
    

    
      If they followed the main road,
    

    
      part of the Extermination Corps personnel,
    

    
      Swift Wind leading the Beggar's Gang Luoyang branch,
    

    
      Outer Hall warriors of the Luoyang branch gathered by Kwak Daebang,
    

    
      were waiting.
    

    
      Yaksa Gate would be eliminated.
    

    
      However, the reason for putting on such a show here was—
    

    
      'There they are.'
    

    
      Several people were caught in Eight Sensations' detection range.
    

    
      Obvious. They would be spies sent by the Black Path King's subordinates to monitor each other.
    

    
      Something those temporarily united by interests often did.
    

    
      Now they would return and report only that Yaksa Gate survived.
    

    
      Including the conversation and circumstances I shared with the Extermination Corps Leader.
    

    
      'Guyang Je, now you must react, right?'
    

    
      Stratagem.
    

    
      It was a stratagem targeting not Black Path but Guyang Je.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Gatherings among trading captains were surprisingly rare.
    

    
      Since trading captains were so busy, they met in twos or threes only when business required it.
    

    
      Cases where everyone gathered were about when the Black Path King summoned them.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      Today, trading captains under the Black Path King gathered even without the Black Path King's summons.
    

    
      "Isn't this going too wrong?"
    

    
      "Right. The atmosphere became strange in an instant. Ten days? No, doesn't even seem that much."
    

    
      "Starting from Captain Zhu Hochong."
    

    
      Golden Cloud Trading's Zhu Hochong, who should have died before the magistrate replacement, lived.
    

    
      If he hadn't existed, they would have dominated Luoyang's commercial world and slowly cooked the new magistrate too.
    

    
      No matter how upright the new magistrate, given time they were confident in making him an ally.
    

    
      "Conversely, haven't trading captains on our side decreased in number?"
    

    
      Great Ocean Trading's Captain Yang.
    

    
      Xinyang Trading's Captain Jeong.
    

    
      Captain Yang received punishment for failure.
    

    
      Captain Jeong because his business was discovered.
    

    
      Two people had already died.
    

    
      Banyang, Xinyang, and rising Great Ocean were called the Three Yangs, but now only one remained.
    

    
      "Black Path sects are being completely smashed."
    

    
      "Black Path Extermination Corps? Jin Yeomyeong created some unknown organization and is running wild. Today alone Iron Dog Gang, Yaksa Gate, Janglak Hall, Cheonghang Gang, Chunggi Hall... don't know how many places he smashed in one day."
    

    
      "Truly a disaster."
    

    
      Of course, what trading captains worried about wasn't Black Path sects.
    

    
      They were concerned about their own safety.
    

    
      "At this rate our hands and feet get cut off. Businesses we ran by having those bastards do it will be blocked. We were proceeding with other businesses counting on funds coming from there."
    

    
      "Stupid bastards. Usually they acted so special saying they're rough men. Getting exterminated in just one day?"
    

    
      "To block our money flow. Should have worked without those bastards from the start."
    

    
      However.
    

    
      There was one more fact grating on the trading captains' nerves.
    

    
      One of the captains unnecessarily lowered his voice.
    

    
      "Speaking of being absent here. They say he let go the Black Path under Captain Guyang?"
    

    
      Though trading captains gathered without the Black Path King's summons, one person was absent.
    

    
      Guyang Je's figure wasn't visible.
    

    
      "So they say. The Black Path moved at tremendous speed and left."
    

    
      "Why let them go?"
    

    
      "Not only that. At other places he destroyed or burned business sites, but at Captain Guyang's business sites he only drove out Black Path. Subtly less damage."
    

    
      "Really?"
    

    
      That was the reason for not calling Guyang Je.
    

    
      Trading captains keen on profit and loss.
    

    
      Though a subtle difference, they didn't miss the fact that Guyang Je's damage was less.
    

    
      "Could Captain Guyang possibly..."
    

    
      Someone threw out an unfinished statement.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      They all fell into silence at once.
    

    
      Why did the quiet Ink Sword Hero suddenly run wild?
    

    
      Though he seemed like someone money wouldn't work on, what if it did?
    

    
      If Guyang Je succeeded in bribery?
    

    
      If he was using him to eliminate competitors?
    

    
      Questions followed in succession.
    

    
      Even if Banyang Trading dominated all of Luoyang's commercial world this way, the Black Path King wouldn't care at all.
    

    
      "If that's the case..."
    

    
      Captain So, who had been speaking negatively about Captain Guyang from earlier, continued speaking.
    

    
      Everyone focused on his mouth.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "You've all been here."
    

    
      One voice interrupted and entered.
    

    
      Though they were people with dignified attitudes as trading company owners, they were startled at that voice.
    

    
      "Captain Guyang?"
    

    
      "Yes, it's me. I came after receiving contact."
    

    
      No one had agreed to contact him.
    

    
      Yet he said he came after receiving contact.
    

    
      That is, someone here had clearly leaked the meeting.
    

    
      Damn it.
    

    
      The captains cursed inwardly.
    

    
      "Hmph, Captain Guyang truly has tremendous scheming. Seems there's someone among the captains whose leash you hold?"
    

    
      Captain So openly spat out rough words.
    

    
      Captain Guyang looked at him, but Captain So also didn't avoid his gaze.
    

    
      "How far will the Black Path King's favor toward you go? With things going wrong like now, seems the end will soon be visible."
    

    
      "Are you saying it's my fault?"
    

    
      "Isn't it?"
    

    
      Though no one invited him, Guyang Je sat down.
    

    
      Before he could open his mouth, Captain So continued his criticism.
    

    
      "The Black Path King said he'd give us Luoyang's interests. For people here to divide. But now it seems someone alone is trying to monopolize everything."
    

    
      Guyang Je's eyebrows twisted.
    

    
      "Are you suspecting me?"
    

    
      "How could suspicion not arise? The Ink Sword Hero is somehow avoiding your surroundings."
    

    
      "My, my."
    

    
      Guyang Je gave a deliberately relaxed smile.
    

    
      "How disappointing."
    

    
      "What? Disappointing?"
    

    
      "That you'd fall for such a trivial stratagem."
    

    
      He asserted the Ink Sword Hero's movements were a stratagem.
    

    
      However, Captain So was different.
    

    
      "A stratagem. Maybe you want it to look like a stratagem. Also, does the result change if it's a stratagem?"
    

    
      Other captains' eyes weren't favorable either.
    

    
      Captain So was right. Even if called a stratagem, the damage they suffered was real.
    

    
      If Banyang Trading pushed in through this gap, it would be difficult to block.
    

    
      Captain So added one more remark.
    

    
      "Moreover, weren't you the only one meeting the Black Path King separately? Since we can't even know what you say at that meeting."
    

    
      Captain So finally snorted—hmph.
    

    
      This was also a problem.
    

    
      As a trading captain, Guyang Je was practically a newcomer, yet was close to the Black Path King. An issue all other captains found uncomfortable.
    

    
      Guyang Je ground his teeth inwardly.
    

    
      'These bastards...'
    

    
      When he let them meet the Black Path King and arranged special businesses, they were bowing their heads up and down.
    

    
      When the situation became slightly difficult, this appearance.
    

    
      After observing the surrounding atmosphere, Guyang Je calmly spoke.
    

    
      "Don't worry. A method to reverse Luoyang's atmosphere and end your doubts is being prepared."
    

    
      "What is that?"
    

    
      "Don't you all know? That all recent matters originated from one person."
    

    
      Everyone recalled one person's alias and name.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong."
    

    
      "Correct. Until he ran wild, everything was proceeding properly."
    

    
      If so,
    

    
      to return to that time,
    

    
      "We deal with Jin Yeomyeong."
    

    
      A confident smile spread across Guyang Je's face. Seemed he had some plan.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      'Really? This time too, isn't it failing?'
    

    
      'You're not controlling him?'
    

    
      The trading captains' gazes were asking this.
    

    
      They weren't believing Guyang Je's words.
    

    
      Bubble bubble.
    

    
      Guyang Je's insides boiled.
    

    
      'Jin Yeomyeong. Did you bastard bring about this situation?'
    

    
      Guyang Je's grand plan was shaking.
    

    

  
    Chapter 36: Chapter 36

    
      Chapter 36: A Single Cloud Casts Its Shadow
    

    
      Murim Alliance Luoyang Branch.
    

    
      "Deputy Branch Leader. Again, again, again they've arrived."
    

    
      "Agaain?"
    

    
      Deputy Branch Leader Gong Pilsang's face turned pale.
    

    
      Just when he thought he could finally settle his rear on the chair, an Alliance member reported another arrival.
    

    
      Black Path members.
    

    
      Black Path members sent by Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      Gong Pilsang hurried outside in confusion.
    

    
      Past the main gate, he saw a Black Path group lined up in a long row in front of the branch headquarters.
    

    
      "Which place do they say this is?"
    

    
      "They say Black Blood Gang."
    

    
      "Black Blood Gang? Where's that?"
    

    
      "I don't know. It's not a sect the Alliance has identified."
    

    
      The reporting Alliance member also swallowed hard.
    

    
      The number of Black Path members the Ink Sword Hero sent today was tremendous.
    

    
      They said the Ink Sword Hero personally cut down many Black Path too—just how many Black Path was he slaughtering?
    

    
      "The Thunder Prison? Is there space?"
    

    
      "None. For now, we're urgently putting them in remaining buildings."
    

    
      "Buildings? The doors and windows?"
    

    
      "We sealed the windows and posted Alliance members at the doors."
    

    
      "Well done."
    

    
      "Thank you. However, we're short on stocks and chains to bind them."
    

    
      "Use from the budget. Don't forget proper acupoint striking either."
    

    
      "Yes!"
    

    
      Gong Pilsang wiped the sweat from his forehead.
    

    
      The Alliance member thought while watching such a Deputy Branch Leader.
    

    
      'When the Ink Sword Hero sent someone this morning, he dismissed it. Thanks to that, aren't we running around frantically?'
    

    
      The person the Ink Sword Hero sent said there was a Black Path supreme leader called Luoyang's Black Path King.
    

    
      Gong Pilsang lightly dismissed it.
    

    
      Saying if such an existence existed, the Alliance would have already identified him.
    

    
      Of course, the Alliance member had also thought so then.
    

    
      All the more so because there were no instructions on what to do.
    

    
      However, not long after, Black Path members defeated by the Ink Sword Hero began being captured and brought in.
    

    
      First they imprisoned them in Thunder Prison and Gong Pilsang began interrogation.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      U-u-uaaak! The Black Path Butcher is chasing us!
    

    
      A demon wielding a black sword! Sword Demon! The Sword Demon appeared!
    

    
      They had lost their minds.
    

    
      Interrogation didn't go well.
    

    
      The Alliance member watched that scene beside Gong Pilsang.
    

    
      He couldn't help but tilt his head. He wondered if the Butcher Sword Demon these bastards spoke of was really that Ink Sword Hero he knew. Though he had been different lately, to that extent?
    

    
      While interrogating the earlier bastards was difficult, other bastards arrived.
    

    
      Huh? Boss? Why don't you have a head? Ah, the Sword Demon is standing behind.
    

    
      Hihihihit, hiit, Luoyang cursed land... land where the cursed swordsman lives...
    

    
      Also lost their minds.
    

    
      Sword Demon, Cursed Swordsman. It did seem to be the Ink Sword Hero.
    

    
      These bastards didn't even have time for interrogation.
    

    
      Because groups who had lost their minds kept surging in afterward.
    

    
      "Deputy Branch Leader. The interrogation..."
    

    
      "Stop now. How can we interrogate?"
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      "Haah. What is the Ink Sword Hero doing? We're about to spend all the branch budget on these bastards."
    

    
      Gong Pilsang instructed the Alliance member.
    

    
      "Just wrap it up well and only give the final report."
    

    
      "What? You should supervise from beside. By what authority would I wrap this up?"
    

    
      "No. Since I approved it, it's fine. I have important work."
    

    
      "What important work besides this right now—"
    

    
      Gong Pilsang entered the Deputy Branch Leader's office, leaving the Alliance member's appeal behind.
    

    
      "Whew."
    

    
      How should he report this to Hwangbo Gak again?
    

    
      Recognizing the Black Path King's existence and taking the initiative to capture Black Path sects.
    

    
      The Ink Sword Hero alone was doing more work than the entire branch.
    

    
      "He said he'd rest. He said he'd rest, so why is he like this..."
    

    
      His hand pulled out a document from one section of the bookshelf.
    

    
      "Did they even properly investigate?"
    

    
      It was a bundle of documents with personal information on martial artists assigned to the branch.
    

    
      These days, he couldn't trust these documents.
    

    
      He pulled out one page.
    

    
      [Kwak Daebang.
    

    
      Rough temperament and not compliant to superiors. If pressure is applied, there's concern he'll push back.]
    

    
      Below that were several more lines.
    

    
      [Tends to clash with colleagues due to rough attitude. Exclude as much as possible from missions requiring leadership or cooperation.]
    

    
      "Well, well. These days he's become the leader of Outer Hall warriors?"
    

    
      He pulled out another page.
    

    
      [Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      Formidable martial arts. Extremely compliant to the Alliance, obedient to superiors, faithful to missions.]
    

    
      "Nonsense! Compliant, obedient, faithful? That Jin Yeomyeong bastard?"
    

    
      He threw a leave application at the Alliance, intimidated superiors, and said he'd do missions as he pleased.
    

    
      "Now he's become a madman!"
    

    
      He slammed the document on the floor.
    

    
      Flutter—one of them slipped out and flew into the air.
    

    
      He irritably snatched it.
    

    
      He was about to tear it, but it was Alliance documents. He couldn't treat them carelessly.
    

    
      "Tch."
    

    
      It was a document about a swordsman who had now left Luoyang.
    

    
      "Cloud-Severing Sword Jong Dohak? Was he here before I came?"
    

    
      He unconsciously scanned the document.
    

    
      "Huh, really?"
    

    
      Gong Pilsang's eyes widened.
    

    
      [Jong Dohak.
    

    
      Formidable martial arts. Though of aloof temperament, on one hand arrogant with a tendency to look down on others. Built reputation by subjugating Demonic Cult remnants—]
    

    
      This wasn't important.
    

    
      What was important was the content someone had added below.
    

    
      [Sparred with Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong and won overwhelmingly.]
    

    
      "Really? Is this real?"
    

    
      ***
    

    
      After the trading captains' meeting ended,
    

    
      Captain So handled several matters at the trading company and returned to his estate.
    

    
      "I'll change clothes and drink, so prepare alcohol."
    

    
      "Yes. Shall I serve Shaoxing wine?"
    

    
      "Yes. Call Danhyang too."
    

    
      "Yep."
    

    
      It had been a day that didn't go well.
    

    
      He needed to drink and relieve fatigue.
    

    
      'Is this alright as is?'
    

    
      Black Path sects under the Black Path King collapsed one after another.
    

    
      That meant businesses trading companies conducted behind the scenes had failed.
    

    
      He had focused the trading company's capabilities on the ruined capital Luoyang.
    

    
      Trading company subordinates had opposed from the start.
    

    
      He had overruled all that opposition.
    

    
      Because of the backroom business subordinates didn't know about.
    

    
      'Perhaps it's time to gradually pull out.'
    

    
      He had seen profits sufficiently.
    

    
      Rather, it would be better to cut ties with Black Path and do business cleanly again.
    

    
      'Though Guyang Je seems determined to get his hands on Luoyang's commercial rights even if he dies.'
    

    
      Watching Captain Guyang's behavior today, the thought of pulling out grew increasingly.
    

    
      Guyang Je seemed to have firm faith in the Black Path King.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "He'll deal with the Ink Sword Hero."
    

    
      People have intuition.
    

    
      Captain So's intuition was warning not to deal with the Ink Sword Hero.
    

    
      The Ink Sword Hero was dangerous.
    

    
      It wasn't just temporarily raising havoc.
    

    
      There was more, so avoid him.
    

    
      "Hey there."
    

    
      Captain So had no intention of ignoring intuition warning this strongly.
    

    
      "Call the comptroller. Tell him to bring the ledgers."
    

    
      First, calculate profits to date.
    

    
      "Call the hall leaders too. Tell them to assess personnel and equipment."
    

    
      He also needed to plan completely leaving Luoyang.
    

    
      "Is the alcohol prepared? Prepare seats for the number of people."
    

    
      It would be a matter to discuss late into the night while drinking.
    

    
      Subordinates would all agree too.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      However, there was no answer.
    

    
      "What? Is no one there?"
    

    
      Captain So opened the door wide in irritation.
    

    
      "Heok! C-corpses?"
    

    
      Not only the attendant who had received his instructions earlier, but servants and concubine Danhyang were all dead.
    

    
      Not only them.
    

    
      Bodyguard warriors hired at great expense were also dead.
    

    
      He hadn't heard even a single scream.
    

    
      "Are you Captain So?"
    

    
      At the voice heard from behind, Captain So flinched in surprise and turned.
    

    
      A man of average height, build, and appearance stood there.
    

    
      Only the long sword in his hand was shining white.
    

    
      "Assassin?"
    

    
      "Ah. Assassin."
    

    
      The assassin laughed as if something was funny.
    

    
      "Ah, why am I here? I'm not someone who should be doing assassin work. Of all missions, this kind."
    

    
      Listening, he seemed quite displeased about taking on an assassination mission.
    

    
      Captain So recalled today's trading captains' meeting.
    

    
      "Did Guyang Je send you?"
    

    
      He had cornered Guyang Je at the meeting.
    

    
      He'd expected that bastard wouldn't stay still, but he didn't expect it this fast.
    

    
      And he didn't expect the assassin's skills to be this excellent.
    

    
      "Guyang Je? Would I listen to his words?"
    

    
      However, it wasn't Guyang Je.
    

    
      An arrogant expression crossed the assassin's ordinary face.
    

    
      It seemed someone who looked down on Guyang Je had sent him.
    

    
      "What? Not Guyang Je? Then who?"
    

    
      Was there a captain who could look down on Guyang Je?
    

    
      Strange.
    

    
      Guyang Je was an object of restraint and envy, but no one looked down on him...
    

    
      "The Black Path King?"
    

    
      "Right. It has to be at least that level to assign me a mission. Though it's more that I take on missions rather than being assigned them."
    

    
      The assassin spoke unnecessary words, but it wasn't important to Captain So.
    

    
      "The Black Path King steps forward? Just because I said a few words to Guyang Je, he takes my life?"
    

    
      He had thought of leaving Luoyang just after entering the estate.
    

    
      The Black Path King must have sent the assassin before that.
    

    
      There had been no separate matters that displeased him, so Guyang Je was the problem.
    

    
      "Why? No matter how much favor, to go that far for Guyang Je?"
    

    
      The assassin approached.
    

    
      The white, long sword rose to the sky.
    

    
      Intuition belatedly shouted.
    

    
      Dangerous. You'll die. Run away.
    

    
      "Damn it, what running away?"
    

    
      With the assassin approaching right before his eyes, how could he run away?
    

    
      It was useless intuition.
    

    
      "Should have noticed my danger instead of the Ink Sword Hero."
    

    
      However.
    

    
      Hesitation.
    

    
      The sword about to fall stopped.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero?"
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "I hear he's been causing trouble lately."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      The assassin brought up words not even asked.
    

    
      "My junior is working hard these days. Though it's probably thanks to my past teachings."
    

    
      It seemed he had known the Ink Sword Hero in the past.
    

    
      "You know? Though I can't reveal myself now due to circumstances, I overwhelmed the Ink Sword Hero before."
    

    
      "You did? If your skills are enough to overwhelm the Ink Sword Hero... Uut!"
    

    
      Death cry.
    

    
      The assassin cut him down before Captain So could finish speaking.
    

    
      "Still, there's no use getting admiration from a mere trading captain."
    

    
      The assassin turned his back with an arrogant smile.
    

    
      He just needed to complete the next mission anyway.
    

    
      Endless admiration from the world would pour forth.
    

    
      Cloud-Severing Sword Jong Dohak.
    

    
      He moved his steps toward the next mission—eliminating the Ink Sword Hero.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Day was fading.
    

    
      "Now the alias Ink Sword Hero can't explain everything."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang suddenly spoke.
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "Besides Ink Sword Hero, you're also called Luoyang's Number One Swordsman, right?"
    

    
      "That's true."
    

    
      He had joined from the Yaksa Gate attack and exterminated Black Path with me.
    

    
      Hmph—he snorted then tilted his head.
    

    
      "Still, Ink Sword Hero or Luoyang's Number One Swordsman seem better."
    

    
      What has he been talking about since earlier?
    

    
      Feeling my gaze, he answered.
    

    
      "I mean aliases. Ink Sword Hero or Luoyang's Number One Swordsman are sword-related aliases. But listen to what Black Path said today."
    

    
      Butcher, Sword Demon, Sword Demon, Cursed Swordsman, and so on.
    

    
      Even if they were aliases Black Path would only speak of briefly.
    

    
      "Ah, definitely that's a bit..."
    

    
      Before regression, I was called Sword God.
    

    
      A glorious alias obtained while cutting down the Cult Leader.
    

    
      The Alliance also greatly publicized the Sword God alias saying it helped externally.
    

    
      I myself felt burdened.
    

    
      Because I hadn't reached the ultimate proficiency of the Eight Trigram Unity Technique.
    

    
      Though others didn't know, I myself couldn't be satisfied.
    

    
      I had wondered if this life might produce a different alias besides Sword God.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "Brother Kwak is right. Rather, Ink Sword Hero or Luoyang's Number One Swordsman are the least embarrassing aliases."
    

    
      "Heuheuhe. But those aliases can't seem to contain your recent actions."
    

    
      "Kkeuung."
    

    
      Then he looked me over anew.
    

    
      "Why are you like that?"
    

    
      "I'm not perceptive, but."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "You seem like Luoyang can't contain you."
    

    
      Did your perception increase?
    

    
      Not all martial artists traveled the world.
    

    
      Even making a name in the region where one lived was difficult work.
    

    
      I had made my name known beyond Luoyang to the world while fighting the Demonic Cult.
    

    
      "Now Luoyang is sufficient. Luoyang's Number One Swordsman, that'll do."
    

    
      Couldn't use the ominous aliases Black Path attached, could I?
    

    
      However, there was one name that came to mind when saying Luoyang's Number One Swordsman.
    

    
      "A senior I knew before also claimed to be Luoyang's Number One Swordsman."
    

    
      "I remember. Cloud-Severing Sword Jong Dohak."
    

    
      He left not long after I came to Luoyang. That was already five years ago.
    

    
      "He beat you in a spar?"
    

    
      "He did."
    

    
      "And then started claiming to be Luoyang's number one."
    

    
      "Correct."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang shook his head side to side.
    

    
      "Why are you like that?"
    

    
      "You're the bad one."
    

    
      "Ah. However... at that time I had just come to Luoyang. Considering the face of a regional martial world senior."
    

    
      "Still, you should have lost appropriately. Losing too severely made the person get a swelled head."
    

    
      "He had skills. Skills."
    

    
      I looked up at the already darkened sky.
    

    
      He had been a senior with the elegant alias of sword that cuts clouds.
    

    
      "I wonder how he's doing now."
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      Chapter 37: The Path Home
    

    
      "Then, I'll be going."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang and I just needed to part ways at this alley.
    

    
      He also nodded and seemed to turn away.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "By the way."
    

    
      "Yes?"
    

    
      "Are you some hidden child of a clan or something?"
    

    
      "What do you mean?"
    

    
      "This alley. Why are masters gathered here?"
    

    
      He detected the Rogues' Guild masters.
    

    
      The Rogues' Guild matter wasn't about me but related to Jayeong.
    

    
      Separate from Kwak Daebang's trustworthiness, it wasn't something to mention carelessly.
    

    
      "It's not because I'm here. I came to live here because it's this kind of alley."
    

    
      "Is that so?"
    

    
      He had a doubtful expression but didn't ask further.
    

    
      "Anyway, even running around smashing Black Path like this, your family must be at ease."
    

    
      "Why don't you come to this side too, Brother Kwak?"
    

    
      "I don't even have family. I can protect this one body of mine."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang had learned body protection technique.
    

    
      Even if enemies attacked, he could extract himself.
    

    
      "Moreover, won't Black Path not show even their noses for a while?"
    

    
      "What? Why is that?"
    

    
      "Mm? Didn't you hear?"
    

    
      "I was continuously at the vanguard."
    

    
      "Ah. That's right. Right now, Luoyang's Black Path are fleeing en masse."
    

    
      "Oh. That's—"
    

    
      "Because of you. Luoyang's Black Path Butcher, Sword Demon, Sword Demon, Cursed Swordsman."
    

    
      Uuum.
    

    
      When I first heard the words Black Path Butcher at Tiger Might Society, I had thought about it.
    

    
      I wished Black Path would be reluctant to enter Luoyang because of my alias.
    

    
      But fleeing on such a scale.
    

    
      "Keuheuhe, would anyone want to stay when tomorrow might be their turn? Even if I were Black Path, I'd run away."
    

    
      "Is that so? Then let's do it."
    

    
      "Hm? Do what?"
    

    
      "Black Path Butcher, Sword Demon, Sword Demon, Cursed Swordsman. If Black Path runs away because I'm here, I don't dislike it."
    

    
      "Keuhahahat!"
    

    
      Kwak Daebang turned away with a final loud laugh.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      After seeing him off, I entered the alley.
    

    
      I thought the day was ending like this.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, please stop for a moment."
    

    
      It wasn't.
    

    
      There was a visitor looking for me.
    

    
      "Captain Zhu Hochong?"
    

    
      It was unexpected.
    

    
      He was at his busiest time now.
    

    
      Unless I went to find and meet him, for him to come directly.
    

    
      He held a half-eaten dumpling in his hand.
    

    
      "Are you eating Master Pao's dumplings?"
    

    
      "The dumpling vendor is Mister Pao? Anyway, the dumplings are delicious."
    

    
      They are delicious.
    

    
      If you come with ill intentions toward my family, you can eat an iron dumpling to the back of your head.
    

    
      Captain Zhu put the rest of the dumpling in his mouth in one bite.
    

    
      Chewing, his cheeks moved.
    

    
      "Who is the person beside you?"
    

    
      Beside him stood a man with fair skin and a gentle impression.
    

    
      His appearance was so neat I wondered if he was a Peking opera actor.
    

    
      He too stuffed a dumpling in his mouth and chewed like Captain Zhu, and when our eyes met, he showed a slight eye smile.
    

    
      Was he really an actor?
    

    
      Captain Zhu seemed to have come looking for me because of that person.
    

    
      "I was about to introduce him. Rather than doing this on the street, shall we move somewhere briefly?"
    

    
      Inside the alley, I could see our house's door.
    

    
      I wanted to see Jayeong and Taebok.
    

    
      Of course, I had sent someone to Jayeong earlier in the day.
    

    
      I had conveyed that I would return today after annihilating Black Path sects again.
    

    
      The person who returned told me Jayeong's reply.
    

    
      Thoroughly smash them and come back, she says.
    

    
      'Right. If Captain Zhu came like this, it must be related to Luoyang's stability. Let's take some time.'
    

    
      Luoyang's stability was the stability of the place where Taebok would live.
    

    
      Safe, abundant, and healthy.
    

    
      Instead, after parting with Captain Zhu, I should enter the house as quickly as possible.
    

    
      "Let's go. Would the closest place be alright?"
    

    
      "Of course."
    

    
      We entered an inn and sat facing the man I was seeing for the first time.
    

    
      Captain Zhu sitting in the middle introduced the man who looked like an actor.
    

    
      "Now, let me formally introduce."
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      "This is Henan Magistrate Yang Daeryang."
    

    
      "...What?"
    

    
      Henan Magistrate?
    

    
      Who governs all of Henan Province?
    

    
      The new magistrate who captured the corrupt previous magistrate by surprise and cleared Zhu Hochong's false charges?
    

    
      The man's identity wasn't the only surprising thing.
    

    
      "Nice to meet you, Ink Sword Hero. I'm Henan Magistrate Yang Daeryang."
    

    
      A person at the magistrate level clasped both hands first and greeted me.
    

    
      It was a courteous attitude without exaggeration.
    

    
      "I am Jin Yeomyeong, a citizen of Luoyang."
    

    
      I also observed courtesy.
    

    
      "Hero Jin, I definitely wanted to meet you once. So I pestered Captain Zhu and came to visit suddenly like this. Please forgive the discourtesy."
    

    
      The Henan Magistrate wanted to see me?
    

    
      For what reason?
    

    
      "Isn't the Ink Sword Hero accomplishing things the government should have done? I definitely wanted to meet the person calming Luoyang's chaos."
    

    
      Ah.
    

    
      So it becomes like this.
    

    
      In the Henan Magistrate's eyes, I appeared that way.
    

    
      "I merely wished to create a Luoyang where children could live well."
    

    
      The things I did for Taebok were influencing everyone living in Luoyang.
    

    
      "Oh. A Luoyang where children can live well. Indeed, indeed! The Ink Sword Hero's heroic reputation is truly well-deserved."
    

    
      It seemed to be conveyed to Yang Daeryang slightly differently from my true intention, but it didn't particularly matter.
    

    
      He nodded greatly with admiration.
    

    
      I looked at Yang Daeryang again.
    

    
      There wasn't much occasion to meet government officials. Such matters were Namgung Jeheon's or Zhuge Sheng's role.
    

    
      On the very rare occasions I met high-ranking officials, generally I didn't feel good.
    

    
      They were people who regarded the government and Alliance's friendship as if the government was bestowing favors on the Alliance.
    

    
      Naturally, there were no occasions when they showed courtesy first either.
    

    
      Their stiff heads came to mind. They waited for this side to bow first.
    

    
      The Henan Magistrate unhesitatingly bowed his head first.
    

    
      So I.
    

    
      "Has the government abandoned Luoyang?"
    

    
      I threw a cold question at his smiling face.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      The ambushed magistrate stopped speaking briefly.
    

    
      He had personally visited a martial artist and offered words of gratitude.
    

    
      He probably hadn't thought such a question would return.
    

    
      Captain Zhu Hochong stepped forward first.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, seems you don't know well about courtesy at such occasions. Indeed fitting for a martial artist who has devoted himself to martial arts training. I hope the Magistrate will also understand this point."
    

    
      He covered my question with a martial artist's straightforwardness.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "Otherwise I cannot understand this situation. Though Luoyang is in decline, it's a large city. What trading companies did here could never have been accomplished without government neglect. I'm curious how the government views this matter."
    

    
      I thrust the question more sharply.
    

    
      Now, what would he do?
    

    
      Would he rebuke a martial artist's rudeness? Say it wasn't the government's responsibility?
    

    
      Captain Zhu tried to stop me once more.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      The Henan Magistrate opened his mouth.
    

    
      "This is all the government's fault."
    

    
      He clasped both hands and bowed his body deeply.
    

    
      In that state, he continued speaking.
    

    
      "I too thought it strange after coming as magistrate. For how often my predecessor had been in Luoyang, it was strangely isolated."
    

    
      "Isolated?"
    

    
      "The government directly handled few matters, leaving everything to trading companies. Even fund execution was mostly left to trading companies."
    

    
      A sigh flowed out briefly.
    

    
      "The previous magistrate colluded with certain trading companies and embezzled funds."
    

    
      Captain Zhu Hochong nodded from beside.
    

    
      The person who caught that evidence and submitted it to the court was Captain Zhu himself.
    

    
      "When upstream water is clear, downstream water is clear. The previous magistrate's muddiness probably brought Luoyang's chaos. So this can all be called the government's fault."
    

    
      He bowed his already bowed body even deeper and brought out his final words.
    

    
      "As a government official, I apologize to citizen Hero Jin for the wrongs."
    

    
      I could see the back of his head.
    

    
      Three years from now, the Demonic Cult would rampage through the martial world.
    

    
      Not long after, war would break out over the throne.
    

    
      The deceased emperor had deposed his nephew twenty years ago and ascended the throne.
    

    
      Twenty years later now, the same situation was repeating.
    

    
      While the current emperor who inherited the throne was still young,
    

    
      the Qi Prince who had avoided purging twenty years ago had now entered middle-aged maturity.
    

    
      Was it karmic retribution?
    

    
      Why must even the common people bear that karma?
    

    
      The Henan Magistrate hadn't been able to exert much power amid the chaos.
    

    
      Golden Cloud Trading didn't exist, and controlling Luoyang where the Demonic Cult arose was difficult.
    

    
      Stopping the war spreading throughout Henan was also difficult.
    

    
      What I wanted to learn through questions was:
    

    
      Was it that he couldn't, or that he didn't?
    

    
      If he couldn't, then the situation would be different from now on.
    

    
      Golden Cloud Trading existed, and Luoyang's power dynamics had changed.
    

    
      However, if he didn't—
    

    
      if behind the scenes he was equally corrupt,
    

    
      and furthermore if he had colluded with Black Path or the Demonic Cult—
    

    
      'I will act as I please.'
    

    
      I had intended to act as I pleased together with Mukheun.
    

    
      I looked down at his crown.
    

    
      If it were acting, would he go this far? But let me ask one more thing.
    

    
      "Could you station elite soldiers in Luoyang?"
    

    
      Whether by words or by actions.
    

    
      "Of course. Since I learned there are many who must be driven out of Luoyang, I will do so."
    

    
      "Thank you."
    

    
      I also bowed my head deeply.
    

    
      "Citizen of Luoyang Jin Yeomyeong offers thanks to the Magistrate."
    

    
      And in addition.
    

    
      "I have something to tell you."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "It's a story about someone who calls himself the Black Path King."
    

    
      All the tests until now were to learn whether I could tell this story.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      The story about the Black Path King surprised the magistrate.
    

    
      He said he would station elite soldiers even more.
    

    
      The Black Path King will definitely prepare counterattack.
    

    
      I could know from experience.
    

    
      Those who create forces at this level don't just back down.
    

    
      You said the trading captain close to the Black Path King is Guyang Je? They say he's creating a reservoir in Luoyang's outskirts and holding a poetry gathering. He invited me too, but I shouldn't go.
    

    
      The magistrate said more work had arisen and returned with Captain Zhu.
    

    
      I also left the inn and headed toward the alley where the house was.
    

    
      The reason I had stopped by the Alliance late yesterday was because I wanted to spend the day with Taebok today.
    

    
      But I couldn't do so.
    

    
      This morning I went house-viewing with Jayeong, dissolved Tiger Might Society, and gathered White Path to attack Black Path sects.
    

    
      On the way back, I met the Henan Magistrate.
    

    
      "Do I still need to be a bit busier?"
    

    
      I took childcare leave but have no time to even open my eyes.
    

    
      Since I submitted a leave application, it's childcare leave. I think I misspoke. When saying leave, doesn't it feel like resting?
    

    
      How exhausting childcare is.
    

    
      In my case, I need to be even busier for Taebok's treatment.
    

    
      "Whew."
    

    
      I finally returned to the alley entrance.
    

    
      ...Returned, but killing intent is caught in an aura sense.
    

    
      "Hahat, it's been a while."
    

    
      Aah.
    

    
      I'm irritated.
    

    
      "Turn around. Or do you recognize just from voice? Hmm, that's possible too."
    

    
      Home.
    

    
      I want to go home.
    

    
      "The voice of the man who beat you. You clearly remember my voice declaring victory, right? Now, turn your body and see senior's face."
    

    
      As he requested, I turned my body.
    

    
      Cloud-Severing Sword Jong Dohak stood there.
    

    
      The same somewhat arrogant expression as before.
    

    
      "Hm? Ink Sword Hero, what's that expression?"
    

    
      My expression?
    

    
      "Why such an irritated face?"
    

    
      "Senior, the killing intent was thick—are you here as an assassin now?"
    

    
      "Hahat, that's right. To eliminate you requires using someone who beat you. Now, let's go to a secluded place..."
    

    
      "Shut up."
    

    
      "Huh?"
    

    
      "Just come."
    

    
      I drew Mukheun first.
    

    
      "Let me go home."
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      Home.
    

    
      To home.
    

    
      I want to go home.
    

    
      "Let me go home."
    

    
      Wuuung—Mukheun, receiving the Eight Trigram Unity Technique, hummed in my stead.
    

    
      "Right? Mukheun, you're also irritated, aren't you? No? You like all fights? But I want to go home."
    

    
      Showing irritation while having a conversation with Mukheun.
    

    
      "What? Are you really the Ink Sword Hero I know?"
    

    
      Cloud-Severing Sword Jong Dohak stared blankly.
    

    
      "You have the wrong person. Since I'm not the Ink Sword Hero, I'll be going."
    

    
      I tried to leave him and enter the alley.
    

    
      "Stop! What are you even saying!"
    

    
      "Mm... Won't work?"
    

    
      "Of course not!"
    

    
      Jong Dohak seemed extremely flustered.
    

    
      "What? What happened in the five years that passed? You've completely changed as a person."
    

    
      "I'm not different. What's different? Because I didn't greet you? Because I didn't ask how you were? I'm just not in the mood."
    

    
      "Just now you pretended not to know me? And you're not in the mood?"
    

    
      Using 'mood' as a reason.
    

    
      When he knew me, such things didn't happen.
    

    
      "Ah, right. I am Jin Yeomyeong. Since I am, hurry up."
    

    
      I swung Mukheun around.
    

    
      Jong Dohak came to his senses.
    

    
      He seemed to recall his assassination mission again.
    

    
      He also drew his sword.
    

    
      His beloved sword Swallowtail.
    

    
      A long, thin sword with elasticity.
    

    
      Cloud-Severing Sword used to twist sword paths by utilizing Swallowtail's elasticity.
    

    
      "Your sword was called Mukheun. The black traces left behind where the swallow's tail passed..."
    

    
      "Ha!"
    

    
      "Damn!"
    

    
      Too many words.
    

    
      I had no intention of listening.
    

    
      A White Path martial world senior returning after a long time.
    

    
      Yet he had merely become an assassin.
    

    
      Cloud-Severing Sword blocked one strike then immediately counterattacked.
    

    
      Swaeaeaek.
    

    
      Swallowtail flew.
    

    
      A nimble blade like its name cut the wind.
    

    
      Hoong.
    

    
      I struck down with Mukheun.
    

    
      Struck down strongly as if leaving traces in space.
    

    
      The two swords met for an instant and separated.
    

    
      Mukheun went its way,
    

    
      The swallowtail was pushed back.
    

    
      "Mm."
    

    
      Jong Dohak closed his mouth.
    

    
      'Ink Sword Hero, indeed you've achieved something.'
    

    
      He had no intention of underestimating a junior he'd beaten once. Jin Yeomyeong didn't stop training and real combat. His growth was expected.
    

    
      'However, the same goes for me.'
    

    
      "See my achievement too!"
    

    
      Swallowtail Trembling Shadow.
    

    
      Like a swallow's tail fluttering in wind, the blade trembled.
    

    
      Thanks to elasticity, the trembling trajectory widened further.
    

    
      To the opponent's eyes, the blade's actual position would be confusing.
    

    
      Which of these was real?
    

    
      He entered with a long horizontal slash.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      None were real.
    

    
      Only shadows remained, and Swallowtail rode another wind.
    

    
      Before the afterimage disappeared, he twisted only his wrist and cut vertically.
    

    
      Ppaak.
    

    
      An explosive sound unthinkable as the sound of swords clashing rang out.
    

    
      Swallowtail fiercely struck Mukheun's straightforward sword path.
    

    
      Immediately after, it nimbly flew up again.
    

    
      It was a formation where one swallow freely toyed with the thick black tree branch called Mukheun.
    

    
      'Right, this is it. This is that formation from five years ago.'
    

    
      The spar where he achieved victory.
    

    
      That spar where he repeatedly toyed with the crouched Mukheun.
    

    
      "How is it! Can you follow?"
    

    
      Five years ago it was unfolding again.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "I watched well."
    

    
      The Ink Sword Hero answered briefly.
    

    
      He didn't like that tone.
    

    
      It was an answer as if he'd seen everything he needed to see.
    

    
      "You've grown more arrogant too."
    

    
      Chiik.
    

    
      Swallowtail trying to land on Mukheun slipped.
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      Chiiik.
    

    
      Slipped again.
    

    
      In that gap—wuuung—Mukheun hummed and struck in.
    

    
      'The sword technique changed?'
    

    
      When they sparred before, he had used sword techniques that were precise, strict, and dense, suffocating the opponent's breath.
    

    
      Striking down space, not giving the opponent room to move.
    

    
      Even just moments ago, it had been that kind of technique.
    

    
      'Now isn't it like madly raging wind?'
    

    
      Black wind was fiercely driving in.
    

    
      Jong Dohak didn't know.
    

    
      That as Jin Yeomyeong learned the Xun Trigram Technique, the Xun Trigram formula's sword technique gained power.
    

    
      What Jong Dohak could know was:
    

    
      'If time flows like this, I'll be swallowed!'
    

    
      The black wind was showing signs of gradually becoming a storm.
    

    
      It moved that roughly and quickly.
    

    
      The swallow riding the wind was gradually losing freedom.
    

    
      "No, this won't do. Let's end around here."
    

    
      "Try it if you can."
    

    
      Another brief answer.
    

    
      To cut off both Jin Yeomyeong's sword technique and tone simultaneously,
    

    
      Swallowtail Severing Clouds.
    

    
      The ultimate technique that brought him the alias Cloud-Severing Sword.
    

    
      One sword strike that even cut clouds flew.
    

    
      Swaeaeaek.
    

    
      A splendid sword beyond compare.
    

    
      Leaning his body sideways until his back nearly touched the ground,
    

    
      He sent Swallowtail beyond the black wind.
    

    
      Kwaaaang.
    

    
      Again, an unthinkable sound for swords clashing occurred.
    

    
      Mukheun had returned to the previous technique and struck back Swallowtail.
    

    
      "Keuk."
    

    
      'Who is this person?'
    

    
      Not rumors or personality—the martial arts had changed.
    

    
      Wind-resembling sword technique?
    

    
      That wasn't it.
    

    
      Going back and forth between two different-natured techniques was the true freedom.
    

    
      Too different from five years ago.
    

    
      "Are you the Ink Sword Hero?"
    

    
      "I am."
    

    
      No matter what wicked aliases Black Path attached,
    

    
      ultimately the foundation was a man wielding a black sword.
    

    
      "But who are you, senior?"
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      From beyond the sword energy.
    

    
      "The scent of demonic arts—what happened?"
    

    
      Though having arrogant corners, a White Path martial artist.
    

    
      Like how Kwak Daebang was blunt but White Path, Cloud-Severing Sword had also been White Path.
    

    
      I asked once more.
    

    
      "Demonic arts? What happened to you, senior?"
    

    
      Demonic Cult member.
    

    
      I looked at Demonic Cult member Cloud-Severing Sword Jong Dohak.
    

    
      "You can sense even that?"
    

    
      "Since my martial arts are based on Eight Trigrams, demonic arts go against natural energy so I can't help being sensitive."
    

    
      "I didn't know that."
    

    
      Jong Dohak cracked his neck—crack crack.
    

    
      "If I'd known, I would have done this from the start."
    

    
      He had already activated demonic arts.
    

    
      In his yellowed eyes, vertically split pupils were visible.
    

    
      I regulated my breathing.
    

    
      The beast meridian demonic arts I'd encountered after regression were low-grade demonic arts with half-human, half-beast appearance.
    

    
      Cloud-Severing Sword wasn't such an appearance.
    

    
      "To have that much control. You properly learned demonic arts."
    

    
      "Now. Now it will be difficult. Ssss."
    

    
      While speaking, he slightly stuck out his tongue. A snake's habit. The tongue tip was also split.
    

    
      "Senior. You've changed quite a lot from five years ago."
    

    
      "Is that so? Ssss. I'm just making efforts to become stronger then and now."
    

    
      "Those efforts being demonic arts?"
    

    
      He nodded.
    

    
      "Look. This heightened martial prowess. Ssss. What if I'd tried to reach here only with sect martial arts? Would have been much slower."
    

    
      "Instead you wouldn't have lost yourself. Would have been much more stable."
    

    
      "What do you mean? Losing oneself."
    

    
      The snake before my eyes spoke.
    

    
      "I don't know about crudely scattered low-grade demonic arts books. But to learn such arts, you must have paid a price."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "Harming White Path martial artists or commoners to prove loyalty is basic. I don't know what other things you did besides."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "Can that be called senior's appearance? No, it's not. You can't be called Cloud-Severing Sword Jong Dohak. You're just a Demonic Cult snake wearing that shell."
    

    
      I raised Mukheun.
    

    
      Wuuung—Mukheun hummed at the thought of cutting a Demonic Cult member's neck.
    

    
      "Demonic Cult extermination."
    

    
      "Heuheuheuhe. Right, insolent bastard, try it once!"
    

    
      The snake put forward Swallowtail stolen from Jong Dohak.
    

    
      Like beast meridian demonic arts, it thrust in with explosive inner power.
    

    
      Therefore,
    

    
      I also released a flash strike.
    

    
      So sword tip and sword tip touched.
    

    
      Inner power and inner power collided.
    

    
      Cast off human restraints with beast's fangs and claws.
    

    
      The basics of beast meridian demonic arts.
    

    
      The released beast reveals wicked desires it had endured.
    

    
      Beast meridian demonic arts' explosive power is based on this.
    

    
      Confronting that,
    

    
      Eight Trigram Unity.
    

    
      I began Eight Trigrams' circulation.
    

    
      Against natural energy's reversal, I clashed with natural energy's circulation.
    

    
      'This is an advantageous fight for me.'
    

    
      Regardless of martial arts level, sensory aspects like inner power operation remained as memories.
    

    
      From Qian to Kun, from Kun to Kan, from Kan to Li, from Li to Qian.
    

    
      Imitating before regression, I continued circulation extremely quickly.
    

    
      "!"
    

    
      And demonic arts cannot overcome this circulation.
    

    
      Beast meridian demonic arts rapidly scattered.
    

    
      "Wh-what is this?"
    

    
      While sword tips touched.
    

    
      "My inner power..."
    

    
      Disappeared into nature.
    

    
      Toward the powerless snake, Mukheun's sword tip aimed.
    

    
      Kuuk.
    

    
      It penetrated the snake's body.
    

    
      "That was never yours to begin with."
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      The fight ended.
    

    
      Everything was different.
    

    
      Different from what he'd experienced, different from what he'd heard.
    

    
      That wasn't Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      "How did five years flow for you?"
    

    
      Jong Dohak murmured.
    

    
      Both demonic arts and life were scattering.
    

    
      As the desire that had dominated him scattered together, light briefly returned to his eyes.
    

    
      "For me it wasn't five years."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "That probably won't matter. Either way, I continued learning sect martial arts."
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong also saw Jong Dohak's eyes.
    

    
      He treated him as Cloud-Severing Sword, not as a snake.
    

    
      "Senior, what happened?"
    

    
      "Heu, heu, heuhe, what happened? Same as other people."
    

    
      Jong Dohak knew it himself.
    

    
      He was a man with arrogant corners. While making a name in Luoyang, it was still okay.
    

    
      "After you... lost to me in the spar... I went out to the world..."
    

    
      "...You knew? Perhaps because of that?"
    

    
      "No... because of my desire..."
    

    
      Jong Dohak wasn't one to be frustrated by one defeat.
    

    
      Rather, a strong junior's existence became appropriate stimulation.
    

    
      Gaining enlightenment while traveling the world and fighting again would be enough.
    

    
      He'd win in the future.
    

    
      He had faith that he was such a person.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "The world was wide. Wide enough that someone like me was pushed aside repeatedly."
    

    
      Defeat after defeat.
    

    
      Again, again, again he was defeated.
    

    
      Before he knew it, Jong Dohak's arrogance began crushing himself.
    

    
      Though he wanted to receive others' respect through martial arts,
    

    
      would he ultimately remain someone who must look up?
    

    
      "I hate it... hate looking up..."
    

    
      Recalling that time, words naturally flowed out.
    

    
      And one day, he experienced an overwhelming defeat unlike before.
    

    
      "The Demonic Cult was truly strong... strong enough to covet that power."
    

    
      His martial arts had also hit a wall.
    

    
      The Demonic Cult said don't struggle with walls. Walk a completely different path instead.
    

    
      Though he was troubled, ultimately he couldn't overcome temptation.
    

    
      The moment he touched it was the end.
    

    
      Released desire paired with his arrogance and began rampaging.
    

    
      Not long ago, he also assassinated a trading captain.
    

    
      Then he killed all attendants and servants too.
    

    
      Why did he do that? There was no need to kill them too.
    

    
      "I shouldn't have touched it from the start."
    

    
      Kheul-reok—blood came up.
    

    
      His eyes became blurred.
    

    
      "Demonic Cult bastards... they haven't disappeared... you know? Jin Yeomyeong? Many were deceived like me. Uu, all because of deeeesire..."
    

    
      Now even his words were becoming scattered.
    

    
      "I know."
    

    
      "You know?"
    

    
      "I came to know somehow. I promise. I won't let those bastards run wild."
    

    
      "...Really?"
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      Reassurance came at Jin Yeomyeong's answer.
    

    
      Though dying anyway, there was nothing more to be reassured about.
    

    
      The rest is among the living...
    

    
      Hwaak.
    

    
      Jong Dohak suddenly reached out and grabbed Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      "Jin Yeomyeong. Recently, someone who learned demonic arts like me entered Luoyang."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "We practiced combined attacks several times. That person..."
    

    
      Ping-geureureur.
    

    
      The little remaining consciousness was disappearing.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      Jong Dohak squeezed out final strength.
    

    
      "Water arts. Skilled in water arts."
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      Water arts.
    

    
      That was the last word.
    

    
      I reached out and closed Cloud-Severing Sword's eyes.
    

    
      Many martial artists fell to the Demonic Cult for the same reason as him.
    

    
      The desire to become stronger.
    

    
      More than now, faster than now, easier than now.
    

    
      In a way, it was a natural desire for a martial artist.
    

    
      If there was a method to achieve it, it was worth attempting.
    

    
      However, demonic arts were not.
    

    
      Though the Demonic Cult's major meridian demonic arts each had characteristics, ultimately they destroyed Demonic Cult members.
    

    
      The beast meridian demonic arts Cloud-Severing Sword learned initially opened up suppressed desires.
    

    
      At first glance, it could even feel like freedom.
    

    
      However, didn't everyone have at least one wayward desire?
    

    
      There was a reason people restrained themselves and suppressed desires. Because within people also existed desires that could harm themselves and others.
    

    
      Suppression of desire was one of humanity's excellent abilities.
    

    
      As beast meridian said, if you tore apart human restraints with beast's fangs and claws, even such desires would be released.
    

    
      Furthermore, given time, such desires gained the upper hand.
    

    
      Even one's self who pursued martial arts disappeared.
    

    
      'Though Cloud-Severing Sword hadn't reached that extent.'
    

    
      He regained himself at the end. Meaning the time since he touched demonic arts hadn't been long.
    

    
      'As expected, the Black Path King is connected to the Demonic Cult.'
    

    
      I had suspected since learning that the Black Path King was summoning Black Path from other regions.
    

    
      During the Demonic Cult rampage period, Luoyang's Black Path largely crossed over to the Demonic Cult.
    

    
      It seemed they first gathered them then gradually converted them to the Demonic Cult.
    

    
      'The Black Path King is Demonic Cult. If so.'
    

    
      Just as I told Cloud-Severing Sword.
    

    
      I couldn't let Taebok live in a Luoyang swarming with Demonic Cult.
    

    
      Safety, abundance, health.
    

    
      If the Demonic Cult appeared, all these conditions would be threatened.
    

    
      That is, Demonic Cult extermination.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, no problems?"
    

    
      Master Pao, who had been watching from inside the alley, came out.
    

    
      "No problems. Is Uncle Yang still here? May I ask him to handle the corpse?"
    

    
      "He was also watching. Leave it and go in."
    

    
      Undertaker Yang was also a Rogues' Guild master protecting Jayeong. Thanks to his occupation, I could make such requests too.
    

    
      "Thank you."
    

    
      I turned my body, clasped both hands to empty space in greeting, and moved my steps.
    

    
      Now it was time to enter the house.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      "Honey, the Black Path?"
    

    
      Jayeong asked with shining eyes.
    

    
      "Uh..."
    

    
      She was holding Taebok.
    

    
      I didn't want to speak harsh words before Taebok.
    

    
      Eliminated? This was also somewhat... Reduced their numbers? This wasn't it either.
    

    
      "Luoyang's public order is becoming very stable."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "Black Path who didn't meet me directly are voluntarily leaving Luoyang, they say."
    

    
      "Then Black Path who met directly..."
    

    
      Well...
    

    
      Died...
    

    
      Were injured...
    

    
      Were imprisoned in the Alliance's Thunder Prison...
    

    
      Jayeong thought briefly then soon nodded.
    

    
      "I understand. I was worried you weren't coming in, but seems you worked hard all day today."
    

    
      Jayeong also regarded Black Path with utter disgust.
    

    
      She had belonged to Rogues' Guild and worked to protect guild members. And most such work involved Black Path.
    

    
      "Don't smile so frighteningly..."
    

    
      "Hehehehe."
    

    
      Parents' peace of mind was necessary to care well for a baby.
    

    
      At the news of handling Black Path, she smiled broadly.
    

    
      My lovely wife.
    

    
      "I wanted to spend time with you and Taebok today at least. Coming to my senses, I'm entering at night again. I'm sorry."
    

    
      "Don't say such things. I know you're coming in late for Taebok. We can't raise Taebok in a Luoyang where Black Path run wild."
    

    
      I was grateful that Jayeong understood.
    

    
      Obtaining money, obtaining medicine, obtaining a physician, and now working on public order.
    

    
      As busy as when performing Alliance missions.
    

    
      "We also need to prepare to move."
    

    
      "I hired people for that."
    

    
      "People?"
    

    
      "Yes. With the money you gave me, I called people. I decided to entrust everything from packing belongings."
    

    
      "You did really well. Going forward, don't work directly yourself either."
    

    
      Earning money first was well done.
    

    
      Relieving worries, I checked on Taebok.
    

    
      "Taebok, how was today? Did you spend time happily with mother?"
    

    
      However.
    

    
      Saal-put.
    

    
      "Uh, uh, uh?"
    

    
      "Surprised? Taebok opened his eyes starting today."
    

    
      Newborn babies don't open their eyes well.
    

    
      Of course it varied by baby—some opened them immediately after birth, but usually it took as short as two-three days, as long as up to two weeks.
    

    
      Today was the seventh day.
    

    
      Taebok had opened his eyes.
    

    
      "Taebok, can you see father?"
    

    
      He couldn't possibly see.
    

    
      The eyeballs couldn't yet focus, so the world was blurry.
    

    
      Muscles holding the eyeballs also weren't developed, so eyes crossed or shifted sideways.
    

    
      "I know you can't see."
    

    
      Still, I wanted to show myself.
    

    
      I had washed cleanly, wore new clothes, and sprayed herb solution too. Fortunately, not bad for showing to Taebok for the first time.
    

    
      Taebok, before regression, what appearance was father to you?
    

    
      Probably remained as a back leaving home, right?
    

    
      A resentful back for not being by your side.
    

    
      Father didn't want that either.
    

    
      But I had to. I wanted to gather spiritual medicine quickly, but it was truly difficult. I had to go out leaving you behind.
    

    
      "Uuum."
    

    
      "Honey, are you crying?"
    

    
      "No, why would I cry, sniff, why cry, sniff."
    

    
      Jayeong looked at me with a dumbfounded gaze.
    

    
      "You don't know. What my heart is like."
    

    
      "Yes, yes."
    

    
      Taebok, though I'm too busy even now, I'll move even more busily and finish the work.
    

    
      I'll succeed at the spiritual medicine journey.
    

    
      After finishing everything,
    

    
      this time I'll raise you not as a back but as an embrace.
    

    
      Not as a distant back but as a close embrace.
    

    
      I faced Taebok.
    

    
      Going forward, I would live facing him like this.
    

    
      From Taebok came the fragrant smell unique to babies.
    

    
      "Wife."
    

    
      "Yes?"
    

    
      "Seems Taebok pooped."
    

    
      Taebok, well done. Did father's heart reach you? Since you can't speak, you're answering with poop.
    

    
      "I'll change Taebok's diaper. Now, hold him like this—"
    

    
      Late at night.
    

    
      I was spending happy time.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Next day.
    

    
      I led martial artists and entered a large estate that Black Path sects used as their base.
    

    
      "It's really true."
    

    
      "Right. Everyone's busy fleeing."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang scratched his chin.
    

    
      The estate was empty.
    

    
      Furniture Black Path had used was overturned. Seeing even the iron pot they cooked rice in rolling on the floor, they seemed to have fled hurriedly.
    

    
      I looked around at the martial artists who came together.
    

    
      People who had responded to the Black Path subjugation request.
    

    
      "Somehow the numbers seem to have increased more."
    

    
      Let's say the Extermination Corps was fine since I made it.
    

    
      Outer Hall warriors including Kwak Daebang, the Beggar's Gang branch led by Swift Wind—these too were familiar.
    

    
      However, I saw new faces among them.
    

    
      "All thanks to your reputation and actions. They say the Ink Sword Hero raised a large-scale Black Path subjugation."
    

    
      "Large-scale?"
    

    
      Thinking about it, it was so.
    

    
      For a subjugation of this scale, the word 'large-scale' could be used.
    

    
      Extermination Corps Leader Go Dangseong said with a troubled face.
    

    
      "Look here, Ink Sword Hero. People keep talking to me wanting to join the Extermination Corps."
    

    
      "Oh."
    

    
      I had made it symbolically.
    

    
      But there were actually people wanting to join?
    

    
      "But why the troubled expression? Because of funding?"
    

    
      "No, that's not it—everyone comes looking for the hero. The Corps Leader should be the Ink Sword Hero, so why do you keep me in the Corps Leader position? Or since Black Path have also left now, let's stop."
    

    
      "What? Didn't we just start yesterday, Corps Leader? Put in a bit more effort."
    

    
      "Aah."
    

    
      At his desperate reaction, laughter burst out from surroundings.
    

    
      "Leader Go, cheer up! Seems the Ink Sword Hero has plans too."
    

    
      "Your reputation is also rising. Isn't that right?"
    

    
      At the reputation talk, Go Dangseong tilted his head.
    

    
      "What reputation for me?"
    

    
      "Aren't you the only Black Path leader who encountered the Ink Sword Hero and survived! Moreover, you're helping the hero! People are curious about you too? Keuhahahat!"
    

    
      "Aah."
    

    
      Go Dangseong despaired again.
    

    
      Dissolving the Extermination Corps was still premature.
    

    
      Because the Black Path King would continue attempts to gather sects.
    

    
      Still needed to exert deterrence.
    

    
      Even better that people were joining.
    

    
      "Even so, there's no work today. Let's scatter and return for now. If there's reason to gather, I'll contact you again."
    

    
      The martial artists nodded.
    

    
      What could be done when there was no enemy?
    

    
      Of course, fighting would continue.
    

    
      Now it seemed not Black Path sects but the Black Path King's elites were being mobilized.
    

    
      Cloud-Severing Sword came as an assassin.
    

    
      They said a Demonic Cult member using water arts entered.
    

    
      You said the trading captain close to the Black Path King is Guyang Je? They say he's creating a reservoir in Luoyang's outskirts and holding a poetry gathering. He invited me too, but I shouldn't go.
    

    
      Water arts seemed aimed at the magistrate.
    

    
      If the magistrate didn't go to the poetry gathering, the assassination could be foiled.
    

    
      Thinking such thoughts, I went outside.
    

    
      "Who are these people?"
    

    
      Commoners had gathered in droves.
    

    
      Among them, someone who recognized me shouted.
    

    
      "Look, the Ink Sword Hero is coming out!"
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      Why me?
    

    
      However, I could soon know.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, thank you."
    

    
      "Thanks to you, we can walk around this area at ease!"
    

    
      "The neighborhood atmosphere was bad because of Black Path, but now we're at ease."
    

    
      Ah.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      When Black Path made bases, the surroundings all became unsettled. They didn't stay quiet. They picked fights with commoners and needlessly extorted money from shops.
    

    
      "Look, Ink Sword Hero. What use is me being Corps Leader? Everyone knows the hero is the leader."
    

    
      Setting aside the Extermination Corps Leader's words for now,
    

    
      I waved my hand at the people.
    

    
      "I, Jin Yeomyeong, will stabilize Luoyang's public order."
    

    
      "Waaah!"
    

    
      "I ask for everyone's help!"
    

    
      "Uwaaah!"
    

    
      "Report Black Path to the Extermination Corps!"
    

    
      See.
    

    
      It's still not time for the Extermination Corps to disappear.
    

    
      "Government or Alliance only came after something happened. So grateful that the Ink Sword Hero stepped forward first."
    

    
      "If I see Black Path, I'll definitely report."
    

    
      Seems it would be fine to exist going forward.
    

    
      Watching them rejoice at public order stability was gratifying.
    

    
      "Now, children. One, two, three!"
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, thank youuu!"
    

    
      Among them were also still young-looking children.
    

    
      The middle-aged scholar leading the children clasped both hands.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, thank you. Thanks to you, the children of the private academy can also walk the streets at ease."
    

    
      A private academy was a school opened in small units of about 25 households, mainly teaching children from age eight.
    

    
      The middle-aged scholar seemed to be that private academy's teacher. Children stood in a row beside the scholar.
    

    
      Bright little fellows.
    

    
      "Many alleys don't have private academies. This one still had one."
    

    
      "Hehe, truly it was touch and go. They nagged to sell even the house where I opened the academy at a bargain price."
    

    
      "Was Banyang Trading behind it?"
    

    
      "How did you know?"
    

    
      I too had almost mistakenly bought a house from Banyang Trading.
    

    
      "Such things won't happen now. All Black Path are leaving."
    

    
      "Thanks, thanks again. I'm a person called Bang Wongeol. Though I don't know martial arts, if there's work to help with writing, please contact me anytime."
    

    
      "What? Bang Wongeol?"
    

    
      "Mm? That's right, it's my name. Have you heard it?"
    

    
      Though not a martial artist, a name I'd heard.
    

    
      "Cultivated learning until past forty but didn't pass the civil examination..."
    

    
      "Ueuk."
    

    
      Bang Wongeol who took a hit groaned.
    

    
      Sorry.
    

    
      That wasn't what I meant to say.
    

    
      "But aren't you a true teacher of the age who opens an academy and produces civil examination passers in succession?"
    

    
      "Academy?"
    

    
      He blinked his eyes.
    

    
      It wasn't yet time for Bang Wongeol to open an academy.
    

    
      Come to think of it, he hadn't originally run an academy in this region either.
    

    
      Was it Chang'an?
    

    
      They said his reputation gradually rose as he opened an academy there and produced disciples.
    

    
      Later, parents pitched tents to get their children into Bang Wongeol's academy.
    

    
      'He was originally from Luoyang. Perhaps he went to Chang'an after having his house stolen by Black Path?'
    

    
      Because I exterminated Black Path, he could appear before me in Luoyang.
    

    
      "I was thinking about trying an academy, but I hadn't told anyone, so how do you know? And what's this about civil examination passers?"
    

    
      He tilted his head.
    

    
      "Rumors are rampant around that if Scholar Bang runs an academy, he'll do well. Since I've heard it too."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "They say if you just open an academy, you'll even produce top-ranked examination passers."
    

    
      "Me? Top-ranked passers?"
    

    
      I glossed over it casually.
    

    
      Lies flowed smoothly from my mouth.
    

    
      "Of course. Everyone was mentioning it."
    

    
      "Heuh, no one in front of me..."
    

    
      "Such words are difficult to say in front of the person."
    

    
      Lying, easy, so easy.
    

    
      I just had to imitate Zhuge Sheng.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, however the academy matter turns out, thank you for making Black Path withdraw. I was in quite a bind."
    

    
      "It's nothing. It was resolved without even swinging a sword once."
    

    
      "So I'm all the more grateful."
    

    
      While saying so, he stroked the children.
    

    
      "Because these children passed without seeing unpleasant sights."
    

    
      Mm.
    

    
      In that sense, I fully agreed.
    

    
      "Oh my, now we should also withdraw. Wouldn't do to take too much of the Ink Sword Hero and company's time."
    

    
      When Scholar Bang brought it up, other commoners also showed signs of withdrawing.
    

    
      "Please wait a moment."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "Scholar Bang, you said earlier about helping with writing?"
    

    
      "Yes, that's right. Is there work to help with?"
    

    
      The magistrate had said:
    

    
      You said the trading captain close to the Black Path King is Guyang Je? They say he's creating a reservoir in Luoyang's outskirts and holding a poetry gathering.
    

    
      At poetry gatherings, scholars who ranked would board a boat with the magistrate and go out to the lake.
    

    
      On it, they directly recited poems they composed.
    

    
      'Probably that's when the person using water arts will act.'
    

    
      He invited me too, but I shouldn't go.
    

    
      If the magistrate didn't go, the assassination could be foiled.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      'I should tell him to go.'
    

    
      Thinking again, wasn't this too good an opportunity?
    

    
      The more appetizing the bait, the better.
    

    
      To catch the Black Path King required at least a magistrate.
    

    
      "Scholar Bang, won't you guide me so I can compose a famous poem at the poetry gathering?"
    

    
      On the premise that I would step forward before the magistrate.
    

    
      "No, you must do it."
    

    
      I whispered in Scholar Bang's ear.
    

    
      "Ghostwriting is also fine."
    

    
      His face turned pale.
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      Chapter 40: Simply Because It Doesn't Stop
    

    
      Northwest side of Luoyang City, the magistrate's temporary office.
    

    
      After handling morning business, Magistrate Yang Daeryang entered the inner courtyard briefly. He had a guest to meet in the inner courtyard's reception room rather than the government office.
    

    
      "Branch Leader Hwangbo, I made you wait."
    

    
      "Murim Alliance Luoyang Branch Leader Hwangbo Gak greets the Henan Magistrate."
    

    
      Separate from the government and Alliance's friendship, the peacetime principle was non-interference in government affairs.
    

    
      Therefore, high officials didn't have official meetings with martial artists.
    

    
      That was the reason for meeting Hwangbo Gak in the inner courtyard.
    

    
      Yang Daeryang looked at Hwangbo Gak who bowed deeply.
    

    
      Though a martial artist, he had no hesitation in showing such courtesy.
    

    
      'Politically skilled.'
    

    
      Many people wanted to meet him as the new magistrate.
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak wasn't one. He had maintained a position of "call if needed."
    

    
      Yet meeting in person, he lowered himself completely.
    

    
      'An attempt to confuse what position to take regarding me.'
    

    
      It was like watching high officials he'd experienced in the capital.
    

    
      "Since your bold measures after assuming the magistracy, martial artists including myself have been impressed by your decisiveness, Magistrate. Particularly I, Hwangbo Gak, have been pondering from afar how I might help the Magistrate. Since you called me today, I merely rushed here at once."
    

    
      Yang Daeryang understood what Hwangbo Gak was saying.
    

    
      [I was watching whether you were doing well. Why did you call?]
    

    
      Such words.
    

    
      "I have heard of Luoyang martial world's lofty spirit, and know this is possible because of the Murim Alliance's leadership. After taking office, I wanted to discuss Luoyang's future with Branch Leader Hwangbo, but my predecessor's lack of virtue was so excessive I could hardly spare time. Thank you for responding to my request."
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak also understood Yang Daeryang's words.
    

    
      [Cleaning up the shit my predecessor left comes first. You were later, but now I have some time.]
    

    
      Such words.
    

    
      The two looked at each other and smiled.
    

    
      "Hahahaha."
    

    
      "Heuheuheuheu."
    

    
      'This sly snake who doesn't even seem like a martial artist.'
    

    
      'This pale-faced young bastard.'
    

    
      Click.
    

    
      Both drank a sip of tea.
    

    
      Then they exchanged small talk briefly.
    

    
      Yang Daeryang recalled Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      Somehow he felt more goodwill toward the rough Ink Sword Hero. Jin Yeomyeong had been truly comfortable to deal with.
    

    
      When he went to the trouble of visiting, he'd sharply asked if he'd abandoned Luoyang.
    

    
      Right...
    

    
      A sharp question.
    

    
      "Branch Leader Hwangbo. Why is the Ink Sword Hero leading Luoyang's Black Path subjugation?"
    

    
      "!"
    

    
      After maintaining full courtesy, he also struck hard with a question.
    

    
      Click.
    

    
      A time-buying sip of tea went down.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong is a warrior belonging to the Murim Alliance's Outer Hall. His actions are actions conducted under the Alliance's jurisdiction. Luoyang's Black Path subjugation is no different from being done by the Alliance."
    

    
      [You'll be disappointed if you think it's only his achievement. It's also the Alliance's merit.]
    

    
      Click.
    

    
      Yang Daeryang also swallowed a sip of tea.
    

    
      "I heard he submitted a leave application. Then isn't he separated from the Alliance for a while?"
    

    
      [Where are you trying to stick your spoon! Do you think I'm a fool? Not to know that?]
    

    
      At the word leave, Hwangbo Gak's face hardened.
    

    
      That even the Henan Magistrate knew about the Ink Sword Hero's leave was extremely unexpected.
    

    
      "Hehe, the main Alliance hasn't approved yet. It hasn't been long since he applied for leave. The reason was bizarre—"
    

    
      "I heard it's childcare leave. I thought it truly admirable."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "Hearing that, I felt I should give childcare leave to Henan officials too."
    

    
      "...In the government?"
    

    
      "That's right. Fathers also want to see their children's faces."
    

    
      "That's true."
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak couldn't find words to say.
    

    
      He couldn't tell the magistrate to throw away something like childcare leave.
    

    
      He'd been overwhelmed by Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      Though extremely displeased, he didn't show it.
    

    
      Instead, he changed the topic.
    

    
      Trying to pull out of an unfavorable subject.
    

    
      "Then did you call me today to discuss Black Path subjugation?"
    

    
      "Rather than discuss."
    

    
      Yang Daeryang wanted to tease Hwangbo Gak more but decided to stop here.
    

    
      This wasn't the request the Ink Sword Hero had conveyed.
    

    
      "To inform you in advance. Black Path have plundered commoners too much. The government must step forward. Going forward, I plan large-scale Black Path subjugation throughout Luoyang and furthermore all of Henan."
    

    
      "Henan's people will praise the Magistrate's grace. The Murim Alliance will support the government as always. At the Luoyang branch too, including the Ink Sword Hero, all members—"
    

    
      "For Luoyang."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      The magistrate mentioned Jin Yeomyeong again.
    

    
      "I'm thinking of centering it on the Ink Sword Hero and the Black Path Extermination Corps."
    

    
      "!"
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak wanted to shout angrily but couldn't. He bit his molars hard—kwaak—exercising patience.
    

    
      "...You said the Ink Sword Hero and the Extermination Corps?"
    

    
      "That's right. Since the Ink Sword Hero founded it, it should be trustworthy."
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong for some reason wanted to restrict the branch's movements.
    

    
      If the government now firmly stated they'd center on the Extermination Corps, the branch would inevitably be constrained.
    

    
      'Not only because of Jin Yeomyeong's suggestion.'
    

    
      Branch Leader Hwangbo Gak had come to meet the previous magistrate frequently. It could have been merely visits for government and Alliance friendship.
    

    
      But he came too often.
    

    
      One of two things. Either already colluded, or if not, close to politics.
    

    
      Either way, Yang Daeryang found it objectionable.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Yang Daeryang waited.
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak would react somehow—opposing or disparaging the Extermination Corps.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "I understand the Magistrate's intent well. The branch will also wholeheartedly support the Ink Sword Hero and the Extermination Corps."
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak didn't get drawn in.
    

    
      "Hmm. I receive the Branch Leader's sentiment well."
    

    
      "I merely do my utmost."
    

    
      He gave no opening.
    

    
      Now the branch would play a supporting role for the Extermination Corps. If problems arose in Black Path subjugation, it meant it wasn't the branch's responsibility.
    

    
      Was he securing the rear position?
    

    
      Yang Daeryang again recalled his thought that Hwangbo Gak was like a capital politician.
    

    
      Now the main topic had ended.
    

    
      "Now, let's stop that talk. Going forward, Luoyang—"
    

    
      Afterward was general discussion. After briefly exchanging meaningless words, Hwangbo Gak left.
    

    
      Glancing once at the well-built retreating figure.
    

    
      "Luoyang's public order seems to depend more on the Ink Sword Hero than the Branch Leader. Since there's more than one request."
    

    
      Along with the soliloquy, he took out a letter from his chest.
    

    
      Sent by Captain Zhu Hochong at the Ink Sword Hero's request.
    

    
      The core content was asking him to attend Guyang Je's banquet.
    

    
      Since Guyang Je was intimate with the Black Path King, this banquet wouldn't have good intentions. Yet they told him to go.
    

    
      Moreover,
    

    
      they told him to attend with lax security.
    

    
      Saying the Ink Sword Hero would compose poetry and go beside the magistrate.
    

    
      The Ink Sword Hero had conveyed the reason without circumlocution.
    

    
      [He asks you to become bait. This is not my opinion. It's the Ink Sword Hero's opinion.]
    

    
      Confusion was felt in Captain Zhu's writing.
    

    
      The magistrate chuckled—pisik.
    

    
      Among the Three Yang trading companies, Great Ocean and Xinyang had collapsed.
    

    
      Black Path sects were fleeing Luoyang.
    

    
      The group antagonistic to Golden Cloud Trading should naturally collapse.
    

    
      Yet it didn't.
    

    
      Banyang Trading was actually competing with Golden Cloud Trading in various places.
    

    
      How was this possible when Magistrate Yang Daeryang was friendly to Golden Cloud Trading?
    

    
      Because those of different faction from the magistrate still remained in Henan.
    

    
      Immediately, the Provincial Administration Commissioner handling administration and the Surveillance Commissioner handling inspection were opposing every instruction from their superior the magistrate.
    

    
      'The previous magistrate's forces were deeper than expected.'
    

    
      In the capital, three Grand Secretaries were fiercely conducting factional fighting.
    

    
      If dominating Henan was delayed, other factions might find fault and replace the magistrate again.
    

    
      'Time for a bold move.'
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong proposed that move.
    

    
      Attending the banquet and experiencing an assassination attempt?
    

    
      More than enough justification to hold Guyang Je accountable.
    

    
      Just imprison him under investigation pretext and make him speak everything he knows.
    

    
      Meanwhile, Banyang Trading would be dismantled by government and Golden Cloud Trading.
    

    
      Click.
    

    
      Yang Daeryang swallowed the last sip of tea.
    

    
      A move using his own life as bait.
    

    
      Good.
    

    
      He would attempt it.
    

    
      Yang Daeryang needed such a move.
    

    
      "However..."
    

    
      There was one question.
    

    
      "Does Jin Yeomyeong compose poetry?"
    

    
      Good poetry enough to rank too.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      "Ah, poetry is truly difficult."
    

    
      I scratched my head.
    

    
      Scholar Bang Wongeol smiled and nodded.
    

    
      "Not something done overnight. Hero, if someone asked you to teach martial arts in one day, what would you say?"
    

    
      "I'd have nothing to say."
    

    
      I'd look at them like a madman.
    

    
      "So when I asked you to teach poetry, you looked at me with such eyes?"
    

    
      "Ahem, ahem."
    

    
      Would Taebok want to cultivate learning?
    

    
      If Taebok didn't want to, that would be the end of it.
    

    
      But if he wanted to study, a path to do so had opened.
    

    
      Because an academy producing top examination passers would be created nearby.
    

    
      "However, since the Ink Sword Hero is finding an academy location and even investing money, how can I not do my utmost?"
    

    
      The house problem involving Tiger Might Society was being handled by the government at the magistrate's instruction.
    

    
      Banyang Trading first took a step back and offered compensation. They seemed to recommend moving into other houses Banyang held.
    

    
      I blocked it.
    

    
      I told them to receive monetary compensation then visit Golden Cloud Trading.
    

    
      Though Golden Cloud Trading didn't handle land, they had the trading company's reputation. If Golden Cloud Trading mediated, there'd be no trickery.
    

    
      In that process, I also asked them to find an academy location.
    

    
      "A good location will become available. Just devote yourself fully to education."
    

    
      "Hahahaha, thank you. Now, let's look at this poem."
    

    
      "Yep!"
    

    
      "The rhyme scheme the speaker utilized in this poem—"
    

    
      "Kheul."
    

    
      Woo-un-yoo-oo-ul...
    

    
      The voice reaching my ears stretched out as the scene before my eyes also blurred.
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      I'd even done breathing regulation for a clear mind, yet how.
    

    
      "Kheul-kheul."
    

    
      "Uh, excuse me, Ink Sword Hero?"
    

    
      "Kheul-kheul-kheul."
    

    
      "Wake up!"
    

    
      "Hut?! Is it the enemy!"
    

    
      Scholar Bang looked at me with a dumbfounded gaze.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "How about walking the courtyard briefly?"
    

    
      I scratched my head with an embarrassed heart.
    

    
      Bang Wongeol first descended to the courtyard and walked. I also moved steps beside him.
    

    
      "Hero, aren't martial arts formulas also extremely complex?"
    

    
      Martial arts formulas.
    

    
      Most were composed of metaphors—training was only possible after grasping the true meaning.
    

    
      "That's right. Extremely complex."
    

    
      "I know the hero's martial arts are formidable—was there no difficulty learning martial arts formulas?"
    

    
      "Ah..."
    

    
      There wasn't though?
    

    
      "Maybe because I thought of it as martial arts while learning, there was no difficulty. Rather, my master said my insight in understanding formulas alone was excellent."
    

    
      Huh, a frustrating fellow in everything else. You understood this formula after hearing it once?
    

    
      Y-yes... I understood it...
    

    
      I'm praising you now.
    

    
      Y-yes! I understand!
    

    
      Oh my... that such a dull fellow was born with martial talent...
    

    
      Born with martial talent.
    

    
      He'd praised me like that too.
    

    
      "Then the hero has a good head."
    

    
      "Is that so?"
    

    
      "Thinking about it, it's natural. If your head weren't good, how could you lead jianghu affairs?"
    

    
      "Though I'm not that old, I have much experience."
    

    
      I learned much after coming to jianghu.
    

    
      Especially, I learned much meeting Namgung Jeheon and Zhuge Sheng.
    

    
      "Embodying experience to make it one's own is another matter entirely."
    

    
      "Mm. That's true."
    

    
      "Now, the hero has a good head. But since it's such an unfamiliar field, it seems difficult to learn. Rather than that, try thinking of poetry as martial arts formulas."
    

    
      "Think of poetry as martial arts formulas?"
    

    
      Whether possible—no, before that, I didn't know if doing so was even acceptable.
    

    
      "There's a reason I found martial arts formulas easy to understand."
    

    
      "What's that?"
    

    
      "Should I say I felt it? I believed in the true intentions of the ancestral masters who left formulas for later generations."
    

    
      "Ah! That's it!"
    

    
      Scholar Bang nodded greatly.
    

    
      "Hero, in approaching poetry, don't look at the phrases."
    

    
      "It's writing yet don't look at phrases?"
    

    
      "That's right. In the hero's case, following the poet's true intention should come first."
    

    
      "Is that so?"
    

    
      A teacher who would produce top examination passers in the future.
    

    
      I brought one poem from where I'd been studying, though skeptical.
    

    
      I read the poem slowly down.
    

    
      Excluding head rhyme, end rhyme, and such—just focusing on the poet's heart.
    

    
      The poet returned to the capital that experienced war.
    

    
      Past splendor disappeared, even walls collapsed—a ruined capital.
    

    
      Suddenly a single petal flew before the poet's eyes and fell to the ground.
    

    
      Only this petal was unchanged from the past.
    

    
      Was that petal the passed time itself?
    

    
      With a long sigh, raising his eyes—
    

    
      Ah, countless petals scattered down.
    

    
      Time was flowing down uncontrollably.
    

    
      "Mm."
    

    
      I still didn't understand the sentences.
    

    
      But I understood the poet's heart.
    

    
      The poet felt impermanent time and his own powerlessness.
    

    
      "I happened to pick this kind of poem."
    

    
      The war experienced in childhood came to mind.
    

    
      Also, the war with the Demonic Cult before returning was vivid.
    

    
      After all that time passed, if I had no way to turn back while left alone,
    

    
      what would I have felt?
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      A famous poem indeed.
    

    
      A flower seemed to fall before my eyes.
    

    
      Time falling.
    

    
      Regrettable.
    

    
      If that time touched the ground and disappeared, it couldn't be reversed.
    

    
      I approached before the flower visible only to my eyes and reached out my hand.
    

    
      However, how could it be caught?
    

    
      The flower scattered in the blowing wind.
    

    
      My hand couldn't reach, so I drew Mukheun.
    

    
      Could a sword reach?
    

    
      To a swordsman, there's only the sword.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      A flower settled on Mukheun's sword tip.
    

    
      I received time.
    

    
      Following the poem, raising my eyes,
    

    
      abundant flowers fell.
    

    
      Each blossom held memories of passed time.
    

    
      I moved Mukheun following the flowers.
    

    
      Not quickly, yet in a way quickly, like time itself.
    

    
      Receiving time, I too came to move following time.
    

    
      Then I realized.
    

    
      That time seeming slow yet unsurpassably fast was simply because it didn't stop.
    

    
      I didn't stop Mukheun.
    

    
      I moved until all flower petals settled on the sword tip.
    

    
      Petals overlapped and overlapped.
    

    
      The time I've lived.
    

    
      Becoming a single petal, it looked at me.
    

    
      Thus I contained time in the sword.
    

    
      "Whew."
    

    
      Coming to my senses, it was Scholar Bang's inner courtyard.
    

    
      "Scholar."
    

    
      "Speak."
    

    
      I had just seen one sword path flowing together with time.
    

    
      "Like martial arts formulas. I should read it that way."
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      Chapter 41: Attending Together
    

    
      Two days passed quickly.
    

    
      Ten days since I returned—the day the poetry gathering opened.
    

    
      "Honey, in the end you trained with the sword all last night again, didn't you?"
    

    
      I saw a sword path through poetry at Scholar Bang Wongeol's house. I devoted myself to training so as not to lose what I'd realized.
    

    
      Last night was the same.
    

    
      However, while paying attention to movements inside the house, when Taebok woke I quickly went in to change his diaper, helped Jayeong with nursing, and after finishing, burped Taebok, then held him more to put him to sleep.
    

    
      Then I devoted myself to the sword.
    

    
      ...Devoted, correct.
    

    
      A martial artist with a baby devotes himself like this.
    

    
      "Fortunately, the sword path obtained at Scholar Bang's house is a slow sword."
    

    
      A slow sword chasing time.
    

    
      The reason time was slow yet fast was only because it didn't stop.
    

    
      Following that time, Mukheun also didn't stop.
    

    
      If it were a swift sword or tyrannical sword, it would have made quite loud sounds, but the slow sword I obtained—
    

    
      like time that had approached before one knew, made no sound.
    

    
      Thanks to that, I could continue training without disturbing Taebok's sleep.
    

    
      Gratifying.
    

    
      Watching me smile gratifyingly, Jayeong also smiled.
    

    
      "You really. Better to quickly move and make one storage room a training hall. Or how about getting a separate storage room even now?"
    

    
      Different from a meditation room focusing on breathing regulation. A training hall for sword practice must be spacious.
    

    
      "No. I don't want to be apart from you and Taebok. I'll make a training hall after we move. Until then, I'll manage somehow."
    

    
      The me now was someone who wanted to be by my family's side somehow.
    

    
      Ultimately, what martial arts learns is a person.
    

    
      Even learning the same martial arts, it differs slightly according to the person.
    

    
      Everything from the tempo of techniques to the nature of inner power differs.
    

    
      While people contain martial arts, martial arts also contain people.
    

    
      But I newly learned this time.
    

    
      Even if the same person trains martial arts, results differ if the environment differs.
    

    
      In my previous life, I trained martial arts amid successive missions. A truly harsh environment.
    

    
      Huh, the Ink Sword Hero's sword technique is extremely dense, yet why does it also feel so desperate?
    

    
      An evaluation from some past master.
    

    
      What had I answered? I think I said it really was desperate.
    

    
      Because there was no other path for Taebok, it was more desperate.
    

    
      How is it now?
    

    
      I leave sleeping Taebok in the room and go out to the courtyard to train.
    

    
      While moving the sword, I briefly stop and sharpen my hearing.
    

    
      Unlike what I'd imagined before birth, babies sleep making quite many sounds.
    

    
      Kking, kkiing, golong, gorolong.
    

    
      After hearing those sounds and smiling once, I move the sword again.
    

    
      Something's different.
    

    
      Very different.
    

    
      Martial arts become very different.
    

    
      This life, what appearance will my martial arts have in the end?
    

    
      "But honey, is it okay?"
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "You said you're going to the poetry gathering. Saying you must compose poetry that ranks."
    

    
      "Mm."
    

    
      Visiting Scholar Bang's house was because of poetry.
    

    
      I conveyed the request to Magistrate Yang Daeryang.
    

    
      It was a request to attend Guyang Je's banquet since I would compose poetry and approach closely.
    

    
      [I'll attend. I'll also reduce security numbers as requested. Show the Ink Sword Hero's martial prowess. But does the hero also compose poetry well?]
    

    
      Since he readily accepted, now it was my turn.
    

    
      My turn.
    

    
      Time to compose good poetry.
    

    
      "Asking if it's okay to just train with the sword like this."
    

    
      Jayeong's question was proper.
    

    
      "Look. I composed one poem at Scholar Bang's house."
    

    
      "Oh, really?"
    

    
      "That's right. This is the poem I'll submit at the poetry gathering. How does it look to you?"
    

    
      "Uuum."
    

    
      She began reading the poem while furrowing her brows.
    

    
      "Heum."
    

    
      I waited for her reaction with a pounding heart.
    

    
      "Hehe."
    

    
      "Oh, you finished reading? How is it?"
    

    
      She looked at me with shining eyes.
    

    
      "This crap... is poetry?"
    

    
      Mm.
    

    
      Did I hear wrong?
    

    
      "If the paper the poetry is written on had a soul, it would appeal to rather have ink painted on it to be made black."
    

    
      I hadn't heard wrong.
    

    
      A scathing critique flew in.
    

    
      "Uh, that much?"
    

    
      "Even a layperson like me can tell this is a complete mess."
    

    
      She looked at me with contempt, not worry or concern.
    

    
      "Hmm. Indeed that level."
    

    
      "What do you mean indeed! What did Scholar Bang say?"
    

    
      "Ah, he."
    

    
      He couldn't help but be impressed.
    

    
      Uuk. To compose such a thing. Uuuuk.
    

    
      Wait.
    

    
      Thinking about it, was that vomiting rather than admiration?
    

    
      If that was vomiting, and layperson Jayeong's critique was correct?
    

    
      "Then everything is according to my plan."
    

    
      "Huh? Bluffing?"
    

    
      "Not bluffing. Don't worry. It's really according to plan."
    

    
      The last sentence in the magistrate's letter caught my eye.
    

    
      [But does the hero also compose poetry well?]
    

    
      Swoosh—I pushed the letter away. Shoved it under the basket on the table.
    

    
      "Has the person to do disguise arrived?"
    

    
      "Yes, among Luoyang's Rogues' Guild members, someone skilled in disguise."
    

    
      I requested the Rogues' Guild since I needed a higher-level disguise than when infiltrating Xinyang Trading.
    

    
      "Mm, can't keep them waiting."
    

    
      "They said it's fine though? There's still time too."
    

    
      "I'm not fine."
    

    
      I hastily left my seat.
    

    
      Leaving one poem on the table.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      So, who did I become through disguise?
    

    
      "Scholar of Luoyang Bang Wongeol's son, Mister Bang Yuyo has arrived."
    

    
      Precisely Scholar Bang's son.
    

    
      I became the fourth son, Bang Yuyo.
    

    
      "Will you come this way?"
    

    
      One warrior approached.
    

    
      He glanced at something held in his hand—probably a small physiognomy manual.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      It's fine. My face now—
    

    
      A generous impression with a thick bulbous nose.
    

    
      Light eyebrows and soft lip line.
    

    
      Even hands were disguised so calluses from gripping the sword didn't show.
    

    
      They became plump hands with good flesh.
    

    
      Since they couldn't investigate guests attending the poetry gathering by frisking their bodies, this was perfect.
    

    
      Instead.
    

    
      "Did you bring writing materials?"
    

    
      While saying something trivial, he shot eye pressure at me.
    

    
      The warrior simultaneously raised his momentum.
    

    
      Checking whether inner power reacted unconsciously.
    

    
      'Such eye pressure is nothing.'
    

    
      Even Demonic Cult members' gazes determined on a death battle were daily life.
    

    
      A security warrior glaring a bit, so what.
    

    
      "Hehe, a warrior's gaze is good. Captain Guyang's subordinates have magnificent spirit. Hahaha."
    

    
      "You're too kind. Hahaha."
    

    
      I smoothly passed inspection and mixed among literati.
    

    
      Though Bang Wongeol seemed known among Luoyang literati regardless of examination success—
    

    
      "I am Bang Yuyo. I greet senior literati."
    

    
      "Oho. I heard Scholar Bang's fourth son was away?"
    

    
      "I briefly returned to see father."
    

    
      The real Bang Yuyo was studying abroad.
    

    
      When in Luoyang, he apparently had an introverted personality and didn't show his face often before people.
    

    
      "Will I recognize you?"
    

    
      "Aren't you Scholar Kwak?"
    

    
      "Right. Seems it's been years since I last saw you. You seem taller?"
    

    
      "Yes. Much time has passed."
    

    
      Scholar Bang had asked close people not to attend this poetry gathering.
    

    
      Other than that, I'd memorized the few adults Bang Yuyo would know.
    

    
      Smooth.
    

    
      Smooth so far.
    

    
      "I'll briefly view the reservoir... Ah, this."
    

    
      I scanned the reservoir that would be the poetry gathering's stage.
    

    
      'This isn't a reservoir but an entire lake?'
    

    
      When saying reservoir, one thinks of ponds made to supply water to farms.
    

    
      Even holding a poetry gathering, one thinks at most they made the pond large.
    

    
      This wasn't that level.
    

    
      People also shared impressions similar to mine.
    

    
      "To create an entire lake—Banyang Trading must have spent much money."
    

    
      "But I don't understand."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "This year's farming also ended, so why make such a lake?"
    

    
      "Who knows? Perhaps planning for next year?"
    

    
      "That can't be. This place doesn't lack water to begin with."
    

    
      The moment I heard the conversation, another conversation came to mind. A conversation heard in the past.
    

    
      The Gishan Three Swords lost their lives unable to do anything.
    

    
      What? Masters at the Three Swords' level couldn't do anything? Did a demon head appear? Beast demon? Corpse demon?
    

    
      Not that. They fell to water arts.
    

    
      Water arts.
    

    
      The boat sank. Though their martial prowess was high, surrounded by those using water arts in the middle of a great river, they couldn't do anything.
    

    
      Damn... Water arts—the Demonic Cult bastards have the advantage...
    

    
      Only sects with rivers, lakes, and seas as main activity areas trained in water arts.
    

    
      The Nine Sects One Gang and Five Great Clans, the Murim Alliance's main forces, didn't treat water arts importantly.
    

    
      As a result, where water existed, the Murim Alliance had to fold before the Demonic Cult.
    

    
      'A water arts unit hid and trained here.'
    

    
      At minimum, the water arts unit active on the Luo River—this would have been their training ground.
    

    
      'Demonic Cult bastards. As expected, they weren't just quiet this period. Invasion preparation was in full swing.'
    

    
      The water arts master who entered with Cloud-Severing Sword might be the one who would create water arts units going forward.
    

    
      If so, he must be eliminated, even if not today's matter.
    

    
      'I don't even have one training hall at home. Yet Demonic Cult bastards even make lakes to train?'
    

    
      Utterly insolent.
    

    
      Enjoying everything with lifeblood wrung from Luoyang.
    

    
      'Eliminate. Eliminate them. I should tell the magistrate to fill in the lake.'
    

    
      Since he's friendly to me, if I explain well, he'll listen.
    

    
      After glaring at the lake interior for a while, I turned my head toward the magistrate's still-empty seat.
    

    
      White canopies lined long along the lakeside.
    

    
      The central round table was where Magistrate Yang Daeryang would sit.
    

    
      To the right of the still-empty seat sat Guyang Je, to the left a regional literatus.
    

    
      The table where I'd sit was far from the magistrate.
    

    
      Since it was seating for regional rising talents submitting poetry today, everyone's features looked young.
    

    
      Not only seating arrangement but the order of events was traditional.
    

    
      Enjoy the banquet then formally compose poetry.
    

    
      After honored guest the magistrate, host Captain Guyang, and established literati graded—
    

    
      the magistrate boards a boat with top-ranked winners.
    

    
      The final highlight was the moment winners recited their own poetry toward lakeside people from the boat.
    

    
      Of course, today one event would be added.
    

    
      The magistrate assassination attempt.
    

    
      "The Magistrate has arrived!"
    

    
      Yang Daeryang revealed himself.
    

    
      All people at the lake rose at once to greet the magistrate.
    

    
      After greetings from Guyang Je and senior literati ended—
    

    
      "These are young literati participating in today's poetry gathering."
    

    
      The group including me also went before the magistrate and bowed heads together.
    

    
      "Euheum."
    

    
      His eyes scanned us.
    

    
      "We greet the Magistrate."
    

    
      I also scanned him.
    

    
      Unlike when meeting in the alley, a dignified appearance properly wearing official robes.
    

    
      I had already informed him who I'd disguise as.
    

    
      The moment eyes met—
    

    
      'Isn't using me as bait too bold a move?'
    

    
      'Who accepted that move?'
    

    
      We conversed with gazes.
    

    
      Couldn't look long.
    

    
      We scattered to respective seats while passing.
    

    
      I headed toward a round table where eight people sat together.
    

    
      At the head seat, Guyang Je was saying something to the magistrate.
    

    
      Wondering if there might be clues in the conversation, I carefully operated Eight Sensations.
    

    
      Eight Sensations that not only detected natural energy but expanded my senses.
    

    
      I tried to hear what Guyang Je was saying with expanded hearing.
    

    
      Click.
    

    
      Clatter.
    

    
      Amid sounds of chairs moving competitively—
    

    
      'Not hearing.'
    

    
      One person.
    

    
      Someone sitting at the same table as me—
    

    
      'Caught by aura sense.'
    

    
      Together with water's natural energy,
    

    
      I felt turbid and viscous energy—that is, demonic arts energy.
    

    
      I turned my face toward him.
    

    
      "Shall we exchange names? What is brother's honorable name?"
    

    
      A refined scholarly face resembling someone?
    

    
      "I'm called Guyang An."
    

    
      "Ah. Guyang?"
    

    
      "Captain Guyang Je's relative."
    

    
      "Aah."
    

    
      I slowly loosened my hands.
    

    
      You? That water arts master?
    

    
      Not waiting underwater but a poetry gathering participant?
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      Chapter 42: Ranking
    

    
      "A person from Captain Guyang's family."
    

    
      "Being a distant branch, we don't have much interaction."
    

    
      Guyang An smiled awkwardly.
    

    
      Those words seemed both genuine and modest.
    

    
      "If there were no relationship, would he have invited you to this gathering?"
    

    
      "Wasn't Captain Guyang originally someone who made a name at poetry gatherings too? Seems the entire family possesses poetic talent."
    

    
      "I look forward to Brother Guyang's poetry."
    

    
      The scholars sitting at the table accepted Guyang An's words as modesty.
    

    
      Of course, it sounded different to me.
    

    
      Thinking about it as words from a Demonic Cult member using water arts—
    

    
      'To make it unrelated to Guyang Je.'
    

    
      Like saying it's something a distant relative he didn't even usually know did.
    

    
      If Magistrate Yang Daeryang were assassinated and a new magistrate friendly to Guyang Je came, things would flow that way.
    

    
      'But it won't work.'
    

    
      I was watching here.
    

    
      Today Magistrate Yang Daeryang would return safely.
    

    
      I would tie up Guyang Je and Banyang Trading and send them off as I'd firmly resolved.
    

    
      "Hahahaha. You brothers are too kind. What poetic talent?"
    

    
      Guyang An enjoyed the pouring attention while wearing a thoroughly satisfied smile on his face.
    

    
      Well...
    

    
      Wouldn't it be fine to provoke him a bit?
    

    
      Psychological warfare.
    

    
      A technique I'd never used before.
    

    
      That technique I found fascinating whenever Zhuge Sheng used it.
    

    
      New life meant new learning.
    

    
      "Since you're Captain Guyang Je's relative, may I ask something I've been curious about?"
    

    
      "Mm? What?"
    

    
      Guyang An looked at me with a relaxed smile.
    

    
      If this were daily life, how could one spit at a smiling face?
    

    
      But if it's psychological warfare?
    

    
      When smiling—precisely then, you spit.
    

    
      "All the trading companies allied with Banyang Trading collapsed. Moreover, while colluding with Black Path. Does Banyang Trading also have connections to Black Path?"
    

    
      Spitting.
    

    
      "Pwoot."
    

    
      One scholar spat out the tea he was drinking.
    

    
      "...What?"
    

    
      Guyang An's face hardened.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      The atmosphere subsequently turned cold.
    

    
      Did that mean it was such a splendid question?
    

    
      I continued playing the role of a scholar with no awareness, no sense of atmosphere, yet many words.
    

    
      "Isn't that right? They say everyone really colluded with Black Path. But Black Path were subjugated and trading companies collapsed. So wouldn't I be curious about Banyang Trading? Did Captain Guyang say nothing like that?"
    

    
      "What words?"
    

    
      "Words like 'our Banyang Trading also colluded with Black Path and we'll soon collapse at this rate.'"
    

    
      Words scratching insides.
    

    
      Isn't that right, Zhuge Sheng?
    

    
      Just as you taught me, right?
    

    
      Back then I learned but never used it, but here now I'm doing well.
    

    
      "No, look here..."
    

    
      Guyang An flared up.
    

    
      "Oh my, why are you two like this? Please calm down."
    

    
      "Scholar Bang, what are you even saying? Coming to a good day, good gathering and causing trouble."
    

    
      Other scholars interjected.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "What do you mean what am I saying? Did I say something I shouldn't? Actually, weren't you all curious?"
    

    
      I looked around at the scholars instead.
    

    
      "Euheum, no that's..."
    

    
      "What do we, why would we, be curious about such... we are though."
    

    
      "No. We're not curious, though we are, not?"
    

    
      Everyone avoided eyes and mumbled.
    

    
      "Brothers?"
    

    
      Guyang An also looked around at the scholars dumbfounded.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      Right now Luoyang's hot topic was precisely 'mutual destruction of Black Path and trading companies.'
    

    
      Would scholars not know this?
    

    
      Moreover, since scholars aimed for government posts, they were sensitive to reputation management.
    

    
      If a bad name emerged from one's hometown, it interfered with advancement.
    

    
      Guyang Je colluded with Black Path?
    

    
      From that day, they'd turn their backs on Guyang An too.
    

    
      The good words exchanged until just now were truly mere pleasantries and sweet talk.
    

    
      I threw out oblivious words again.
    

    
      "Look. Everyone's waiting for an answer."
    

    
      Guyang An didn't hide his displeased air.
    

    
      That is, he was acting displeased.
    

    
      "Everyone! How could that be? If such suspicions existed, would the Magistrate come to today's gathering? Banyang Trading is clean."
    

    
      That could be.
    

    
      More like it couldn't be clean.
    

    
      The reason the magistrate came was because I asked.
    

    
      Guyang An picked on me.
    

    
      "Do you all believe marketplace gossip? Scholar Bang is still someone whose learning hasn't matured, so fine. But others are people who should know better."
    

    
      Picking on me roundaboutly.
    

    
      Bang Yuyo was studying abroad so never made a name with writing in Luoyang.
    

    
      Those words pointed that out while simultaneously—
    

    
      "Bandwagon-jumping isn't what a gentleman should do. How could one handling poetry and prose be so? Don't be swayed by rumor-mongers."
    

    
      —disparaging me as not only lacking reputation but a petty person who spreads rumors.
    

    
      If another scholar took my side here, they'd equally become petty.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Looking at the atmosphere, didn't seem there'd be such a person anyway.
    

    
      The triumphant Guyang An finally provoked me.
    

    
      "Scholar Bang has good eloquence. Let's see if poetry and prose are equally excellent."
    

    
      Let's see if poetry and prose are excellent.
    

    
      He meant he was confident in poetry.
    

    
      Sorry, but I'm also confident in my poetry.
    

    
      Clatter.
    

    
      From earlier, Guyang An had been rolling a pair of beads in his hand.
    

    
      Beads to keep hands from being idle. Whatever was inside made small sounds when rolled.
    

    
      Good toy.
    

    
      "Brother Guyang, won't you make a bet?"
    

    
      "Bet?"
    

    
      As I didn't back down, Guyang An frowned.
    

    
      "Whether I can compose poetry and board the boat. If I board, give me those beads in your hand."
    

    
      "Hmm. These? These aren't even expensive items though?"
    

    
      Wouldn't understand why I'd ask for toy beads.
    

    
      Have a child, then such things catch your eye.
    

    
      "If you win, I'll do anything you want."
    

    
      "Anything? Isn't the bet's reward difference large?"
    

    
      He showed interest.
    

    
      Even losing, he'd only lose beads; winning meant anything.
    

    
      Could there be such a good bet again?
    

    
      "Fine, Scholar Bang. Accept."
    

    
      "Let's do it."
    

    
      "But we're betting on whether Scholar Bang boards—won't we bet on whether I board or not?"
    

    
      "You seem like you'll board."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      At the answer seeming to anticipate Guyang An's poetry, he was bewildered.
    

    
      Isn't that obvious?
    

    
      Wouldn't he deploy water arts only after boarding?
    

    
      He probably wouldn't jump into the lake from here.
    

    
      Now, the bet was established.
    

    
      We perfunctorily passed the remaining order of events. When the magistrate raised his cup, everyone raised cups and several rounds went.
    

    
      "Now time to see the rising talents' poetry and prose!"
    

    
      The literatus in charge raised his voice.
    

    
      Tension circulated among scholars.
    

    
      A chance to build acquaintance with the magistrate. If showing well to the magistrate got one invited to high officials' gatherings? A path to advancement opened.
    

    
      "Lake, lake, lake..."
    

    
      The scholar sitting beside prayed for lake as the poetry topic.
    

    
      "Autumn, autumn, autumn..."
    

    
      Another scholar prayed for autumn.
    

    
      "The poetry topic the Magistrate presented is lake!"
    

    
      The two scholars' joy and sorrow diverged.
    

    
      Seems each had topics they were confident in.
    

    
      "Until the sand in this hourglass falls completely, one period of time is given, so scholars hurry."
    

    
      The proceeding warrior declared.
    

    
      One period.
    

    
      Short.
    

    
      So they predict topics and prepare.
    

    
      Swoosh, swish, swoosh.
    

    
      Here and there, sounds of brushes moving over paper were heard.
    

    
      Though others besides participants could continue enjoying the banquet, all sides became quiet out of consideration not to disturb.
    

    
      Glancing at Guyang An— his brush was moving like flowing water.
    

    
      Hmm.
    

    
      But I also had prepared poetry.
    

    
      One stroke of the brush.
    

    
      I wrote the poetry down.
    

    
      "Now, all the sand has fallen. Everyone stop your brushes!"
    

    
      One established literatus collected the poetry.
    

    
      Guyang An glanced at me and asked.
    

    
      "Scholar Bang, how is it? Did poetic inspiration rise today?"
    

    
      I answered without losing either.
    

    
      "What about Brother Guyang? I wonder if you realized the trap hidden in the topic."
    

    
      "Trap?"
    

    
      "Ah, you didn't know?"
    

    
      Naturally speaking—
    

    
      there was no such thing.
    

    
      "What are you saying? What trap could exist in the lake topic?"
    

    
      "My, my, how disappointing."
    

    
      Then I closed my mouth.
    

    
      Now wouldn't insides burn until the announcement ended?
    

    
      Guyang An's gaze fixed on the table where the magistrate sat. The magistrate, Guyang Je, and several established literati were critiquing poetry.
    

    
      Nodding heads.
    

    
      Making satisfied smiles.
    

    
      Seems the scholars' skills were quite good.
    

    
      Then.
    

    
      "Heueot."
    

    
      The magistrate swallowed empty air.
    

    
      His eyes unconsciously turned toward me.
    

    
      'Ink Sword Hero? You composed this poetry?'
    

    
      'I underwent painstaking effort.'
    

    
      Guyang An also noticed the magistrate's gaze. He shifted his body anxiously.
    

    
      Other scholars also looked at my face again.
    

    
      "Ahem! Then I'll announce the rankings!"
    

    
      The proceeding literatus came forward.
    

    
      Now no one held chopsticks or wine cups.
    

    
      Everyone at the banquet focused on the literatus's mouth.
    

    
      "Third place. Woo Gohyeon from Sangyang County near Luoyang!"
    

    
      At another table, the scholar called Woo Gohyeon rose.
    

    
      "Euheum."
    

    
      His face was full of displeased air. Probably the rank didn't suit his heart.
    

    
      How confident had he been to be like that?
    

    
      Looking at senior literati's unfavorable expressions, life in the regional academic world would seem difficult going forward.
    

    
      "Second place. Yi Sangji of Luoyang City's Chuan District!"
    

    
      At yet another table, Scholar Yi Sangji stood.
    

    
      "Thank you. Thank you."
    

    
      His face was full of joy as he clasped hands expressing gratitude.
    

    
      Now then.
    

    
      Guyang An's complexion was worth seeing.
    

    
      Now first place remained.
    

    
      Neither Bang Yuyo's nor Guyang An's names were called.
    

    
      Guyang An would have known the topic beforehand, prepared, and had Guyang Je's help too, so first place was confirmed.
    

    
      Yet he was needlessly tense at the 'trap' word I'd thrown.
    

    
      "Scholar Guyang. Still don't know?"
    

    
      "Be quiet. They're announcing first place now."
    

    
      Whether well knowing scholars' tension, the proceeding literatus—
    

    
      "Noooow, now it's first place. Only first place remains."
    

    
      —was saying such things.
    

    
      Beside him I was smiling comfortably.
    

    
      Guyang An didn't know what was what, only clutching the beads.
    

    
      "First place is a scholar who recently entered Luoyang!"
    

    
      Guyang An's face brightened then tensed again.
    

    
      Because Bang Yuyo also briefly entered Luoyang while studying.
    

    
      That literatus proceeds well.
    

    
      Then first place was announced.
    

    
      "First place! Guyang An!"
    

    
      "Heureot!"
    

    
      Guyang An jumped up.
    

    
      "What? Isn't it as expected?"
    

    
      Muttering quietly then—
    

    
      "Thank you!"
    

    
      —greeting loudly.
    

    
      "What trap?"
    

    
      Looking down at me, he spoke angrily in a small voice again.
    

    
      "I thought there was hidden poetic talent!"
    

    
      "Brother Guyang seems confident in his poetry."
    

    
      "I took first place at numerous poetry gatherings. But what exactly? What confidence did Scholar Bang have that relaxed expression?"
    

    
      "Confidence? Naturally I had to be confident."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "The announcement hasn't ended yet."
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      The announcement hadn't ended.
    

    
      At my final words, Guyang An hesitated.
    

    
      "...Could it be?"
    

    
      "That 'could it be.'"
    

    
      The proceeding literatus opened his mouth.
    

    
      "Now, I announced first through third places. Then I'll announce the next rank!"
    

    
      Applause congratulating first place subsided.
    

    
      "Huhuhuhu, I'm excited."
    

    
      "Who could it be? Must thoroughly shame them, heuheuheu."
    

    
      "Will make them remove the name 'rising talent.'"
    

    
      Even greater excitement circulated than when waiting for first place.
    

    
      People, really.
    

    
      Wicked. Wicked.
    

    
      The proceeding literatus heightened the atmosphere.
    

    
      "Today's worst poetry! This kind isn't even poetry! To dirty eyes by writing such a thiiiing!"
    

    
      Outright shouting.
    

    
      "Boarding the boat together with first through third places, before everyone's eyes, that very person who will recite their shameful poetry iiiis!!"
    

    
      Magistrate Yang Daeryang looked at me with dead eyes.
    

    
      Did it really have to be such poetry?
    

    
      I first studied poetry two days ago. This is my best.
    

    
      Isn't that obvious?
    

    
      Then would I beat people who studied their whole lives?
    

    
      No different from saying becoming a master after learning martial arts two days.
    

    
      "Bang! Yu! Yo!"
    

    
      Finally my name was called.
    

    
      I jumped up from my seat.
    

    
      "It's me! Bang! Yu! Yo!"
    

    
      Sorry, Scholar Bang's son.
    

    
      Since you're studying abroad anyway, isn't it fine? When occasionally visiting home, literati will whisper, but please endure.
    

    
      "I wrote such poetry!"
    

    
      Dignified.
    

    
      I was confident my poetry would rank last.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Guyang An opened his mouth looking at me.
    

    
      "I'm also boarding the boat."
    

    
      I extended my hand toward him.
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "The beads. Our bet was whether I board or not. Didn't I win?"
    

    
      Huhuhuhu.
    

    
      I should give them to Taebok.
    

    
      "Now these are mine."
    

    
      Receiving the beads from him, a satisfied smile naturally emerged.
    

    
      "Now, board the boat!"
    

    
      The proceeding literatus shouted.
    

    
      "Let's go. Brother Guyang."
    

    
      I spoke to Guyang An while still smiling.
    

    
      "No, in this shameful situation, why smile so cheerfully?"
    

    
      "Is that so? I'm in a good mood though."
    

    
      Now let's go die.
    

    
      Only you.
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      Chapter 43: Each One's Move
    

    
      Scholar Bang Wongeol had said:
    

    
      With poetry like this, you'll definitely rank.
    

    
      As expected, right?
    

    
      Aah... that my son would be last place...
    

    
      Jayeong had also said:
    

    
      Aiming for last place?
    

    
      Correct.
    

    
      Seems fine. I think you can do it.
    

    
      As expected, right?
    

    
      Everyone who read the poetry knowing my intent said this would do it.
    

    
      "Sh-shameless..."
    

    
      "Look at that brazenly raised face. Completely lacking the skill to attend a poetry gathering."
    

    
      "Didn't he just want to sit beside the Magistrate?"
    

    
      Words heard while moving steps toward the boat.
    

    
      The last remark stung a bit.
    

    
      Though said thoughtlessly, that was precisely the truth.
    

    
      "Scholar Bang, how about at least bowing your head?"
    

    
      Guyang An rebuked.
    

    
      "Why would I bow? I'm dignified. I displayed all the skills I've honed and polished."
    

    
      "Kkeuung."
    

    
      Again—I honed and polished for exactly two days.
    

    
      Even the expression "honed and polished" was a luxury.
    

    
      Yi Sangji and Woo Gohyeon scholars who took second and third respectively urged us.
    

    
      "Since the Magistrate boarded the boat, it's our turn. Enough bickering, let's board."
    

    
      Since they sat at different tables, they hadn't seen Guyang An lose his beads to me.
    

    
      Their only interest: the Magistrate.
    

    
      "Let's go, Brother Guyang."
    

    
      "I was going anyway."
    

    
      The boat's shape was peculiar.
    

    
      Only a few oarsmen in the hold, no sail at all.
    

    
      That is, the deck was completely open.
    

    
      Though it seemed specially made for the poetry gathering—
    

    
      'They removed all obstacles on deck for assassination.'
    

    
      That would be the assassination side's intent.
    

    
      While boarding, I met the Magistrate's eyes.
    

    
      Are you prepared?
    

    
      I trust only the Ink Sword Hero.
    

    
      The Magistrate, two guard warriors, and four scholars including me who ranked.
    

    
      Excluding guard warriors,
    

    
      five small tables were prepared with each receiving dishes.
    

    
      Dishes and alcohol were already placed, perhaps to minimize people on deck.
    

    
      Magistrate Yang Daeryang at center; to the right sat first and last place—Guyang An and I; to the left sat second and third—Yi Sangji and Woo Gohyeon.
    

    
      I expanded Eight Sensations.
    

    
      Once more, I felt the unpleasant energy mixing water's natural energy with demonic arts' turbidity.
    

    
      "Brother Guyang, relax your face. Aren't you the first to recite poetry?"
    

    
      "Mm. If Brother Bang would just stop talking to me, my face would relax."
    

    
      Yi Sangji and Woo Gohyeon frowned from across.
    

    
      With lip movements, they told us to exercise restraint before the Magistrate.
    

    
      Fine, understood.
    

    
      The real purpose lies elsewhere.
    

    
      On the boat, the Magistrate gave congratulatory remarks.
    

    
      At the lakeside, the proceeding literatus raised his voice.
    

    
      "Now, time to hear first place winner Scholar Guyang An's poetry!"
    

    
      Everyone closed mouths so Guyang An's poetry could be heard well.
    

    
      Autumn wind gently brushing the lake.
    

    
      Even the sound of waves hitting the boat was small.
    

    
      People finished preparing to fall into the ambiance the poetry guided.
    

    
      Then.
    

    
      I recited poetry first.
    

    
      "Ah, round face cute as the sun. Taebok.
    

    
      Plump fat face like the round moon. Taebok.
    

    
      Sun light as a feather, holding from morning to night. Taebok.
    

    
      Moon light as a feather, holding from night to morning. Lake."
    

    
      No relation whatsoever to the poetry topic "lake."
    

    
      Feeling a bit sorry, I put "lake" instead of Taebok's name at the end.
    

    
      This can't be the right way to compose... right?
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Brief silence continued.
    

    
      Again—the autumn wind was quite refreshing—
    

    
      "I didn't want to hear that."
    

    
      The Magistrate's gloomy voice came from behind.
    

    
      Glancing back, even the guard warriors who wouldn't know poetry were frowning.
    

    
      It was so quiet the Magistrate's words reached everyone.
    

    
      As if that were a signal, literati's shouts burst out all at once.
    

    
      "Gyaaaak!"
    

    
      "No rhyme, just endlessly repeating Bok—terrible... can't even be called poetry!"
    

    
      "Does he dare insult the Magistrate! It's also discourteous to Captain Guyang who opened the gathering!"
    

    
      "What is that scholar's name? He should be expelled from among literati!"
    

    
      "What even is Taebok, Taebok! With such poetic language—"
    

    
      I could answer the last remark.
    

    
      "Taebok is my child's childhood name."
    

    
      "Oh."
    

    
      The literatus preparing curses closed his mouth.
    

    
      However, literati overflowed at the lakeside. From beside, another literatus supported him.
    

    
      "Still, this isn't right! To compose poetry, one must—"
    

    
      Letting their teachings flow through one ear, I looked at Guyang An.
    

    
      "Absurd."
    

    
      "Is that so? But boarding the boat succeeded?"
    

    
      "What good does boarding do? Just being shamed like this. Scholar Bang, can you even show your face in Luoyang now?"
    

    
      "Mm, true."
    

    
      Guyang An rose from his seat.
    

    
      "Though I understand wanting to take the beating first and finish, shouldn't you have gone slower? After I recited poetry, you wouldn't have needed to recite."
    

    
      "I see."
    

    
      "That's right. Because."
    

    
      He spoke the last words in a small voice.
    

    
      Yet it was heard clearly. The words that came through the lakeside people's shouting:
    

    
      "After people die, the poetry gathering can't continue, can it?"
    

    
      Flash—eyes glinted.
    

    
      Eye pressure that would make an ordinary scholar's legs go weak.
    

    
      "True enough."
    

    
      But I'm not a scholar.
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      While Guyang An looked bewildered, I grabbed my face with one hand.
    

    
      "Magistrate."
    

    
      "Mm."
    

    
      "I recited my poetry."
    

    
      "Then it's the start?"
    

    
      "Correct, it's the start."
    

    
      Now it begins.
    

    
      With the gripping hand, I ripped off the disguise at once.
    

    
      "Guyang An, if you who took first place die, the gathering ends there."
    

    
      "!"
    

    
      "I'm not Bang Yuyo but Jin Yeomyeong."
    

    
      "Jin Yeomyeong?"
    

    
      My eyes and his met.
    

    
      "Demonic Cult extermination."
    

    
      Simultaneously I thrust out a palm strike.
    

    
      Pueong—the sound of palms clashing occurred.
    

    
      Guyang An who couldn't take proper stance was pushed back flying toward Yi Sangji and Woo Gohyeon scholars.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, here!"
    

    
      One guard warrior threw Mukheun to me.
    

    
      "Iron Eagle Blade, Fist-Bearing Beggar, be careful!"
    

    
      I wasn't the only one disguised.
    

    
      The Magistrate's guard warriors were Iron Eagle Blade Jo Gyucheon and Fist-Bearing Beggar Jogon.
    

    
      Two people with suitable build and suitable martial arts.
    

    
      "Jin Yeomyeong!"
    

    
      Guyang An grabbed Yi Sangji and Woo Gohyeon and stood.
    

    
      "Come close and I'll harm these two."
    

    
      The two scholars' faces paled.
    

    
      "S-save us!"
    

    
      "What is this suddenly!"
    

    
      The two were at a loss requesting rescue.
    

    
      That's it.
    

    
      I wanted precisely that.
    

    
      "Demonic Cult extermination!"
    

    
      Puaaak.
    

    
      I sent flying one arm each from the two.
    

    
      "Kwaak!"
    

    
      "This White Path bastard!"
    

    
      Three demonic arts energies caught by Eight Sensations.
    

    
      Not the oarsmen below.
    

    
      Guyang An, Yi Sangji, Woo Gohyeon—all three scholars were disguised Demonic Cult members.
    

    
      ...Thinking about it, all three composed good poetry?
    

    
      Demonic Cult members have considerable refinement.
    

    
      "Jin Yeomyeooong!"
    

    
      "I'll kill you to prove loyalty to the Black Path King!"
    

    
      Yi Sangji and Woo Gohyeon instantly activated demonic arts, but the severed arms couldn't be helped.
    

    
      "Handle those two!"
    

    
      Jo Gyucheon and Jogon rushed the two Demonic Cult members whose combat power plummeted from serious injuries.
    

    
      "Your opponents are us!"
    

    
      "One-armed Demonic Cult members are easy!"
    

    
      Guyang An left Yi Sangji and Woo Gohyeon behind and moved.
    

    
      Toward the Magistrate?
    

    
      No.
    

    
      He kicked off the deck and flew his body backward.
    

    
      Gaze fixed on me in alert state.
    

    
      He intended to enter the lake like that.
    

    
      "Guyang An, no way!"
    

    
      Increasing speed with Xun Trigram Technique, I kicked off the deck and went.
    

    
      Whiiit—the passing autumn wind felt down to fine texture,
    

    
      and I too became light like that wind.
    

    
      I flew toward Guyang An still floating in air.
    

    
      "Guyang An."
    

    
      "Jin Yeomyeong."
    

    
      Distance to water surface.
    

    
      Barely 1 척 (30cm).
    

    
      My speed was faster.
    

    
      I could catch him before he entered water.
    

    
      'Would he stay still?'
    

    
      Aura sense stood on edge.
    

    
      Sure enough, hidden weapons burst from Guyang An's sleeve.
    

    
      Flying daggers, flying knives, steel needles.
    

    
      Fairly heavy hidden weapons flew.
    

    
      'No. These are deceptions.'
    

    
      Something flashed at the left edge of vision.
    

    
      The rippling of sunlit water surface—it flew hidden in that light.
    

    
      No, it flew. Toward the Magistrate.
    

    
      "Got it."
    

    
      I struck away the silver needle protecting the Magistrate.
    

    
      Moving Mukheun as is—
    

    
      Taang—I struck away the first flying dagger.
    

    
      The flying dagger thus sent collided with the flying knife. The flying knife also collided with the steel needle.
    

    
      The method when facing multiple hidden weapons.
    

    
      Strike one hidden weapon to cause a chain reaction.
    

    
      Of course, accomplishing this required tremendous experience.
    

    
      Hidden weapons that dominated space as numerous points.
    

    
      Mukheun connected lines between points and returned space to me again.
    

    
      Up to here was one breath.
    

    
      Starting another breath.
    

    
      Guyang An's toes now touched the water surface.
    

    
      I just needed to cut him with Mukheun.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      From lakeside, another hidden weapon flew toward the Magistrate.
    

    
      "Guyang Je."
    

    
      Guyang Je who'd been watching for opportunity personally threw a hidden weapon.
    

    
      The momentum was serious. He'd definitely learned demonic arts too.
    

    
      "Block it."
    

    
      I threw Mukheun backward.
    

    
      Wuuung—Mukheun receiving the Eight Trigram Unity Technique flew toward Guyang Je's hidden weapon.
    

    
      In this gap, Guyang An entered water to his waist.
    

    
      Not even splashing spray.
    

    
      Indeed a water arts master. If he entered underwater, it would become troublesome.
    

    
      Unconsciously,
    

    
      I operated Xun Trigram Technique like the past.
    

    
      First pulling inner power itself to its limit.
    

    
      Whiii.
    

    
      The hand that threw Mukheun.
    

    
      I caught the wind passing between those fingers.
    

    
      Whiiiiing.
    

    
      I grew the caught wind.
    

    
      Wind that followed that wind, wind that preceded that wind—all wind around me entered my hand.
    

    
      I threw the wind that became a small whirlwind toward where Guyang An was entering.
    

    
      Puuuueong.
    

    
      Wind and water clashed intensely.
    

    
      Rotating wind pushed out water trying to stay in place.
    

    
      For one moment, wind occupied that place.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      With current achievement, only one moment.
    

    
      Soon water would fill that place again.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "Demonic Cult extermination!"
    

    
      Sufficient.
    

    
      Guyang An's entire body was revealed in the emptied space.
    

    
      Rather, an entire body that lost balance caught in the wind.
    

    
      Toward that body, from the opposite hand that scattered the whirlwind, I released a palm strike.
    

    
      "Die!"
    

    
      Kak.
    

    
      Death cry.
    

    
      Wa-geurak.
    

    
      The sound of somewhere on the body being struck by the palm and breaking.
    

    
      Chwareurereu.
    

    
      A trail of blood rose above the water surface filled by surging water.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      No time to stop.
    

    
      I quickly climbed back on the boat and subdued Yi Sangji and Woo Gohyeon.
    

    
      The first action needed to protect the Magistrate.
    

    
      "Kreuk."
    

    
      "Jin Yeomyeong, you bastard... Keuk!"
    

    
      Jo Gyucheon and Jogon cheerfully beat the bastards trying to spout something.
    

    
      "Shut up! You Demonic Cult bastards!"
    

    
      "Resisting to the end? Taste the club!"
    

    
      After perfectly subduing the Demonic Cult members, looking at the lakeside—
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, Guyang Je escaped!"
    

    
      Magistrate Yang Daeryang who came to my side shouted.
    

    
      "Yes, I'm watching too."
    

    
      Guyang Je's seat was empty.
    

    
      Seeing the chair rolling on the floor showed how urgently he fled.
    

    
      "A natural result."
    

    
      Scholars couldn't possibly stop him.
    

    
      Also, weren't all other warriors at the gathering originally his subordinates?
    

    
      "Since he personally made a move himself, and yet failed, he had no choice."
    

    
      If the Magistrate assassination failed, accountability couldn't be avoided.
    

    
      Rather, better for him to act himself.
    

    
      Because another cult figure could take over the mission.
    

    
      The opportunity was good too.
    

    
      Jo Gyucheon and Jogon handled Yi Sangji and Woo Gohyeon; I headed toward Guyang An and the lake.
    

    
      He probably thought no one could block if he acted. Unable to let that opportunity pass, he made a decisive move.
    

    
      I prepared today's fight as one move,
    

    
      just as the Magistrate made one move by attending the gathering,
    

    
      he also made one move.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "Everyone here witnessed, so the crime is clear. I'll immediately issue an arrest warrant. Also, Banyang Trading will be thoroughly investigated. Illicit assets will be seized by the government, and all backroom businesses will be dismantled."
    

    
      He lost.
    

    
      The captain threw a hidden weapon at the Magistrate.
    

    
      Banyang Trading cannot survive.
    

    
      "I see. We won."
    

    
      A battle of moves.
    

    
      We won.
    

    
      "But Ink Sword Hero, weren't we trying to catch him to learn about this Black Path King? Is it fine to let him go like this?"
    

    
      "That's right."
    

    
      Guyang Je wasn't the final goal.
    

    
      My goal was the Black Path King.
    

    
      "Just in case, I attached a tracker."
    

    
      I wonder if they're following well.
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      Chapter 44: Let's Go Find the Ink Sword Hero
    

    
      "You knew Guyang Je would come out like this?"
    

    
      "No. I merely prepared for contingencies."
    

    
      Guyang Je revealed his demonic nature.
    

    
      The moment for the tracker I'd attached just in case to shine.
    

    
      "Since they're people skilled in such matters, let's wait."
    

    
      "Understood. I'll trust the Ink Sword Hero."
    

    
      When we turned the boat toward lakeside, literati rushed out.
    

    
      Splash splash—wading with knees soaking in water toward the Magistrate.
    

    
      "Magistrate, are you alright!"
    

    
      "Demonic Cult members—how could such people toward the Magistrate—"
    

    
      "Magistrate, please root out Demonic Cult members in Luoyang!"
    

    
      Seems they heard the shouts during the fight.
    

    
      Literati swarmed denouncing the Demonic Cult.
    

    
      While worried about the Magistrate,
    

    
      today's events had smeared Luoyang's poetry gathering's face, making them even more indignant.
    

    
      "Luoyang's distinguished persons need not worry. Here, Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong rescued me. Didn't you all see?"
    

    
      Rescuing was true.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      He omitted that he himself had agreed and deployed a luring operation.
    

    
      Avoiding bothersome explanations while raising my reputation incidentally.
    

    
      "Isn't that right?"
    

    
      He winked at me.
    

    
      "You're too kind."
    

    
      I also didn't add other explanations to the Magistrate's words.
    

    
      Watching Black Path flee Luoyang, I felt anew—a martial artist with high reputation stabilizes public order through existence alone.
    

    
      This time, let me monopolize reputation.
    

    
      "Demonic Cult extermination is what martial artists should naturally do. I merely did what's proper."
    

    
      Words of modesty literati loved. They greeted with even brighter expressions.
    

    
      "To think the Ink Sword Hero whose reputation resounds throughout Luoyang was here!"
    

    
      "Indeed modest. A talent possessing not only martial prowess but virtue!"
    

    
      Good.
    

    
      Please spread my name more widely. So Demonic Cult members won't even approach Luoyang's direction.
    

    
      "It wasn't Scholar Bang Yuyo. We were completely deceived!"
    

    
      "Of course. That poetry deliberately wrote poorly aiming for last place."
    

    
      ...Huh?
    

    
      "Seeing such dignified appearance, he surely possesses poetic talent too."
    

    
      "How about attending the next gathering to restore honor?"
    

    
      How do you judge poetic talent by appearance?
    

    
      These were people who studied all their lives.
    

    
      Writing poetry that poorly seemed beyond imagination.
    

    
      "Of course I'd like to attend gatherings too."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "But it's difficult because I must deal with Black Path and Demonic Cult."
    

    
      Because I have no time.
    

    
      Of course, practicing would produce better poetry.
    

    
      Probably.
    

    
      "Right! How could he come to gatherings? We literati also well know the Ink Sword Hero's reputation."
    

    
      "Didn't he organize Luoyang's Black Path to make a livable Luoyang?"
    

    
      "We literati also personally feel that influence."
    

    
      Praise continued endlessly.
    

    
      Literati struck their foreheads—tak.
    

    
      "Oh, poetic inspiration, poetic inspiration... Autumn lake, villains targeting the Magistrate, and one hero."
    

    
      "I should write not poetry but fiction. It'll be popular in the marketplace?"
    

    
      Even the Magistrate joined in fanning them.
    

    
      "If writing about the Ink Sword Hero emerges, send it to the office. I'll rank and reward."
    

    
      "Ooh!"
    

    
      Literati's eyes flashed.
    

    
      I thought only martial artists loved competition, but that wasn't so.
    

    
      Those living by writing were also crazy about contests.
    

    
      Then the proceeding literatus suggested to the Magistrate:
    

    
      "Much time remains until sunset. How about continuing the gathering here with the Ink Sword Hero as topic?"
    

    
      However, the Magistrate shook his head.
    

    
      My thought was the same. No time since we had to organize Banyang Trading.
    

    
      ...Not because I'd be embarrassed hearing poetry where I'm the protagonist.
    

    
      Magistrate Yang Daeryang declared resoundingly:
    

    
      "Hear, subordinates of Captain Guyang."
    

    
      Some of Guyang Je's subordinates still remained.
    

    
      They'd been standing blankly not knowing what to do.
    

    
      "Guyang Je threw a hidden weapon attempting to kill me. Now I'll thoroughly investigate and hold him accountable. Don't think of resisting pointlessly—all kneel."
    

    
      Guyang Je's subordinates knelt as soon as the Magistrate's words fell.
    

    
      Close aides had probably already disappeared.
    

    
      Those remaining were ones Guyang Je could abandon.
    

    
      Only warriors in superficial employment relationships.
    

    
      "Good. Follow me to the office. I'll hear what to hear from you and send you off."
    

    
      Magistrate Yang Daeryang cleanly organized the situation.
    

    
      "Now then."
    

    
      I looked at the proceeding literatus.
    

    
      Understanding the meaning, he cleared his throat.
    

    
      "Today's poetry gathering concludes hereby! Praise the Magistrate! Proclaim the Ink Sword Hero's heroic deeds!"
    

    
      Finished.
    

    
      The gathering finished.
    

    
      Guyang Je and Banyang Trading also finished.
    

    
      Thus I turned from lakeside.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "That hero called Ink Sword Hero."
    

    
      One remark among literati's exchanges caught my ear.
    

    
      "Isn't his martial prowess superior to what we heard? Earlier seemed like he blew away lake water with wind."
    

    
      I was also amazed.
    

    
      Now was stronger than the Four-Tenths mastery of Eight Trigram Unity Technique I'd displayed before.
    

    
      The Xun Trigram Technique earlier was the same.
    

    
      Just feeling like it could work, sensing it was possible, I did so.
    

    
      And actually accomplished it.
    

    
      Quietly reflecting, even in fights with Black Path, I'd continuously been overwhelming.
    

    
      What could it be?
    

    
      Related to coming back through time?
    

    
      Though I hadn't felt it until now?
    

    
      'I should investigate.'
    

    
      Perhaps I could reproduce some of past martial prowess.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Similar time.
    

    
      At the Murim Alliance Luoyang Branch Leader's office.
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak and Gong Pilsang were discussing some matter.
    

    
      "Is Chang'an's matter ultimately still at standstill?"
    

    
      "That's right. They say resolution is distant."
    

    
      Originally Hwangbo Gak often visited Chang'an branch. Because of Alliance internal politics.
    

    
      However, recently visiting Chang'an branch was somewhat different business.
    

    
      "Seems it won't work with only me going. Sort out some useful personnel."
    

    
      "Th-that is..."
    

    
      At Hwangbo Gak's instruction, Gong Pilsang made a troubled expression.
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      Gong Pilsang usually rushed saying he'd immediately execute instructions. Such expressions were rare.
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "Well, as you know, there aren't many Alliance members with excellent martial arts in the branch."
    

    
      "Mm? Isn't that well known? The Alliance didn't empower Luoyang either."
    

    
      Though both were old capitals, people's eyes viewing Chang'an and Luoyang were worlds apart.
    

    
      The Alliance, government, and nearby prestigious major sects had little interest in Luoyang.
    

    
      "So we must take Outer Hall warriors. Since they have excellent martial arts."
    

    
      "That's the thing."
    

    
      Gong Pilsang wore an extremely apologetic expression.
    

    
      "There are no Outer Hall warriors to do missions."
    

    
      "What do you mean? Did they go somewhere?"
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      "Where?"
    

    
      "They follow Jin Yeomyeong around."
    

    
      Not where but who.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak pressed his forehead.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      Speaking of him, Black Path members he'd caught and sent filled even empty buildings. They still hadn't handled those bastards.
    

    
      Though good for reporting achievements to the main Alliance,
    

    
      it was troublesome to handle, and feeding them cost too much money.
    

    
      "Shall we kill them?"
    

    
      "Jin Yeomyeong?!"
    

    
      "No. No. How could that be!"
    

    
      "Right?"
    

    
      Conversely, the main hall's front courtyard where Outer Hall warriors used to spend time was completely empty.
    

    
      'Originally they'd have entered Outer Hall to advance into the Alliance.'
    

    
      Not only in Luoyang but everywhere, Outer Hall warriors weren't following instructions as before.
    

    
      Rumors said some felt disgusted with the current Alliance.
    

    
      'Just discipline laxity though.'
    

    
      Here in Luoyang, there was one more powerful reason called Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      "Mm. Understood for now."
    

    
      "What shall we do?"
    

    
      "Even following Jin Yeomyeong, they can't refuse Alliance missions. Go around delivering missions."
    

    
      "Going around. Yes, understood."
    

    
      Administrative work arose.
    

    
      Meaning the Deputy Branch Leader and Alliance members would be busy.
    

    
      Of course, Hwangbo Gak didn't worry about such things.
    

    
      Ink Sword Hero.
    

    
      Best if he could take him.
    

    
      Since the leave application still wasn't processed, there was justification.
    

    
      But would he listen?
    

    
      Thinking this while looking aside, Gong Pilsang was also frowning, lost in thought.
    

    
      "What are you thinking?"
    

    
      "I was thinking about the Ink Sword Hero."
    

    
      "Really?"
    

    
      Branch Leader and Deputy Branch Leader recalling him together.
    

    
      This situation itself was funny if funny.
    

    
      "Did you also think of taking the Ink Sword Hero to Chang'an?"
    

    
      "What? No. So the Branch Leader thought that."
    

    
      "Then what did you think?"
    

    
      "No, well..."
    

    
      "It's fine, speak."
    

    
      Gong Pilsang unnecessarily lowered his voice.
    

    
      "Though I fear words becoming seeds... In these ten days Jin Yeomyeong caused so many incidents..."
    

    
      "So?"
    

    
      "A strange thought that he's probably caused something again."
    

    
      "Hahahaha."
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak deliberately asserted:
    

    
      "Probably not."
    

    
      "Probably not?"
    

    
      "Won't be."
    

    
      "Won't be. Must not be."
    

    
      Then.
    

    
      "Branch Leader, Deputy Branch Leader!"
    

    
      A desperate voice seeking them was heard.
    

    
      One Alliance member was running into the Branch Leader's office.
    

    
      "Ah, no."
    

    
      Gong Pilsang muttered quietly, but the Alliance member's report continued mercilessly.
    

    
      "At the poetry gathering Banyang Trading held, there was a Magistrate assassination attempt! The attempt failed and Captain Guyang fled!"
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak quickly asked:
    

    
      "Failed? Perhaps someone stepped forward to block?"
    

    
      "Yes! That's right. That person—"
    

    
      Before the Alliance member could speak, Hwangbo Gak and Gong Pilsang could guess the next words.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong blocked it!"
    

    
      Right. Jin Yeomyeong, right?
    

    
      An enlightened smile rose on Hwangbo Gak's face.
    

    
      Beyond Golden Cloud Trading's captain to Shaanxi Magistrate.
    

    
      The highest figures in commercial and government circles owed life-saving grace to Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      Who exactly had the strongest voice in Luoyang's martial world now?
    

    
      "Deputy Branch Leader."
    

    
      "Yes?"
    

    
      "Jin Yeomyeong's capability far exceeds our thinking. I should take him to Chang'an."
    

    
      "The Ink Sword Hero to Chang'an?"
    

    
      "Can't show our Luoyang falling behind. So regarding that."
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      "You go persuade him."
    

    
      "????"
    

    
      Persuade?
    

    
      Every time meeting Jin Yeomyeong, desks get smashed?
    

    
      "Me?"
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak placed his hand on Gong Pilsang's shoulder.
    

    
      With the enlightened smile intact, he ordered Gong Pilsang:
    

    
      "Go and even kneel if you must."
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Sangyang County, not far from Luoyang City.
    

    
      A place where low mountains continued.
    

    
      On one mountain's midslope, a woman and boy were looking at the opposite mountain.
    

    
      Hiding behind protruding rocks, reconnaissance was in full swing.
    

    
      "Mother, something seems strange."
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo—the boy Jin Yeomyeong had met on the way to the pharmacy.
    

    
      "That's right. It was the same when I scouted separately."
    

    
      And the woman was Yang Cheonjo's mother, Sang Jinhwa.
    

    
      "Is what mother heard certain?"
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Sang Jinhwa recalled memories.
    

    
      When asked if this certain, she could waver, but not at all.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero. I should go find him."
    

    
      "The Ink Sword Hero?"
    

    
      "Right now, while free from the Alliance, the only person who could solve such problems seems to be the Ink Sword Hero."
    

    
      At his mother's words, Yang Cheonjo also nodded.
    

    
      "The Ink Sword Hero will definitely help."
    

    
      Sang Jinhwa looked at her son who'd become markedly more mature since meeting the Ink Sword Hero.
    

    
      "What mother heard is certain."
    

    
      It could be dangerous. Black Path gathered on the opposite mountain.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      "The Alliance is involved there."
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      In front of the Magistrate's temporary office.
    

    
      "Let's go! Target is Banyang Trading."
    

    
      One company commander shouted.
    

    
      "Yes!"
    

    
      Soldiers' vigorous answers followed.
    

    
      The Magistrate had just entered the office, yet troops departed this quickly.
    

    
      This meant preparations were already completed.
    

    
      I nodded watching that scene.
    

    
      "As expected."
    

    
      The system of trading companies and Black Path colluding had now collapsed.
    

    
      "Now Luoyang can also breathe easier."
    

    
      Jo Gyucheon who came with me spoke. Jogon was also beside him.
    

    
      "It will. Two trading companies have already collapsed, and after Banyang collapses to the Magistrate, other trading companies won't be able to endure."
    

    
      The trading company alliance Banyang led would crumble.
    

    
      "Thanks to the Ink Sword Hero. In barely over ten days, to discover their identity and also subjugate them."
    

    
      Jogon also interjected.
    

    
      "Though many suspicious signs were caught in the Beggar's Gang's intelligence network, we didn't know there was such backing. Without the Ink Sword Hero, discovering would have taken more time."
    

    
      Swift Wind was capable and Jogon was loyal.
    

    
      If Luoyang branch had received sufficient support, the story would have differed.
    

    
      "It's not over yet."
    

    
      We must catch Guyang Je.
    

    
      The two also understood my meaning and nodded.
    

    
      "Iron Eagle Blade, return now, but though I'm sorry, prepare to respond to my request."
    

    
      "What sorry? I'll wait with a joyful heart."
    

    
      Iron Eagle Blade grinned—sssik.
    

    
      "Jogon, guide me to Master Swift Wind."
    

    
      "Yes. I'll lead the way."
    

    
      My own dragnet.
    

    
      The warp thread was Beggar's Gang.
    

    
      I'd asked Swift Wind to deploy surveillance if contingencies arose.
    

    
      Though I wondered if mobilizing Beggar's Gang so freely was acceptable—
    

    
      Black Path King? Demonic Cult? Beggar's Gang must step forward!
    

    
      Swift Wind readily agreed.
    

    
      Right. Since it's a request for jianghu martial world's peace, not my private gain.
    

    
      Jogon and I immediately headed toward the meeting place.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero."
    

    
      "Why?"
    

    
      While rapidly running operating lightness technique, Jogon spoke.
    

    
      "Were you originally that strong?"
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "Haha, strange question. Did you have some realization recently? From what I heard, you weren't this level."
    

    
      Of course I gained insight immediately after returning.
    

    
      Thanks to that, I reached Four-Tenths mastery of Eight Trigram Unity Technique and could easily handle most Black Path.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "Realization. Seems I'll gain it or not."
    

    
      The Xun Trigram Technique deployed at the lake wasn't Four-Tenths level.
    

    
      Definitely power beyond that.
    

    
      "If you're that level when about to gain it or not, I'm excited for when you gain it."
    

    
      "Excited?"
    

    
      "Yes, aren't you the Ink Sword Hero who defeats Luoyang's villains? Today was also tremendously fun."
    

    
      "Hahahaha. Is that so?"
    

    
      Quite optimistic.
    

    
      Just recently he was injured entangled with Captain Zhu Hochong's assassination attempt.
    

    
      "Please keep helping going forward. Many fun things will happen."
    

    
      We'd only touched the Demonic Cult's edge.
    

    
      The fight was just beginning.
    

    
      First, starting with Guyang Je.
    

    
      "Master Swift Wind, I'm here! How did it go?"
    

    
      If it's Beggar's Gang, a sect that would be hurt to be called second in handling information under heaven, then Guyang Je's traces—
    

    
      "Haah..."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      Swift Wind's face was peculiar.
    

    
      Dark, but not just dark—peculiarly—
    

    
      Reading the room?
    

    
      "Did you lose him?"
    

    
      A simple question.
    

    
      But beads of sweat formed on Swift Wind's forehead.
    

    
      "Well you see. I spread gang members widely. No, I even caught traces."
    

    
      "Yees..."
    

    
      My interest cooled.
    

    
      "Kreuk, don't look at me with such eyes. I caught his tail then lost him. That cunning bastard definitely used disguise."
    

    
      "Don't you include disguise in contingencies?"
    

    
      "Aah..."
    

    
      Jogon subtly withdrew as if he had nothing to do with this failure.
    

    
      Swift Wind didn't miss that movement.
    

    
      "Jogon, how did your task go? Surely you solved it well? Tell me in detail."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Though Jogon said nothing, Swift Wind nodded.
    

    
      While showing me his back.
    

    
      Mm.
    

    
      Fine.
    

    
      "You said disguise?"
    

    
      "Hm? Right. It's disguise."
    

    
      "Seems there's a way to investigate more. I'm going."
    

    
      I quickly left.
    

    
      "Who besides us would he investigate?"
    

    
      Leaving Swift Wind's shout behind,
    

    
      I operated Xun Trigram Technique and arrived at the inn.
    

    
      The inn of Rogues' Guild master Mister Doo, the innkeeper.
    

    
      My own dragnet.
    

    
      If the warp thread was Beggar's Gang, the weft thread was Rogues' Guild.
    

    
      Beggar's Gang failed.
    

    
      If it's Rogues' Guild, a sect that would be hurt to be called second in handling information under heaven, then Guyang Je's traces—
    

    
      "Kkeuung..."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      Ah, this expression.
    

    
      I just saw it.
    

    
      Rolling—Mister Doo rolled his eyeballs.
    

    
      Reading the room.
    

    
      My question was the same.
    

    
      "You lost him?"
    

    
      "Keuk."
    

    
      Mister Doo scratched his head.
    

    
      "Weeell... yoooou seeee... Rogues' Guild members are commoners. They engage in livelihoods."
    

    
      "You lost him because of livelihoods?"
    

    
      "No, that's not it—we can't deploy outside the city walls."
    

    
      "Aren't there guild members who travel roads engaging in livelihoods?"
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "Yees..."
    

    
      Interest cooling was the same too.
    

    
      "I hear he used disguise—did you fail to notice?"
    

    
      "Not all guild members can see through disguise. Such members are few."
    

    
      "Even so."
    

    
      "Right, if there'd been a suspicious person, he'd have been caught. Seems Guyang Je's disguise and camouflage are excellent."
    

    
      Hmm.
    

    
      I swallowed a sip of tea the waiter brought.
    

    
      Not something to criticize.
    

    
      Beggar's Gang and Rogues' Guild designated a target and monitored.
    

    
      Yet he deceived and escaped?
    

    
      "I thought Guyang Je wouldn't be ordinary. But this is beyond that."
    

    
      "Right? Actually even extraordinary ones get caught. He's beyond beyond."
    

    
      What method did he use?
    

    
      If I could think of the method, I could track—
    

    
      Wait.
    

    
      "I just stopped by Beggar's Gang."
    

    
      "Beggar's Gang? Did they say they found him?"
    

    
      "They didn't find him."
    

    
      "Whew, right?"
    

    
      "Is this time to be relieved?"
    

    
      I stopped by Beggar's Gang.
    

    
      Met Swift Wind.
    

    
      Thoughts naturally flowed.
    

    
      Captain Zhu Hochong had been hiding.
    

    
      As a beggar.
    

    
      "Did you monitor guild members?"
    

    
      "Members?"
    

    
      "What if he disguised as a Rogues' Guild member? Tracking Rogues' Guild is difficult, but wouldn't identifying one member be possible?"
    

    
      What if he disguised as personnel composing the surveillance network itself?
    

    
      "That's..."
    

    
      Mister Doo left without continuing.
    

    
      'I hope it's not too late.'
    

    
      Guyang Je.
    

    
      You became a Rogues' Guild member and escaped.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Swoosh, thud.
    

    
      Swoosh, thud.
    

    
      Sounds alternated—one leg dragging on the ground and a staff striking earth.
    

    
      "Mister Song, take it easy. Your leg isn't sound either."
    

    
      Mister Song gave a gap-toothed smile.
    

    
      On Mister Song's back who dragged one leg was a load of firewood.
    

    
      "Must deliver to Sangyang County by today to receive pay. Where's time to rest?"
    

    
      "Heuh, don't overexert yourself."
    

    
      "Right. Thanks for worrying."
    

    
      Colleagues carrying firewood passed by Mister Song.
    

    
      And one of them sent hand signals.
    

    
      Hand signals used by Rogues' Guild.
    

    
      [Didn't find him. Will continue search.]
    

    
      Mister Song was also a skilled Rogues' Guild member.
    

    
      He quickly answered with hand signals.
    

    
      [Didn't see him from my direction.]
    

    
      They didn't even nod at each other. Just hand signals ended it.
    

    
      Mister Song hastened his path while dragging his leg.
    

    
      Swoosh, thud.
    

    
      Swoosh, thud.
    

    
      The firewood's weight was considerable.
    

    
      Still, thinking of family at home made it doable. Shouldn't one at least put food in family's mouths? Delivering this firewood load today, he could buy the pancakes his daughter said she wanted.
    

    
      "A grateful matter."
    

    
      Fortunately his strength was good.
    

    
      With just one staff, he could carry quite much wood.
    

    
      There were also kind people who paid more seeing his inconvenient leg. Today's delivery household was such.
    

    
      "A grateful matter. Truly grateful."
    

    
      So he must quickly deliver the firewood on his back.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      Clatter—firewood rolled by the roadside.
    

    
      "Right, a grateful matter. Truly grateful."
    

    
      Swoosh, thud.
    

    
      Swoosh, thud.
    

    
      Steps that dragged one foot and leaned on a staff.
    

    
      Swoosh, swoosh, swoosh.
    

    
      Only sounds of feet brushing occurred—the staff disappeared.
    

    
      "Grateful, grateful, grateful."
    

    
      Crack—straightening the ankle that brushed the ground made joint-bumping sounds.
    

    
      Step.
    

    
      Walking straight. Two feet planted firmly on ground and walked.
    

    
      "A grateful matter. To have a bastard to disguise as nearby at such a time."
    

    
      Step, step, step.
    

    
      Now one man walked confidently along the mountain path left alone.
    

    
      Mister Song disappeared.
    

    
      Guyang Je was walking.
    

    
      "Grateful, grateful, grateful."
    

    
      Trying to smile—
    

    
      lips trembled and the smile distorted.
    

    
      "Grateful, grateful, gratefuuuul! Jin Yeomyeooong!"
    

    
      No matter how much he shouted gratitude with his mouth, his heart wasn't soothed.
    

    
      "Failed! I! Failed! Failed! Failed!"
    

    
      Failed.
    

    
      Guyang Je's chest boiled with fury.
    

    
      How far did he know before entering?
    

    
      Did he deliberately sit at the same table as Guyang An?
    

    
      Did he deliberately expose openings when fighting?
    

    
      So he made him throw hidden weapons?
    

    
      Failure's aftermath was harsh.
    

    
      It made him doubt every situation.
    

    
      "Uu... No good... My head hurts..."
    

    
      His chronic headache surged.
    

    
      When someone hateful appeared, this happened.
    

    
      "Heueup."
    

    
      While walking, he raised demonic arts.
    

    
      His qi center responded. Right, this would do. This demonic arts would do.
    

    
      Just kill hateful bastards.
    

    
      Killing Jin Yeomyeong would make this headache disappear too.
    

    
      "A grateful matter. Grateful to that person."
    

    
      Again, he put gratitude in his mouth.
    

    
      This time, his mood really seemed to improve.
    

    
      Since he came out disguised as a Rogues' Guild member, they'd absolutely never find him.
    

    
      Just going to the hideout like this and waiting for opportunity would do.
    

    
      With demonic arts received from that person, Jin Yeomyeong—
    

    
      "Hahahaha!"
    

    
      Guyang Je ran along the mountain path as if flying with a joyful heart.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      "Found who Guyang Je disguised as! A porter carrying wood was collapsed after having acupoints subdued."
    

    
      Innkeeper Mister Doo returned.
    

    
      "Was he seriously injured?"
    

    
      "No other injuries. If he'd been in that state long, he'd have lost his life, but fortunately discovered quickly thanks to you."
    

    
      "Fortunate. Could we know his movements?"
    

    
      "Will investigate more. Finding members who met the porter should do, so there'll be results. Stay home and I'll send someone."
    

    
      First fortune that the person wasn't seriously injured.
    

    
      Second fortune that Guyang Je's tail was barely visible.
    

    
      "Though shameless while requesting, please investigate as quickly as possible."
    

    
      "Don't worry."
    

    
      Innkeeper Mister Doo looked at me anew.
    

    
      "While that bastard drew in Black Path, many members were injured or had work cut off. Even we didn't know Black Path were all connected behind the scenes. You solved that."
    

    
      Mm.
    

    
      Come to think of it, when Black Path run wild, commoners live difficultly. Especially powerless people more so.
    

    
      "Chasing Guyang Je is also guild members' revenge. I'll confirm as quickly as possible."
    

    
      Guyang Je.
    

    
      Feels like approaching close.
    

    
      I clasped hands in greeting and went outside.
    

    
      If a pursuit unfolds, I'll be away from home again.
    

    
      Should explain to Jayeong and stay together even briefly before leaving.
    

    
      Change Taebok's diaper too, make eye contact too.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero."
    

    
      Again.
    

    
      Before even reaching the alley, someone called me.
    

    
      Busy, so busy.
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      "Ink Sword Hero, it's been a while."
    

    
      An unexpected person came to visit.
    

    
      Recognizing her, I clasped both hands in greeting.
    

    
      "Isn't it Senior Sang Jinhwa?"
    

    
      The person who called me was Yang Cheonjo's mother, Sang Jinhwa.
    

    
      While heading to Oga Pharmacy, I'd met Yang Cheonjo and we'd been together until annihilating Master Dongpae's gang. Afterward, the boy was led by his mother Sang Jinhwa's hand back to Banggachon.
    

    
      "After coming to Luoyang after a long time, I didn't know where to go. But everywhere I went, I heard the Ink Sword Hero's name."
    

    
      "Is that so?"
    

    
      Many incidents occurred in ten days, and became widely known to people.
    

    
      Sang Jinhwa smiled lightly.
    

    
      "Black Path Butcher, Sword Demon, Cursed Swordsman... You gained unexpected reputations."
    

    
      "Urk. You heard those names too? They're just what Black Path babble roughly, so they'll disappear soon."
    

    
      "I also heard you recently had a son. And after that, your behavior suddenly changed."
    

    
      "Even such stories? It's true though. Having a child changed me."
    

    
      "Hohoho, I understand. I was the same."
    

    
      I asked about Yang Cheonjo's well-being and continued light conversation.
    

    
      However, this was strange.
    

    
      She was a reclusive person. She didn't interact with martial artists and lived quietly in Banggachon.
    

    
      Unless I visited, she wasn't someone who'd come visit.
    

    
      Moreover, for such leisurely talk?
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      This visit had a purpose.
    

    
      "Senior Sang, I'm curious about something."
    

    
      "Something curious?"
    

    
      "Earlier you said you didn't know where to go, but everywhere you went, my name was heard?"
    

    
      "That's right."
    

    
      "Perhaps you intended to investigate me from the start?"
    

    
      The current conversation felt the same way.
    

    
      "To investigate Jin Yeomyeong. Didn't know where to go. Fortunately. Everywhere I went, Jin Yeomyeong's name was heard. This seems to be the premise."
    

    
      Sang Jinhwa quietly nodded.
    

    
      "Sorry for digging into your background."
    

    
      I had saved her son Yang Cheonjo.
    

    
      She'd also said to come find her if help was needed.
    

    
      Trust wouldn't be lacking, yet being this cautious meant—
    

    
      "It's an important matter. Important enough to investigate even trustworthy people once more."
    

    
      Even if she investigated my background, I wasn't angry.
    

    
      Fine.
    

    
      How could I not know how important choosing trustworthy people was? I'd experienced countless betrayals fighting the Demonic Cult.
    

    
      Rather, I was curious.
    

    
      "How is it? After hearing stories, was I trustworthy to Senior Sang?"
    

    
      Since regressing, I'd been doing words and actions I hadn't done before.
    

    
      I was satisfied.
    

    
      Close people seemed so too.
    

    
      How would it look in the eyes of people at distance like Sang Jinhwa?
    

    
      Going forward, to do many things, my name should be trustworthy to people besides Black Path or Demonic Cult.
    

    
      Was Jin Yeomyeong trustworthy?
    

    
      However, instead of an answer to my question, different talk emerged.
    

    
      "I heard you submitted a leave application to the Alliance. From what I heard, seems you're thoroughly using the Alliance."
    

    
      Briefly puzzled, I soon realized.
    

    
      The reason Alliance talk emerged to my question—
    

    
      "Is the Alliance involved?"
    

    
      Sang Jinhwa nodded heavily.
    

    
      So that's why she confirmed once more while coming to find me. After all, I belonged to the Alliance.
    

    
      Help needed related to the Alliance. Must be a trustworthy person.
    

    
      Simultaneously, someone helping this matter must be somewhat free from Alliance influence.
    

    
      Of course, they must also have skills.
    

    
      Then I should speak clearly.
    

    
      "Don't worry. If necessary, I'll even storm not just Luoyang branch but the main Alliance."
    

    
      I would live this life like this.
    

    
      "Ah, indeed."
    

    
      Indeed?
    

    
      "Throughout Luoyang, the hero's reputation was lofty. But reputation and trust don't always accompany each other. What I felt from stories about the hero was different."
    

    
      "What was it?"
    

    
      "That the hero goes his own path? Recent incidents weren't anyone's instructions or requests but solely the hero's accomplishments."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "So I trusted. Meeting like this makes it more certain."
    

    
      Going my own path.
    

    
      Actually, that path was for Taebok's treatment, but that became my will.
    

    
      "I live in a quiet village called Banggachon in Sangyang County."
    

    
      Sang Jinhwa finally brought out the story she came with.
    

    
      Banggachon.
    

    
      A quiet village with nothing special.
    

    
      In mountains visible from that village, fire arose.
    

    
      At first she thought it was a forest fire, but signs were strange.
    

    
      Fire rose in a remote place where people didn't enter, but didn't spread and soon disappeared.
    

    
      "Like someone extinguished it?"
    

    
      "Right. So I went."
    

    
      At that destination, she saw easily hundreds of Black Path.
    

    
      "They disguised as a mountain stronghold to hide, and like a mine, dug the mountain to make a base."
    

    
      Near Luoyang, a disguised stronghold, hundreds of Black Path.
    

    
      Generally got the feeling, but I asked to confirm.
    

    
      "Not mountain bandits?"
    

    
      "No. Too remote a place even for mountain bandits to live."
    

    
      As expected, the anticipated answer came.
    

    
      To maintain hundreds required diligently banditry.
    

    
      Needed large mountain roads or villages to plunder.
    

    
      Eliminating the last possibility, their identity became clear.
    

    
      "Black Path who fled Luoyang."
    

    
      Black Path bastards.
    

    
      Not everyone fled.
    

    
      Some who left Luoyang hid in the mountains.
    

    
      "Fled Luoyang?"
    

    
      "Yes, recently Luoyang is becoming a difficult place for Black Path to live."
    

    
      By me.
    

    
      Instead, so children could live well.
    

    
      Black Path headed to the mountains following instructions from the Black Path King or Guyang Je beneath him.
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      That was also guessable.
    

    
      Easy thinking about when the Demonic Cult rampaged, Black Path largely crossed to the Demonic Cult.
    

    
      The Black Path King was trying to maintain the dogs and horses painstakingly gathered.
    

    
      "Those bastards..."
    

    
      These Black Path still following instructions were bastards who'd join the Demonic Cult later.
    

    
      Demonic Cult members making teeth grind.
    

    
      "Extermination."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "Demonic Cult..., no, Black Path must be exterminated!"
    

    
      "Extermination?"
    

    
      Annihilate Black Path plotting counterattack and this time truly smash the Black Path King's forces.
    

    
      And going further—
    

    
      'They said Guyang Je went toward Hyunwon County direction.'
    

    
      White Path sense activated.
    

    
      Diversion.
    

    
      Changed direction midway.
    

    
      'Guyang Je also headed here.'
    

    
      Better to withdraw leaving only some toward Hyunwon County direction.
    

    
      He'd definitely headed somewhere related to the Black Path King.
    

    
      Here. He went here.
    

    
      "Hero? Are you smiling?"
    

    
      "Yes. Because I think I can finally exterminate the cockroach swarm."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "The Black Path swarm like cockroaches."
    

    
      "Ah."
    

    
      If there's a gap in public order, they crawl in before you know.
    

    
      Like cockroaches hatching eggs, Black Path call Black Path and proliferate.
    

    
      When trying to catch them, swoosh, swoosh, they escape somewhere again.
    

    
      Yet they say those bastards are gathered in one place.
    

    
      "Shall we burn them with fire?"
    

    
      Since they say fire rose.
    

    
      "Or bury them?"
    

    
      Also since they say they're digging earth.
    

    
      "Well, doing both wouldn't be bad either."
    

    
      The core was extermination.
    

    
      "Hero... Cheonjo said you have no mercy for Black Path. So that's true?"
    

    
      I thought briefly and answered.
    

    
      "True. Though limited to low-quality Black Path, I have no mercy."
    

    
      Luoyang's Black Path had destroyed commoners' lives under the Black Path King's instructions.
    

    
      And going forward, they were people scheduled to become Demonic Cult subordinates.
    

    
      To Sang Jinhwa, I very briefly told only matters entangled with recent Luoyang Black Path.
    

    
      "Such... That they participated in such matters."
    

    
      Public indignation also rose on her face.
    

    
      "Yes. Thinking again, the core is extermination."
    

    
      "Extermination. A good word."
    

    
      The Black Path Extermination Corps came to mind.
    

    
      Including them, I had to gather all personnel I could summon and storm the base.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      Around here, something to ask.
    

    
      "The Alliance. What connection does the Alliance have?"
    

    
      "I monitored for several days. Someone appearing to be an outsider left the stronghold. Just in case, I tailed them."
    

    
      The place that outsider arrived was precisely—
    

    
      "They entered inside Luoyang branch."
    

    
      "An Alliance member."
    

    
      The feeling came.
    

    
      Really almost at the end.
    

    
      "I'll contact people. Let's go as soon as day breaks."
    

    
      Black Path, trading companies, Murim Alliance.
    

    
      Everything the Black Path King cultivated was gathered.
    

    
      "You came at the right time."
    

    
      Because I'm precisely an extermination expert.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      I returned home.
    

    
      Before entering the house, I conveyed my prediction to Rogues' Guild and asked them to contact people who might respond to the request.
    

    
      Of course, Rogues' Guild wouldn't step to the forefront.
    

    
      What people receiving requests saw was just errand runners receiving wages.
    

    
      Sang Jinhwa went to a nearby inn instead of our house with a baby.
    

    
      Tomorrow morning, I planned to depart with her as guide.
    

    
      Since I told people who couldn't join from Luoyang to gather at Banggachon, when arriving at the mine, numbers would increase more.
    

    
      Since Black Path were hundreds, we also gathered numbers to go.
    

    
      "Wife, I'm back."
    

    
      "Honey, you're home?"
    

    
      Jayeong greeted me.
    

    
      "Where's Taebok?"
    

    
      "Just fed and put to sleep."
    

    
      Through the open room door, the baby bed where Taebok lay was visible.
    

    
      Newborns must be kept where visible by eye and audible by ear. Because various things happen even while sleeping.
    

    
      "Oh my, sleeping well."
    

    
      Golong, pyuu, squirm—not quiet even while sleeping.
    

    
      Storing the tightly closed eyes and various sounds, I returned beside Jayeong.
    

    
      Should go in and look again shortly.
    

    
      Tomorrow I'm going to fight again. Before that, must see and see again.
    

    
      "How was today's poetry gathering?"
    

    
      "Mm, as you said. Since I took last place, I boarded the boat."
    

    
      The confrontation with Guyang An, Guyang Je's failed assassination attempt and escape, and even the story just heard from Sang Jinhwa.
    

    
      Jayeong nodded and listened with shining eyes.
    

    
      "That interesting?"
    

    
      "I'm also a jianghu person. Naturally interesting."
    

    
      "Fortunate it's interesting. Don't think of stepping forward. You still need to care for your body."
    

    
      "Regrettable. I also want to help quickly."
    

    
      Rogues' Guild master Iron Bead staying only at home seemed to be itching.
    

    
      "Only by caring for your body well will that time come quickly. Restrain yourself for now."
    

    
      "Hiing."
    

    
      That time coming quickly. Actually words I didn't mean.
    

    
      I wished there'd be no occasions for Jayeong to step forward at all.
    

    
      I wanted to step forward and end all this faster than the previous life.
    

    
      With Jayeong, I wanted to spend peaceful time together.
    

    
      "Lately many things really happen around you. To think there was backing."
    

    
      "Mm, right. I'll definitely exterminate this time."
    

    
      They were all matters that could have passed unknown.
    

    
      However, since I wasn't passing over them like that—
    

    
      In some sense, I was causing many incidents.
    

    
      As Sang Jinhwa said, my path—
    

    
      "Perhaps you're causing it with some purpose?"
    

    
      "Kheul-reok."
    

    
      Jayeong's sixth sense stabbed the vital point.
    

    
      Sharper than any attack experienced after returning.
    

    
      "Oh my, you choked."
    

    
      "Would someone operating wind's natural energy choke?"
    

    
      "Of course. Isn't choking also humans' natural bodily response?"
    

    
      "Is that so?"
    

    
      She tilted her head.
    

    
      "Water. Ahem, water."
    

    
      I drank water slowly.
    

    
      To buy thinking time.
    

    
      Talking about Taebok's Severed Meridians was still premature. Only ten days passed since birth.
    

    
      Bringing up the story—after more time passes.
    

    
      Or.
    

    
      While obtaining the first spiritual medicine and starting treatment.
    

    
      When I could present hope, I wanted to speak.
    

    
      Since I steeled my heart, I wouldn't waver—
    

    
      "There's nothing hidden, right?"
    

    
      "Pwoot!"
    

    
      I spat out the water I was slowly drinking to buy time.
    

    
      "Hidden? How could I do such. It's so absurd I spat water."
    

    
      "Hmm."
    

    
      Jayeong narrowed her eyes.
    

    
      With narrowed eyes, she watched me.
    

    
      Thoroughly—I was thoroughly exposed.
    

    
      Ah.
    

    
      I'm wavering.
    

    
      Wavering completely before my wife.
    

    
      This moment that wasn't life-threatening yet felt desperate—
    

    
      "Ngae."
    

    
      Taebok called me.
    

    
      "Oh my, Taebok is crying. Must go to the child. Taebok, what's wrong? Father is coming."
    

    
      What a filial son.
    

    
      I love you.
    

    
      Taebok.
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      "Ngae."
    

    
      Since he ate sufficiently and slept, he wasn't hungry.
    

    
      I smelled whether the diaper was wet—it was fine.
    

    
      Then simply sleep fussing.
    

    
      I carefully lifted Taebok.
    

    
      The tiny fellow soon stopped crying leaning against father's body.
    

    
      Softly—only quiet breathing was heard.
    

    
      'Did you save father?'
    

    
      Usually Taebok didn't wake while sleeping.
    

    
      After eating sufficiently and sleeping, he slept soundly until next waking.
    

    
      Yet such Taebok suddenly cried and extracted me.
    

    
      Huhuhu.
    

    
      What a filial son.
    

    
      Feeling the warm fellow in my embraced arms, I was gratified alone.
    

    
      Lowering my gaze, I saw Taebok's head.
    

    
      When placing head on shoulder while sitting was fine, but when holding in arms, must hold slightly lower. Because the baby's head might hit an adult's face or collarbone.
    

    
      Must be careful.
    

    
      Newborns' skull bones aren't all attached yet, so weak to impact.
    

    
      Front and back of the head had places called anterior fontanelle and posterior fontanelle.
    

    
      Bones were open with only skin and flesh—looking closely, it bulged together when baby breathed.
    

    
      'In the previous life, I obtained spiritual medicine after turning one.'
    

    
      One year was also too young an age. So I sweated bullets being careful during qi guidance.
    

    
      This time, I'd make him accept spiritual medicine's qi from even younger age.
    

    
      'At this speed, possible even before hundred days. Is being that young okay?'
    

    
      Seems I'd need even more caution than after one year.
    

    
      Everything had its time.
    

    
      Too fast was as harmful as too late.
    

    
      Qi to a baby whose skull bones weren't even attached?
    

    
      'Fortunate.'
    

    
      That I didn't have to worry about this alone.
    

    
      Wasn't there Divine Physician who was the best in this field? He'd firmly promised to help me.
    

    
      'For now, I'll focus on spiritual medicine. If too fast, just store it somewhere well.'
    

    
      Now focus on securing Luoyang's public order and becoming strong enough to obtain spiritual medicine.
    

    
      No need to worry. No need to be anxious. No need to hesitate.
    

    
      "Right?"
    

    
      After whispering quietly to Taebok, I carefully laid him back in the baby bed and came out.
    

    
      "Honey?"
    

    
      "Dear, why didn't you get some sleep?"
    

    
      Since the topic passed.
    

    
      If I just put him to sleep like this—
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Jayeong looked.
    

    
      Aah, dragging time long was impossible.
    

    
      Must find spiritual medicine quickly.
    

    
      Since work in Luoyang felt approaching its end, must go on spiritual medicine journey as soon as it ends.
    

    
      "There's something on my mind."
    

    
      Thud.
    

    
      My heart sank.
    

    
      Stay calm.
    

    
      I'm the Ink Sword Hero. Calmly like settled black color.
    

    
      "Wh-wh-wh-what is it?"
    

    
      Good.
    

    
      Only stammered three times.
    

    
      Relatively calm.
    

    
      "You naturally created a whirlwind?"
    

    
      "Mm? Whirlwind?"
    

    
      "When defeating Guyang An at the poetry gathering, you created a whirlwind in your hand."
    

    
      "Ah."
    

    
      Smile emerged—binggeut.
    

    
      Martial arts talk. This I could talk about all night.
    

    
      Right. Wife, you not knowing about Severed Meridians is good. Not knowing now is good.
    

    
      "Why no answer?"
    

    
      "No, no, no, I was thinking."
    

    
      "Why smile?"
    

    
      "Because happy. Creating a whirlwind feels good."
    

    
      Focus.
    

    
      I'd been thinking about this topic too anyway.
    

    
      "Intuitively felt it would work. So I did it and it really worked."
    

    
      "Is this possible at your current achievement?"
    

    
      "How could it be?"
    

    
      Reaching Four-Tenths mastery of Eight Trigram Unity Technique, I could operate Xun Trigram Technique.
    

    
      But operation at Four-Tenths level. Could add swiftness to sword technique and movement technique, but interfering with wind's form was impossible.
    

    
      "You said you gained insight last time."
    

    
      "But with that insight I gained Xun Trigram Technique. Beyond that is difficult."
    

    
      "What was the insight's content?"
    

    
      I'd only said I gained insight without explaining content.
    

    
      Because it related to regression experience, so difficult to explain.
    

    
      "Well..."
    

    
      The insight's content was:
    

    
      Show current me to Heart Demon that came from past,
    

    
      Unify past me with current me.
    

    
      Into one vessel...
    

    
      "Mm?"
    

    
      Past me and current me unify.
    

    
      "Me?"
    

    
      I am.
    

    
      A martial artist.
    

    
      A martial artist devoting to martial arts training regardless of day or night.
    

    
      Past or present, I couldn't remove martial arts from my identity.
    

    
      Past me—martial arts and...
    

    
      Current me—martial arts...
    

    
      Unify?
    

    
      "Are they connecting?"
    

    
      I'd been unconsciously using only operations I'd done at past Four-Tenths achievement.
    

    
      But was there need for that?
    

    
      Heart Demon that came from past—insight was ultimately memory.
    

    
      But not only unpleasant memories came together.
    

    
      For instance, I was changing Taebok's diaper skillfully. Received praise many times from Jayeong and Elder Jeong for doing well.
    

    
      Current me hadn't done these movements, yet they were ingrained in my body.
    

    
      Martial arts were the same.
    

    
      Memory of having become strong was ingrained in my body. The sense of having minutely operated wind with Xun Trigram Technique was intact.
    

    
      'Means I can use some operation methods learned after surpassing Four-Tenths now.'
    

    
      And that operation could pull up my current martial arts more.
    

    
      "Honey?"
    

    
      I jumped from my seat then realized I was mid-conversation.
    

    
      "Ah, wife. Sorry. I thought of something briefly."
    

    
      I tried to sit again.
    

    
      Jayeong reached out to stop me from sitting.
    

    
      "You're going to the meditation room?"
    

    
      "Mm? That's right. Something just came to mind."
    

    
      "Go quickly."
    

    
      Jayeong's eyes curved gently. Encouraging me as gently as could be.
    

    
      "I'm also a martial artist."
    

    
      She was also a martial artist. Someone who knew what martial arts achievement meant.
    

    
      "Thank you."
    

    
      So grateful that such Jayeong was my wife.
    

    
      Carrying her encouragement on my back, I headed to the meditation room.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Silver Dragon Hero! Silver Dragon Hero! Silver Dragon Hero!
    

    
      People's shouts calling Silver Dragon Hero filled all directions heaven and earth.
    

    
      Thanks to the hero, jianghu's way was set right! Who could do such things! Only the hero!
    

    
      Immeasurable Buddha, even our Shaolin's abbot descended the mountain to express gratitude to Silver Dragon Hero. Will arrive here soon.
    

    
      Outstanding masters of Nine Sects One Gang surrounded as if guarding Silver Dragon Hero. The masters' ages were vastly high, most of them hoary with white hair.
    

    
      Yet their gazes were full of gratitude and admiration for Silver Dragon Hero.
    

    
      Not only Nine Sects One Gang. Murim Alliance is the same. Since righteousness the Alliance must protect was set right by Silver Dragon Hero's hand. This Alliance Leader Hwangbo Gihyeok can only be deeply grateful.
    

    
      Wuhan's Murim Alliance main headquarters front gate.
    

    
      There, the Alliance Leader bowed deeply.
    

    
      Uoooo!
    

    
      Silver Dragon Hero! Silver Dragon Hero! Silver Dragon Hero!
    

    
      At that sight, people's cheers resounded again.
    

    
      Silver Dragon Hero!
    

    
      This very Silver Dragon Hero—
    

    
      A young hero using one silver staff.
    

    
      His name—
    

    
      Silver Dragon Hero Yang Cheonjoooo!
    

    
      "Euheehehehe."
    

    
      Gap-toothed grin.
    

    
      At the sweet imagination, Yang Cheonjo's mouth tore wide.
    

    
      An imagination a fifteen-year-old young martial artist might have.
    

    
      Though his body was prone in bushes monitoring Black Path base, his imagination was receiving gratitude from Alliance Leader and Nine Sects One Gang at Wuhan's main Alliance.
    

    
      That imagination aimed toward the future.
    

    
      Later growing up, must become a hero even Nine Sects One Gang and Alliance Leader look up to.
    

    
      Subjugating Black Path and Demonic Cult, finding secret manuals and divine weapons hidden masters concealed, just becoming strong...
    

    
      "Euheehehehe."
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo's dream that yearned for Black Path because of freedom had now changed to great hero.
    

    
      Someone's influence.
    

    
      Even time prone in bushes wasn't difficult thinking it was heroic conduct.
    

    
      Don't act rashly, just monitor. When I return, just tell me what happened.
    

    
      Unlike mother Sang Jinhwa's earnest entreaties, Yang Cheonjo was slightly excited thinking he was playing a role.
    

    
      Since Sang Jinhwa's lightness technique was superior, it was an unavoidable choice.
    

    
      Mother said if she couldn't meet the Ink Sword Hero or didn't trust him, she'd look for others.
    

    
      "How could he not be trustworthy? Mother is too cautious."
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo trusted Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      Meeting was the only problem. If only they met—
    

    
      The Ink Sword Hero would come.
    

    
      Then guiding the Ink Sword Hero, he too would storm Black Path base.
    

    
      While wielding this silver staff.
    

    
      Autumn already past half, days already chilly. Let alone in mountains.
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo wore thick clothes with leather overtop blocking cold.
    

    
      Still couldn't help cold seeping in.
    

    
      Yet even that cold couldn't cool Yang Cheonjo's pounding heart.
    

    
      Fluffy imagination of jumping among Black Path wielding staff had already entered imagination of Five Great Clans bowing.
    

    
      Namgung Clan's young lady looking up at Yang Cheonjo with admiring gaze—
    

    
      "Kyaaaa!"
    

    
      "Hm?"
    

    
      Why scream seeing my face?
    

    
      "Help!"
    

    
      A girl's voice.
    

    
      Not imagined Namgung Clan's young lady, but an actual scream.
    

    
      "Huh? Huh?"
    

    
      Toward where Yang Cheonjo was hiding, a group of people were running.
    

    
      Having watched Black Path base direction, unclear where they came from.
    

    
      Hastily examining people, except one adult with pickaxe on shoulder, all were children.
    

    
      And behind them—
    

    
      "Stop there!"
    

    
      "Young bastards escaped well!"
    

    
      "Miner bastard, won't you stop with the kids!"
    

    
      Over ten Black Path were chasing behind.
    

    
      'What kids here? And what miner?'
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo cautiously watched the situation.
    

    
      He was hidden in bushes on the ridge's high side.
    

    
      People were coming on a single path toward the ridge.
    

    
      If they kept climbing, they'd pass barely five jang beside where he was.
    

    
      But before reaching here, Black Path would obviously catch the children and miner.
    

    
      Don't act rashly, just monitor. When I return, just tell me what happened.
    

    
      Mother's voice seemed audible.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      Must properly fulfill monitoring role at least.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "Kill the miner bastard! Take back the kids!"
    

    
      Black Path's voice echoed through the mountain.
    

    
      Shamelessly shouting they'd kill people and take kids.
    

    
      Then what should he do?
    

    
      "Ah geez."
    

    
      Step—before even thinking, he was leaving the safe forest toward the path.
    

    
      "Damn."
    

    
      Swoosh—many enemies so stepping forward was dangerous, yet his hand drew the staff itself.
    

    
      "Of all times while imagining."
    

    
      Imagination of becoming a great hero.
    

    
      Since having such imagination, couldn't stay still.
    

    
      If staying still here,
    

    
      felt like he could never imagine like earlier again.
    

    
      Even if someone called him a hero later, felt like he'd feel shame recalling today.
    

    
      Unavoidable.
    

    
      Though young, Yang Cheonjo clearly felt.
    

    
      That he couldn't stay still here.
    

    
      "Iyaaaa! You Black Path bastards! What wicked scheme are you plotting again!"
    

    
      Eventually Yang Cheonjo burst out.
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "That's also a kid? An escapee together?"
    

    
      "Holding a staff though?"
    

    
      Black Path looked at the suddenly appearing child.
    

    
      At the very top of the ridge, a strange fellow was shouting.
    

    
      Naturally speaking, they weren't frightened at all.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo threw his decisive move.
    

    
      Pointing at them with his staff, he stuck his head out as far as possible toward the ridge's back.
    

    
      "Over here! Black Path are here!"
    

    
      Fighting was a bit much.
    

    
      Too many.
    

    
      "Come quickly! Murim Alliance everyone!"
    

    
      Acting with all his might blazed forth.
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      "Murim Alliance?"
    

    
      Black Path instinctively slowed their steps.
    

    
      An unavoidable name.
    

    
      "Murim Alliance everyone, quickly, quickly come! Black Path bastards are chasing commoners here!"
    

    
      The young bastard on the ridge was gesturing while calling the Murim Alliance.
    

    
      Now it made sense.
    

    
      The young bastard couldn't have appeared alone.
    

    
      That bastard was probably just a mountain path guide—the real Murim Alliance was behind the ridge.
    

    
      "Damn!"
    

    
      "They say Murim Alliance though?"
    

    
      "Should, shouldn't we run?"
    

    
      Black Path wavered.
    

    
      If just neighborhood Black Path, maybe not, but Black Path with hands deep in evil deeds had no choice but to feel fear.
    

    
      And all these were Black Path who'd entered Luoyang harming commoners.
    

    
      Meeting the Murim Alliance meant death or entering Thunder Prison.
    

    
      Their feet stopped completely.
    

    
      They tried turning direction back where they came.
    

    
      This moment when Yang Cheonjo's desperate acting was about to work—
    

    
      "Wait. But didn't Master Nine Black Ghost say that? No need to worry about the Murim Alliance?"
    

    
      One among Black Path recalled words heard.
    

    
      "Oh, right. He did?"
    

    
      "Why did he say no need to worry?"
    

    
      "He didn't explain details, but seemed to have some connection."
    

    
      Swoosh—Black Path looked up toward Yang Cheonjo on the ridge.
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo was also looking down at them.
    

    
      Still acting, but his heart beat fast and sweat flowed down his back.
    

    
      "Murim Alliance everyone, here pleeeease!"
    

    
      'What? Black Path bastards, why stop then not go?'
    

    
      Something was turning badly.
    

    
      Black Path's stopped feet gradually headed forward again.
    

    
      "Thinking about it, would the Alliance use such a young bastard as guide?"
    

    
      "For him shouting, no sound comes from behind the ridge?"
    

    
      "Hmm. Perhaps..."
    

    
      Their narrowed eyes focused on Yang Cheonjo.
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo had burst out without thinking beyond this.
    

    
      Receiving Black Path's gazes with his whole body, his head tried turning white.
    

    
      'No good! Can't lose my mind!'
    

    
      Between himself and Black Path—
    

    
      "Huk, huk, huk."
    

    
      "Kids, can't stop yet."
    

    
      Children and a miner climbing the path breathlessly.
    

    
      Not yet time for his head to turn white.
    

    
      'Must make them waver. What to do somehow...'
    

    
      Instantly.
    

    
      In the whitening head, settled black color flashed past.
    

    
      In Luoyang, black color symbolized only one person.
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo squeezed his voice shouting one alias.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Heroooo! Over here! Black Path bastards are heeeere!"
    

    
      Ink Sword Hero.
    

    
      That alias struck Black Path's eardrums.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero?!"
    

    
      "Black Path Butcher?"
    

    
      "Hic."
    

    
      Even among them were survivors from sects already destroyed by the Ink Sword Hero.
    

    
      It rose vividly in their eyes.
    

    
      Ten days' worth of Black Path massacre.
    

    
      What became of high leadership with formidable martial arts before the black sword?
    

    
      Either sliced away—sseok-duk sseok-duk, or shattered away—udeu-deuk, or sliced and shattered, or else shattered and sliced—
    

    
      "Kyeeeeek!"
    

    
      "Hey, why suddenly? Get a grip!"
    

    
      "Uaaah! The Sword Demon! The Sword Demon is coming!"
    

    
      "Why are you all like this? You too don't just stand there—"
    

    
      "Hihihihit. Hihihit. The cursed black sword followed all the way here..."
    

    
      Fear descended.
    

    
      "Run! Run!"
    

    
      They fled all at once.
    

    
      If feet tangled and they fell, they used hands on ground to flee.
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo opened his mouth watching that scene.
    

    
      To think one word of his brought this tremendous effect.
    

    
      "The Ink Sword Hero's reputation... almost exorcism level?"
    

    
      And following that—
    

    
      "My wisdom recalling that name... insane."
    

    
      The moment for adding 'strategy shaking the world' to imagination list.
    

    
      Murim Alliance's strategist shakes his head. With his own head, he can't surpass Silver Dragon Hero, wearing a bitter smile. Probably surname Zhuge or Sima or recently famous—
    

    
      "What disgrace is this, bastards going to catch a few kids!"
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo snapped to attention—ppeodeuk.
    

    
      'What? Not over?'
    

    
      In his eyes appeared a man of towering build walking from behind Black Path. Though quite distant, momentum wasn't ordinary.
    

    
      'A master.'
    

    
      He drew a blade from behind his back. A huge great blade ordinary warriors would struggle to handle with both hands.
    

    
      The great blade emitted blade energy toward fleeing Black Path.
    

    
      "Kreuk!"
    

    
      One Black Path who couldn't guard in time sprayed blood.
    

    
      At the scene of life flying away, panicked Black Path momentarily came to senses.
    

    
      "N-Nine Black Ghost sir."
    

    
      "What the hell happened?"
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, they say the Ink Sword Hero came."
    

    
      Black Path informed Nine Black Ghost of the situation.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "Heuheue, quite a cute trick."
    

    
      Nine Black Ghost wasn't frightened by the Ink Sword Hero's name and looked up at Yang Cheonjo.
    

    
      At that fierce gaze, Yang Cheonjo's legs went weak involuntarily.
    

    
      "Everyone get a grip. Never directly faced the Ink Sword Hero, but his martial prowess is definitely considerable."
    

    
      "That's right. I've seen him. That demon—"
    

    
      "If he's that level of martial prowess, wouldn't he have arrived at the ridge and then some by now?"
    

    
      "...Huh?"
    

    
      Nine Black Ghost's words were right.
    

    
      Either way, if it's distance that young fellow would shout calling—
    

    
      "He should have arrived?"
    

    
      "Still don't see him?"
    

    
      "Then could it be?"
    

    
      Nine Black Ghost roared.
    

    
      "Idiots! Playing into that young bastard's hands?"
    

    
      Black Path came to senses.
    

    
      No, this time they lost their minds with fury.
    

    
      "Kwaaaa!"
    

    
      "That bastard sells the Ink Sword Hero to threaten me?"
    

    
      "I'll cut off all limbs! And torture until he begs to die!"
    

    
      To such Black Path, Nine Black Ghost issued a cold command.
    

    
      "Catch him."
    

    
      Roar—unlike earlier when casually chasing children without even using lightness technique,
    

    
      they ran up the mountain path at their maximum speed.
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo's strategy was smashed.
    

    
      'Receiving thanks from Alliance strategist, hell. Caught by Black Path bastards.'
    

    
      Imagination ended.
    

    
      Just shouted inwardly.
    

    
      Mom, I miss you, I'm in big trouble.
    

    
      Yet his steps headed toward the children and miner.
    

    
      Children were struggling climbing the increasingly steep path.
    

    
      Someone had to block.
    

    
      "Whew. Silver Dragon Hero draws weapon. Silver Dragon Hero draws weapon."
    

    
      Even if alone.
    

    
      Thanks to Black Path delaying time, Yang Cheonjo arrived at the children faster.
    

    
      "Even if difficult, can't stop! Must keep running!"
    

    
      Children already breathless had distorted faces. Regrettable, but now wasn't time to stop.
    

    
      The miner looked at Yang Cheonjo with surprised eyes.
    

    
      Giving brief attention to the staff in hand—
    

    
      "Martial artist? Still young though."
    

    
      "Silver Drag— no, Silver Hero is still a bit much. Call me Silver Hero. Quickly take the kids and go."
    

    
      However, the miner stopped there.
    

    
      "Kids, keep going. If you'll be caught, scatter into the forest. Forest is also dangerous but just in case."
    

    
      While saying so, he held the pickaxe.
    

    
      Children screamed.
    

    
      "Miner uncle! No!"
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo also dissuaded him.
    

    
      "Commoners needn't do this. Quickly go together."
    

    
      However, the miner was firm.
    

    
      "No time for this. Quickly!"
    

    
      He urged children to keep running.
    

    
      Tear-stained faces kept looking back at the miner and Yang Cheonjo remaining behind.
    

    
      "Why stay? Without martial arts, it's useless anyway!"
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo stopped pushing him—hesitating.
    

    
      He tried pushing using just a little inner power. The miner's inner power responded to Yang Cheonjo's.
    

    
      "Inner power?"
    

    
      "Hehe. Does that really exist in me?"
    

    
      Though a handful of small inner power, definitely existed.
    

    
      The miner seemed not even to know that.
    

    
      "You're not a martial artist?"
    

    
      "Ordinary miner. Long story. Anyway, Silver Hero, even someone like me will lend strength."
    

    
      The miner's inner power was truly meager—couldn't be much help.
    

    
      "Haah."
    

    
      However, Black Path already approached close at hand. Too late even to flee.
    

    
      "Young bastard mocking us!"
    

    
      Black Path's faces approached.
    

    
      Reddened from rage to the limit.
    

    
      Distorted from frowning as much as possible.
    

    
      Cruel faces baring teeth at the thought of soon seeing blood.
    

    
      Now collision time.
    

    
      As if time went slowly, expressions were vivid.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "Huh?"
    

    
      Suddenly faces disappeared from sight and black color draped.
    

    
      Briefly wondering what situation,
    

    
      soon realized what he saw was some man's back and the black color was clothing color.
    

    
      That back was somehow familiar.
    

    
      "Huuuueok."
    

    
      Thud—Yang Cheonjo sat down in place.
    

    
      "Huuuueueueue."
    

    
      Breath held from tension escaped long.
    

    
      Now it's fine.
    

    
      He fulfilled his role.
    

    
      Bought sufficient time in unexpectedly unfolding situation.
    

    
      "I, I did it."
    

    
      While relief and satisfaction surged,
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo squeezed his voice once more.
    

    
      "Hey, Black Path bastards! He's here! See?"
    

    
      See?
    

    
      That man arrived.
    

    
      "See the Ink Sword Hero arrived!"
    

    
      Before him stood Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      He comes.
    

    
      Just as Yang Cheonjo was certain.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong turned his head looking at Yang Cheonjo and smiled.
    

    
      "You've grown, Cheonjo."
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo also smiled answering.
    

    
      "What? My height is the same though."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Truly heartwarming scene.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "Keuhahahat! Thinking to the end? Ink Sword Hero? Ink Swordo Herooo?"
    

    
      "Think to deceive us again? Sorry but now it's over. Not stupid enough to be fooled again!"
    

    
      Two Black Path stepped forward.
    

    
      These were ones who'd never directly seen the Ink Sword Hero.
    

    
      The two looked back at comrades.
    

    
      "Isn't that right? Ink Sword Hero is whaaaat... What? Why are you all like that?"
    

    
      "Why aren't you all moving?"
    

    
      Comrades somehow had eyes wide open, unclear if breathing, complexions pale.
    

    
      As if fainting while standing.
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      Fainting while standing was correct.
    

    
      Too shocked at the Ink Sword Hero's name, then tension released, yet the Ink Sword Hero really appeared. Sudden emotional ups and downs were sufficient to lose consciousness.
    

    
      The two stepping forward looked ahead again.
    

    
      "Uh."
    

    
      "Could it be."
    

    
      Man—a man who appeared as if suddenly dropping from sky, a man who came wearing black clothes since much blood seemed likely to spill today—
    

    
      drew his sword.
    

    
      A strangely shaped sword.
    

    
      The edge was sharp beyond compare, but the blade was blunt like a club.
    

    
      Above all, from sword tip to guard, all black colored sword—
    

    
      "Muuuuu..."
    

    
      A sword Luoyang area Black Path couldn't not know that name.
    

    
      "Mukheun? Ink Sword Hero's sword?"
    

    
      One of the two put that name in mouth with trembling voice.
    

    
      Wuuuuung—Mukheun howled.
    

    
      A cold voice continued.
    

    
      "There was opportunity to turn back, yet you remained here. No mercy."
    

    
      No, haven't you never shown Black Path mercy?
    

    
      The stepping-forward Black Path felt wronged.
    

    
      Comrades who knew the Ink Sword Hero were already combat-incapacitated.
    

    
      Instantly, Nine Black Ghost came to the Black Path's mind.
    

    
      He was one who usually vowed to wage battle if meeting the Ink Sword Hero.
    

    
      Even this moment, he might be running along the path.
    

    
      "Master Nine Black Ghost!"
    

    
      Whiik—turning head back seeking Nine Black Ghost—
    

    
      Indeed.
    

    
      As expected, running fast.
    

    
      Not here but toward base direction.
    

    
      "Fuck, it's really the Ink Sword Hero!"
    

    
      Nine Black Ghost's back was visible.
    

    
      He was running without looking back.
    

    
      "That bastard is running."
    

    
      "Abandoning us."
    

    
      The two swaggering Black Path met eyes.
    

    
      And that was last.
    

    
      Simultaneously, two necks flew skyward.
    

    
      Now was time for Mukheun to rampage.
    

    
      Wuuuuung—Mukheun always loved Black Path.
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      Puhwak—one frozen Black Path sprayed blood.
    

    
      "Uwaaak!"
    

    
      The scream became signal.
    

    
      Remaining Black Path raised weapons like convulsions.
    

    
      "Simultaneously! Strike simultaneously!"
    

    
      "Not hitting each other—, keuak!"
    

    
      Of course, doing so was useless.
    

    
      "Seeing you recognize me and freeze!"
    

    
      "Uuk!"
    

    
      "You saw me in Luoyang?"
    

    
      "Kkeueu!"
    

    
      "Yet gathered here again plotting evil deeds?"
    

    
      "S-spare—, uwak!"
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong instantly cleaned up Black Path together with Mukheun.
    

    
      Yet didn't stop.
    

    
      Turning eyes down the mountain, he saw the back of the person called Nine Black Ghost.
    

    
      If let go, reports would reach Black Path base.
    

    
      "Whew."
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong raised Xun Trigram Technique.
    

    
      Wind's natural energy responded to Xun Trigram Technique.
    

    
      Each step of lightness technique advanced faster and farther.
    

    
      Let alone now when operation became more refined with last night's realization—
    

    
      Swaeaeaek—with fierce wind sounds, he caught Nine Black Ghost at once.
    

    
      "Wh-what!"
    

    
      Nine Black Ghost, surprised with flailing hands and feet, swung the great blade widely.
    

    
      However, the flailing formation was a trap.
    

    
      Hidden inside was a nimble yet fierce technique.
    

    
      Unlike appearance suggesting only strength, Nine Black Ghost was smart.
    

    
      Because he was smart, he saw through Yang Cheonjo's scheme and judged to flee when the Ink Sword Hero appeared.
    

    
      When fleeing failed, he'd already calculated techniques to pull out.
    

    
      "Die! Ink Sword Hero!"
    

    
      The huge blade flew repeatedly.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      Wiing—Jin Yeomyeong's body seemed to shake then disappeared from that spot.
    

    
      'What?'
    

    
      Though flustered, he recovered the blade immediately deploying technique.
    

    
      A defensive technique sending blade energy in all directions preventing enemies from approaching.
    

    
      However, Jin Yeomyeong approached.
    

    
      Very close too.
    

    
      "Heup!"
    

    
      Nine Black Ghost swallowed empty air trying to kick the ground.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong's body shook again, appearing in the blind spot of vision.
    

    
      He couldn't understand how he moved at all.
    

    
      'This level?'
    

    
      The back of neck hair stood on the edge.
    

    
      He kept stepping on footwork to shake off Jin Yeomyeong in the blind spot.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      "Nine Black Ghost, I've heard of you. Back then it was the alias Nine Black Lion."
    

    
      The voice came from the blind spot.
    

    
      He knew Jin Yeomyeong was there but couldn't put him in line of sight.
    

    
      "What? I never used such an alias!"
    

    
      "Means you'll use it going forward."
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong spouted incomprehensible words.
    

    
      "During the Yeju invasion starting from Luoyang, there was a Demonic Cult master who burned entire villages trying to kill White Path figures. Thought he was Demonic Cult from the start. Turned out Black Path origin."
    

    
      "Demonic Cult? What are you saying from earlier!"
    

    
      Nine Black Ghost gradually became cornered mentally.
    

    
      No matter how much footwork stepped, I couldn't shake off. Now felt like only he was exerting effort.
    

    
      "Now seems you don't even know demonic arts. To belatedly learn demonic arts and achieve mastery—compatibility must have been good."
    

    
      "So what are you saying!"
    

    
      Nine Black Ghost also heard.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong one day suddenly went crazy rampaging to subjugate Black Path. Here again mentioning Demonic Cult.
    

    
      Separate from martial arts gap, hair stood on edge again.
    

    
      "Are you really crazy!"
    

    
      He raised all inner power.
    

    
      To the point the blade trembled unable to control himself.
    

    
      "Crazy White Path bastard! Die!"
    

    
      Huuuung—Nine Black Ghost sent desperate all-out strike toward the blind spot.
    

    
      Next moment.
    

    
      Wa-geurak—sound of his own bones fragmenting rang inside his body transmitted to eardrums.
    

    
      The blade merely flew through empty space.
    

    
      Mukheun crossed Nine Black Ghost's body lengthwise.
    

    
      "Ah."
    

    
      Even screams didn't come out properly.
    

    
      The world tilted as is.
    

    
      He collapsed with head striking the floor.
    

    
      Only then did Jin Yeomyeong's appearance enter eyes.
    

    
      Stronger than expected.
    

    
      Either information was wrong, or he became stronger meanwhile.
    

    
      However, could he become stronger in this short time?
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong looked down at Nine Black Ghost with towering height.
    

    
      "You asked if I'm really crazy? It's the opposite."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "I really came to my senses."
    

    
      Cold eyes looked down at him.
    

    
      An insurmountable wall existed there.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong asked.
    

    
      "How many Black Path are there?"
    

    
      "Kk, kk, kkeu... I don't know well..."
    

    
      "The leader?"
    

    
      "D-don't know..."
    

    
      Not a lie.
    

    
      Too overwhelmed, he was speaking truthfully.
    

    
      "Means even you're a mere underling now. Go before evil deeds deepen further."
    

    
      Only hearing these words,
    

    
      he realized death approached beyond pain.
    

    
      Like people Nine Black Ghost himself had killed until now.
    

    
      "N-no... no, don't want to die..."
    

    
      Those words were the end.
    

    
      Mukheun passed his neck.
    

    
      Degureureureu—looking at the fallen neck, Jin Yeomyeong shook his head.
    

    
      Among martial artists' last words, surprisingly always ranked high.
    

    
      Don't want to die. I don't want to die.
    

    
      Unlike the martial artist image the world imagined, before dying, they were often no different from ordinary people.
    

    
      Especially—unclear why, but those who'd freely killed people often said such words.
    

    
      "Already certain but becoming more certain."
    

    
      The Black Path King was Demonic Cult.
    

    
      Nine Black Ghost who'd later be active as Demonic Cult master was blatantly here. Evidence piled too much.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong raised his eyes.
    

    
      The mountain was still colorful.
    

    
      Late autumn trees hung both autumn leaves and fallen leaves on branches simultaneously.
    

    
      The stronghold beyond there.
    

    
      Tunnels connected to the stronghold.
    

    
      Though not knowing where the Black Path King hid, Mukheun aimed for that neck.
    

    
      This time turning his head opposite direction, he looked toward the ridge.
    

    
      "Yang Cheonjo, that fellow."
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Jumping—pyeol-jjeok, pyeol-jjeok—while waving hands.
    

    
      Whiik—seeing Jin Yeomyeong climb from Nine Black Ghost to the ridge at once, Yang Cheonjo raised his voice.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero! I trusted you!"
    

    
      Now that tension completely released, he was nearly sobbing.
    

    
      "Heu, I really thought I'd die. I, what?"
    

    
      A crisis moment.
    

    
      However, on one hand—
    

    
      "With this smart head! Using something called strategy!"
    

    
      Among moments he'd used his head from birth until now, the most brilliant scene.
    

    
      "Right."
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong placed his hand on that head.
    

    
      A large, warm hand.
    

    
      "Oh?"
    

    
      "You really did well."
    

    
      "Oooh?"
    

    
      "You've grown in a way not embarrassing anywhere."
    

    
      "Ooooh?"
    

    
      Instantly.
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo wondered if this was real life.
    

    
      When first meeting the Ink Sword Hero, he'd gotten his back beaten tremendously.
    

    
      Now that hand was gently tousling his head.
    

    
      "I, I was..."
    

    
      Actually scared.
    

    
      Too many enemies.
    

    
      First fight stepping forward alone.
    

    
      Heart pounded and breathing was short.
    

    
      "No, so..."
    

    
      Words somehow wouldn't come out.
    

    
      Just before crisis, he'd imagined becoming a great hero.
    

    
      Who made him imagine such things? Who showed the example of a hero?
    

    
      That person standing beside him so reliably while now to him—
    

    
      "Well done."
    

    
      Said such words.
    

    
      He could know.
    

    
      I'll now live carrying those words for life.
    

    
      Sniff—Yang Cheonjo inhaled through his nose once.
    

    
      After rubbing the face hidden by Jin Yeomyeong's hand once—
    

    
      "I'm precisely Silver Hero Yang Cheonjo! Future great hero, murim's hope, White Path's grandmaster! That's precisely me, Yang! Cheon! Jo!"
    

    
      Shouted loudly once.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong who removed his hand looked at him warmly.
    

    
      "Right."
    

    
      From the side, the miner uncle nodded.
    

    
      "Lived thanks to the young hero."
    

    
      And also from the side, mother looked coldly— huh?
    

    
      "Mom?"
    

    
      Sang Jinhwa who appeared sometime slowly approached her son.
    

    
      "Yang. Cheon. Jo."
    

    
      While calling her son's name in segments—
    

    
      "Ah, mom."
    

    
      "What did this mother say before leaving?"
    

    
      Don't act rashly, just monitor. When I return, just tell me what happened.
    

    
      Gulp—Yang Cheonjo swallowed.
    

    
      Since he did exactly the opposite of those words.
    

    
      "What a good son."
    

    
      "No, mom, you see."
    

    
      "Were you going to visit King Yama to convey mom's regards?"
    

    
      "Ehehe, what are you saying?"
    

    
      "You almost died!!"
    

    
      Sang Jinhwa cherished her son.
    

    
      That son showed a hero's aspect.
    

    
      He saved children and wasn't injured.
    

    
      She was relieved.
    

    
      Since relieved—
    

    
      now was time to scold the son who almost died until just before death.
    

    
      "Want to see this mother become a wreck! No! If you die first, can't see!"
    

    
      Paired palms flew crossing.
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo urgently raised palms defending, but was utterly useless.
    

    
      "Ow! Ah! Ow!"
    

    
      "Right, go! Go to King Yama!"
    

    
      "Ah! It hurts! Mom, seems mom is trying to kill me now!"
    

    
      "Right! You saw very correctly! Mom is your grim reaper!"
    

    
      Jjak, jjak, jjaak—back, buttocks, back, buttocks.
    

    
      As expected, brilliant palm technique.
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo urgently sought Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      "Hero, please say something! I accomplished heroic conduct!"
    

    
      "Mm."
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong moved quickly.
    

    
      "Did you escape from Black Path base? I have questions about that place—"
    

    
      Really quickly disappearing to the side taking the miner.
    

    
      Didn't even make eye contact with Yang Cheonjo.
    

    
      "Hero?"
    

    
      The hero example abandons me?
    

    
      "How can this be?!"
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong did so.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      I thoroughly drew the line with Yang Cheonjo.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      Heroic conduct is heroic conduct.
    

    
      Mother's heart is different.
    

    
      When a child almost died, can't just say well done.
    

    
      "Aak! Ak! Ow!"
    

    
      Won't being beaten like that also cultivate caution?
    

    
      If so, good for Yang Cheonjo too.
    

    
      Not because I felt guilty for possibly inflating him.
    

    
      Absolutely not.
    

    
      Because I'm the same.
    

    
      If Taebok grows up experiencing such situations, hands would tremble and eyes would go dark.
    

    
      Thinking again, feels like I should have scolded Yang Cheonjo too.
    

    
      'Senior Sang Jinhwa doing that is not excessive at all.'
    

    
      My head nodded involuntarily.
    

    
      Because her palm technique is also excellent.
    

    
      "Hero! Please!"
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo's rescue request was heard but thoroughly ignored.
    

    
      Even turned my back from that direction.
    

    
      "Now, don't mind that side."
    

    
      "What happened to the children?"
    

    
      Mm.
    

    
      Here's another one.
    

    
      An adult worrying about children.
    

    
      "Children are beyond the ridge with other martial artists. They're formidable martial artists, so safe. No need to worry."
    

    
      "Ah."
    

    
      Comfort spread over the anxious-looking face.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, receive my bow. I'm miner Yi Gwangsam."
    

    
      Theol-sseok—he knelt from the knees.
    

    
      "Please rise. I'm Jin Yeomyeong called Ink Sword Hero. And put this down too."
    

    
      I removed the pickaxe from his hand.
    

    
      "It's safe."
    

    
      Once more, I told him so he could be at ease.
    

    
      "Yees... Safe..."
    

    
      Strength finally drained from miner Yi Gwangsam's shoulders.
    

    
      "Huh, huheok."
    

    
      He also gasped for breath.
    

    
      He probably didn't know he'd been unable to breathe.
    

    
      If a martial artist, the more crisis, the more maintaining breathing.
    

    
      Preparation to deploy martial arts anytime.
    

    
      Conversely, Yi Gwangsam was an ordinary miner, so breathing was a mess.
    

    
      'But I feel inner power?'
    

    
      Though seemingly not a martial artist, feeling inner power.
    

    
      Though very meager handful of inner power.
    

    
      Seemed to have no thought of hiding and didn't know how to hide.
    

    
      I also asked openly.
    

    
      "A miner with inner power."
    

    
      Yi Gwangsam suddenly raised his head.
    

    
      "What exactly happened there?"
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      Black Path base.
    

    
      A stone chamber deep in the mine tunnel.
    

    
      In a room made by painstakingly carving bedrock with a sturdy door attached—
    

    
      "The Black Path King will arrive soon."
    

    
      One Black Path said from outside the door.
    

    
      His gaze peeking inside through the small window in the door wasn't very favorable.
    

    
      "Black Path King is coming? Black Path King?"
    

    
      "Guyang Je, even if you've lost your mind, don't forget respect for the Black Path King."
    

    
      Black Path's gaze went beyond unfavorable to vicious.
    

    
      Momentum to immediately enter swinging a blade.
    

    
      Watching such Black Path, Guyang Je burst out empty laughter.
    

    
      "Respect? Blood Path Guest, have you forgotten respect for me? I was the one who dispatched you to make this hideout in the first place."
    

    
      "What are you saying? We followed the Black Path King, not you. Stay quiet and report to the Black Path King."
    

    
      That Blood Path Guest had no regard for Guyang Je was certain.
    

    
      He disguised as a Rogues' Guild member and arrived at the hideout. Since there were Black Path he'd dispatched, he planned to use them plotting revival.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      The atmosphere was completely different from before.
    

    
      Black Path didn't follow Guyang Je.
    

    
      Even the stone chamber they guided him to recover in was no different from prison from another angle.
    

    
      Only one person could make Black Path behave like this.
    

    
      "Blood Path Guest. Did the Black Path King come and go here separately?"
    

    
      "Don't forget respect! That's why the Black Path King ordered keeping the visit fact secret!"
    

    
      "Secret?"
    

    
      "That's right. He said can't fully trust you. Indeed had foresight. Becoming a loser, you lost even courtesy."
    

    
      Blood Path Guest closed the window and left before the stone chamber as if no longer worth dealing with.
    

    
      Left behind, Guyang Je muttered to himself.
    

    
      "Heuh, Black Path King."
    

    
      Now he could guess what would happen going forward, who would enter calling himself Black Path King.
    

    
      Guyang Je checked his demonic arts.
    

    
      Gooo—deep in his qi center, sin sweet even to the point of sweetness squirmed.
    

    
      Demonic arts he had no occasion to reveal to anyone while living as trading captain.
    

    
      Heavy and dark energy circulated through blood paths.
    

    
      Didn't take long for the energy to spread through his whole body.
    

    
      Head became hazy.
    

    
      Recent failures became blurred.
    

    
      Instead, strength overflowed in muscles and senses sharpened.
    

    
      Feeling sweet fragrance at the nose tip was minor side effect. When strength overflowed like this, what did slight sensory distortion matter?
    

    
      This power changed his life.
    

    
      One day frustrated as a failed examination candidate—
    

    
      he grasped that person's extended hand.
    

    
      Tear apart human restraints with beast's fangs and claws.
    

    
      The self shrunken and broken from failure disappeared. What replaced that spot was new Guyang Je full of endless confidence.
    

    
      Even facing old schoolmates who passed provincial examination, he wasn't intimidated at all.
    

    
      Of course, he didn't forget to kill that schoolmate with demonic arts.
    

    
      Crime traces were cleanly handled.
    

    
      Because he was intelligent. The world just didn't recognize.
    

    
      So being entrusted with the great task of dominating Luoyang was natural.
    

    
      "This time too."
    

    
      Eyes rolled back.
    

    
      "Just handle well."
    

    
      Breathing lengthened.
    

    
      "Black Path King? Keuk, Black Path King?"
    

    
      Right, I'm strong enough to defeat him.
    

    
      The moment checking demonic arts ended—
    

    
      deureureureuk—the stone chamber door opened.
    

    
      "My, my. Killing intent flows even outside."
    

    
      The man Guyang Je expected.
    

    
      From beside, Blood Path Guest got angry.
    

    
      "Guyang Je, won't you quickly show courtesy? Black Path King sir, just give the order! I'll handle that bastard."
    

    
      "No. Go far away. And even if loud sounds occur, don't let anyone approach."
    

    
      The exchange of orders was natural.
    

    
      Blood Path Guest shouted acknowledgment and disappeared.
    

    
      Guyang Je looked at the opponent.
    

    
      Someone who shared the task of dominating Luoyang with him,
    

    
      together threw Luoyang into chaos,
    

    
      and shook Murim Alliance Luoyang branch from inside—
    

    
      the Black Path King.
    

    
      "White Path."
    

    
      Guyang Je used to call him 'White Path' with mocking meaning.
    

    
      Being in the Alliance, wasn't he White Path?
    

    
      "Guyang Je. You're still the same. How did you act fearing me before trading captains? When actually looking down on me this much."
    

    
      White Path's voice rang through the stone chamber.
    

    
      Not disguised rough voice but original voice.
    

    
      "It was for the Cult, so wasn't difficult."
    

    
      "Anyway, your loyalty to the Cult is tremendous."
    

    
      "Unlike bats like you."
    

    
      Luoyang's trading captains and Black Path leaders all truly feared the Black Path King.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      Only Guyang Je was different. He didn't acknowledge him, someone from the Alliance. Just unavoidably followed because of Cult instructions.
    

    
      "Heuheue, it was the Cult that entrusted the Black Path King to that bat. Still no wavering?"
    

    
      White Path stabbed the painful spot.
    

    
      Originally Guyang Je was scheduled as Black Path King. But suddenly appearing White Path took that position. Guyang Je was given the role of becoming trading captain executing Cult plans.
    

    
      "Hmph, even on the day the Cult rises, will you White Path be Luoyang's Black Path King? In the end, it was a position that would return to me."
    

    
      "Would it have? Well, when the Cult rises, they'd have ordered me to enter deeper into the Alliance."
    

    
      If so, whether White Path would remain in Luoyang was unclear.
    

    
      "Entrusting you White Path with Black Path King was just to appease in the first place. Because you're crazy about power."
    

    
      "Crazy. Can't deny."
    

    
      "Didn't you do all sorts of things playing Black Path King? I'm one thing, but you who were originally White Path martial artist doing that much. More than me."
    

    
      Among things Guyang Je did through trading company-Black Path alliance, many were White Path's instructions.
    

    
      "Can't you think of it as loyalty to the Cult?"
    

    
      Guyang Je ground his teeth.
    

    
      "Loyalty? Hand over the funds you embezzled before speaking."
    

    
      If White Path's usefulness as spy ended, would have sent evidence to Cult purging him.
    

    
      "Right. I thought you'd investigate my background. So wondered if I should handle it soon."
    

    
      "Handle?"
    

    
      "Right. Wouldn't it be clean to handle before the Cult rises? Erasing when the name Guyang Je is still only known as trading captain. Anyway, the Cult will send replacements."
    

    
      "What will you tell the Cult?"
    

    
      "That was worrying. But you see."
    

    
      White Path suddenly shook his belly laughing.
    

    
      "Things turned out like this. You were thoroughly beaten by Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong."
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong ran wild.
    

    
      White Path and Guyang Je didn't need to compete.
    

    
      "Being beaten like this, will the Cult value you highly? Even saying you died amid chaos, they won't care now? Since Black Path here also don't follow you, nothing could be better."
    

    
      Even this place was seized by White Path.
    

    
      Keeping it secret from him, he came and went secretly making Black Path abandon Guyang Je.
    

    
      This wasn't a simple hideout.
    

    
      "I'll also continue excavating Wind God Sword's secret treasure."
    

    
      An excavation site for finding secret treasure to offer the Cult.
    

    
      Secret treasure that would raise Guyang Je's status at once. Had that much value.
    

    
      "Don't worry about miners' rebellion. Unlike you, I'll resolve it well through negotiation."
    

    
      White Path looked down.
    

    
      Lost everything.
    

    
      Frustration surged.
    

    
      He became small again.
    

    
      Can't stand before that person like this.
    

    
      Being abandoned.
    

    
      Failed.
    

    
      "No good. No good."
    

    
      Guyang Je couldn't endure and raised demonic arts.
    

    
      White Path bared teeth smiling.
    

    
      "Right, that makes pushing subordinates back worthwhile. Try struggling."
    

    
      The two gauged each other's distance.
    

    
      "White Path, you think you can withstand demonic arts that person gave?"
    

    
      "Someone like you is possible. Our family martial arts are sufficient."
    

    
      Because White Path was inside Alliance, he didn't learn demonic arts. He took his family martial arts' starting stance.
    

    
      Guyang Je without even calling it starting stance coiled his body like a snake.
    

    
      "Rather fortunate. I wanted to kill you slippery bastard anyway. Before fighting Jin Yeomyeong, I'll kill you first."
    

    
      "Hahaha, Jin Yeomyeong? Your dreams are too big. I also quite wanted to kill someone like you who doesn't know your place."
    

    
      Now unhidden killing intent exploded.
    

    
      Guyang Je's demonic arts boiled.
    

    
      Pupils split vertically like a snake.
    

    
      Unlike Cloud-Severing Sword, there seemed no other changes besides that.
    

    
      However, White Path knew.
    

    
      The body's elasticity had already changed.
    

    
      Fingernails would also be stained with poison.
    

    
      Simultaneously, White Path was confident.
    

    
      'I win. Bastard Guyang Je, your wits dulled from frustration and demonic arts.'
    

    
      He deliberately chose the stone chamber.
    

    
      For Guyang Je to utilize his demonic arts in combat, space needed to be wide. Nimbly evading opponent's attacks then like a snake springing up, using lethal techniques on the opponent at once.
    

    
      Conversely, he was fine even with narrow space. Just push with strong power overwhelming the opponent.
    

    
      "This stone chamber... White Path, you prepared it?"
    

    
      Guyang Je also seemed to belatedly realize that fact.
    

    
      Not being a martial artist from the start, he was slow recognizing traps in duels.
    

    
      "Should have just composed poetry and lived."
    

    
      White Path grinned—sssik.
    

    
      "Come, loser."
    

    
      Following that—kwaaang kwaaang kwaaang—sounds shaking the mine tunnel continued.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      One period later.
    

    
      "Hmm. Easier than expected."
    

    
      White Path wore a slippery smile.
    

    
      He opened the stone chamber door and shouted.
    

    
      "Blood Path Guest!"
    

    
      "Yes!"
    

    
      Blood Path Guest seemed to have been concentrating on sounds, rushing over at once.
    

    
      "This stone chamber—no, collapse this entire passage by removing supports."
    

    
      "Yep!"
    

    
      Infighting wasn't good for Cult superiors to know. Bury traces completely.
    

    
      Then—kwaaang kwaaang kwaaang—sounds shaking mine tunnels from somewhere else were heard.
    

    
      "The miners?"
    

    
      "Probably. What they're doing trying to make escape routes. Some even escaped earlier."
    

    
      "Escaped?"
    

    
      "Don't worry. Subordinates followed. Sent Nine Black Ghost too."
    

    
      "I see. Nine Black Ghost is trustworthy."
    

    
      Masters like Blood Path Guest, Nine Black Ghost, Tangshan Twin Killers, and Life-Severing Second Brother existed here.
    

    
      To not have Wind God Sword's secret treasure stolen under any circumstances.
    

    
      "This place isn't a hideout. Dragon's den, tiger's lair. Since Black Path like you gather, whoever comes won't preserve their life."
    

    
      Blood Path Guest trembled with emotion at the Black Path King's encouragement.
    

    
      "Thank y—"
    

    
      Kwaaaang kwaaaang kwaaaang—louder sounds buried the thanks.
    

    
      The Black Path King tilted his head.
    

    
      "Isn't the sound too loud?"
    

    
      What were the miners doing?
    

    
      ***
    

    
      "Old Master Dang, please eat some porridge."
    

    
      One child around ten years old brought porridge.
    

    
      Old Master Dang—Dang Yang raised his head looking at the middle-aged miner across. When he refused the porridge brought, seems he sent the child.
    

    
      The miner conscious of the gaze burst out shouting.
    

    
      "Elder! Elder, you have age. That we're enduring now is also thanks to Elder. Please eat even a little!"
    

    
      As if responding to those words, the child also thrust the porridge bowl forward.
    

    
      "Elder, please eat. If Elder doesn't eat, we won't eat either!"
    

    
      Not just this child—other children only held bowls without moving spoons.
    

    
      Kkeuung—ultimately Dang Yang couldn't win and received the porridge bowl.
    

    
      "Everyone eat."
    

    
      He was already an old man with hoary white hair.
    

    
      Born in a village near the mine, spent his life as a miner, and in old age specialized in tunnel design.
    

    
      Field miners called such Dang Yang "Elder," trusting and following him.
    

    
      Hureup—though porridge with nothing in it looking pale, for now trapped in the tunnel, even this was precious.
    

    
      "You also quickly go eat."
    

    
      "Yes!"
    

    
      The child disappeared to their spot.
    

    
      Bokdak bokdak—at the sight of children gathered among themselves eating porridge, old Dang Yang also lifted his spoon.
    

    
      The rebellion was raised by Dang Yang.
    

    
      Because of those children.
    

    
      At first, only adults.
    

    
      Thought hired by trading company, but coming here, there were Black Path.
    

    
      Though not shown to miners, seemed to be treasure maps.
    

    
      Black Path and treasure maps.
    

    
      Obviously would kill miners after work ended.
    

    
      Dang Yang stalled for time preparing escape.
    

    
      The justification that not seeing maps meant work took long exerted power.
    

    
      Things went according to plan more or less.
    

    
      Had it gone according to plan to the end, might have properly dug escape routes.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      One day, Black Path bastards captured young children.
    

    
      Seemed to intend making children dig small tunnels.
    

    
      Experienced Dang Yang could know.
    

    
      With children's bodies, couldn't endure this labor. Not until work ended—would die immediately.
    

    
      Couldn't delay more. Though preparation wasn't perfect, attempted escape.
    

    
      Failed.
    

    
      Even Black Path were martial artists.
    

    
      Couldn't get out.
    

    
      Miners were enduring by collapsing tunnels and digging inward.
    

    
      Black Path also, fearing all carefully dug tunnels would collapse, didn't recklessly push in.
    

    
      Stalemate.
    

    
      Occasionally like today attempted sporadic escapes, but even that wasn't easy.
    

    
      Kwaaang kwaaang kwaaang—sounds shaking tunnels awakened Dang Yang from reverie.
    

    
      "Seems Black Path are doing something."
    

    
      At someone's words, others' expressions darkened.
    

    
      The middle-aged miner who first recommended porridge to Dang Yang approached.
    

    
      "Elder, if it comes to it—"
    

    
      "Must burn everything."
    

    
      Dang Yang fumbled the book in his chest.
    

    
      Black Path didn't know.
    

    
      That miners already reached the tomb's end.
    

    
      In the tomb were many books.
    

    
      Among them, they accessed martial arts with books they could read.
    

    
      Wondering if it might help escape.
    

    
      "The books protected by mechanism formations inside are definitely profound martial arts. In worst case, must set fire to the tomb."
    

    
      The middle-aged miner nodded.
    

    
      "If they don't meet proper owners, rather they'd become world's harm."
    

    
      "Right. Must prevent that."
    

    
      Black Path heard of after coming here—
    

    
      People like Blood Path Guest, Nine Black Ghost, Tangshan Twin Killers, Life-Severing Second Brother had formidable martial arts.
    

    
      Even seemed to be someone commanding such people.
    

    
      If the tomb opened to them, just thinking was horrifying.
    

    
      "I'll prepare fire."
    

    
      At the middle-aged miner's words, Dang Yang shook his head.
    

    
      "I'll do it directly."
    

    
      Actually, there were words not told to others.
    

    
      'Everyone seems not to know. The tomb has double structure. Better no one knows this.'
    

    
      Inside the inside seemed to contain something even greater.
    

    
      Dang Yang made up his mind firmly.
    

    
      "I'll directly set fi—"
    

    
      Kwaaaang kwaaaang kwaaaang—louder sounds buried the words.
    

    
      Dang Yang tilted his head.
    

    
      "Isn't the sound too loud?"
    

    
      What were Black Path doing?
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The sound's protagonist was neither miners nor Black Path.
    

    
      No, in some sense could be called Black Path.
    

    
      In another sense could be called White Path.
    

    
      What does this mean?
    

    
      "Uwaaak! It's the Ink Sword Hero!"
    

    
      "Tangshan Twin Killers and Life-Severing Second Brother! Killed all four simultaneously!"
    

    
      Double this and it's four.
    

    
      The Ink Sword Hero who cut four like that was now—
    

    
      "Iron Head Fierce Tiger is caught!"
    

    
      Having caught one Black Path who trained Iron Head technique hardening his head—
    

    
      Kwaaang kwaaang kwaaang—was vigorously slamming him into the tunnel wall.
    

    
      Performer was White Path, instrument was Black Path.
    

    
      So the sound's owner was both Black Path and White Path depending on perspective.
    

    
      "Uuk... Please..."
    

    
      Of course, Black Path Iron Head Fierce Tiger didn't seem to think so.
    

    
      "Fascinating. Quite solid, isn't it?"
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong continued the performance cheerfully.
    

    
      Kwaaaang kwaaaang kwaaaang—Black Path's head sang of hope.
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      Chapter 51: Now! Black Path King!
    

    
      Kwaaaang kwaaaang kwaaaang
    

    
      "P-please stop—"
    

    
      Iron Head Fierce Tiger pleaded.
    

    
      "Then one last time."
    

    
      Throwing him with all my might, his head completely embedded in the tunnel wall.
    

    
      His squirming limbs looked like a fierce toad, true to his alias.
    

    
      The passage was wider than ordinary tunnels.
    

    
      Holding Mukheun, I stepped forward as three or four Black Path stood in a row—
    

    
      "It's the Ink Sword Hero! Run!"
    

    
      "He chased all the way here!"
    

    
      "Quickly go back! Quickly!"
    

    
      —and fled in the opposite direction from me.
    

    
      Miner Yi Gwangsam didn't know the alias Black Path King.
    

    
      Instead, he'd chosen locations where a leader might be.
    

    
      "The vanguard is this Jin Yeomyeong! I'll break through to where the Black Path King is!"
    

    
      Vanguard Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      Been a while since I shouted this.
    

    
      After shouting like this, always behind—
    

    
      "Let's gooo!"
    

    
      "Uwaaaa!"
    

    
      "Follow the Ink Sword Hero's back!"
    

    
      —battle cries mixed with inner power burst forth.
    

    
      Heat blooming from each other's bodies was hot.
    

    
      Various weapons naturally scattered to positions where they could help each other.
    

    
      "Jianghu brothers who responded to the request! Thank you all! Let's go!"
    

    
      I stepped forward holding Mukheun.
    

    
      Requests sent with time gaps fearing word would leak.
    

    
      But it was meaningless. Everyone rushed at full strength, jumping into the subjugation battle.
    

    
      Not only the Extermination Corps, Outer Hall, and Beggar's Gang branch—
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero! We felt bad leaving Black Path subjugation only to you. We'll also lend hands."
    

    
      Martial artists who'd been watching for opportunities to help seeing my exploits.
    

    
      "To think such Black Path were hiding in Luoyang. Shameful! Shameful!"
    

    
      White Path angry at the fact they hadn't noticed Black Path.
    

    
      "Baeklim Sect! Danseon Hall! Cheolyun Sect! The hero didn't forget and called us. Do your part here!"
    

    
      Jianghu people with small connections to me, like sects that arrived late when I went to Oga Pharmacy.
    

    
      "New Dragon Sword Gang! We rebuild the gang's reputation! Gang members, charge!"
    

    
      "Chaaarrrge!"
    

    
      "Follow the gang leader! Charge!"
    

    
      Even Dragon Sword Gang, split in half over the gang's future after the gang leader's death.
    

    
      "Gang Leader Go Seokmun! Truly worthy of being called Dragon Sword! Take the left passage!"
    

    
      "I'm ashamed, Ink Sword Hero! Leave this passage to us!"
    

    
      Go Seokmun, who'd been abandoned for saying right words to the gang leader, was the new gang leader.
    

    
      All these martial artists gathered—
    

    
      "Send the Ink Sword Hero forward!"
    

    
      "Black Path King or whatever, help the Ink Sword Hero defeat him!"
    

    
      "Don't let bastards block the hero's path!"
    

    
      —wielding weapons so I could reach the Black Path King.
    

    
      "Shut up! Think we'll let you pass!"
    

    
      Kwaaang—the right tunnel wall suddenly collapsed, opening a passage.
    

    
      One Black Path burst out thrusting a spear.
    

    
      "Die! Jin Yeomyeong!"
    

    
      A fairly sharp attack.
    

    
      However—
    

    
      "You won't even reach the Ink Sword Hero, bastard!"
    

    
      One White Path lunged with a sword thrust.
    

    
      Black Path lost his life without even recovering the spear.
    

    
      Even when other Black Path burst from the passage afterward,
    

    
      more martial artists rushed them.
    

    
      Watching that scene, I moved forward—
    

    
      Follow the Sword God's back!
    

    
      Exterminate the Demonic Cult!
    

    
      Murim Alliance! Forward!
    

    
      —as past memories overlapped, forward again.
    

    
      I murmured quietly.
    

    
      The title Sword God stuck only after beheading the Cult Leader.
    

    
      A more familiar title—
    

    
      "Murim Alliance Demon-Subjugating Vanguard Jin Yeomyeong is here."
    

    
      Then I shouted.
    

    
      "Luoyang's Ink Sword Hero is here!"
    

    
      Mukheun flew freely.
    

    
      Cutting and cutting Black Path, forward.
    

    
      A spear flew.
    

    
      I ducked, evading the spear strike aimed at my chest.
    

    
      Closing distance by digging toward Black Path, I swung Mukheun—
    

    
      "Block it!"
    

    
      The spear-wielder shouted.
    

    
      Words to the Black Path visible to my left. That Black Path swung a great blade.
    

    
      "Heuhahaaha! Ink Sword Hero! Die!"
    

    
      The great blade had no thought of protecting the spear-wielder.
    

    
      He brought the blade down vertically toward my head, not Mukheun. Just intending to claim merit and reputation.
    

    
      This is why it's easy.
    

    
      First I finished cutting the spear-wielder.
    

    
      "Keuk."
    

    
      Next, I quickly evaded the great blade with Xun Trigram Technique.
    

    
      "This bastard?!"
    

    
      The great blade that missed me struck the ground as is due to the force—
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      And didn't know how to come back up.
    

    
      Because I'd sent the great blade-wielding Black Path's neck flying.
    

    
      Shu shu shu shuk—hidden weapons flew.
    

    
      "Kwaaak!"
    

    
      Not my scream.
    

    
      "What! There are people here!"
    

    
      "Stop throwing! Don't you hear me saying stop!"
    

    
      The one throwing hidden weapons didn't care whether other Black Path in front got hit.
    

    
      He was like the great blade too—defeating me to gain merit and reputation was more important. Other Black Path's lives had no value whatsoever.
    

    
      A Black Path holding a mace jumped far back—
    

    
      "Aaaaak!"
    

    
      —and soon a scream was heard.
    

    
      The mace probably killed the hidden weapon thrower.
    

    
      While cutting several Black Path dulled by hidden weapons, the mace jumped forward again.
    

    
      "Keuk!"
    

    
      As soon as he came, I cut him.
    

    
      "Strike all at once!"
    

    
      Someone shouted like this.
    

    
      "Iyaaaaa!"
    

    
      Only one fool deceived by that shout jumped before me.
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      The deceived one felt something strange and looked back.
    

    
      "These bastards..."
    

    
      Those words were his last words.
    

    
      Even deceived here, I had no reason to show mercy.
    

    
      "Damn! Can't win!"
    

    
      "Run! Run!"
    

    
      "Where to run? We're underground?"
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      Underground.
    

    
      "Meaning this is your grave!"
    

    
      Wuuuung—Mukheun howled.
    

    
      "Uwaaak!"
    

    
      "Ink Sword Herooo!"
    

    
      "Die, just die!"
    

    
      Even rats bite cats when cornered.
    

    
      Black Path jumped out convulsively.
    

    
      Kwadeuk, paak, jjjeok—I killed them all.
    

    
      "Whew."
    

    
      Then one sigh.
    

    
      Can't rest long.
    

    
      Wuuuuung—Mukheun cries.
    

    
      "Right, I know."
    

    
      Beyond the dark tunnel with no torches lit—
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero. Indeed, your reputation isn't false."
    

    
      Someone walked out holding a blade painted blood-red.
    

    
      Seeing that blade, an alias came to mind.
    

    
      "Blood Path Guest?"
    

    
      "That's right."
    

    
      "I heard Blood Path Guest doesn't work under anyone?"
    

    
      "I heard the Ink Sword Hero does what the Alliance instructs."
    

    
      That's true.
    

    
      Since I changed, Blood Path Guest could change too.
    

    
      Even so, Blood Path Guest being here was somewhat surprising.
    

    
      "I remember you harmed Mount Hua Sect disciples in Chang'an and fled. Didn't know you remained in Henan. Thought you'd gone to the Outer Regions."
    

    
      After that, I thought he'd entered again with the Demonic Cult. To think he was hiding here in Luoyang.
    

    
      "When their encirclement tightened, thought it was the end, but as you see, I'm alive and well here."
    

    
      Huwoong—he swung the blood-red blade once.
    

    
      "And someday I'll return to Chang'an."
    

    
      "What about Mount Hua Sect?"
    

    
      "Heuheuheuheue."
    

    
      Blood Path Guest laughed low and sinister, yet containing ambition.
    

    
      "No. You needn't answer."
    

    
      People who laugh like that always say ridiculous things afterward. Don't particularly want to hear it.
    

    
      "I'll kill Mount Hua Sect bastards and set all of Mount Hua on fire."
    

    
      Blood Path Guest answered anyway.
    

    
      "Ah."
    

    
      A sigh flowed out.
    

    
      As expected, ridiculous words.
    

    
      I tried giving some reasonable words but stopped.
    

    
      Time was precious.
    

    
      "No. Never mind. Blood Path Guest, you die here."
    

    
      I just told him the result.
    

    
      "Arrogant bastard. Made a name in quiet Luoyang and there's nothing in your sight? You're just a frog in a well."
    

    
      "Then shall I visit Mount Hua outside Luoyang? Carrying your head."
    

    
      Wuuuung—I raised Mukheun.
    

    
      Blood Path Guest also presented his blood-red blade.
    

    
      We two briefly met gazes.
    

    
      While sensing the tunnel's width and height, Mukheun and the blood blade's lengths, the distance between him and me, breathing, posture, etc. in an instant—
    

    
      "Coming!"
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      Blood Path Guest attacked me first.
    

    
      Not time to come in?
    

    
      Though his preparation wasn't complete?
    

    
      Chaeaeng—with intense sound, blade and sword clashed.
    

    
      No probing.
    

    
      A strike containing inner power from the start.
    

    
      Strange.
    

    
      Too fierce from the beginning.
    

    
      Eight Sensations swept the tunnel interior.
    

    
      I confirmed the possibility of enemies emerging if somewhere else collapsed.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      Such places weren't felt.
    

    
      "Now!"
    

    
      Blood Path Guest's blade thrust out even more intensely.
    

    
      Each technique as if disregarding himself.
    

    
      Inner power was also excessively contained.
    

    
      'Shall I respond? Curious what trap exists.'
    

    
      When I consistently defended as if completely bound by Blood Path Guest's attacks—
    

    
      "Now! Black Path King!"
    

    
      Blood Path Guest burst out shouting while moving hands faster and stronger.
    

    
      "Black Path King?"
    

    
      So that's why Blood Path Guest came out like this.
    

    
      A battle for a figure more important than himself.
    

    
      A development where he binds me and the Black Path King delivers the final blow. A strategy established under the premise that the Black Path King's martial arts were formidable.
    

    
      Is he coming out?
    

    
      I also raised inner power to the maximum.
    

    
      "Black Path King! One strike!"
    

    
      Blood Path Guest tried binding me more while exhausting inner power.
    

    
      Though openings in his techniques grew, I also didn't thrust Mukheun while wary of the Black Path King.
    

    
      "Now! This moment!"
    

    
      Blood Path Guest's inner power exhaustion grew.
    

    
      To that extent, preventing me from moving.
    

    
      "Black Path King! Right now!"
    

    
      Wungwungwungwung—how much inner power did he put in the blade that the sound was quite fierce.
    

    
      The Black Path King didn't appear readily, perhaps watching for opportunity.
    

    
      "Black Path King! You should come now!"
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      Around now, he should come.
    

    
      "Black Path King!"
    

    
      Blood Path Guest's inner power was endlessly exhausting.
    

    
      "Black Path King?"
    

    
      Now the blade gradually slowed. Technique ends scattered. Inner power limits showed.
    

    
      "Heok, heok, heok. Black... Path King... sir?"
    

    
      A master of Blood Path Guest's level sweated like rain and breath rose to his chin.
    

    
      The blade stopped completely.
    

    
      "Look, not for me to say, but shouldn't he have come earlier to come?"
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Blood Path Guest couldn't answer.
    

    
      I was also so curious I called over Blood Path Guest's shoulder.
    

    
      "Black Path King? Are you there?"
    

    
      My question rang through the tunnel entering inside.
    

    
      However—
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      No answer returned.
    

    
      Blood Path Guest stopped his blade and looked back as if absurd.
    

    
      "Could it be?"
    

    
      Why does "could it be" catch people like this?
    

    
      No matter how much I expanded Eight Sensations, couldn't even feel the Black Path King's presence.
    

    
      I met gazes with Blood Path Guest.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "Blood Path Guest, how about surrendering?"
    

    
      Even surrendering wouldn't end well for him. Obviously would be escorted to the Alliance then handed to Mount Hua Sect.
    

    
      "Daaaamn!"
    

    
      Blood Path Guest deployed ultimate techniques with last true qi. Was useless. He'd already exhausted inner power to exhaustion.
    

    
      Puhwak—Mukheun dealt him serious injury.
    

    
      "Kwaaaa!"
    

    
      After subduing Blood Path Guest with pressure points—
    

    
      "Stay here."
    

    
      Let's collect him later.
    

    
      For now, I went inside.
    

    
      Raising lightness technique, I jumped deeper into the tunnel.
    

    
      "Black Path King is more cunning than expected?"
    

    
      Thought he'd step forward around now.
    

    
      What other move existed by fleeing from here?
    

    
      A thought flashed that this loach-like method resembled someone I knew.
    

    
      Whiiiik—the tunnel I ran into with Xun Trigram Technique.
    

    
      'I feel wind?'
    

    
      Wind was felt inside the tunnel where there should be no wind since blocked.
    

    
      I left caves or chambers in the tunnel alone and ran following that wind.
    

    
      The tunnel that had deepened turned upward again and finally led outside.
    

    
      What spread before my eyes were trees covering the mountain.
    

    
      Since leaves hadn't fallen yet, not much was visible.
    

    
      "Something, this."
    

    
      Fled?
    

    
      With tail tucked from here?
    

    
      If a Demonic Cult figure was right, should fight here.
    

    
      Because the failure's scale was too large.
    

    
      Returning after failing this much, Demonic Cult's harsh punishment awaited.
    

    
      Would regret that should have died to White Path martial artists.
    

    
      One reason Demonic Cult members attack without regard for their own lives.
    

    
      "Yet fled?"
    

    
      Then must have confidence that the Cult wouldn't harm him even fleeing.
    

    
      Either quite high leadership—
    

    
      or else still had value to use...
    

    
      I went back inside and picked up Blood Path Guest.
    

    
      "The Black Path King himself is an Alliance person."
    

    
      This must be it.
    

    
      Someone with position in the Alliance.
    

    
      I'd thought the Black Path King planted spies in Luoyang branch or appeased someone, but that wasn't it.
    

    
      "What? What are you saying? I... U-uwaaak!"
    

    
      I pressed pressure points inflicting pain.
    

    
      "Don't pretend not to know."
    

    
      "I really don't know such things. Just kill me. Anyway, even if I live..."
    

    
      "You really don't know the Black Path King's face?"
    

    
      "That per—, no, that bastard always wore a mask speaking with fabricated voice."
    

    
      "Really? Then what did he do coming this time?"
    

    
      Blood Path Guest raised vacant eyes looking at me.
    

    
      "Guyang Je, punished the loser bastard."
    

    
      Guyang Je.
    

    
      As expected, came here.
    

    
      "Where is he?"
    

    
      "Dead. Buried with the tunnel."
    

    
      I see.
    

    
      A Demonic Cult member's end was this miserable. Would have lived well as trading captain, but his final end was a corpse in a tunnel.
    

    
      After knocking Blood Path Guest unconscious,
    

    
      I briefly closed my eyes recalling Murim Alliance Luoyang branch.
    

    
      The place where I'd received missions, and occasionally stopped by conversing with Outer Hall warriors— the Black Path King was there.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero!"
    

    
      A calling voice was heard from behind.
    

    
      "Found the tunnel where miners and children are trapped!"
    

    
      Start there first.
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      The tunnel where miners and children had been holding out.
    

    
      They removed the last rock blocking the entrance.
    

    
      "Now, you can come out!"
    

    
      While the fight continued, Yi Gwangsam had exchanged contact with the trapped people using signals only miners knew.
    

    
      Seems they could convey meaning through sounds of knocking on tunnels.
    

    
      "Some people are weakened. We need help."
    

    
      "Don't worry. We'll support them. Since we're martial artists, feel free to lean your full weight."
    

    
      Some martial artists opened the passage with Yi Gwangsam.
    

    
      The result of rushing work without stopping from outside and inside— immediately after the fight ended, miners and children succeeded in emerging into the central tunnel.
    

    
      One old man walked out on his own feet though staggering.
    

    
      "Old Master Dang."
    

    
      Yi Gwangsam approached him.
    

    
      "Oh. Gwangsam, you succeeded."
    

    
      "Old Master Dang. Thanks to these people. They rescued the children who went out with me and defeated all the Black Path bastards."
    

    
      The miners' leader, Dang Yang, looked around.
    

    
      "How did these people know about this place..."
    

    
      People's gazes wandered to each other and finally gathered on me.
    

    
      Because I was the only person who could explain all the flow of events.
    

    
      "I'm Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong. What happened was—"
    

    
      From Sang Jinhwa witnessing the fire, to her finding me, to me requesting Luoyang's White Path and attacking this place—I briefly explained the process.
    

    
      "If it's fire, probably the fire we started during our first escape attempt."
    

    
      "I see. Thanks to that fire, this place became known."
    

    
      Dang Yang briefly closed his eyes.
    

    
      "That day, there was an escape attempt earlier than planned. But we were blocked. We retreated back into the tunnel while sealing the passage."
    

    
      After not continuing for a moment, he opened his mouth again.
    

    
      "Several miners bought time by setting fires."
    

    
      "Those people..."
    

    
      "Lost their lives."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "I don't regret the escape attempt, but my heart ached thinking their lives disappeared in vain."
    

    
      "That's not true. Without those people, we couldn't have known about this place."
    

    
      Dang Yang closed his eyes.
    

    
      "That's right. It wasn't in vain."
    

    
      Seems the faces of miners who went first were passing inside his closed eyes.
    

    
      Meanwhile, I turned my eyes to see children receiving separate care over there.
    

    
      My eyes met one of them.
    

    
      Perhaps ten years old.
    

    
      He grinned—just happy to come outside.
    

    
      I'd heard the details from Yi Gwangsam.
    

    
      Miners threw their lives for those children.
    

    
      "Absolutely. It wasn't in vain."
    

    
      The adults' appearance most intensely engraved in children's eyes—
    

    
      the miners remained like that.
    

    
      "Thanks to that, we could come here."
    

    
      Without them, would have never known in the end.
    

    
      Even before regression, matters about this mountain weren't revealed.
    

    
      Though miners' rebellion probably existed back then too.
    

    
      I swept my gaze over not only Dang Yang but miners and children.
    

    
      'Then all these people died back then.'
    

    
      Whether as examples of rebellion or massacre to destroy evidence—they died and disappeared without anyone knowing.
    

    
      Luoyang people didn't know, I didn't know.
    

    
      Did Sang Jinhwa know? Perhaps she too was harmed related to this matter?
    

    
      'Glad I came back.'
    

    
      Not only Taebok but countless people could be saved.
    

    
      Setting aside sentiments—
    

    
      "Old Master Dang. First come to Luoyang following the martial artists. These people will guide you to a physician. Someone called Jang Huigun—a physician who also treats children well—rest your body there."
    

    
      "Won't the hero come together?"
    

    
      "I must go somewhere first. I'll see you again at the physician's."
    

    
      Dang Yang reached out grasping my sleeve.
    

    
      "Definitely, definitely come. I have words for you."
    

    
      While muttering alone—
    

    
      "Seems the hero should take it anyway..."
    

    
      Perhaps the treasure map story Yi Gwangsam mentioned.
    

    
      Though I'm not greedy, can't let it go to the wrong person.
    

    
      "Yes, I'll definitely come."
    

    
      Definitely.
    

    
      At this answer, Dang Yang seemed relieved and released my sleeve.
    

    
      Now then.
    

    
      Leaving him, I headed toward the advance party I'd formed.
    

    
      "Let's go. To Luoyang. To the Murim Alliance branch."
    

    
      To behead the Black Path King.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Murim Alliance Luoyang Branch.
    

    
      Deputy Branch Leader Gong Pilsang's office.
    

    
      However, the person sitting at the desk now wasn't Gong Pilsang.
    

    
      Dalkeok—Gong Pilsang entering through the door was startled looking at him.
    

    
      "Branch Leader?"
    

    
      The person sitting at his desk was Branch Leader Hwangbo Gak.
    

    
      "Deputy Branch Leader, where have you been? Your clothes also seem a bit dirtier."
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak looked at Gong Pilsang with a slight smile—binggeut.
    

    
      'What? Somehow the smile seems different from usual.'
    

    
      Though Gong Pilsang felt something strange—
    

    
      "Yes. I visited Merchant Hwang. Since you said last time to look after him directly. The clothes being dirty is because dust wind blew on that road."
    

    
      He first answered the Branch Leader's question.
    

    
      He'd said to personally handle wealthy figures. He faithfully implemented his words.
    

    
      "Ah, I see."
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak nodded.
    

    
      Meanwhile, Gong Pilsang swept the desk top. His work documents were up there.
    

    
      "Ah, about this."
    

    
      Noticing Gong Pilsang's gaze, Hwangbo Gak lifted one sheet showing it.
    

    
      "I wondered if I left too much only to you. Though external work is busy, I thought I should occasionally share work."
    

    
      "You, Branch Leader?"
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "Ah, I misspoke."
    

    
      Gong Pilsang made a gesture of covering his mouth.
    

    
      Inside, his thoughts differed.
    

    
      After leaving everything until now, suddenly acting like this—what wind blew?
    

    
      "Deputy Branch Leader, but look. Isn't this document content somewhat strange?"
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      Finding fault after examining documents he'd never looked at?
    

    
      For Gong Pilsang who'd continued organizational life, this was an all too familiar situation.
    

    
      Perhaps intending to point out typos.
    

    
      He looked at the document with unpleasant feelings.
    

    
      However—
    

    
      "Look at this document. The branch purchased an inn at the dock outside Luoyang."
    

    
      "Yes. I see."
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak narrowed his eyes watching Gong Pilsang's reaction.
    

    
      "This place."
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      "Isn't this the inn Iron Hook Gang who were recently annihilated by Jin Yeomyeong used?"
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Gong Pilsang looked again with force in his eyes.
    

    
      "Ah... Seems so."
    

    
      "Seems so?"
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak picked up another document.
    

    
      "Look at this too. The branch guaranteed Luoyang's native Black Path sect selling a gambling hall. Branch guaranteeing Black Path sects' affairs."
    

    
      Gong Pilsang also looked at the document with force in his eyes.
    

    
      "Yes. That content seems correct..."
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak and Gong Pilsang's gazes met in empty space.
    

    
      "These documents you created."
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      "Contain content of the branch giving Black Path convenience."
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      "How did this happen?"
    

    
      With the question, Hwangbo Gak slowly rose.
    

    
      As if pressed by that momentum, or seeking a good position, Gong Pilsang changed where he stood.
    

    
      "Try answering."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Rather than answer to the words to try answering, silence flowed.
    

    
      Quietly—the eyes of Hwangbo Gak looking at him.
    

    
      Silently—Gong Pilsang's eyes meeting his gaze.
    

    
      Eventually—Gong Pilsang's two hands rose up—
    

    
      and applauded.
    

    
      Jjak jjak jjak jjak.
    

    
      "Hahahaha. Branch Leader! To make such jokes! I also quite love jokes."
    

    
      Jjak jjak jjak jjak.
    

    
      "Hahahaha. Weren't they all the Branch Leader's instructions? I merely used my authority to decide."
    

    
      Jjak jjak jjak jjak.
    

    
      "Hahahaha, didn't you say to keep weak Black Path within surveillance range, so I did so?"
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak merely accepted the noisy applause and laughter with a slight smile—binggeut.
    

    
      Without any words.
    

    
      Jjak, jjak, jjak—the applause sounds subsided.
    

    
      "Ha, ha, haaah. It was strange anyway. You said weak Black Path and also said you'd look after them directly. But seeing Jin Yeomyeong catch them, weren't they all vicious rather than weak Black Path?"
    

    
      Gong Pilsang exploded with suppressed doubts.
    

    
      "What about giving convenience to Great Ocean, Xinyang, Banyang Trading? You said to maintain good relations with the commercial world. No, weren't those places not just trading companies?"
    

    
      Yet Hwangbo Gak's smile didn't disappear.
    

    
      "What about that place? The mine near Banggachon. Is that really a mine? The Alliance member sent there said the atmosphere was strange."
    

    
      The last doubt.
    

    
      Black Path sects, trading companies—anyway, all gone now.
    

    
      But Banggachon's mine still remained as is.
    

    
      "Is that place okay to leave like that?"
    

    
      Haah, haah—before he knew it, Gong Pilsang's breath quickened.
    

    
      Because of spitting out doubts he'd pressed and pressed down.
    

    
      The recent ten days—facts completely different from facts he'd known popped out. If just one or two things, would have passed over. But continuously, continuously different facts popped out.
    

    
      Thinking he'd spoken the last doubt, one more question popped out following the tail of surfacing facts.
    

    
      "Did you... deceive me?"
    

    
      Though startled after saying it, soon forgot.
    

    
      Right, this is curious.
    

    
      What really wanted to ask was this.
    

    
      "Hmm."
    

    
      Against Gong Pilsang's doubt, Hwangbo Gak brought out an answer.
    

    
      "Splendid."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "Very splendid."
    

    
      An unexpected answer.
    

    
      Not solving the doubt at all, rather only increasing doubt more—
    

    
      "Will the Deputy Branch Leader escape like that? Making it work I ordered?"
    

    
      "Ah."
    

    
      The smile disappeared from Hwangbo Gak's face. With stern eyes, he looked down at Gong Pilsang.
    

    
      "Escape with the excuse it was the Branch Leader's instructions? That I, the Alliance Leader's blood relative, backed Black Path? Will that excuse work? Do you really think you can escape with that?"
    

    
      He burst out thunderous scolding.
    

    
      Rage filled the room.
    

    
      "However, what about this? These documents."
    

    
      Hwaaak—thrown documents fluttered.
    

    
      "Who approved these documents? Budget execution for related matters? Who sent Alliance members to Banggachon mine?"
    

    
      "Th-that's why what ordered that—"
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak's finger pointed at Gong Pilsang.
    

    
      "All evidence points toward you."
    

    
      As if shooting earth wind, Gong Pilsang was pushed back.
    

    
      "No, such. No. That's precisely a scheme for you to escape—"
    

    
      "As Luoyang Branch's Branch Leader, as Hwangbo Clan member, I'll punish one who plotted conspiracy inside the Alliance."
    

    
      Kwaaang—Hwangbo Clan's Heavenly King Divine Fist unfolded.
    

    
      The Alliance-supplied desk between Hwangbo Gak and Gong Pilsang couldn't be any obstacle. Shattered in an instant.
    

    
      "Damn!"
    

    
      Gong Pilsang also urgently thrust out fist strikes.
    

    
      Heavenly King Divine Fist containing powerful force.
    

    
      Missing even one strike would burst his head.
    

    
      "Revealing your identity! To lay hands on the Branch Leader!"
    

    
      "What words when you tried killing first!"
    

    
      "Lower your hands and receive punishment!"
    

    
      "If I lower hands, I'll die!"
    

    
      Gong Pilsang raised inner power.
    

    
      "Are Gong Clan's Thirteen Techniques easy! Though like this, refined through generations. Keuk!"
    

    
      Was too much.
    

    
      Gong Clan's Thirteen Techniques were somewhat on the easy side.
    

    
      Instantly cornered.
    

    
      "Nothing else? Is Gong Clan's Thirteen Techniques the end!"
    

    
      Gong Pilsang spun pulling out a mace.
    

    
      "Gong Clan's Thirteen Blade Tech—, keeek!"
    

    
      "Isn't that the same thing!"
    

    
      The mace flew embedding in the wall.
    

    
      "There is! There's a final ultimate technique!"
    

    
      Unable to even flee in the narrow room, Gong Pilsang urgently shouted.
    

    
      "Really? Bring it out!"
    

    
      Heavenly King Divine Fist flew cutting through air.
    

    
      Unless truly proper ultimate technique, would die soon.
    

    
      Gong Pilsang brought out the hidden ultimate technique.
    

    
      The ultimate technique that saved his life every crisis moment while living.
    

    
      "Someone please save meeeee!"
    

    
      Rescue request.
    

    
      "Just die!"
    

    
      Dumbfounded, Hwangbo Gak added to the divine fist's speed.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      The ultimate technique was an ultimate technique.
    

    
      Kwaaaang—the door burst out as Jin Yeomyeong jumped in.
    

    
      "Jin Yeomyeong?!"
    

    
      Facing surprised Hwangbo Gak—
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong rebuked Gong Pilsang.
    

    
      "Didn't I say to hide so we wouldn't run into each other!"
    

    
      Gong Pilsang answered in a nearly dying voice.
    

    
      "Came to get something and just happened to run into him..."
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong's Luoyang White Path summons.
    

    
      Among them, only one person—requested to hide rather than summon.
    

    
      Gong Pilsang hung his head while receiving Jin Yeomyeong's scolding.
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      "Didn't I say to hide? Is that difficult? Wouldn't it be solved by just going outside for about a day? Yet what did you come to get that you entered the branch and got caught?"
    

    
      Kka, kka, kka, kka—at the nagging and nagging and nagging words, Gong Pilsang shrank even more.
    

    
      "Sorry."
    

    
      "Is sorry enough?"
    

    
      To Jin Yeomyeong who pursued without letting go, Gong Pilsang finally confessed his inner feelings.
    

    
      "Actually, I couldn't believe it to the end."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "Someone I served as superior. Though he sometimes escaped to save himself. Still, I was unsure."
    

    
      Only after hearing those words did Jin Yeomyeong stop.
    

    
      He himself had half-believed at first. Couldn't believe a Branch Leader-level person, moreover Alliance Leader's blood relative, was in league.
    

    
      Let alone Gong Pilsang was Hwangbo Gak's direct subordinate.
    

    
      He also well knew Hwangbo Clan's position within Murim Alliance.
    

    
      "Did you want to confirm?"
    

    
      "Didn't think directly. But hearing it, seems one side had such feelings."
    

    
      With those words as last, Gong Pilsang closed his mouth.
    

    
      "Hmm. Look here?"
    

    
      Instead, Hwangbo Gak opened his mouth.
    

    
      "Bewildering. As if you've decided I'm the collaborator?"
    

    
      The fluster when Jin Yeomyeong first appeared was nowhere.
    

    
      Having regained composure, Hwangbo Gak wore a relaxed smile.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      This time, brief silence flowed between Jin Yeomyeong and Hwangbo Gak.
    

    
      "First, let's go to a wide place. The Deputy Branch Leader's office is also narrow."
    

    
      After a moment, Jin Yeomyeong proposed moving locations.
    

    
      "Let's do that."
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak also nodded.
    

    
      Would gather Alliance members showing them this scene. Just needed to claim numerical superiority and present perfect evidence.
    

    
      All these 'misunderstandings' would be resolved like that—
    

    
      "Mm? What's this?"
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak's thoughts stopped upon going to the main hall.
    

    
      "Finishing this subjugation here? Planning a celebration?"
    

    
      "Doesn't seem like that? They said there's an enemy here."
    

    
      "Enemy? Inside the branch?"
    

    
      People who'd been together in subjugation—they were gathered full.
    

    
      Meaning Luoyang White Path martial world's important figures came without exception.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong indicated surroundings with his palm.
    

    
      "You saw before escaping the hideout? Though formed only an advance party from Luoyang White Path who responded to Black Path subjugation request, there were many."
    

    
      "Hideout? Subjugation? What are you saying?"
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak wasn't hooked.
    

    
      As expected, his escaping skill was first-rate.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong looked at him once,
    

    
      then looked at martial artists who trusted and followed him.
    

    
      "Whew."
    

    
      A setting for publicly pressuring the Murim Alliance Branch Leader.
    

    
      Reviewing memories whether such a thing happened before, nothing came to mind.
    

    
      Unprecedented.
    

    
      If couldn't finish properly, all these people would face difficulties.
    

    
      'Alliance Leader Hwangbo won't stay quiet.'
    

    
      Hwangbo Gihyeok receiving criticism about filling Alliance with blood relatives.
    

    
      If he considered blood relative unjustly attacked, definitely someone who'd retaliate.
    

    
      Whuuuu—finally caught his breath.
    

    
      Entering the match.
    

    
      "Jianghu brethren everyone! Though presumptuous, this Jin Yeomyeong wishes to discern right from wrong before you."
    

    
      Waaaa—martial artists' cheers rang Jin Yeomyeong's ears.
    

    
      "I recently submitted a leave application to the Alliance for childcare reasons. I planned to have harmonious time caring for my child at home. However."
    

    
      Originally, time spent in Luoyang should have been time with Taebok.
    

    
      "In the process of earning money for my child, securing physicians, and ensuring public order, I met too many Black Path."
    

    
      Moreover, vicious Black Path. Absolutely couldn't stop his hands.
    

    
      For the world Taebok would live in, and to be a proud father before Taebok, he subjugated Black Path.
    

    
      "I wondered. Why are there so many Black Path in Luoyang?"
    

    
      Too many even if many.
    

    
      Why was Luoyang like this?
    

    
      "It was because someone was gathering Black Path to Luoyang. Now some among you will have heard."
    

    
      From among martial artists, shouts of "Luoyang Black Path King!" emerged.
    

    
      "Correct. He called himself Luoyang Black Path King."
    

    
      An alias that popped out among incidents.
    

    
      At first, never heard of it, thought it was nothing alias.
    

    
      But wasn't so. The shadow that name cast was wide and thick.
    

    
      "Someone called Black Path King gathered Black Path. And here, Murim Alliance Luoyang Branch pretended not to see it. No, rather helped."
    

    
      He indicated Gong Pilsang.
    

    
      He nodded with sullen face.
    

    
      "That's right... I'm the witness."
    

    
      Murmuring arose among martial artists.
    

    
      Between the branch failing to find Black Path and deliberately helping was a tremendous gap.
    

    
      "Today. We raided the Black Path King's base. Right here together with you!"
    

    
      Murmuring disappeared.
    

    
      Cheers rang once more.
    

    
      Pride and satisfaction rose on martial artists' faces.
    

    
      Granted Black Path their end and protected Luoyang.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong felt slightly sorry for having to pour cold water on such martial artists.
    

    
      "However, here I must reveal one fact you don't know. That is."
    

    
      Could no longer delay.
    

    
      "The one called Black Path King is fact—a Demonic Cult subordinate."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      For a moment, people couldn't react, interpreting Jin Yeomyeong's words.
    

    
      Silence flowed.
    

    
      First, silence for understanding heard words in each person's head.
    

    
      "Demonic Cult subordinate? Did I hear correctly?"
    

    
      "Black Path King? Beyond Black Path, Demonic Cult involved?"
    

    
      "Did the Ink Sword Hero discover that?"
    

    
      Everyone had difficulty understanding.
    

    
      Demonic Cult.
    

    
      The Black Path King's existence alone was surprising, yet Demonic Cult behind him?
    

    
      Demonic Cult already with only remnants left—
    

    
      "Demonic Cult is growing forces. I already met Demonic Cult members while fighting Black Path King's forces. They recently entered Demonic Cult learning demonic arts."
    

    
      At Jin Yeomyeong's assertion, martial artists exploded.
    

    
      "What?! Demonic Cult growing forces?"
    

    
      "Means those bastards appeared again?"
    

    
      "This isn't a problem ending at Black Path level! Murim Alliance main headquarters must step forward!"
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong nodded at the last words heard.
    

    
      Right. Main headquarters must step forward. Moreover, Alliance Leader must step forward. Must thoroughly investigate about collaborator arising within blood relatives.
    

    
      He continued speaking.
    

    
      "Seniors will know. Even similar generations to me will have heard. Demonic Cult doesn't tolerate such failures. Black Path King's position was—if he died fighting at base, fine, but couldn't flee."
    

    
      Then why did Black Path King disappear?
    

    
      Martial artists focused on Jin Yeomyeong's words again to know that.
    

    
      "Yet he fled. If not high leadership, it's one thing. Still has use value. He himself knows that well. Thought reached there. Black Path King didn't plant someone inside Alliance."
    

    
      The conclusion.
    

    
      "Rather, Black Path King himself is an Alliance insider."
    

    
      Even larger explosion than earlier occurred.
    

    
      "Demonic Cult member Black Path King is Alliance member?"
    

    
      "No, to aid Black Path, ordinary Alliance member wouldn't work?"
    

    
      "Then exactly?"
    

    
      Non-Alliance member martial artists stared at Alliance members.
    

    
      "Not me. I'm not!"
    

    
      "First time hearing!"
    

    
      "Don't know this story!"
    

    
      Alliance members waved hands claiming innocence though no one asked anything.
    

    
      Among such Alliance members—
    

    
      "Uh, l-look—"
    

    
      One Rank Nine Alliance member raised his hand.
    

    
      Everyone focused on him.
    

    
      "Th-that Banggachon stronghold—I've been there."
    

    
      Focus became ultra-focus.
    

    
      Martial artists' extraordinary concentration headed toward the Alliance member.
    

    
      Words from the Alliance member's mouth:
    

    
      "Went to deliver budget under Deputy Branch Leader's orders."
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak inwardly cheered.
    

    
      'Good start. Jin Yeomyeong, sorry but let me interject a bit.'
    

    
      "A regrettable matter!"
    

    
      Hwangbo Clan's resonant good voice filled the hall.
    

    
      "Even I, Branch Leader Hwangbo Gak, was just examining documents finding suspicious points and pursuing him."
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak listed the documents' contents.
    

    
      "Inferring from such contents, I became convinced Deputy Branch Leader Gong Pilsang colluded with Black Path. Though I didn't know he was Black Path King, didn't know Black Path King was Demonic Cult—my oversight!"
    

    
      Looking at Gong Pilsang—
    

    
      "You know the sin's weight. So I was subduing Gong Pilsang."
    

    
      This time, he looked at Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      "The Ink Sword Hero intervened rescuing him. Seems some misunderstanding. All evidence—"
    

    
      "No, not a misunderstanding."
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak whose words were cut bit his molars.
    

    
      However, Jin Yeomyeong's impudent words didn't end there.
    

    
      "Not a misunderstanding. I think Branch Leader Hwangbo Gak colluded with Demonic Cult."
    

    
      Martial artists' reaction burst out again.
    

    
      "What? Branch Leader Hwangbo Gak? Ink Sword Hero, did you really investigate well?"
    

    
      "How could that be! He, he..."
    

    
      "Isn't he Hwangbo Clan!"
    

    
      Black Path King, Demonic Cult—up to here was already surprising facts. However, Branch Leader Hwangbo Gak's Demonic Cult collusion truly shocked people.
    

    
      Examining that shock, Hwangbo Gak forced down rising lip corners.
    

    
      "Right. That's the problem. The problem is Ink Sword Hero having strange thoughts. This isn't right?"
    

    
      Looking around the assembly, perplexed faces showed.
    

    
      They'd trusted and followed Jin Yeomyeong until here, but just-heard words weren't easily believable.
    

    
      "He seems to think I'm Black Path King, but all evidence points to Gong Pilsang. What do you think? Jianghu brethren."
    

    
      Evidence.
    

    
      Unmovable evidence.
    

    
      All evidence pointed to Gong Pilsang.
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak inwardly cheered.
    

    
      At first, thought disadvantageous with martial artists gathered.
    

    
      However, rather went well. Jin Yeomyeong made this setting one for discerning right from wrong. If revealing Gong Pilsang's sins here and receiving Ink Sword Hero's apology for rashness—
    

    
      everything would end well.
    

    
      Martial artists faced each other.
    

    
      "What is this...?"
    

    
      "Isn't this Ink Sword Hero's mistake? Hwangbo Gak isn't such a person?"
    

    
      "Evidence is too clear. Can't pressure Branch Leader like this. Moreover, think of his surname."
    

    
      Hwangbo Clan's name prevented martial artists from rashly suspecting.
    

    
      Two suspicious people.
    

    
      Evidence all toward one person.
    

    
      Martial artists' gazes also headed toward Gong Pilsang.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero."
    

    
      Gong Pilsang's voice came trembling.
    

    
      "Now then, Ink Sword Hero."
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak opened his mouth leisurely.
    

    
      "Will you continue defending Gong Pilsang? Even with clear evidence?"
    

    
      "...Is that so?"
    

    
      "Isn't it?"
    

    
      "Well."
    

    
      Kkumteul—irritation rose again.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong was deploying nasty impudence learned from somewhere.
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak roared.
    

    
      "Is there new evidence? Present evidence. Otherwise, Alliance will harshly question the sin of causing this matter!"
    

    
      At his words, suddenly Swift Wind who'd been mixed among martial artists until now without saying anything stepped forward.
    

    
      Worry was mixed in his voice.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, I completely trust you. But evidence is needed. Like this, you could be in danger."
    

    
      Might be dragged to Alliance's Thunder Prison leaving young son.
    

    
      "Be at ease."
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong shook his head.
    

    
      "Master Swift Wind went straight here after attacking the stronghold side? Don't worry. I found evidence inside the tunnel."
    

    
      "Really? Fortunate. What evidence? Letter?"
    

    
      "Precisely a witness. Bring him!"
    

    
      Dragon Sword Gang Leader Go Seokmun entered with gang members bringing one person.
    

    
      "Brought him here!"
    

    
      The moment seeing the entered person, the smile lifted from Hwangbo Gak's face.
    

    
      "Guyang Je?"
    

    
      "Captain Guyang?"
    

    
      "He's also Black Path?"
    

    
      It was Guyang Je.
    

    
      Blood Path Guest said he died.
    

    
      However, could Black Path's words be believed as is?
    

    
      I went to the tunnel where Guyang Je was supposedly buried.
    

    
      The tunnel was intact.
    

    
      Black Path King told Blood Path Guest to bury him.
    

    
      Blood Path Guest also had subordinates bury him.
    

    
      Then we raided.
    

    
      Would those subordinates truly fill the tunnel with dirt amid chaos?
    

    
      Eventually found Guyang Je nearly dead inside some stone chamber.
    

    
      His appearance was miserable.
    

    
      One who scattered countless sins in Luoyang was now no different from a tattered corpse.
    

    
      Though treated to bring as witness, revival already seemed impossible.
    

    
      "Jin Yeomyeong..."
    

    
      Hazy eyes even amid this looked at Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      "Demonic arts?"
    

    
      "Really demonic arts!"
    

    
      "He was also Demonic Cult!"
    

    
      Operating demonic arts to the last to survive. Because of that, pupils transformed like snakes, catching eyes of martial artists with outstanding observation.
    

    
      "Now, Guyang Je."
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong stepped before such Guyang Je.
    

    
      "A chance to reveal who dealt you killing blows. Though not for you, you can achieve revenge as result."
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong supported Guyang Je's head making him look at martial artists in the hall.
    

    
      Slowly—letting him see everyone inside.
    

    
      Finally making him face Hwangbo Gak.
    

    
      Instantly—Guyang Je's eyes blazed with fury.
    

    
      To Guyang Je, in some sense more hateful than Jin Yeomyeong would be Hwangbo Gak.
    

    
      Burst and crushed lips opened—umulumul.
    

    
      "Now. Speak."
    

    
      Following Jin Yeomyeong's words—
    

    
      Guyang Je shouted.
    

    
      "Gong Pilsang. Deputy Branch Leader Gong Pilsang!"
    

    
      The hall became pandemonium.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      Two people smiling amid pandemonium.
    

    
      One was Hwangbo Gak.
    

    
      Thought he'd now won perfectly.
    

    
      And the other was Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      The reason for smiling was the same.
    

    
      'I won.'
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      Chapter 54: Someone Else Should Do It
    

    
      Guyang Je's injuries were severe, making even speaking difficult.
    

    
      Yet he squeezed his throat declaring once more.
    

    
      "The Black Path King is Deputy Branch Leader Gong Pilsang."
    

    
      The ripple his words created was tremendous.
    

    
      The hall filled with martial artists—each opened mouths as confusion intensified.
    

    
      "Didn't he say Gong Pilsang?"
    

    
      "Isn't that different from the Ink Sword Hero's words? Could that fellow Guyang Je be lying?"
    

    
      "For what reason? He'll die soon anyway."
    

    
      Guyang Je smiled bitterly at the martial artists' words.
    

    
      Because even feeling himself, not much life remained.
    

    
      Looking at Hwangbo Gak, he wore that customary slippery smile. Clearly expected Guyang Je would name Gong Pilsang.
    

    
      The reason was only one.
    

    
      'Hwangbo Gak, from the moment you subdued me, you're the true and rightful Black Path King. Do your utmost for the Demon King.'
    

    
      Because Guyang Je was a Demonic Cult member.
    

    
      The Cult.
    

    
      The Cult hands down teachings, cult members follow teachings.
    

    
      Though depth of belief and following differs by person, Guyang Je was a loyal Demonic Cult member.
    

    
      He devoted all loyalty to the Cult that granted him new life. To be even more loyal, he wanted to become Black Path King. Wasn't only because of ambition.
    

    
      However, he'd already failed, been exposed, and suffered fatal injuries.
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak?
    

    
      Even receiving some suspicion, could escape.
    

    
      Could still help the Demon King of the Water Vein.
    

    
      Therefore, to save the detestable Hwangbo Gak, he named Gong Pilsang.
    

    
      'With this, I've done my part. For the time of world destruction. For the day when beast's fangs and claws will tear all human restraints.'
    

    
      For the day our Demon King becomes Heavenly Demon.
    

    
      Guyang Je closed his eyes slowly lowering his head.
    

    
      Now the last in this world—
    

    
      "Keuk?"
    

    
      The Ink Sword Hero's pressure point touch held Guyang Je's lifeline.
    

    
      "Not yet. Not yet. Try enduring more."
    

    
      "Keuuuk. Bastard Jin Yeomyeong."
    

    
      Death was delayed but pain increased—pressing only such pressure points.
    

    
      Why suddenly torture, he wondered.
    

    
      "How did you lose?"
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong asked so everyone could hear.
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "Describe the life-and-death duel's aspects. Was Deputy Branch Leader Gong Pilsang's martial arts at a level to suppress your demonic arts? Also, if you fought him, you'd know what martial arts Deputy Gong uses?"
    

    
      Martial artists listened again.
    

    
      The Ink Sword Hero's question was extremely accurate. If they waged life-and-death duel, he'd have no choice but to know.
    

    
      That is, if he couldn't answer this, meant Guyang Je was lying.
    

    
      "He weakened me with Qi-Dispersing Poison. At first used weapons but both dropped from hands. His weapon was a mace. After, subdued me with whip hand and delivered fist strikes."
    

    
      Then described the duel's aspects in more detail.
    

    
      "Doesn't it match perfectly?"
    

    
      "Right. Definitely Gong Clan's Thirteen Forms. Deployed with blade and hand."
    

    
      "Without fighting, could he speak this detailed?"
    

    
      "Can't. That's definitely from fighting."
    

    
      Martial artists familiar with Gong Pilsang's martial arts shook heads heavily.
    

    
      This time the Ink Sword Hero was wrong.
    

    
      Since he touched Hwangbo Gak, there'll be great future trouble.
    

    
      Thoughts flashing through martial artists' minds.
    

    
      Ttubbeok ttubbeok—Hwangbo Gak's footsteps rang in the hall.
    

    
      He deliberately made sounds slowly advancing to the hall's center.
    

    
      Martial artists' gazes also moved slowly following him.
    

    
      Now what words would he say?
    

    
      Would he rebuke the Ink Sword Hero? Perhaps immediately order binding?
    

    
      What Hwangbo Gak actually said was unexpected.
    

    
      "Jianghu brethren everyone. Don't worry. All this is merely a mistake the Ink Sword Hero committed in the heroic conduct process."
    

    
      Expression overflowing with magnanimity.
    

    
      Comfortable, resonant good voice.
    

    
      "Since it happened while chasing Black Path and Demonic Cult, how could I be angry? I'll pass over everything without question."
    

    
      Ooooo—admiration flowed among martial artists.
    

    
      "Knew Branch Leader Hwangbo was magnanimous!"
    

    
      "Passing over such a matter isn't possible with ordinary tolerance!"
    

    
      "Means it's fine if for heroic conduct!"
    

    
      Of course, martial artists who'd been with Jin Yeomyeong still had unconvinced expressions, but was useless.
    

    
      No words to say. No substitute evidence either.
    

    
      'Huhuhuhu.'
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak savored perfect victory.
    

    
      Rather became opportunity for his reputation to rise. His position would become even more solid. Must be careful for a while, but even that would disappear as time passed.
    

    
      He looked down at Guyang Je.
    

    
      'Die at ease. I'll reign over Luoyang.'
    

    
      This time he looked at Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      He'd even closed his eyes at defeat with no recourse.
    

    
      'Jin Yeomyeong, quite sharp but that's your limit. You never fought the Cult twenty years ago. So wouldn't have known what choices loyal cult members make.'
    

    
      Couldn't have predicted Guyang Je's choice.
    

    
      "Now then, however."
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak looked around the assembly.
    

    
      "Can't just pass over everything."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      Didn't he say he'd pass over without question?
    

    
      While martial artists wondered—
    

    
      "Should receive at least an apology."
    

    
      Final declaration.
    

    
      This matter concludes with Jin Yeomyeong's apology.
    

    
      Martial artists also nodded.
    

    
      Can't help but do that much. No, must do it.
    

    
      Didn't he accuse the Branch Leader of being Demonic Cult?
    

    
      "How about it? Ink Sword Hero. Now stop closing your eyes and do what must be done."
    

    
      Apologize.
    

    
      Whatever you're thinking inside, whatever thoughts you have, endure and apologize.
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak held back bursting laughter looking at Jin Yeomyeong—
    

    
      "Hmm."
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong who'd been spreading Eight Sensations opened his eyes.
    

    
      "Now, quickly apologize—"
    

    
      "Guyang Je's words are lies."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong was resolute.
    

    
      "Clearly lies."
    

    
      And raised one finger pointing outside the hall.
    

    
      Martial artists' gazes also followed outside the hall.
    

    
      People blocking the view also moved aside on their own.
    

    
      "Heo-dul, heo-dul, heo-dul. Almost here. Cheonjo, use more strength!"
    

    
      "Heuek, Master Kwak. I didn't train much in external arts."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang and Yang Cheonjo including several people were entering the Alliance carrying something huge.
    

    
      "Heo-dul, heo-dul, heo-dul."
    

    
      "Hieek, we arrived!"
    

    
      They came straight into the main hall as is.
    

    
      "Now, Ink Sword Hero. Should we put it down here?"
    

    
      "Good, Brother Kwak. That position is perfect."
    

    
      Deolgeok—the brought item blocked the door entering the main hall.
    

    
      "A wall?"
    

    
      "A building wall?"
    

    
      "To carry such a big thing. The hardship must have been considerable."
    

    
      "But what are those fist marks on that wall?"
    

    
      While martial artists conversed, only two people's faces—Guyang Je and Hwangbo Gak—lost color.
    

    
      "Now, my turn again."
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong smiled at Hwangbo Gak—sssik.
    

    
      "Jin Yeomyeong."
    

    
      "You recognize it?"
    

    
      Instead of Hwangbo Gak who didn't answer, this time Jin Yeomyeong stepped to the main hall's center.
    

    
      Acting so magnanimous.
    

    
      Let me properly demolish you.
    

    
      "The place we found Guyang Je was a stone chamber inside the tunnel."
    

    
      A tunnel that couldn't be buried in time due to sudden attack.
    

    
      Extracted Guyang Je at death's door from there.
    

    
      "After removing Guyang Je from inside the stone chamber, I discovered something strange."
    

    
      Since removed outside, Guyang Je didn't know the situation after.
    

    
      "As you see, this wall—this was precisely the strange thing."
    

    
      Called relatively healthy miners. Got advice so it wouldn't collapse even if removed whole, then removed the wall.
    

    
      "Now look. This wall precisely contains traces of Guyang Je and Black Path King's fight."
    

    
      Both Hwangbo Gak and Guyang Je lied.
    

    
      Only the wall was announcing truth.
    

    
      By showing deeply carved fist marks.
    

    
      "Deputy Branch Leader, please come out and show your fist?"
    

    
      "Me? Ah, right. Here's my fist. Everyone look your fill."
    

    
      Martial artists confirmed the fist.
    

    
      Wasn't it. Even if called fist wind rather than actual fist, the shape differed from the marks.
    

    
      "Now then."
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong asked.
    

    
      "Who?"
    

    
      A very simple question.
    

    
      He didn't particularly look at Hwangbo Gak, but the conclusion was already out.
    

    
      All martial artists' eyes were directed toward Hwangbo Gak's fist.
    

    
      That huge fist—whether it should stay as is, or clasp hands behind back—twitched not knowing where it belonged.
    

    
      The wall still revealed truth.
    

    
      How strikes were delivered.
    

    
      Each power-containing strike fiercely drove in leaving clear marks on the wall.
    

    
      Though couldn't know techniques, those who'd recognize recognized.
    

    
      "Heavenly King Divine Fist."
    

    
      One martial artist said like a lament.
    

    
      "That's right. Heavenly King Divine Fist."
    

    
      Hwangbo Clan's family martial arts. Fist technique deployed based on characteristic divine power.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak looked at the wall vacantly.
    

    
      Evidence—unmovable huge evidence stood there.
    

    
      The final declaration wasn't his but Jin Yeomyeong's.
    

    
      "Hwangbo Gak who colluded with Demonic Cult. Immediately kneel and receive binding."
    

    
      A stern final declaration.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      The Ink Sword Hero's words were right.
    

    
      Gong Pilsang?
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak?
    

    
      Martial artists in the main hall were no longer confused.
    

    
      "No. Everyone get a grip. This is fabricated evidence."
    

    
      Belatedly Hwangbo Gak tried salvaging but was useless.
    

    
      Now no one was swayed by his words.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong shook his head.
    

    
      "Doesn't make sense. If fabricated, who carved Heavenly King Divine Fist into this stone wall? Another Hwangbo Clan person?"
    

    
      "Eu."
    

    
      From Hwangbo Gak's mouth that had been escaping like a loach, finally a single groan flowed.
    

    
      Cha cha cha chak—martial artists surrounded Hwangbo Gak.
    

    
      "No, no... Alliance members, what are you doing? Jin Yeomyeong plotted evil. Protect me!"
    

    
      Ta ta tak—even Alliance members joined Hwangbo Gak's encirclement.
    

    
      "Th-this..."
    

    
      No corner to escape.
    

    
      Luoyang martial world's condemnation flew toward him.
    

    
      "Hwangbo Gak!"
    

    
      "Someone who's Alliance Branch Leader colluded with Demonic Cult!"
    

    
      "A Hwangbo Clan member! Despite suffering such damage in the fight twenty years ago!"
    

    
      "Truly a rat bastard!"
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak swept those surrounding him.
    

    
      Rat bastard.
    

    
      To me, Luoyang's Black Path King.
    

    
      If the plan succeeded, those who'd have knelt at my feet or whose heads would have rolled.
    

    
      However, unlike inner feelings, his mouth brought out poor excuses.
    

    
      "The fist marks are from when I personally infiltrated fighting..."
    

    
      This time too, Jin Yeomyeong shook his head.
    

    
      "Also doesn't make sense. Then Guyang Je has no reason to protect you. No, if such a thing in the first place, what reason was there for you not appearing before us and avoiding?"
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak inwardly lamented.
    

    
      So that's why he didn't bring the wall in from the start. Did he predict how Guyang Je would come out?
    

    
      How does Jin Yeomyeong know Demonic Cult members' way of thinking?
    

    
      Martial artists' denunciations continued.
    

    
      "Why would Demonic Cult protect him? The reason is one!"
    

    
      "Because he's a collaborator! Because he's a rat bastard!"
    

    
      Eyes also met with Guyang Je.
    

    
      Even after doing this, you failed? Are you better than me?
    

    
      Eyes containing cold mockery.
    

    
      Eventually, had no choice but to acknowledge.
    

    
      I—completely fell into Jin Yeomyeong's trap?
    

    
      To him looking vacant, Jin Yeomyeong threw one more remark.
    

    
      "The conclusion is out, Hwangbo Gak. You're not a Hwangbo Clan member, not Murim Alliance Branch Leader—"
    

    
      One remark revealing identity.
    

    
      "A rat bastard."
    

    
      "Kwaaak!"
    

    
      Leisure disappeared.
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak screamed as if suffering sword wounds.
    

    
      "Shut up! Rat bastard! This is all Jin Yeomyeong's fabrication. All fabrication!"
    

    
      Whether he'd lost reason, he strode toward outside.
    

    
      But the encirclement wouldn't stay still.
    

    
      "Hwangbo Gak. Where are you going?"
    

    
      "Obediently receive binding and enter Thunder Prison."
    

    
      That moment, Hwangbo Gak swung his fist.
    

    
      "Everyone shut up!"
    

    
      Fierce momentum fist strike.
    

    
      Martial artists simultaneously raised hands blocking.
    

    
      The encirclement surged once.
    

    
      "I'll present myself to the Alliance revealing truth! Can't trust here since everyone's on Jin Yeomyeong's side! I'll go on my own feet, so everyone stand back!"
    

    
      The encirclement tightened again.
    

    
      "Everyone be careful! Seeing the wall's fist marks, Hwangbo Gak was hiding his true ability."
    

    
      "They say one usually only reveals seventy percent of ability. Considerable martial prowess."
    

    
      "Must properly surround."
    

    
      At this time when absolutely couldn't escape—
    

    
      "Will you pressure me relying on numbers? Anyone confident, step forward!"
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak threw provocation.
    

    
      A weakness of martial artists, if a weakness.
    

    
      As people who train martial arts throughout life, they hate hearing they won by relying on many.
    

    
      Masters exchanged glances with each other.
    

    
      "Hmm."
    

    
      "Really?"
    

    
      "Who?"
    

    
      But didn't step forward readily.
    

    
      "Here's Silver Hero Yang Cheon—, mmph!"
    

    
      "Be quiet. Someone else should fight."
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo tried showing off but Sang Jinhwa grabbed his mouth.
    

    
      "Probably..."
    

    
      Everyone didn't step forward rashly.
    

    
      Not because they feared Hwangbo Gak.
    

    
      "The person to do that work..."
    

    
      An unprecedented situation of Luoyang martial world detaining Murim Alliance Branch Leader.
    

    
      The person to do that work—
    

    
      the man all martial artists were now looking at.
    

    
      "Seems it's my part."
    

    
      Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      Taebok, your father became someone who even fights the Murim Alliance.
    

    
      But you shouldn't do that.
    

    
      Get along well.
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      Chapter 55: This Is What Your Father Is Like
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong recalled three things.
    

    
      Loach.
    

    
      Rat.
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak.
    

    
      Among these, Hwangbo Gak ranked lowest.
    

    
      Both loach and rat were lowly creatures. As lowly creatures, they lived according to instinct. Rats didn't harbor malice deliberately harming people.
    

    
      However, Hwangbo Gak was a monstrosity.
    

    
      One who should protect Luoyang brought chaos to Luoyang.
    

    
      "Hwangbo Gak."
    

    
      "Hwangbo Gak?"
    

    
      So no further honorific was needed.
    

    
      "Let's go out. It's cramped."
    

    
      "Go out?"
    

    
      Inside the branch main hall was full of martial artists.
    

    
      No space to extend fist or sword.
    

    
      "Jin Yeomyeong, you bastard!"
    

    
      "Hwangbo Gak, you're no longer Murim Alliance Branch Leader in my eyes. If you won't fight, receive binding."
    

    
      Couldn't obediently receive binding.
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak looked around then soon steadied his breathing.
    

    
      "Fine, understood."
    

    
      Couldn't break through all martial artists at this place.
    

    
      Only this duel was the path given to him.
    

    
      "Jin Yeomyeong, you'll use a sword?"
    

    
      "That's right."
    

    
      "I'll also use a sword. Someone bring my sword from the Branch Leader's office."
    

    
      An unexpected choice.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      However, Alliance members only watched silently.
    

    
      No one responded to his instructions.
    

    
      "What are you doing? I said bring my sword."
    

    
      Still no one followed.
    

    
      "I'll bring it."
    

    
      The one who stepped forward was Gong Pilsang.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak stared at him blankly.
    

    
      Gong Pilsang met that gaze speaking calmly.
    

    
      "At least make the duel fair without trickery. If you dirty even this."
    

    
      If you dirty it—words carelessly brought out, but the ending was difficult.
    

    
      "Damn. Already disappointed to the point of disappointment. No room for more disappointment. Anyway, I'll bring it."
    

    
      Eventually Gong Pilsang headed to the Branch Leader's office wearing only a bitter smile.
    

    
      "You and I should go out first. Everyone else, please come out with Deputy Branch Leader Gong Pilsang shortly."
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong made an incomprehensible request and went outside the main hall.
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak also followed out.
    

    
      "What? Why did only we come out first?"
    

    
      As soon as coming out, Hwangbo Gak asked.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong who briefly looked at him pointed at the stone wall.
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "Clear fist marks. Deep inner power can be guessed. Don't know when you did such training while immersed in politics."
    

    
      "What? Surely you're not frightened coming this far."
    

    
      Of course not.
    

    
      "With such martial arts, why collude with Demonic Cult?"
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong turned his finger pointing at Hwangbo Gak.
    

    
      Simultaneously created small wind near faces so their conversation wouldn't be heard by others.
    

    
      "Same clan origin as Alliance Leader, the position of Luoyang Branch Leader, and excellent martial arts too."
    

    
      "Huhu."
    

    
      "Yet why?"
    

    
      A curious matter.
    

    
      If Hwangbo Gak was escorted to the Alliance, wouldn't meet again, so had to ask here.
    

    
      "After the duel ends, there'll be no chance to speak. Since I deliberately accepted the duel and only we two came outside, try speaking once."
    

    
      "Hmph. If I don't speak? Will you take it back?"
    

    
      "I'll take it back. We'll all rush together and massacre."
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak had an expression as if caught off guard.
    

    
      "The world's Ink Sword Hero saying two things with one mouth?"
    

    
      "Don't you know by now? I'm different from the past me."
    

    
      "Heuh. What? What made you change this much?"
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong told him the one reason that changed him.
    

    
      "A child was born."
    

    
      He'd lost Jayeong and Taebok.
    

    
      "The me before and after that are completely different."
    

    
      "A child? A child changes a person this much?"
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak seemed not to know at all.
    

    
      "When a child is born, even the same Luoyang becomes different. You come to think from the child's position."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "My child, other children too. With the heart wishing they'd live safely, prosperously, healthily, I came to see Luoyang again."
    

    
      "Ah."
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak stroked his chin briefly then nodded alone.
    

    
      "I see. That's it. So that's why you started fighting Black Path. I wondered if someone was behind you, but wasn't at all."
    

    
      "Only my will."
    

    
      "Damn."
    

    
      "So I want to ask. Why collude with Demonic Cult making Luoyang this way?"
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak was briefly silent then grinned—hijuk.
    

    
      "What to do? Seems I'll disappoint. My reason is extremely simple."
    

    
      "Speak."
    

    
      "I wanted to become great myself. By any means."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "Simple, right? But can't say more than this."
    

    
      A sinister energy rose over his face.
    

    
      I'd seen it before. Those with wrong desires get such faces.
    

    
      "Up to Luoyang Branch Leader was smooth sailing. But after getting used to even Branch Leader, thinking about climbing above this felt daunting. I'm also confident in martial arts, but Hwangbo Clan has many talented people."
    

    
      Alliance Leader Hwangbo Gihyeok promoted centered on blood relatives while thoroughly training and managing Hwangbo Clan.
    

    
      He'd cultivated that many people to place in key positions.
    

    
      "When will my turn come? How long must I wait? When thinking such thoughts, certain people approached."
    

    
      "Demonic Cult Water Vein?"
    

    
      "Oh? You even know it's Water Vein."
    

    
      "Because I only met Water Vein bastards related to this matter."
    

    
      "Heuheue. Right, Luoyang is a place Demonic Cult Water Vein targeted."
    

    
      Demonic Cult Water Vein says—
    

    
      tear human restraints with beast's fangs and claws.
    

    
      "They and I had aligned interests."
    

    
      And it says to follow instinct.
    

    
      "It was enjoyable. All of Luoyang was in my hands."
    

    
      "Was it enjoyable?"
    

    
      How many people were sacrificed for that enjoyment?
    

    
      "Branch Leader? I was to become Luoyang's king. First Black Path King, then when Demonic Cult rises, become king of Luoyang martial world. That fellow Guyang Je seemed to expect me to go somewhere, but no!"
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak spat out forcefully as if possibility still existed.
    

    
      "I was one to become king."
    

    
      The instinct Water Vein says to follow isn't proper instinct. A type of instinct that devours other instincts and eventually devours the person themselves.
    

    
      Actually, couldn't even tell if it was instinct.
    

    
      Might be desire that even contradicts instinct.
    

    
      What was certain—
    

    
      "Vain dream ends here. Too many already involved. Hwangbo Gak, you must pay the price."
    

    
      "Heuheuheuheue. Can you do that? Will make you regret accepting the duel. If I defeat you, justification to leave this place openly arises."
    

    
      Just then, Gong Pilsang and martial artists came outside.
    

    
      Seeing them, Hwangbo Gak returned to usual appearance shouting.
    

    
      "I'll present myself directly to the Alliance and clear the false accusations. The Alliance Leader will judge wisely. When that time comes, people here will have to apologize to me."
    

    
      Slippery, slithery, loach-like shrewdness escaping crises.
    

    
      Wuuuung—Mukheun cries.
    

    
      Right. Let's make pieces. To my ears, somewhere has soup boiled with loaches. Let's make him that way.
    

    
      "Receive it."
    

    
      Gong Pilsang threw the sword.
    

    
      Seureung—Hwangbo Gak immediately drew the sword. A large, heavy greatsword.
    

    
      Wuuuung—Jin Yeomyeong also lifted Mukheun.
    

    
      Now words weren't needed.
    

    
      The moment two swords faced each other, even the conversation until now briefly disappeared.
    

    
      Only two martial artists.
    

    
      "Receive this!"
    

    
      The one who thrust sword first was Hwangbo Gak.
    

    
      "My. As martial world senior, no yielding!"
    

    
      "What yielding would Demonic Cult give?"
    

    
      However, the martial arts were real.
    

    
      Kwareung—with sound shaking the atmosphere, Hwangbo Clan's Thunder Tremor Sword Technique unfolded.
    

    
      "Both sword and sword technique are heavy unlike the person."
    

    
      "Huhuhu."
    

    
      He hadn't separately learned thunder arts.
    

    
      Thunder Tremor Sword Technique deployed with Hwangbo Clan's Heavenly King Divine Arts.
    

    
      That is, bringing down lightning with power, and thunder following the lightning.
    

    
      "No demonic arts?"
    

    
      "If I'd learned such things, the Alliance Leader would have caught on. Demonic arts were for later."
    

    
      Conversation only the two could hear, buried in Thunder Tremor Sword Technique.
    

    
      Even meanwhile, the Heavenly King holding huge lightning advanced step by step. The Heavenly King's enemy had no choice but to kneel before that power.
    

    
      Before power.
    

    
      So, if in front, that is.
    

    
      "Oh, look at the Ink Sword Hero's movement technique!"
    

    
      "Evading all of Hwangbo Gak's attacks!"
    

    
      "Like a fight between lightning and wind."
    

    
      Combat style established by reaching Four-Tenths mastery of Eight Trigram Unity Technique and choosing Xun Trigram Technique.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong moved lightly, quickly, freely following Xun Trigram hand seals.
    

    
      Lightning struck down and surroundings trembled.
    

    
      Wind was already far away.
    

    
      The Heavenly King holding lightning approached again step by step—seonkeuk seonkeuk. Heavenly King steps were dignified and powerful.
    

    
      Wind moved so the Heavenly King couldn't catch it.
    

    
      Not fleeing.
    

    
      Moving as if surrounding the Heavenly King.
    

    
      "A whirlwind? Am I seeing correctly?"
    

    
      "Seems correct. I'm also seeing that."
    

    
      "If caught in that, can't avoid sword strikes either."
    

    
      Lightning and wind fought.
    

    
      When lightning rang, wind was pushed back. When wind raged, lightning scattered.
    

    
      Whether lightning struck the wind's center first,
    

    
      or power exhausted getting caught in the whirlwind—such a fight.
    

    
      However—the Heavenly King's momentum grew even stronger. If he paused even briefly, fist or sword would definitely fly.
    

    
      "Isn't the Ink Sword Hero gradually getting caught?"
    

    
      "Seems... so."
    

    
      "C-cornered! Will be caught!"
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak murmured.
    

    
      "Jin Yeomyeong, I noticed from Black Path subjugation, but this exceeds expectations."
    

    
      "I'm becoming stronger faster than before."
    

    
      "Hmph. But not above me."
    

    
      The moment Hwangbo Gak aimed for arrived. He concentrated inner power in his sword.
    

    
      The place for lightning to strike down was decided. Since he'd driven Jin Yeomyeong binding him in one place, the sword path was clear.
    

    
      "This ends it! Coming!"
    

    
      Thunder Tremor Sword Technique's ultimate technique unfolded.
    

    
      Kkwareureung—the sound shaking heaven and earth—
    

    
      —...
    

    
      Wasn't heard.
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak's sword was a feint.
    

    
      He deployed a feint so Jin Yeomyeong had no choice but to block low.
    

    
      'How's this!'
    

    
      This was Hwangbo Gak's ultimate technique.
    

    
      His method of defeating enemies exceeding his martial prowess.
    

    
      A feint the solely upright Heavenly King suddenly deployed.
    

    
      Though reluctant to show martial artists gathered here, couldn't help it.
    

    
      "What?!"
    

    
      Before converting from feint to real strike—
    

    
      "You saw through?"
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong aimed for the very short gap.
    

    
      Mukheun that flew like wind suddenly changed heavily striking down the greatsword.
    

    
      Kwaaaang—the sound of metal bowing to metal.
    

    
      Hands throbbed as the greatsword drooped downward.
    

    
      'Inner power?'
    

    
      Very slightly contained deeper inner power.
    

    
      'Faster?'
    

    
      Very slightly faster footwork unfolded.
    

    
      'Sharper!'
    

    
      Very slightly sharper sword technique.
    

    
      'Don't tell me the entire duel until now—'
    

    
      Feint.
    

    
      He'd used the entire duel as feint.
    

    
      This couldn't be.
    

    
      Not even simple sparring but a duel with much at stake.
    

    
      To hide very slight levels continuing the duel.
    

    
      If at first maybe not, but as duel continued would easily be revealed, yet hid until this moment.
    

    
      Had never seen or heard of such operation.
    

    
      Beyond inner power, sword technique, footwork, all these things—
    

    
      "Experience? That's above me?"
    

    
      Reaching an unacceptable conclusion, Hwangbo Gak burst out shouting.
    

    
      For one moment, the sword path scattered.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong's face that approached close came into view.
    

    
      Their gazes met.
    

    
      "The end."
    

    
      Together with one short remark, Mukheun placed a period.
    

    
      "Kwaaaa!"
    

    
      Deep in the qi center—a period announcing a martial artist's end was placed.
    

    
      For martial artists, qi center destruction was no different from death sentence.
    

    
      Martial arts accumulated through lifetime training disappeared in one moment.
    

    
      "Keuk, eu, euaaaa!"
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak's screams didn't end.
    

    
      Of course pain from sword wounds, but he was screaming involuntarily at the sensation of inner power scattering.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong looked at such Hwangbo Gak coldly.
    

    
      "While overturning Luoyang, I realized one thing."
    

    
      Luoyang where public order scattered, prices rose, and people were sold.
    

    
      "An environment where children can live safely, prosperously, healthily."
    

    
      Even in chaotic Luoyang, there were people who fed, cared for, and taught children.
    

    
      "Ultimately, just needed to be good adults."
    

    
      The environment where children lived well was 'good adults.'
    

    
      "Then you know what the opposite is?"
    

    
      The existence that drove all that environment down the path of deterioration,
    

    
      the existence that brought suffering to both children and adults.
    

    
      "For bad adults, I have nothing to give but the sword."
    

    
      Bad adult.
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak's screams were subsiding.
    

    
      "Collusion with Demonic Cult will end after receiving Alliance investigation and proper disposition. However, as White Path, as Luoyang person, and as one adult, I wanted to personally punish."
    

    
      As someone who saw all the harm a bad adult caused—couldn't leave that qi center alone.
    

    
      So I accepted the duel.
    

    
      "Whew."
    

    
      All martial artists were quietly watching.
    

    
      "I just destroyed the Murim Alliance Branch Leader's qi center. Since it's something done before Alliance disposition, I don't know how the Alliance will judge. It's all my responsibility, so if the Alliance comes to investigate, just tell them what you saw."
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong smiled—binggeut.
    

    
      Though caused truly great trouble,
    

    
      the fact of causing great trouble made him happy.
    

    
      Right now, Jin Yeomyeong was free beyond compare.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Martial artists had no answer.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong added one remark.
    

    
      "If anyone doesn't want to be involved, you can just say you didn't see. I say again, this is my responsibility—"
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero."
    

    
      Autumn wind blew past—hwing hani.
    

    
      As if pushed by that wind, the person who walked out staggering was Gong Pilsang.
    

    
      "Not seeing it."
    

    
      He knelt on one knee examining Hwangbo Gak.
    

    
      "When the hero corrected the branch's wrongdoing."
    

    
      After confirming Hwangbo Gak still breathed, Gong Pilsang raised his head.
    

    
      "Your leave application hasn't been approved yet. That is, you're still Luoyang Branch's Outer Hall martial artist. An Outer Hall martial artist handled a traitor. Who would say anything about this? Probably gratitude will come from main headquarters. As Deputy Branch Leader, I'll be witness."
    

    
      Gong Pilsang finished rising.
    

    
      Only after instructing to put Hwangbo Gak in Thunder Prison did he conclude his words.
    

    
      "I'm on your side."
    

    
      "I'm also on the Ink Sword Hero's side."
    

    
      The one who received Gong Pilsang's words was Kwak Daebang.
    

    
      "As a martial artist belonging to Outer Hall together, I'll also be witness. The evil deeds witnessed while subjugating Black Path were severe. Though Outer Hall moves receiving Alliance missions, that's not saying to leave aside evil deeds outside missions. Couldn't not punish the evil deeds' mastermind."
    

    
      "I'm also on the Ink Sword Hero's side! This Swift Wind will also be witness. Not only Flying Black Bear witnessed evil deeds. As Luoyang's White Path martial artist, I'll be witness. If White Path, couldn't not see the end of these matters."
    

    
      Following Kwak Daebang who offered to be witness as Outer Hall martial artist, Swift Wind said he'd be witness as White Path martial artist.
    

    
      Not only that.
    

    
      "Same here! Dragon Sword Gang will also be witness. We nearly became Black Path as entire sect due to previous gang leader's wrong guidance. If Black Path King is related to Demonic Cult, might have entered Demonic Cult."
    

    
      "We're also so! Tiger Alliance entered Luoyang as Black Path. Might have become hands and feet of Black Path King's evil deeds. But now thanks to Ink Sword Hero, we found different lives. We'll also be witnesses."
    

    
      If I'd remained the past Jin Yeomyeong,
    

    
      people who'd have walked Black Path and further Demonic Cult's path stepped forward for me.
    

    
      Not only that.
    

    
      "If someone distanced from Luoyang martial world is needed, I'll be witness. I'm Sang Jinhwa of Banggachon. Here's my son Yang Cheonjo."
    

    
      "I'm Silver Hero Yang Cheon—, mmph."
    

    
      Someone asked.
    

    
      "Excuse me, but it's a name I haven't heard.
    

    
      Could you tell us your alias or school?"
    

    
      She couldn't say she was a reclusive master.
    

    
      "No particular school. I'm the granddaughter of Ten Thousand Leaves Hand of Taehang Mountains."
    

    
      Oh, she said it.
    

    
      "Ten Thousand Leaves Hand of Taehang? Isn't that one of the Five Eccentrics?"
    

    
      "His granddaughter lived near Luoyang?"
    

    
      "Had no idea! Then she must possess brilliant palm techniques!"
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo looked at his mother Sang Jinhwa in great surprise.
    

    
      "I'm... the great-grandson of a past master?"
    

    
      The boy's question was buried.
    

    
      "This Iron Eagle Blade will also be witness!"
    

    
      "If Branch Leader-nim is insufficient, this Jogon will also step forward!"
    

    
      "We're sects from Songshan County. We'll also be witnesses!"
    

    
      One after another, people's voices burst forth.
    

    
      Alliance members, Outer Hall, inside and outside Luoyang City, from renowned martial artists to reclusive experts— everyone was raising voices for me.
    

    
      For me, and for the new path I'd taken.
    

    
      "The Ink Sword Hero's sword! Set right Luoyang's righteousness!"
    

    
      Kwak Daebang who looked around whispered quietly.
    

    
      "Told you, didn't I? You're not the type to rest."
    

    
      "Now that everything's finished, if I rest..."
    

    
      "Won't work. Now you represent Luoyang. Not Luoyang's First Sword, but Luoyang's First Hero."
    

    
      Luoyang's First Hero.
    

    
      A name that sounded extremely busy.
    

    
      However, I didn't dislike it.
    

    
      Taebok.
    

    
      This is what your father is like.
    

    

  
    Chapter 56: Chapter 56

    
      Chapter 56: Now I Can Go
    

    
      The ink dipped on the brush had dried.
    

    
      Already the umpteenth time.
    

    
      Such a troublesome report.
    

    
      Murim Alliance Luoyang Branch
    

    
      Title: Report on Subduing Luoyang Branch Leader Hwangbo Gak
    

    
      Recipient: Murim Alliance Leader
    

    
      Gong Pilsang's stomach churned—ssareureeu.
    

    
      Had he ever written a report going directly to the Alliance Leader?
    

    
      Moreover, to report such a matter?
    

    
      He didn't write separate references.
    

    
      Because too many people should be included. The two Vice Alliance Leaders handling administration and strategy, naturally the Chief Strategist too, the Enforcement Hall Leader of course, and even the Zhanglong Hall Leader to which Jin Yeomyeong belonged—
    

    
      Never mind.
    

    
      Not writing references was the right decision.
    

    
      A report that should go straight to the Alliance Leader. Since it concerned his own blood relative, would receive it first and inform others himself.
    

    
      一. For the Murim Alliance's infinite development.
    

    
      The brush stopped here too.
    

    
      Words always written without concern.
    

    
      Merely formality.
    

    
      However, after experiencing this incident, looked different.
    

    
      The Alliance had grown quantitatively.
    

    
      Not only branches, but depending on need, even established sub-branches smaller than branches in some places.
    

    
      Recruited that many Alliance members. Didn't think all selections were thorough.
    

    
      With the Branch Leader colluding with Demonic Cult, would Alliance members be fine?
    

    
      Let's move on.
    

    
      Anyway, infinite development must happen.
    

    
      二. Summary: In the Black Path subjugation process led by Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong belonging to Zhanglong Hall, the fact that Luoyang Branch Leader Hwangbo Gak colluded with Demonic Cult secretly operating as the entity called Luoyang Black Path King was discovered. Evidence was confirmed while numerous Luoyang martial artists witnessed, and Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong subdued Branch Leader Hwangbo Gak who attempted leaving the scene through martial duel. Branch Leader Hwangbo Gak is currently imprisoned in Thunder Prison.
    

    
      The detailed process is explained as follows.
    

    
      - Below -
    

    
      Too much to write below.
    

    
      The defeated Demonic Cult turns out to be intact.
    

    
      How did we know? Ask the Ink Sword Hero.
    

    
      Why didn't the branch know? So that's because of Hwangbo Gak.
    

    
      I also suffered greatly. Don't you properly manage blood relatives?
    

    
      Ehyu—Gong Pilsang who sighed moved his brush.
    

    
      The trading company alliance that gained power under the previous magistrate's reign secretly assembled Black Path oppressing commoners. Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong, in the process of preventing Golden Cloud Trading Captain Zhu Hochong's assassination attempt, clashed with some Black Path—
    

    
      Now Luoyang's commercial world was Golden Cloud Trading's monopoly system.
    

    
      Even if other trading companies existed, couldn't match Golden Cloud Trading's scale. Merely divided domains Golden Cloud Trading didn't handle.
    

    
      Heard Golden Cloud Trading sent tremendous gifts to the new house the Ink Sword Hero moved to.
    

    
      Gong Pilsang awkwardly scratched his head.
    

    
      Then briefly put down the brush stroking the desk.
    

    
      The newly acquired rosewood desk welcomed his touch.
    

    
      Truly beautiful and elegant.
    

    
      Even difficult report writing gained strength because this desk existed.
    

    
      However—letters carved in the upper right watched him.
    

    
      [Presented by Jin Yeomyeong]
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong had sent one desk made of rosewood.
    

    
      Ssareureeu—stomach ached again.
    

    
      Five characters forcing him to recall who'd come if he did wrongly.
    

    
      Won't do it.
    

    
      Won't do wrong things.
    

    
      I did it because Hwangbo Gak ordered, not by my own will.
    

    
      Turning head back to the report—
    

    
      Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong continuously clashed with Black Path forces in subsequent personal activities. He gauged Black Path's quantity and quality speculating backing existed, and formed Black Path Extermination Corps proceeding with Black Path subjugation.
    

    
      Wrote in detail several incidents heard from Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      Personal activities' aftermath continued even now.
    

    
      Luoyang Physicians' Guild was born.
    

    
      Heard the inaugural guild head was a physician called Jang Huigun.
    

    
      Luoyang Black Path Extermination Corps changed its name to Luoyang Self-Defense Corps.
    

    
      Affiliated groups like Tiger Alliance obtained livelihoods through Jin Yeomyeong's mediation. While living like that, they stepped forward for night patrols, Black Path subjugation, etc.
    

    
      The subjugation received active support from current Henan Magistrate Yang Daeryang. The magistrate is thought to have plans to expand subjugation to Henan overall going forward.
    

    
      The Henan Magistrate was purging subordinates belonging to opposing political factions.
    

    
      Soon Magistrate Yang Daeryang would completely dominate Henan.
    

    
      Rumor had it he assigned Jin Yeomyeong as secret inspector.
    

    
      Those words also meant Jin Yeomyeong gained wings for activities within Henan.
    

    
      Subjugation of the Black Path base located in Banggachon, Sangyang County was carried out. In this subjugation, beheaded Blood Path Guest, Nine Black Ghost, Tangshan Twin Killers, Life-Severing Second Brother, Iron Head Fierce Tiger, etc. Also captured Guyang Je who'd trained Water Vein demonic arts.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong said he'd deliver Blood Path Guest's head to Mount Hua Sect. Probably from Mount Hua Sect's position, extremely welcome matter.
    

    
      Guyang Je was surprisingly still breathing.
    

    
      Probably would be escorted to the Alliance together with Hwangbo Gak receiving interrogation.
    

    
      Now then, now the grand finale.
    

    
      The stone wall excavated from the hideout's stone chamber had traces of Hwangbo Clan's Heavenly King Divine Fist. All martial artists who witnessed this agreed Hwangbo Gak was the collaborator. Nevertheless, Hwangbo Gak attempted leaving the scene without permission and provoked martial artists trying to stop him. The Ink Sword Hero responded to the duel. As the duel's result, Branch Leader Hwangbo Gak suffered fatal injury to his qi center.
    

    
      Suffered fatal injury to qi center.
    

    
      Originally content that should be in the summary, but came this far wanting to delay.
    

    
      "Haiya. How will the Alliance Leader react?"
    

    
      While he himself was this frightened—
    

    
      The Ink Sword Hero seemed to have no worries at all.
    

    
      Saying he'd go back to Banggachon's Black Path hideout.
    

    
      His head shook involuntarily.
    

    
      Too lacking in worry.
    

    
      That fearsome Alliance Leader. Yet insisting on definitely attaching 'that' to this report?
    

    
      "Haah. Have to do it."
    

    
      With a deep sigh, Gong Pilsang lifted his brush.
    

    
      Addendum) Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong applied for leave. See Appendix Thirteen.
    

    
      The leave application Hwangbo Gak had been suppressing was attached at the very end of the report.
    

    
      Looking again, amazing.
    

    
      Leave Reason: Childcare.
    

    
      "Of all things to cause such an incident. I don't know. I don't know."
    

    
      The Alliance's first childcare leave application.
    

    
      The report departed.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      "Then I'll be going."
    

    
      "Have a safe trip."
    

    
      I greeted my wife and left the main building.
    

    
      The newly moved house had a wide courtyard. New employees greeted me.
    

    
      "Have a safe trip, Ink Sword Hero."
    

    
      "Should we prepare dinner?"
    

    
      Among them, Jeongi came running—jjoreureu.
    

    
      "Hero, where are you going? Take me too!"
    

    
      Gardener Jeong Nosam was horrified stopping his daughter.
    

    
      The exact same scene as when first meeting at Master Dongpae's estate made me laugh.
    

    
      They'd been working at positions Golden Cloud Trading provided, then rushed over hearing our house was hiring.
    

    
      "Child! Master Jin is now our master lord. Don't just say anything!"
    

    
      Master Jin?
    

    
      No, no, that's a bit—
    

    
      "What master lord? That's too much. Rather call me by alias."
    

    
      Jeongi looked up at me with sparkling eyes.
    

    
      "Alias? Which one? Butcher?"
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Aliases Black Path had called carelessly still remained. Would take some time to disappear.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero. That's enough."
    

    
      "Hehe. Lately people don't just say Ink Sword Hero though."
    

    
      "Then?"
    

    
      "Great Hero. Ink Sword Great Hero."
    

    
      The character Great got attached.
    

    
      Great Hero—an alias reminiscent of Namgung Jeheon.
    

    
      "At home, just 'hero' is sufficient. That aside, shall I buy candied fruit?"
    

    
      "Ah? Yes!"
    

    
      I left the house taking Jeongi.
    

    
      Heungeol heungeol—walking with the humming little one, soon a candied fruit stall appeared.
    

    
      "Great Hero! You came?"
    

    
      He really called me Great Hero.
    

    
      The candied fruit vendor was that person whose stall nearly went to the trading company alliance.
    

    
      "No troubles lately?"
    

    
      "Troubles? There are! Since the alliance disappeared and supplies abundantly entered, fruit prices also dropped. Can keep selling at prices suitable for kids to buy. All thanks to Great Hero!"
    

    
      "Fortunate. Jeongi, what candied fruit will you eat?"
    

    
      "Plum candied fruit!"
    

    
      "Really? Your taste is similar to our Taebok."
    

    
      "Taebok? He eats candied fruit?"
    

    
      "No. When he grows up. Seems like he'll like plum candied fruit."
    

    
      I gave candied fruit to tilting-head Jeongi and sent her home.
    

    
      Self-Defense Corps inside and outside the alley.
    

    
      And even Mister Pao in our alley—
    

    
      Even Jeongi alone could return home safely.
    

    
      "Oh, it's Ink Sword Great Hero!"
    

    
      "Great Hero! Great Hero! Hello!"
    

    
      "Will you recognize us?"
    

    
      I looked at the ones approaching noisily.
    

    
      They pulled out coins clamoring at the candied fruit vendor for the candied fruit they wanted.
    

    
      "Haha. Why ask if you won't even hear my answer?"
    

    
      "Eh, but must buy quickly. Time to go learn writing from Scholar Bang."
    

    
      "Great Hero will recognize us. How is it? Different from beggar days, right? We're handsome when we wash well and wear new clothes too!"
    

    
      Jang Hyu and other young beggars had now become young students.
    

    
      Zhu Hochong, even amid busyness, arranged places for the children to stay.
    

    
      I also recommended Scholar Bang Wongeol so children could obtain basic learning.
    

    
      Who knows?
    

    
      Perhaps a top examination passer might emerge among these kids.
    

    
      "You were handsome back then too. But no way I wouldn't recognize you."
    

    
      Because the sparkling eyes and clear laughter were pretty no matter what clothes worn.
    

    
      "Now, go quickly. Must go learn much."
    

    
      "Uu, I'm already dizzy."
    

    
      "Me too."
    

    
      "What if we get caught dozing like last time?"
    

    
      Mm. Top examination passing is too much?
    

    
      Parting from the kids, I walked the street again.
    

    
      What if they're bad at studying?
    

    
      Golden Cloud Trading has various jobs—later they can do work they can do.
    

    
      For example—
    

    
      "Great Hero, where are you going?"
    

    
      "Captain, no, are you now Chairman again?"
    

    
      "Right. Now Chairman again."
    

    
      Former-former Tiger Alliance Chairman, former Extermination Corps Captain, current Tiger Construction Alliance Chairman Go Dangseong appeared.
    

    
      He was building a shop by the roadside.
    

    
      From there, construction alliance members stuck out heads greeting.
    

    
      "Great Hero, please say something to Chairman! He's too fired up."
    

    
      "Just now obtained proper work, so must do well from the start. The nagging is so severe."
    

    
      "We're also doing it properly!"
    

    
      Chairman Go seemed meticulously checking even building one shop.
    

    
      "Haven't done proper work in ages! What if we miss something!"
    

    
      "That's also the same for Chairman. We're building while checking many times!"
    

    
      "You bastards! Would I come if I trusted you!"
    

    
      Leaving Tiger Construction Alliance having a verbal fight, I walked the road again.
    

    
      [Jang Physician's Office]
    

    
      Arrived at destination.
    

    
      The physician's office operated by Physicians' Guild Head Jang Huigun.
    

    
      "Long time no see. Great Hero!"
    

    
      "Long time no see, Physician Jang. Weren't you surprised when I suddenly sent patients?"
    

    
      "Was slightly surprised but was fine. Do patients come with advance notice?"
    

    
      "The number was a bit much though."
    

    
      "That's also fine. Now there's Luoyang Physicians' Guild. Physicians who suffered together back then created a contact network, and before we knew it everyone participated. If one physician's office can't handle it, just request help from another physician's office."
    

    
      Organization was established.
    

    
      Different from past Luoyang.
    

    
      "Is there an elder named Dang Yang inside?"
    

    
      "Yes, shall I bring him?"
    

    
      "No, I'll go in. Please guide me."
    

    
      Jang Huigun turned heading inside.
    

    
      Before following him in—suddenly turned my head looking at the physician's office entrance.
    

    
      Beyond that, Luoyang's streets were visible.
    

    
      Safely, prosperously, healthily. If wishing one more thing, to the extent of playing with friends.
    

    
      Thoughts from walking Luoyang's streets right after regression came to mind.
    

    
      Pisik—laughter emerged.
    

    
      "Roughly achieved?"
    

    
      Self-Defense Corps, trading companies, Physicians' Guild took their places.
    

    
      Children were safely going through streets. Supplies were abundant and prices dropped. If sick, could visit physicians anytime.
    

    
      "Good, very good."
    

    
      Now after stopping by the location on the treasure map, can depart on spiritual medicine journey.
    

    
      "Oh, Ink Sword Hero! You came! Finished all work?"
    

    
      Though I tried entering, Dang Yang rushed out.
    

    
      "If you mean finishing, I finished. Though seems a bigger matter will arise because of that finishing."
    

    
      "Is that so?"
    

    
      "Yes. But that's why I came without delaying."
    

    
      If inspectors came from the Alliance or they summoned me to main headquarters, wouldn't have time.
    

    
      "Good, good. Don't delay. Even now it keeps bothering me."
    

    
      So then—
    

    
      "So what is it? What's inside?"
    

    
      "Ah, I don't know that."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      Mm, this kind of development?
    

    

  
    Chapter 57: Chapter 57

    
      Chapter 57: Let Go. Don't Stop Me
    

    
      "Don't worry, hero. The treasure map definitely existed."
    

    
      Treasure map—a map showing where treasure is buried.
    

    
      Occasionally appears in the martial world.
    

    
      Maps recorded with all sorts of complex codes claiming secret manuals or divine weapons are buried.
    

    
      At such times, codes aren't the problem.
    

    
      The problem, as always, is people.
    

    
      Since martial artists are those who grind their lives to become strong, how attractive would treasure maps be?
    

    
      Blade fights already abound over who gets the treasure map.
    

    
      'The trap is that most are worthless junk though.'
    

    
      Already looted places, or worthless items when found—these cases are rather fortunate.
    

    
      Sometimes malicious traps.
    

    
      Among Demonic Cult's great veins, the Blood Vein scattered fake treasure maps and feasted on the blood of martial artists who came seeking treasure.
    

    
      However—
    

    
      "I don't know what they tried to find. But we actually reached the stone tomb."
    

    
      This treasure map is real.
    

    
      "It was a huge stone tomb. We entered through a collapsed wall, not the entrance."
    

    
      "A collapsed wall? Didn't someone enter first?"
    

    
      "Didn't seem so... Seems a part collapsed for unknown reasons. Don't know. Maybe from the shock of us digging down."
    

    
      "I see. As long as no one entered first, it's fine."
    

    
      "The mechanism formations were still operating as is. We only looked near where we entered then came back out."
    

    
      The miners discovered several martial arts books there.
    

    
      "These books."
    

    
      The books Dang Yang carefully pulled from his chest looked quite old.
    

    
      I also carefully received them examining thoroughly.
    

    
      If these were secret manuals, no need to go to the stone tomb.
    

    
      "These aren't secret manual level."
    

    
      Just as a scholar's study doesn't only have old books, a martial arts master's bookshelf also had various martial arts books stuck in.
    

    
      Probably some among such books.
    

    
      "Seemed so. The really important things were probably inside the mechanism formations. Even these were difficult for us to learn."
    

    
      Thanks to Dang Yang they could learn even that much. Dang Yang who professionally handled passage design knew writing well.
    

    
      "Thinking about it."
    

    
      "Hero, what's wrong?"
    

    
      I examined Dang Yang's complexion.
    

    
      "An elderly person suffered trapped in tunnels."
    

    
      "Everyone suffered together, so what again..."
    

    
      "That's not it."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "Yet your complexion is bright."
    

    
      For an elder who experienced hardship, extremely healthy.
    

    
      "Elder Dang Yang, at Murim Alliance Luoyang Branch's Outer Hall, there's a hero called Kwak Daebang."
    

    
      "Kwak Daebang? I know, but why him?"
    

    
      "Continue learning martial arts with the miners. If there are blocked parts, first come find me, and if I'm not there, go find Kwak Daebang."
    

    
      "Mm? Telling me to continue learning martial arts at this age?"
    

    
      Not telling you to become a martial artist.
    

    
      That's too big a choice.
    

    
      "The martial arts you learned now seem to fit well. Don't you feel your health improved?"
    

    
      "That is true but..."
    

    
      "The miners who follow you, the children you saved—stay beside them long."
    

    
      "Ah. Ahh..."
    

    
      Learning common martial arts at Dang Yang's age, achievement is obvious.
    

    
      Just needs to help health.
    

    
      "The miners showed good adults' appearance to children at that mountain. Especially among them, Elder, you're literally an 'elder.' Please train steadily staying healthy."
    

    
      If even one more good adult existed—Luoyang would become that much better city for children to live in.
    

    
      "Whew... This is. It's arduous to learn, so I was going to stop."
    

    
      I just smiled slightly—binggeut.
    

    
      Training is arduous. I know that well.
    

    
      "Still, I'll do as the hero says."
    

    
      "You promised."
    

    
      "I promise."
    

    
      I rose.
    

    
      Not sending someone or having healthy miners deliver—this was the reason.
    

    
      I wanted to receive this promise.
    

    
      "Then I'll take my leave..."
    

    
      Now time to rise and return.
    

    
      "Wait!"
    

    
      "Yes?"
    

    
      "Hero, there's a fact other miners don't know."
    

    
      Huh? What?
    

    
      "Looking at the entered position and structures seen inside, inner structures are concentrated in the front part of the entire stone tomb."
    

    
      "What does that mean?"
    

    
      "Definitely has double structure. After finding treasure, don't just come out. There's something else!"
    

    
      Ooh.
    

    
      Double structure.
    

    
      That's probably—
    

    
      "Double treasure?"
    

    
      ***
    

    
      I arrived at the Black Path hideout without delay.
    

    
      Preparations were: the map Dang Yang drew, shovel and pickaxe, and—
    

    
      "Uh... but why me?"
    

    
      Kwak Daebang, and—
    

    
      "Thanks for including me!"
    

    
      Brought Yang Cheonjo.
    

    
      "Brother Kwak is support, Cheonjo is supply."
    

    
      Though wondered about coming alone—
    

    
      "Heard there are mechanism formations inside the stone tomb. Brother Kwak also trained Body Protection Technique, so please help me a bit."
    

    
      He tilted his head.
    

    
      "To stuff my body in, would need to dig passages wide?"
    

    
      "Anyway, Brother Kwak is digging, so what's the problem?"
    

    
      "Kkeuung."
    

    
      Even for maintaining secrecy, Kwak Daebang's character was trustworthy. Tight-lipped and no greed.
    

    
      "Cheonjo, if we come out needing rest immediately, let's impose on you."
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo lived in nearby Banggachon.
    

    
      Though somewhat rash, he trusted and followed me, so would keep secrets.
    

    
      "Yes, I told mother too. She said come anytime."
    

    
      Since Sang Jinhwa herself was a master, could receive help if needed.
    

    
      "Did you hear about your maternal grandfather Ten Thousand Leaves Hand of Taehang?"
    

    
      "No, she doesn't tell me well. Hero, can't you go ask?"
    

    
      "Right, after finishing this work if there's opportunity."
    

    
      There'd be reasons for keeping it secret.
    

    
      Not my place to interfere.
    

    
      "Now, this way."
    

    
      I led the way looking at the map.
    

    
      Like this, three people—reminds me of that day heading to Oga Pharmacy. Coincidentally meeting on the road, various chaotic things happened.
    

    
      "After turning here, from the point immediately visible... Mm?"
    

    
      We walked following the steep mountain path animals used. The destination was the base of some low cliff.
    

    
      He said from here, digging in would arrive at the stone tomb entrance. Mixed with much rock, also said definitely bring pickaxe.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      Why.
    

    
      Here.
    

    
      "Hero, did we hear correctly?"
    

    
      "A tunnel's already dug?"
    

    
      As Kwak Daebang and Yang Cheonjo said.
    

    
      A tunnel slightly taller than a person was dug wide open—ppeeong.
    

    
      "Right?"
    

    
      I examined the tunnel wall.
    

    
      Wondered if perhaps an animal dug it, but wasn't at all.
    

    
      "Wow."
    

    
      Clean.
    

    
      As if cut with a famous sword, the rock was cleanly cut.
    

    
      Kwak Daebang and Yang Cheonjo also touched the wall following me, conversing among themselves.
    

    
      "This is definitely traces using martial arts. Moreover, one person did it."
    

    
      "Means a master?"
    

    
      "Right. An incredible master at that."
    

    
      "Ek, then won't that person take the treasure too?"
    

    
      A master came.
    

    
      Dug a tunnel with transcendent martial arts.
    

    
      "Brother Kwak, let's put down shovel and pickaxe here. Should hold weapons."
    

    
      "Huh?"
    

    
      "Cheonjo, when I give instructions, go to Senior Sang requesting help."
    

    
      "Suddenly?"
    

    
      Treasure maps have no owners. Treasure too.
    

    
      If someone gets it first, just step back would be fine.
    

    
      However—
    

    
      "Whoever it is dug from the point Elder Dang mentioned. Only possible with treasure map or copy."
    

    
      "Right."
    

    
      "Who had the treasure map? Black Path connected to Demonic Cult."
    

    
      "Ahh!"
    

    
      Tension also rose on both their faces. They each pulled out twin blades and short staff.
    

    
      "What's inside is either Black Path or Demonic Cult."
    

    
      "Your words are right!"
    

    
      Seureung—I also drew Mukheun.
    

    
      Whatever treasure in the stone tomb, couldn't hand it to Demonic Cult.
    

    
      "Let's go."
    

    
      Left hand holding torch, right hand holding weapon—moving inside quickly.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, the door's broken."
    

    
      The stone tomb entrance's steel door was pierced.
    

    
      "Pierced this cleanly?"
    

    
      Not Luoyang Black Path's level.
    

    
      "Could be a Demonic Cult figure. Brother Kwak, depending on situation, might need to avoid fighting."
    

    
      "Right. Might be better to escape first assembling pursuit team."
    

    
      "Cheonjo, absolutely don't speak roughly. Don't even open your mouth. When I say quiet, close your mouth going 'hap.'"
    

    
      "Yep! I won't miss and—"
    

    
      "Quiet."
    

    
      "Hap!"
    

    
      With Yang Cheonjo's mouth-closing sound as last, we entered inside the stone tomb.
    

    
      A narrow corridor about two chi (60cm) continued, with stone chambers appearing in between.
    

    
      Originally a path requiring breaking through mechanisms.
    

    
      However, now a passage about one jang wide was pierced through the stone tomb corridor.
    

    
      On the floor scattered arrows, throwing stars, poison liquid, etc.
    

    
      Kwak Daebang shook his head.
    

    
      "Brutal. Someone for whom mechanism formations are useless."
    

    
      "If it comes to it, I'll block so please send Cheonjo outside."
    

    
      "I'm also Silver Hero now, so if three of us fight together..."
    

    
      "Quiet."
    

    
      "Hap."
    

    
      Everywhere pressed flat as if crumbled. With overwhelming inner power release, crushed all mechanisms and everything.
    

    
      Thanks to that—didn't go far before encountering him.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Stone chamber at the corridor's end.
    

    
      Location where a senior deceased's coffin was enshrined.
    

    
      When we carefully entered, one man's back was visible before the coffin.
    

    
      Whether the man threw them, several torches burned on the floor.
    

    
      Peolleok—following lonely wind blowing from the passage, firelight swayed.
    

    
      The man's long shadow also swayed together.
    

    
      "Oh."
    

    
      As if noticing our presence, he raised his head.
    

    
      Saw height as six chi (1m 80cm), but seems he'd been bowing his head. Raising head too, seven chi tall (2m 10cm). Unusually elongated fellow.
    

    
      "Did I take too much time?"
    

    
      With words, he turned toward us.
    

    
      And that moment—
    

    
      "Eot."
    

    
      "At."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang and Yang Cheonjo flinched.
    

    
      'What is that?'
    

    
      I was equally surprised.
    

    
      Dark stone chamber.
    

    
      Beyond faint firelight—
    

    
      The man was smiling.
    

    
      Smiling with glistening two eyes and mouth split wide as if tearing.
    

    
      "Unexpected meeting. Delightful. Delightful."
    

    
      The man didn't care about our condition. As if truly delightful, wearing huge smile—
    

    
      Dwireuk—right eye looked at Kwak Daebang, left eye at Yang Cheonjo.
    

    
      Dwireuk—this time crossing gazes, left eye at Yang Cheonjo, right eye at Kwak Daebang.
    

    
      "Three. Today's connection is three?"
    

    
      This time, the clothes the man wore entered view.
    

    
      Clothes made by patching various colored cloth. Would be colorful in bright outside.
    

    
      Not sane.
    

    
      Absolutely not White Path.
    

    
      Black Path also don't have such eyes.
    

    
      Demonic Cult.
    

    
      Not petty Demonic Cult but real Demonic Cult.
    

    
      However—martial arts, height, clothing, face...
    

    
      An unforgettable figure once seen.
    

    
      'Strange. What is this dissonance?'
    

    
      The appearance itself is bizarre, but something else more bothering?
    

    
      And that moment—
    

    
      "Rak, rak, rak, rak."
    

    
      The man clicked his tongue making sounds.
    

    
      "Ah."
    

    
      That sound.
    

    
      Rak, rak, rak, rak.
    

    
      The last needed clue was that sound.
    

    
      The tongue-clicking sound pulled me into memory.
    

    
      So you're Ink Wind Sword Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      Before regression, back when my alias was Ink Wind Sword.
    

    
      Kkulleok. You...
    

    
      I was struck by palm strike spitting blood.
    

    
      To not die even taking my palm force. Worthy for Water Vein's sworn brothers to cut down.
    

    
      Mukheun flew from my hand rolling over there.
    

    
      That fellow was looking down at me.
    

    
      The robe already soaked in blood—color unknown—and body probably shrunk with Bone Shrinking Technique.
    

    
      Rak, rak, rak, rak.
    

    
      At first, wondered what sound.
    

    
      Only later looking back did I realize it was tongue-clicking sound.
    

    
      Back then, the face entered view more than sound.
    

    
      Face distorted by burns—no nose, no lips.
    

    
      Only barely remaining eyes gleamed smiling.
    

    
      "Ahh."
    

    
      Now I know.
    

    
      Right, that fellow.
    

    
      "What are you thinking about?"
    

    
      He approached before me—seureureu—as if gliding.
    

    
      Kwak Daebang and Yang Cheonjo involuntarily stepped back. Natural reaction. Facing that fellow makes it so.
    

    
      I—still stood holding position.
    

    
      "Rak, rak, rak, rak. If interesting thoughts, let me hear too."
    

    
      Still the same.
    

    
      One crazed about delight tries playing with my life.
    

    
      "Haah."
    

    
      Told Kwak Daebang not to rashly provoke.
    

    
      Told Yang Cheonjo not to open mouth.
    

    
      Now I just need to do well.
    

    
      "Whew."
    

    
      One deep breath.
    

    
      Starting.
    

    
      "What, why, bothering? Can't I think a bit with my own head?"
    

    
      Teodeok, teok—Kwak Daebang and Yang Cheonjo grab my shoulders.
    

    
      Transmitted—
    

    
      'Told you not to rashly provoke?'
    

    
      'Told me not even to open mouth?'
    

    
      Ah, let go a bit. Don't stop me.
    

    
      "Huh? I said can't I think a bit?"
    

    
      Mad Demon.
    

    
      Try answering.
    

    

  
    Chapter 58: Chapter 58

    
      Chapter 58: The Man Who Inspires Expectations
    

    
      Mad Demon killed his own father.
    

    
      According to information the Alliance compiled,
    

    
      split the father's skull extracting the brain.
    

    
      Delightful.
    

    
      This was said while kneading that brain.
    

    
      If you make me Cult Leader, I'll create even more delightful things.
    

    
      This was said while looking around at the Demon Heads of Demonic Cult's great veins.
    

    
      The Demon Heads were also crazy, so nodded at those words.
    

    
      Mad Demon ascended to Cult Leader's position.
    

    
      Right, this person is the current Demonic Cult Leader.
    

    
      'Yet having done that, he went missing while challenging to become Heavenly Demon.'
    

    
      So the Cult Leader I beheaded was the generation after Mad Demon.
    

    
      That fellow was also shudderingly strong.
    

    
      For now, focus on Mad Demon before my eyes.
    

    
      Rak.
    

    
      Hinges on this.
    

    
      I moved my mouth before him.
    

    
      "When people meet unexpected situations, must think. Thinking creates escape routes. Isn't that right?"
    

    
      Kkuuk, kkuuuk—Kwak Daebang and Yang Cheonjo's hands on my shoulders gain strength.
    

    
      'Stop it.'
    

    
      'Hero, hap! Hap!'
    

    
      If a martial artist above a certain level, momentum is felt even staying still.
    

    
      If deliberately hiding, the story differs, but Mad Demon didn't do so.
    

    
      From the moment of first seeing until now, emitting suffocating momentum.
    

    
      Setting aside being crazy, felt strong.
    

    
      Kwak Daebang and Yang Cheonjo also felt it.
    

    
      "Oho. A madman?"
    

    
      Mad Demon looked at me like viewing a lunatic.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Though intended, feelings are subtle.
    

    
      Honestly, if you have the alias Mad Demon, shouldn't say others are crazy.
    

    
      "I'm extremely sane."
    

    
      "Really?"
    

    
      "That's right. Though I came to my senses not long ago."
    

    
      I quickly changed topic.
    

    
      "Since we met, it's also connection—let's exchange names. I'm called Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong."
    

    
      Since I first revealed alias and name, the two companions had no escape route.
    

    
      "Flying Black Bear Kwak Daebang."
    

    
      "Silver Hero Yang Cheonjo."
    

    
      I interjected correcting Yang Cheonjo's words.
    

    
      "Silver Hero is still self-proclaimed."
    

    
      "Hero, can't I use it by now?"
    

    
      "Aliases should be given by others."
    

    
      "If I start saying it, others can call it too!"
    

    
      Mad Demon finds us interesting.
    

    
      Same madness-overflowing smile as usual.
    

    
      The colorful robe even sparkled amid this—mixed with gold thread perhaps.
    

    
      Anyone seeing would say crazy.
    

    
      'Don't say Mad Demon. Don't say Mad Demon.'
    

    
      If thinking to kill us now, would comfortably reveal himself.
    

    
      If not thinking that yet, would give different alias and name.
    

    
      To know what mind, exchanged names.
    

    
      "So."
    

    
      Now, who will he say?
    

    
      "Elder Brother's esteemed great name?"
    

    
      "Demonic Cult's Collection Officer Yi Hyeongjang."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      He said Demonic Cult himself.
    

    
      Old era Demonic Cult called themselves Divine Cult, and if others called them Demonic Cult, they raged.
    

    
      Current era Demonic Cult is different.
    

    
      Confidently introduces as Demonic Cult.
    

    
      And 'Collection Officer.'
    

    
      Mad Demon liked going around pretending not to be Cult Leader. At such times, he impersonated the Cult's various positions.
    

    
      Collection Officer was a position collecting items needed by the Cult. Not strange being inside a stone tomb.
    

    
      The name Yi Hyeongjang seems because I called him elder brother.
    

    
      Half and half.
    

    
      Said Demonic Cult, but gave different position and name as cover.
    

    
      Good.
    

    
      This far is also fine.
    

    
      Just not introducing as Mad Demon is fortunate.
    

    
      "Jin Yeomyeong."
    

    
      He called me.
    

    
      "You're not surprised."
    

    
      Normally meeting Demonic Cult figure in such place would greatly surprise.
    

    
      "Recently experienced various things in Luoyang."
    

    
      "That's true. Watched well your fight with Hwangbo Gak."
    

    
      "!!"
    

    
      Spine went chilly anew.
    

    
      Being at that place without being discovered by anyone.
    

    
      Of course would have used disguise and Bone Shrinking Technique, but there's energy sensing.
    

    
      "Then now, what does that rolling head say? Did you think of escape route?"
    

    
      The last question approached too quickly.
    

    
      He laughed at my retorts and responded to name exchange.
    

    
      Not for other reasons but curious about my next reaction.
    

    
      Depending on that answer, live or die.
    

    
      "Doesn't seem need to escape."
    

    
      "Why?"
    

    
      "Because you seem like you'll send us."
    

    
      "Oho?"
    

    
      No reason to send.
    

    
      No reason to let live.
    

    
      "Please go report to the Cult Leader."
    

    
      "Report?"
    

    
      I showed Mukheun. The friend who's always the answer.
    

    
      "Uh, hey."
    

    
      "Hero?"
    

    
      Kwak Daebang and Yang Cheonjo's surprised sounds were heard.
    

    
      Because even they felt he wasn't an opponent to win against now.
    

    
      "You two stay still. Now, Collection Officer. Look."
    

    
      Xun Trigram Technique I'd most mastered while handling wind's natural energy.
    

    
      Operated true qi creating small whirlwind on Mukheun's blade tip.
    

    
      Seuwik—sending the whirlwind to Mad Demon,
    

    
      he waved his robe hem receiving the whirlwind.
    

    
      "Now, next."
    

    
      Operated Li Trigram Technique handling fire's natural energy.
    

    
      Not yet mastered, so couldn't make big fire.
    

    
      However, fire energy gathered on Mukheun as surrounding air heated up.
    

    
      "Also next."
    

    
      Zhen Trigram Technique handling lightning's natural energy.
    

    
      Also still couldn't manifest lightning, but tingling thunder energy gathered around me.
    

    
      "More."
    

    
      Kan Trigram Technique handling water's natural energy.
    

    
      Actually, making water is harder than lightning. Exerted all strength trying to make even a water drop.
    

    
      Even throwing this couldn't wet the opponent. Extent of moistly supplying moisture?
    

    
      For a moment wondered what I'm doing before Demonic Cult member.
    

    
      'Must return to Taebok.'
    

    
      Dying here means nothing.
    

    
      Resolving death to establish pride is enough when alone.
    

    
      "Splendid."
    

    
      Earned Mad Demon's admiration. Quite satisfied voice. Listening one way, seemed like signal could stop now.
    

    
      'Can't be fooled.'
    

    
      Can't be fooled by such words. Like this would die.
    

    
      "Please wait."
    

    
      Next is really too much, but only this method.
    

    
      "Heueup."
    

    
      Raised true qi mixing Xun and Kan Trigram Techniques.
    

    
      Raising techniques, hand seals naturally appeared, and Mukheun moved.
    

    
      Principle and energy gathered on the sword.
    

    
      Not what current martial prowess can do. Pain surged from qi center.
    

    
      Energy tried rampaging.
    

    
      However, can do it.
    

    
      Past experience exists. Grasped energy's flow with minute operation.
    

    
      Hwirririri—wind and water gathered simultaneously.
    

    
      Squeezed out true qi gathering even water.
    

    
      Eventually a water vortex was created.
    

    
      "Receive!"
    

    
      Threw it at Mad Demon.
    

    
      Though hadn't achieved mastery of entire Eight Trigram Technique, a water vortex containing utmost inner power.
    

    
      'Eat this.'
    

    
      Threw with emotion while pretending to demonstrate.
    

    
      "Rak."
    

    
      Not evading?
    

    
      Clicked tongue once then closed eyes.
    

    
      Kuaaang—with tremendous sound, Mad Demon's form shook.
    

    
      Water that struck Mad Demon splattered in all directions, some meeting torches making burning sounds—chiiii.
    

    
      'Ah, not that.'
    

    
      Burning sound also came from Mad Demon's body. Water became steam.
    

    
      Obtained one piece of information about Mad Demon.
    

    
      He can deploy extreme yang martial arts.
    

    
      While steam rose—morak morak—Mad Demon smiled with eyes closed, mouth split wide.
    

    
      "How about it? Will the Cult Leader be interested?"
    

    
      Did I pique your interest?
    

    
      After giving him sufficient time to savor, I spoke.
    

    
      My purpose—inspiring the interest of one crazed living for delight.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong, you haven't mastered that martial art yet?
    

    
      Are you mocking?
    

    
      Rak. Martial arts where mastery is anticipated. When that time comes, can you and I play more delightfully?
    

    
      Also the reason he'd let live the me who'd lost Mukheun spitting blood.
    

    
      "Now, go report."
    

    
      However, can't talk about experiencing meeting him in the past.
    

    
      "Report to the Cult Leader that Jin Yeomyeong uses such martial arts. Who knows? The Cult Leader might want to collect later."
    

    
      Roughly covered like this.
    

    
      What does it matter? He said Collection Officer. Didn't I provide justification fitting the position?
    

    
      How about it?
    

    
      Mad Demon, isn't this enough?
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      He briefly fell silent in his smile.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      I also fell silent.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang and Yang Cheonjo also fell silent.
    

    
      Ttuk—Mad Demon threw a book at me.
    

    
      Receiving and looking, [Wind God Sword Manual] written on the cover.
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "Learn that too. You handle wind energy best, so it'll help."
    

    
      "!"
    

    
      "Definitely a fellow who gives expectations."
    

    
      He nodded.
    

    
      It worked!
    

    
      As expected, since the same person, attacking with same reason was the answer!
    

    
      "What more can I give..."
    

    
      Even muttering such things to himself.
    

    
      No, it's fine, so now please just leave—
    

    
      "How about killing those two behind to strengthen training motivation?"
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Anyway, crazy bastard.
    

    
      As expected of Mad Demon.
    

    
      Until the end.
    

    
      "If killing both is too much, how about just killing the kid? Won't you train harder?"
    

    
      Slowly—Mad Demon started approaching.
    

    
      His momentum pressed in.
    

    
      I and Kwak Daebang stood divided left and right before Yang Cheonjo to protect him.
    

    
      "Hero. Master Kwak."
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo's slightly trembling voice.
    

    
      Kid, what Silver Hero?
    

    
      Still, don't worry.
    

    
      Because I'm blocking.
    

    
      "That's also a good idea."
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo slowly nodded then—
    

    
      "Mm?"
    

    
      —felt strangeness looking at me and asked again.
    

    
      "...Hero?"
    

    
      Kwak Daebang poked his ear wondering if he heard wrong.
    

    
      "Because revenge is a good goal."
    

    
      "Look here?"
    

    
      "Um, hero. That's my life."
    

    
      Wait. There's more to say.
    

    
      "However, not doing so would make the result more interesting."
    

    
      Mad Demon stopped.
    

    
      "Martial arts contain the person. We all know that much. If the practitioner holds revenge, martial arts also become more vicious; if they hold ambition, martial arts also become grander."
    

    
      Even the same martial arts reveals differently depending on who learns.
    

    
      Because people's hearts are each different—no same heart exists.
    

    
      "If Demonic Cult member, aren't you already tired of martial arts containing revenge? If revenge again this time, wouldn't be fun?"
    

    
      Rak—he delighted.
    

    
      "I'll guarantee. My martial arts will taste better when not revenge-flavored."
    

    
      Rak. Rak. Rak. Rak—clicked tongue as if applauding.
    

    
      Now could know.
    

    
      Lived.
    

    
      He'll let us live.
    

    
      Not only me, but won't touch the two beside.
    

    
      "Jin Yeomyeong."
    

    
      "Speak."
    

    
      "I'm extremely delighted right now."
    

    
      "Good thing."
    

    
      "But you know this? Stimulation becomes habitual."
    

    
      "Mm."
    

    
      "To delight me next time, must give stimulation beyond this."
    

    
      Then lowered his body meeting glistening eyes with mine.
    

    
      "Fulfill the expectations."
    

    
      Though words in commanding tone without force—
    

    
      if I failed mastery and Mad Demon was still Cult Leader then, the pain I'd receive would be indescribable.
    

    
      Keeping alive me and companions purely for interest—disappointing him?
    

    
      No, no.
    

    
      "Don't worry. Will definitely behead you. That should be sufficient stimulation?"
    

    
      Different meaning of no.
    

    
      That won't happen.
    

    
      This time I'll defeat you.
    

    
      "It was delightful. See you later."
    

    
      Business finished.
    

    
      He passed between us three heading outside as if nothing.
    

    
      Rak. Rak. Rak. Rak—leaving only sounds.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      We kept mouths firmly closed waiting until his presence disappeared.
    

    
      "Seems he left?"
    

    
      "Seems so."
    

    
      "Seems he left."
    

    
      Huheok—held breath burst out.
    

    
      "What tremendous achievement. Surviving from that fellow and obtaining secret manual—, ack."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang threw one punch.
    

    
      A punch containing emotion, not inner power.
    

    
      "Uwaa! Do you know how many times my heart clenched because of you? Huh? Know?"
    

    
      "Wasn't it that kind of situation, uh uh, Cheonjo? Even you?"
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo also delivered one punch.
    

    
      Also a punch containing emotion, not inner power.
    

    
      "What? 'That's also a good idea?' When he said kill me, it's a good idea?"
    

    
      "Because had to pass over that way."
    

    
      Both people knew.
    

    
      That the Demonic Cult Collection Officer we just met could have killed us.
    

    
      Though don't know how I did it, that I passed that crisis.
    

    
      Even knowing everything, emotions welled up.
    

    
      "Now, now. Let's calm down. Brother Kwak, eat some snacks brought. Cheonjo, this is secret from mother."
    

    
      "How did you know I brought snacks?"
    

    
      "Isn't it obvious?"
    

    
      "I also can't tell mother this. Then I can't go outside the village again."
    

    
      "Right. So secret."
    

    
      Isn't everything perfect?
    

    
      Even obtained secret manual.
    

    
      "Whew, let's go. We should go home now too."
    

    
      "I also want to go home now."
    

    
      "Umm. Well."
    

    
      Both suddenly raised heads.
    

    
      "Well?"
    

    
      "You said 'well'?"
    

    
      Of course.
    

    
      "Elder Dang said. Here's double structure."
    

    
      And Mad Demon only stood before the coffin.
    

    
      Didn't break down the stone wall visible behind the coffin.
    

    
      Didn't he leave not knowing?
    

    
      Double stone chamber even the Demonic Cult Leader didn't open.
    

    
      Aren't you curious?
    

    
      "What's inside?"
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      Chapter 59: Sword and Shield
    

    
      "Then let's at least catch our breath."
    

    
      "Let's do that."
    

    
      At Kwak Daebang's suggestion, we all sat down.
    

    
      Trying to rest relying on torchlight in the dark stone chamber, only each other's breathing was heard.
    

    
      Since we're martial artists, breathing tended to be deep and long.
    

    
      "Look here, hero. Your breathing isn't steady."
    

    
      "That's from deploying martial arts before that Collection Officer fellow earlier."
    

    
      My breathing particularly wasn't so.
    

    
      When demonstrating Eight Trigram Unity Technique, I'd drawn beyond what current level could deploy, plus exhausted mental strength while directly facing Mad Demon.
    

    
      "I'll stand guard. Do breathing meditation. Not good staying with energy scattered."
    

    
      "I'll watch outside."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang and Yang Cheonjo coordinated as if they'd never gotten angry, buying time for recovery.
    

    
      "Then I'll ask. Cheonjo, you also work hard."
    

    
      When confronting Mad Demon, it was so hot.
    

    
      Now sitting cross-legged, the stone floor felt quite cold.
    

    
      Not only people's hearts undergo myriad transformations.
    

    
      People's senses also undergo myriad transformations according to the owner's heart.
    

    
      My current heart—surprised meeting Mad Demon suddenly, scared nearly dying, exhilarated my words worked, ultimately happy to live.
    

    
      Myriad transformations. How could breathing be peaceful like this?
    

    
      "Sseup."
    

    
      Deep and long—completing one circulation.
    

    
      The jianghu—a gap between life and death.
    

    
      Dying meeting Demonic Cult members at a place seeking treasure.
    

    
      Summarized in one sentence it's absurd, but this absurd thing constantly happens in jianghu.
    

    
      To live here, hearts inevitably boil.
    

    
      Just grasp one strand of breath organizing mind.
    

    
      Accumulating inner power is secondary.
    

    
      Protecting the heart is primary. Only after this comes becoming strong or not.
    

    
      If failing to protect heart, strength also loses direction.
    

    
      Like Demonic Cult.
    

    
      "Whew."
    

    
      Finishing one circulation—
    

    
      "Brother Kwak, finished breathing meditation."
    

    
      "I'll tell Yang Cheonjo to come in."
    

    
      Even if I, Kwak Daebang, and Yang Cheonjo combined forces, Mad Demon would have been too much. Even adding Sang Jinhwa would have been the same.
    

    
      Though he'd become stronger as time passed afterward, to think he couldn't ascend to Heavenly Demon.
    

    
      The Cult Leader I beheaded also wasn't Heavenly Demon.
    

    
      What level is the Heavenly Demon realm?
    

    
      "Hero, are you okay now?"
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo returned with Kwak Daebang.
    

    
      "Yes, you worked hard."
    

    
      "What? I just stood outside blankly."
    

    
      "Weren't you scared someone else might appear?"
    

    
      "What? Me? Scared? This Silver Hero?"
    

    
      Kwak Daebang chuckled—pisik.
    

    
      "I appeared from behind and you jumped. Got quite scared."
    

    
      "What! I was just keeping watch in all directions!"
    

    
      Though the kid desperately made excuses, Kwak Daebang and I just laughed.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, but about that fellow earlier. Have you seen him before?"
    

    
      "What? I haven't seen him. Why do you ask?"
    

    
      In this life, it's the first time.
    

    
      "Seemed like you knew his tendencies and spoke accordingly. It worked perfectly, which was amazing."
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo also nodded.
    

    
      "Right. You suddenly showed your martial arts. How did you know he'd feel interest?"
    

    
      An appropriate question.
    

    
      Can't properly explain the reason, so let me make something up.
    

    
      "It was a kind of gamble. The position called Collection Officer, bizarre words and clothing, the feeling when conversing—considering all that, I gambled. And it worked."
    

    
      "Really? In that moment?"
    

    
      Ick, this kid's going to try imitating.
    

    
      "Not recommendable behavior. It was unavoidable since we clearly couldn't win. Fortunate it worked."
    

    
      "Yees."
    

    
      "Demonic Cult has many masters. Not just that fellow is strong—the Demon Heads who are leaders of each vein are all masters beyond human. Be careful and careful again."
    

    
      World-Destroying Divine Cult.
    

    
      Commonly called Demonic Cult.
    

    
      World-Destroying Divine Cult had one difference from old Demonic Cults.
    

    
      That one thing created numerous differences.
    

    
      What's the difference?
    

    
      World-Destroying Divine Cult were those believing this world ultimately ends with the evil god's victory.
    

    
      That's right. Evil god's victory.
    

    
      Not something like their dominating the world is the good god's victory.
    

    
      Really those trying to destroy the world.
    

    
      They wish to destroy the world and ultimately disappear themselves.
    

    
      So they don't get angry even called 'Demonic Cult.'
    

    
      Because they really are 'demonic.'
    

    
      "The world thinks Demonic Cult only has remnants, but just looking at this Hwangbo Gak matter, that's not so. Chaos will come going forward, so must prepare."
    

    
      As one who experienced that chaos, I hope the Alliance prepares well. The Hwangbo Gak matter will give the Alliance a wake-up call.
    

    
      Not as the Alliance but as one martial artist—ultimately must sharpen martial arts.
    

    
      I picked up the Wind God Sword Manual set aside.
    

    
      Though old paper, well-maintained with no rotted parts.
    

    
      Kwak Daebang asked looking at the manual.
    

    
      "Wind God Sword was a master from fifty years ago, right?"
    

    
      "In my memory too."
    

    
      Transmitted as traveling through mountains and forests like wind with Wind God Footwork including Wind God Sword Technique.
    

    
      Would help me who specialized in Xun hand seals.
    

    
      Mad Demon also seems to have given it for that reason.
    

    
      "Will you read now?"
    

    
      "No. Should read after returning."
    

    
      While saying so, I opened the secret manual.
    

    
      "Just a bit. Let's just read the front part."
    

    
      Martial artists are like this. Can't just pass by seeing secret manuals.
    

    
      Even briefly concentrating on contained profound principles—
    

    
      "Uh... but."
    

    
      The profound principles are strange?
    

    
      "Brother Kwak, ever heard Wind God Sword used a shield?"
    

    
      "Mm? Haven't heard."
    

    
      "Really?"
    

    
      "Why?"
    

    
      "Must hold a shield for the martial principles to make sense."
    

    
      The martial arts' level was high.
    

    
      The principles themselves included a small shield worn on the arm.
    

    
      "Then used sword with only one hand?"
    

    
      "That's also not it."
    

    
      The sword used left and right hands' principle.
    

    
      "Or did I not understand yet? Should read slowly after returning."
    

    
      "Must be that."
    

    
      However, for me who encountered countless martial arts before regression to be this confused?
    

    
      I tilted my head alone putting the manual in my chest.
    

    
      Can understand by studying after returning.
    

    
      "Now. Let's go in."
    

    
      Our three gazes turned toward the stone wall behind the coffin.
    

    
      The hidden space Dang Yang mentioned.
    

    
      It's behind that stone wall.
    

    
      "Thanks to Collection Officer, mechanism formations completely broke. The device opening that wall is also useless."
    

    
      "Then."
    

    
      Kwak Daebang demolished the stone wall with a loud battle cry.
    

    
      With me in the lead, we entered another stone chamber.
    

    
      "One cloth?"
    

    
      Pure white cloth.
    

    
      Cloth sitting alone on a stone platform.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      We silently approached before the stone platform.
    

    
      "Looking again, just one cloth. Heard anything?"
    

    
      "What would I hear? I also don't know."
    

    
      "Ah! I got it!"
    

    
      Mm?
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo's eyes sparkled.
    

    
      "There was treasure on the cloth! Seems someone took it?"
    

    
      While saying so, he picked up and shook the cloth.
    

    
      Ppallanг ppallanг—definitely, the cloth was just a cloth piece no matter how looked.
    

    
      "Could be? But the manual also didn't disappear, so who entered here?"
    

    
      "Kwaaaak!"
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo screamed dropping the cloth.
    

    
      "What's wrong!"
    

    
      "What? Just now something really stung? Uh, a stabbed wound appeared on my palm! Blood's coming."
    

    
      I looked at the cloth fallen on the floor.
    

    
      The cloth also had blood on it...
    

    
      Seureureuk—the bloodstain disappeared.
    

    
      "Uh? Brother Kwak, did you see?"
    

    
      "Saw. Could it have absorbed blood?"
    

    
      "Demonic Treasure?"
    

    
      Just as there are Demonic Cult members among humans,
    

    
      among treasures also exist demonic treasures causing harm.
    

    
      "If demonic treasure, should burn it properly."
    

    
      "It stabbed my hand! Must be demonic treasure!"
    

    
      Perhaps because just saw a Demonic Cult figure, demonic treasure naturally came to mind.
    

    
      Umm.
    

    
      However, demonic treasure in Wind God Sword's stone tomb?
    

    
      "Wait."
    

    
      I grabbed Yang Cheonjo's arm raising torch.
    

    
      "Hero, why?"
    

    
      "Mukheun is crying."
    

    
      Uwoong, uwoong, uwoong—Mukheun was making low sounds.
    

    
      "Resonance."
    

    
      The white cloth also trembled—pareurereu.
    

    
      Mukheun is the school's supreme treasure. If such Mukheun and white cloth are resonating—can't be demonic treasure.
    

    
      I looked at the white cloth again.
    

    
      Width to wrap around arm two or three times.
    

    
      And just now injured Yang Cheonjo.
    

    
      "Perhaps the shield Wind God Sword used?"
    

    
      Then the manual's content also makes sense.
    

    
      A shield wrapped around arm reacting on its own exists. Two hands use sword.
    

    
      Premising this, the manual content was instantly understood.
    

    
      "Wind God Sword left a shield, not sword."
    

    
      The secret of the senior deceased famous for swords was in the shield.
    

    
      "This is a shield? So that's why I got stabbed?"
    

    
      Understanding my words, Yang Cheonjo reached for the white cloth again.
    

    
      "Ah, ow!"
    

    
      As expected, got stabbed seeing blood.
    

    
      Kwak Daebang chuckled—pisik.
    

    
      "Just got stabbed, yet reach again? No learning at all?"
    

    
      "That's not it. You said not demonic treasure... Ey."
    

    
      Seems the white cloth has no thought of obediently opening its heart to us.
    

    
      "Hero, what do we do?"
    

    
      "Should we wrap it in something and kidnap?"
    

    
      No.
    

    
      Such method would mess up the first start with divine weapon.
    

    
      "Both of you wait. Seems Mukheun has something to say."
    

    
      I have Mukheun.
    

    
      The friend who's always the answer.
    

    
      Wuuuuung—the current resonance feels slightly different from usual.
    

    
      Among divine weapons, there are cases remaining long with one owner or one school resonating with humans.
    

    
      Though extremely rare cases.
    

    
      Mukheun is precisely such a case.
    

    
      "Now then."
    

    
      I focused Eight Sensations.
    

    
      The school's supreme treasure.
    

    
      A sword with supreme resonance ability for Eight Trigram Unity Technique.
    

    
      Even before regression, whenever I achieved one mastery of Eight Trigram Unity Technique, resonance with Mukheun also rose.
    

    
      Now seems using true qi demonstrating martial arts before Mad Demon enabled resonance.
    

    
      When resonance rises, what happens?
    

    
      "What are you trying to say?"
    

    
      Reaches a realm worthy of calling communication.
    

    
      "Keuuh. Knew it wasn't an ordinary sword."
    

    
      "Just looking at how it's made, not ordinary. I thought it could talk."
    

    
      "It? Even if not the Ink Sword Hero, shouldn't you call it Elder Mukheun?"
    

    
      "Ek? Should I?"
    

    
      Expected Kwak Daebang and Yang Cheonjo to be surprised, but they weren't. Even suddenly holding sword starting conversation, they were like 'of course.'
    

    
      Well, because it's Mukheun.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      The sword doesn't actually speak.
    

    
      The sword's intention, or will—more accurate to express as receiving it through emotion.
    

    
      Understanding received feelings in human language is entirely my share.
    

    
      And I'd been doing this from before regression.
    

    
      [The Cotton Armor is angry that courtesy toward previous owner isn't observed.]
    

    
      Can very naturally verbalize.
    

    
      Cotton Armor's will transmitted through Mukheun.
    

    
      Courtesy toward senior deceased.
    

    
      'Is that so? Swept up in Demonic Cult figure's atmosphere, we also lost courtesy. It was a sudden situation.'
    

    
      [I'll convey it.]
    

    
      Umm.
    

    
      Actually breaking the stone wall was our arbitrary action.
    

    
      How will it come out?
    

    
      [...]
    

    
      'No words?'
    

    
      [Says that's your circumstances, but courtesy should still be observed.]
    

    
      '...'
    

    
      Mm.
    

    
      This treasure—cheeky.
    

    
      [It's cheeky.]
    

    
      My and Mukheun's intentions matched as resonance rose slightly.
    

    
      'Then what if we observe courtesy toward Wind God Sword even now?'
    

    
      [Says to do so.]
    

    
      Observing courtesy for a senior from fifty years ago. Not reluctant at all.
    

    
      "Now, let's go out. Should pay respects before the coffin."
    

    
      We stood in a row before Wind God Sword's tomb.
    

    
      "Wind God Sword senior. Leaving a treasure map means you had heart to pass to successors. Through connection, this Jin came before senior. I know senior also lived as White Path martial artist in life. As one of the Five Eccentrics—"
    

    
      "Huh?"
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo made a surprised sound.
    

    
      "Mm."
    

    
      I also suddenly recalled Sang Jinhwa's words.
    

    
      Not familiar, so didn't think of the connection.
    

    
      "Today I brought the great-grandson of Ten Thousand Leaves Hand of Taehang senior who was one of the Five Eccentrics. Worried about being too young to bring, but ultimately brought him. Perhaps it was because of this connection."
    

    
      At that time, the Five Eccentrics reportedly joined forces fighting jianghu enemies. The fight with the Five Evils is still talked about even now.
    

    
      "Not only me but people beside me are all White Path martial artists. Yes, even this young kid. I hope my taking senior's sword manual and cotton armor doesn't go against your intended arrangements."
    

    
      Finishing words, I bowed. The two also bowed together.
    

    
      "Cheonjo, it's a fact suddenly learned, so even I wasn't familiar. You're the Five Eccentrics' great-grandson."
    

    
      Since Senior Sang didn't tell Yang Cheonjo much, he doesn't even know who the other Eccentrics are.
    

    
      "First let's go in. After everything ends, let's talk."
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      We stood before the cotton armor again.
    

    
      'Mukheun, does it say satisfied now?'
    

    
      [...]
    

    
      'No?'
    

    
      [Says has no mind to cooperate.]
    

    
      'Why? Is courtesy insufficient?'
    

    
      [Says should have observed from the beginning.]
    

    
      'What?'
    

    
      Then why tell us to observe courtesy again?
    

    
      Conveying through Mukheun—
    

    
      [Says just made you do it.]
    

    
      "Eot."
    

    
      [Very much...]
    

    
      "Mm?"
    

    
      [Is provoking.]
    

    
      "Keuk."
    

    
      Isn't it a cheeky treasure?
    

    
      When demanding courtesy for previous owner, my head nodded involuntarily.
    

    
      If it had said to observe courtesy and return, would have done so.
    

    
      Had no mind to cooperate from the beginning, yet did so just wanting to see observing courtesy?
    

    
      And provoking?
    

    
      "Mukheun!"
    

    
      [Same thought.]
    

    
      "Ah, ah, right. Good idea, right?"
    

    
      While Kwak Daebang and Yang Cheonjo stared—
    

    
      "Will take some time. You two rest somewhere."
    

    
      "What is it though?"
    

    
      "Did something not work out well?"
    

    
      Because simple conversation won't work.
    

    
      I stood before the cotton armor.
    

    
      While holding Mukheun.
    

    
      "You?"
    

    
      "Holding Mukheun up, what are you doing? Surely you're not hitting?"
    

    
      Surely doesn't only catch people.
    

    
      Catches treasures too.
    

    
      I raised Mukheun upward then vigorously struck down toward the cotton armor.
    

    
      Ppaaaak!
    

    
      The cotton armor trembled—bureurereu.
    

    
      "Right. You Mukheun were the solution to many problems from the start."
    

    
      The first meeting with divine weapons—can sometimes start intensely.
    

    
      Let's do this.
    

    
      Will my Mukheun win, or you Cotton Armor?
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      Around when one stream of sweat flowed down my forehead, the conclusion came.
    

    
      [Says will submit.]
    

    
      Mukheun had always won.
    

    
      The cotton armor was a tremendous treasure.
    

    
      When attacking, it thrust out thorns or extended like a whip defending.
    

    
      Above all, no matter how much struck, it wasn't damaged.
    

    
      Really a fight competing which side got tired.
    

    
      The combination of Mukheun and me won.
    

    
      We won.
    

    
      'Mukheun, mediate the intention.'
    

    
      [Yes.]
    

    
      Though obtained the cotton armor, one thing bothered my heart.
    

    
      Direct conversation needed.
    

    
      'Cotton Armor.'
    

    
      Cotton Armor's intention transmitted through Mukheun.
    

    
      [Speak.]
    

    
      Speaking down?
    

    
      I raised Mukheun striking down forcefully.
    

    
      Now, again.
    

    
      'Cotton Armor.'
    

    
      [Speak...]
    

    
      Speaking as equals.
    

    
      Slightly ambiguous, but since we're first meeting.
    

    
      'There's one problem. I have no thought of using a shield.'
    

    
      Wind God Sword Manual and cotton armor obtained—truly happy. Because can sublimate Xun hand seal sword technique.
    

    
      Conversely, means no interest in reproducing Wind God Sword.
    

    
      [Then leave it and go.]
    

    
      Also have no such thought.
    

    
      [Use as protective gear other than shield.]
    

    
      Definitely since form isn't fixed—if wrapped around chest becomes chest armor, if worn on back becomes back armor.
    

    
      'What I want to ask is different.'
    

    
      [?]
    

    
      Really curious.
    

    
      Perhaps possible?
    

    
      'Can you also protect other people I want?'
    

    
      I'm fine.
    

    
      Can manage my own body.
    

    
      What I wish—
    

    
      [Possible limited to direct blood relatives.]
    

    
      'It's possible?'
    

    
      It's possible.
    

    
      If direct blood relatives, can protect Taebok.
    

    
      What I wish is family's safety.
    

    
      When away, wished Jayeong and Taebok could be even slightly safer.
    

    
      That's possible.
    

    
      [However, when you die, that protection also ends.]
    

    
      That's sufficient.
    

    
      I sighed in gratitude.
    

    
      'Grateful to Wind God Sword senior who left you.'
    

    
      [Previous owner never took me off.]
    

    
      'My son also won't take you off. Will wrap as swaddling cloth.'
    

    
      [Swaddling cloth?]
    

    
      Swaddling cloth means cloth wrapping baby tightly so they can't move. Babies actually feel more stable with swaddling, and can prevent reflex actions of arms suddenly rising.
    

    
      [Role of protecting baby...]
    

    
      Cotton Armor also seems satisfied with the new role.
    

    
      'Oh, earlier you absorbed my companion's blood. No problem even touching baby's skin?'
    

    
      Warmth, ventilation, sweat absorption, etc.—aren't there functions we want in cloth we make into clothes?
    

    
      [Not absorption but rapid natural decomposition.]
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      I was so surprised I made sound.
    

    
      "Why, why?"
    

    
      "What happened, hero?!"
    

    
      Kwak Daebang and Yang Cheonjo rose in surprise.
    

    
      Since I don't scream like this, understandable to be surprised.
    

    
      "Wait, wait. Not like that."
    

    
      First reassured them both.
    

    
      I focused on communication with cotton armor again.
    

    
      'Natural decomposition. Perhaps, really perhaps, can you also process waste?'
    

    
      Felt hesitation beyond Mukheun.
    

    
      Hesitating whether to answer this or not.
    

    
      'It's a serious question. Asking because when fighting Demonic Cult, sometimes must hide for days.'
    

    
      [...That reason?]
    

    
      'That reason.'
    

    
      No, not that reason.
    

    
      My trap.
    

    
      Step on it, step!
    

    
      [Natural decomposition of waste. Possible.]
    

    
      "Good, good!"
    

    
      Ah, beneficial cotton armor.
    

    
      "This time happy? What on earth!"
    

    
      "Ayu, please answer!"
    

    
      I looked at them both smiling—sssik.
    

    
      "Ugh. Something. You're smiling like that Collection Officer fellow earlier."
    

    
      "Scary. Don't smile like that. Like you're possessed by demonic arts."
    

    
      But really that happy.
    

    
      "Decided cotton armor's use."
    

    
      [...]
    

    
      Cotton Armor's anxiety transmitted.
    

    
      Hadn't even asked about use.
    

    
      However, decided.
    

    
      "Cotton Armor sir. You may speak down to me. Compared to what you'll do, it's nothing."
    

    
      [Exactly what...]
    

    
      Natural waste decomposition, good heavens.
    

    
      "Diaper."
    

    
      [?!]
    

    
      Diaper.
    

    
      Waste naturally processed so parents needn't suffer.
    

    
      Perfectly protecting baby from possible villains.
    

    
      All-purpose diaper.
    

    
      "That's right. Cotton Armor sir becomes my son's all-purpose diaper."
    

    
      [No, stop! Stop! Do you know how I was made! Stop—]
    

    
      Ttuk—let go of held Mukheun withdrawing Eight Sensations. Completely cut off communication.
    

    
      "That treasure?"
    

    
      "Really?"
    

    
      Kwak Daebang and Yang Cheonjo asked as if replacing cotton armor.
    

    
      But I just shook off cotton armor putting it in my chest.
    

    
      "Seems like it'll be a wonderful diaper."
    

    
      Taebok, father picked up something really good.
    

    
      I'll give it to you, so wait.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      Temporary resonance activation with Mukheun also ends.
    

    
      Expended true qi raising Eight Trigram Unity Technique.
    

    
      Met the formidable enemy called Mad Demon.
    

    
      While facing the supreme treasure called cotton armor.
    

    
      Could exchange intentions with Mukheun, but now reached limit.
    

    
      "Mukheun, thank you. Will achieve mastery soon, so wait."
    

    
      [...]
    

    
      This was the end.
    

    
      A friend always beside me across past and present lives.
    

    
      Even today at this place, played exactly the needed role.
    

    
      Sseudamsseeudam—can't not cherish.
    

    
      "Now then, is it over?"
    

    
      "I'm getting hungry."
    

    
      Not Kwak Daebang but Yang Cheonjo brought up hunger.
    

    
      Proof we spent long time here.
    

    
      "Cheonjo, sorry but not yet time to leave."
    

    
      "What? Why again?"
    

    
      "Air is flowing."
    

    
      "What? Air?"
    

    
      That's right.
    

    
      Air.
    

    
      "If this stone chamber were last, air should be stagnant, but it's flowing. Faint but I feel it."
    

    
      Mad Demon didn't open even this current stone chamber.
    

    
      Means the stone chamber and cotton armor's existence weren't recorded on the treasure map.
    

    
      Probably the treasure map wasn't complete or was the type requiring combining multiple sheets.
    

    
      'Worth mastering Xun Trigram Technique first.'
    

    
      Eight Trigram Unity Technique allows choosing and mastering one trigram technique corresponding to one of the Eight Trigrams each time achieving one mastery.
    

    
      Raising Xun Trigram Technique was solely to quickly come and go home.
    

    
      Because Xun Trigram Technique utilizing wind's natural energy also has the effect of making lightness technique faster.
    

    
      'Didn't know it would help underground exploration.'
    

    
      Even during Black Path hideout attack, followed flowing wind heading to passages.
    

    
      Even now, like then, feel wind flowing somewhere.
    

    
      "Triple treasure."
    

    
      "Really?"
    

    
      "What more is here?"
    

    
      I circled around the stone platform where cotton armor was placed.
    

    
      Kwak Daebang brought torch closer.
    

    
      "Really seems something's there? This wall is sturdier than that earlier wall?"
    

    
      "Mechanisms might be alive here. Let's not break recklessly."
    

    
      "Got it. Cheonjo, you also be careful."
    

    
      "Yes!"
    

    
      With torchlight's help examining the wall—
    

    
      "There's relief carving."
    

    
      "Clouds, dragon, sword... Things that would be there. But what's this symbol?"
    

    
      Three lines smoothly drawing arcs.
    

    
      "Probably wind. It's Wind God Sword."
    

    
      "Aha. Since wind isn't visible to eyes, expressed as symbol."
    

    
      Can't leave out wind here.
    

    
      And—
    

    
      "This is it."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      Minute gap in the three lines.
    

    
      'I feel air.'
    

    
      Very minute wind flow.
    

    
      Weaker flow than human breath, but definitely felt by me.
    

    
      Placing hand there, slowly injected inner power.
    

    
      Ureung—sound of stone moving.
    

    
      With inner power injection, three line reliefs pushed inward.
    

    
      Following that, ttakttakttaktttak—sounds of mechanisms moving rang.
    

    
      Deureuk, deureuk—centered on where wind pattern was, the stone wall moved then opened inward like a door.
    

    
      Empty passage.
    

    
      Walls now closer to natural cave than clean stone walls.
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo shined torch inside, but couldn't see the end.
    

    
      "Hero, deeper than expected? Should we go in?"
    

    
      "Scared?"
    

    
      "What scared! To this Silver Hero!"
    

    
      "Can return alone."
    

    
      "I said no!"
    

    
      Can't return having come this far.
    

    
      Same for me too. Having come this far, naturally must take.
    

    
      "Let's go."
    

    
      We walked following the path continuing diagonally downward.
    

    
      Walking endlessly, even Kwak Daebang spoke.
    

    
      "Really deep. Did people dig this?"
    

    
      "For that, don't feel human touch on walls."
    

    
      "If this is natural cave, don't know how many coincidences overlapped. Such deep cave standing alone in ordinary mountain."
    

    
      If so—means made the stone tomb fitting the cave's location.
    

    
      "Perhaps Sky Blue Stone Oil?"
    

    
      "No way. If such thing existed, Wind God Sword senior would have consumed."
    

    
      "Right?"
    

    
      Would be nice if Sky Blue Stone Oil existed.
    

    
      Spiritual medicine that can obtain Kun trigram—earth's natural energy.
    

    
      Even if martial artist on death's door, would eat before dying. Because would want to feel martial arts realm raised by spiritual medicine's power.
    

    
      Who knows? Maybe lifespan would also increase.
    

    
      Better not to expect.
    

    
      "The end is visible."
    

    
      So then—whatever exists, I won't be surprised.
    

    
      Space same size as stone chamber.
    

    
      Stone pillars were visible.
    

    
      Stone pillars appearing as if middle broke leaving only top and bottom.
    

    
      The space between was empty—
    

    
      "Uhuh?"
    

    
      Though the space between appears empty—definitely something exists.
    

    
      "Uh, uh, uh?"
    

    
      I felt that something.
    

    
      Too surprised for words.
    

    
      Unknowingly grabbed wall heading toward the space at passage's end.
    

    
      "Uhuh, this is..."
    

    
      Still no words come out.
    

    
      "Why? Why so surprised seeing stone pillars?"
    

    
      The stone pillar's empty space wasn't actually empty.
    

    
      Hwiyuuuu—wind sounds heard.
    

    
      Only I was feeling it.
    

    
      In empty space between stone pillars, wind was gathered drawing small circle size of fist.
    

    
      Not leaving the circle, so only minute wind blew in the cavity.
    

    
      But definitely wind was gathered there blowing fiercely.
    

    
      You know too. Don't know if we can even find it, let alone obtain.
    

    
      I know.
    

    
      Alliance will try our best. Go to Tibet handling the mission. Because must search centered on there.
    

    
      In Tibet, possibility existed.
    

    
      Rumors said methods to make it existed. Though unbelievable rumors, had no choice but to believe.
    

    
      So left Jayeong and Taebok at home going to Tibet.
    

    
      "Yet..."
    

    
      Ultimately couldn't obtain even there.
    

    
      Going that far yet couldn't get it.
    

    
      "Yet this is here."
    

    
      There are cases where natural energy doesn't scatter but concentrates forming essence.
    

    
      Extremely rare occurrence.
    

    
      Let alone if wind that doesn't stay in one place forms essence, needless to say.
    

    
      Wind Jade or Wind Essence.
    

    
      Essence containing wind's natural energy.
    

    
      The wind sphere before my eyes was precisely that.
    

    
      Rarely and rarely, wind that entered deep narrow space didn't die continuing to survive becoming essence.
    

    
      "U, uuh."
    

    
      Slowly reaching out—wuuuung—at Mukheun's warning, withdrew hand.
    

    
      "Right, that's right. Can't just grab. Cotton armor, cotton armor."
    

    
      Can't mess up from excitement.
    

    
      So Wind God Sword senior left cotton armor.
    

    
      I pulled out cotton armor slowly wrapping the wind essence.
    

    
      "Got it."
    

    
      Wind essence was safely contained in cotton armor.
    

    
      "Uwaa. Ahh."
    

    
      I sat down in place.
    

    
      "Look here!"
    

    
      "Hero, what's wrong?"
    

    
      I waved hands at both people.
    

    
      "No, no. Just so happy."
    

    
      Tears flow.
    

    
      Suddenly sitting down crying in a cave entered seeking treasure.
    

    
      I know how funny I look now.
    

    
      But doesn't matter at all.
    

    
      Because couldn't obtain this, because I couldn't obtain this in past life, Taebok...
    

    
      "Was right beside. Yet."
    

    
      Yet couldn't obtain, so Taebok ultimately...
    

    
      "Demonic Cult bastards here... Must have taken the manual and buried here. This, this precious thing, I searched so desperately."
    

    
      Demonic Cult bastards not knowing just buried this precious thing that would save my son.
    

    
      You bastards, with such ability, what world do you covet?
    

    
      "No. I also lacked ability."
    

    
      This life, planned to go to Tibet faster.
    

    
      If couldn't obtain, would find the method to make. If couldn't find, would make.
    

    
      Yet here, right beside Luoyang where I live and Taebok lives...
    

    
      No, none of that matters now.
    

    
      "I found it!"
    

    
      Shouted so loud the cave would leave.
    

    
      "Uwaaaa! I found it! Taebok, father found this!"
    

    
      Taebok, spiritual medicine for you.
    

    
      Obtained the first spiritual medicine.
    

    
      Just wait a little.
    

    
      Because now I'll go home.
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      Chapter 61: The New Life of the Master
    

    
      Baseulrak—the man folded the letter.
    

    
      A report that came directly to him.
    

    
      Autumn sunlight entering from behind carelessly illuminated one part of the letter.
    

    
      [Great Murim Alliance Luoyang Branch Deputy Branch Leader Gong Pilsang]
    

    
      Precisely the reporter's name.
    

    
      Not a particularly impressive person.
    

    
      Blood relative Hwangbo Gak occasionally brought him to main headquarters. Each time he bowed so his back would break, so actually didn't even remember his face well.
    

    
      Such a person reported shocking information.
    

    
      "Hwangbo Gak suffered fatal injury to his qi center."
    

    
      Naturally, the person who read the report was—
    

    
      Hwangbo Gihyeok.
    

    
      Clan Head of Shandong Jinan's Hwangbo Clan, and
    

    
      the current Murim Alliance's Alliance Leader.
    

    
      He buried his large body deep in the chair reflecting on the report's contents.
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak's face came to mind.
    

    
      Though distant from the main family, a face possessing all Hwangbo Clan characteristics.
    

    
      Like Hwangbo Gihyeok himself, head and features large and distinct with righteous light flowing.
    

    
      Not only face.
    

    
      Talent for martial arts was definitely Hwangbo Clan too.
    

    
      The point that ambition was large so he paid attention to politics within the Alliance—opinions divided depending on person.
    

    
      Yet Hwangbo Gihyeok precisely saw that point and selected him as Luoyang Branch Leader.
    

    
      He'd had expectations for the role—yet the result became like this?
    

    
      "Alliance Leader. Chief Strategist has come."
    

    
      Just then, Alliance Leader's office guard Alliance member informed.
    

    
      "Let him in."
    

    
      Chief Strategist Soon Yeong entered inside.
    

    
      Yingchuan Soon Clan's talent whose position within Alliance became solid forming alliance with Hwangbo Clan. Except for abhorring Zhuge or Sima clans, a flawless person.
    

    
      Hwangbo Gihyeok silently pushed the report to him.
    

    
      "This is..."
    

    
      After reading the report, Soon Yeong raised his head with serious face.
    

    
      Hwangbo Gihyeok was active in Demonic Cult invasion from twenty-odd years ago, afterward accumulated even more achievements ascending to Alliance Leader position.
    

    
      Evaluations of him were divided.
    

    
      Some said he expanded the Alliance more than any other time based on friendly relations with government.
    

    
      Others said in that process, he filled Alliance's key positions with Hwangbo Clan or allied clan figures privately dominating.
    

    
      Until now, concealed by his achievements, rebellion hadn't directly burst out.
    

    
      "For Hwangbo Clan figure to collude with Demonic Cult then receive punishment from local martial artists—couldn't be better prey for those trying to bite me."
    

    
      As his words said.
    

    
      No better opportunity for rebellion to surface.
    

    
      While demanding Alliance-level punishment for Hwangbo Gak, could simultaneously raise problems about Hwangbo Clan's monopoly.
    

    
      Also, the report included content that could expand the crack further.
    

    
      "It also presents the possibility Demonic Cult remains intact."
    

    
      "Only possibility."
    

    
      "That's so, but connecting with Luoyang Branch Leader matter, could shake the Alliance."
    

    
      Hwangbo Gak's eyes fumbled somewhere in empty space then headed toward Soon Yeong again.
    

    
      "Elder Hwang and Elder Gi who went to Luoyang?"
    

    
      "Haven't returned yet. Reports also cut off."
    

    
      "Sent patrol team?"
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      At Soon Yeong's report, Hwangbo Gak briefly closed then opened eyes.
    

    
      "Even so, no need to inform about Demonic Cult. I say again, merely possibility."
    

    
      "Yes, understood."
    

    
      Soon Yeong admired Hwangbo Gihyeok's self-control anew.
    

    
      The Alliance Leader was calmly speaking even before this tremendous incident.
    

    
      Other Hwangbo Clan people had magnanimous and straightforward temperaments not hiding emotions. What gave Soon Yeong headaches in Alliance politics was precisely this aspect of Hwangbo Clan people.
    

    
      Hwangbo Gihyeok was different.
    

    
      No different from usual.
    

    
      Even himself who'd been together long time would have had difficulty guessing Hwangbo Gihyeok's inner heart without the report.
    

    
      "What seems the report's core?"
    

    
      At Hwangbo Gihyeok's question, Soon Yeong immediately answered.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong."
    

    
      A name appearing from report's beginning to end.
    

    
      Also the figure who led all incidents.
    

    
      "Do you remember Jin Yeomyeong?"
    

    
      "Of course. Didn't we deliberately send him to Luoyang?"
    

    
      "We did."
    

    
      "Because conciliation seemed impossible."
    

    
      Seems sending Jin Yeomyeong had only their reasons.
    

    
      "What should we do?"
    

    
      "First send an inspector. Tell him to go to Luoyang examining not only Hwangbo Gak and Jin Yeomyeong but local martial world overall. Must take follow-up measures according to those results."
    

    
      This matter wasn't something settling by investigating only a few related people.
    

    
      All of Luoyang's martial world might lose trust in the Alliance.
    

    
      "Let's do so."
    

    
      Hwangbo Gihyeok accepted Soon Yeong's advice.
    

    
      "But look."
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      "Did you see the appendix?"
    

    
      "Ah, yes."
    

    
      Hwangbo Gihyeok passed the entire report bound with string through holes.
    

    
      To see the very last page.
    

    
      "What is this?"
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong's leave application.
    

    
      Reason: Childcare.
    

    
      Soon Yeong nodded.
    

    
      The Alliance's Chief Strategist, and his answer continued, famous for extensive knowledge.
    

    
      "I also don't know."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Simply in Alliance history, such a reason never existed.
    

    
      To write such a thing—what mind does this Ink Sword Hero fellow have?
    

    
      ***
    

    
      "Taebok, shall we try this on once?"
    

    
      I lifted Cotton Armor Master, the all-purpose diaper.
    

    
      Ppakkeum ppakkeum—Taebok not even knowing the diaper was removed, only moved his mouth.
    

    
      Badung badung—freed from swaddling, earnestly played with two legs.
    

    
      "Does this really decompose all waste?"
    

    
      Jayeong looked at Cotton Armor Master with suspicious eyes.
    

    
      "In my life, I've never heard of such a diaper."
    

    
      Elder Jeong also had the exact same face.
    

    
      Both people were disbelief itself.
    

    
      "Please believe me. I suffered obtaining this from a senior deceased's stone tomb?"
    

    
      After obtaining Wind Essence, I moved quickly.
    

    
      First explored remaining areas of stone tomb.
    

    
      Though doubted anything exceeded Wind Essence, still searched thoroughly.
    

    
      Nothing for my use, but gold, silver, and martial arts books came out more than enough to compensate Kwak Daebang and Yang Cheonjo.
    

    
      Since they suffered unexpectedly, gave everything.
    

    
      On the return road, stopped by Dang Yang saying only obtained sword manual.
    

    
      Since Dang Yang himself was cautious, no worry about words leaking.
    

    
      Also separately obtained box putting Wind Essence inside. Kept that box preciously in training room.
    

    
      Only after finishing all these processes—brought Cotton Armor speaking to Jayeong and Elder Jeong.
    

    
      That obtained an all-purpose diaper decomposing waste from stone tomb.
    

    
      "Why would a martial master leave a diaper in a stone tomb?"
    

    
      "No, originally wasn't a diaper."
    

    
      Cotton Armor Master wrapped around Wind God Sword's left arm traveling the world together.
    

    
      "To anyone's eyes, looks like a diaper though?"
    

    
      "Mm."
    

    
      Since one white cloth, might look that way.
    

    
      After struggling to persuade making it an all-purpose diaper, if insulted like this—
    

    
      As expected, Cotton Armor Master in hand trembled—bareurereu.
    

    
      "Cotton Armor Master, don't be angry. Words of people who don't know about you. I'll prove your abilities."
    

    
      "You, did you just speak to a diaper?"
    

    
      Since Kwak Daebang or Yang Cheonjo saw the process of obtaining Cotton Armor beside, they passed over fine. To Jayeong, me bringing some cloth piece showing respect must look strange.
    

    
      Can't help it.
    

    
      "Master, let's prove abilities!"
    

    
      Lifted water bottle pouring water on Cotton Armor.
    

    
      "Then the cloth gets wet!"
    

    
      "Baby's father, what are you doing?"
    

    
      Jayeong and Elder Jeong shouted in surprise.
    

    
      "Ta-da."
    

    
      Whatever Cotton Armor's inner heart, decomposing moisture according to abilities—
    

    
      "Huh?"
    

    
      Stayed wet as is.
    

    
      "No, why... Master?"
    

    
      "It's just wet. Waste decomposition—nonsense."
    

    
      Wuuung—Mukheun cried.
    

    
      I quickly grasped.
    

    
      Before raising Eight Trigram Unity Technique's achievement, transmitted spottily.
    

    
      [Dead- pretending-]
    

    
      Roughly understood.
    

    
      Mukheun did its best informing this phenomenon's cause.
    

    
      "No. Cotton Armor Master, pretending dead? Didn't you definitely say you'd submit?"
    

    
      First time hearing equipment pretending dead.
    

    
      To do such things just because using as diaper.
    

    
      Can't communicate like inside stone tomb.
    

    
      Mukheun's intention barely transmitted—conversing with Cotton Armor mediating through Mukheun is difficult work.
    

    
      Need different form of communication? Strike down with Mukheun again?
    

    
      Jayeong waved hands.
    

    
      "Stop now. Taebok will be cold."
    

    
      "U, uung... Understood..."
    

    
      The world doesn't maintain temperature like mother's womb always.
    

    
      Newborns can feel cold just from opening diaper.
    

    
      So in the middle of changing diapers, suddenly pees—
    

    
      "Ah!"
    

    
      Like now.
    

    
      Chwaaaak—the powerless newborn pees this vigorously.
    

    
      That pee flies toward me.
    

    
      "Hot!"
    

    
      Lifted Cotton Armor Master blocking the pee.
    

    
      In an instant, good thought came to mind.
    

    
      As soon as blocking face, also cleanly wiped pee splattered on Taebok's lower body with Cotton Armor Master.
    

    
      Cotton Armor Master got soaked wet with pee.
    

    
      "Honey, what if you wrap Taebok with wet cloth?"
    

    
      "Baby's father, must use dry diaper!"
    

    
      However, my thought hit the mark.
    

    
      "This time for sure, ta-da! Look! This diaper! This miracle!"
    

    
      Cotton Armor Master soaked in baby pee rapidly dried itself.
    

    
      Knew it.
    

    
      Never directly received pee like this before, right? Surprised, right? Couldn't endure, right? Even forgot pretending dead wanting to become clean yourself, right?
    

    
      "Your life going forward. Huhu."
    

    
      Grateful, and grateful again.
    

    
      "Oh my!"
    

    
      "This is!"
    

    
      Admiration burst from Jayeong and Elder Jeong's mouths.
    

    
      Both people touched Cotton Armor making a fuss.
    

    
      "Became fluffy!"
    

    
      "No yellow marks either! Exactly like before pouring water?"
    

    
      "That's what I'm saying. Will you believe my words now?"
    

    
      Opportunity for proof came without stopping.
    

    
      As soon as wrapping Taebok's lower body with Cotton Armor Master—
    

    
      "Eumkeum, seems he also pooped?"
    

    
      Fragrance came.
    

    
      Newborn poop doesn't have harsh smell but sweet fragrance.
    

    
      According to Divine Physician's words heard before, because the world's energy hasn't entered inside intestines yet. We're all born holding fragrant energy.
    

    
      Smell also not severe,
    

    
      face reddening when exerting—also something after growing slightly,
    

    
      now is time needing to check diaper frequently.
    

    
      However—Eight Sensations' power making even senses keen also detects Taebok's poop.
    

    
      Eight Trigram Unity Technique is the best.
    

    
      "Now look. Here's poop."
    

    
      "Right, he pooped."
    

    
      "Always amazing. Baby's father really knows like a ghost."
    

    
      No more need to detect like that.
    

    
      Seuwik—closed Cotton Armor Master, the all-purpose diaper.
    

    
      "And probably if this much time passes?"
    

    
      Seuwik—opened again.
    

    
      "Look!"
    

    
      "Kyaak!"
    

    
      "Really disappeared!"
    

    
      The all-purpose diaper fulfilled its role.
    

    
      Poop disappeared.
    

    
      All processes of frequently changing diapers, initial washing, boiling wash, drying in sunlight and wind, folding well and storing—disappeared.
    

    
      I indicated Cotton Armor Master with palm.
    

    
      "Now then, shouldn't we call this 'Master' at this level?"
    

    
      I say again, grateful and grateful again.
    

    
      That Cotton Armor Master's trembling appearance—bureurereu—feels extremely angry is probably my mistake.
    

    
      "Master!"
    

    
      "Master!"
    

    
      At caregivers' joy-filled voices, trivial mistakes disappeared.
    

    
      Ppakkeum—now Taebok wore the all-purpose diaper.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      And the Divine Physician arrived.
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      Chapter 62: Our Baby?!
    

    
      The Divine Physician came.
    

    
      He appeared as soon as I sent the message, surprising me.
    

    
      "Were you nearby?"
    

    
      I asked while guiding him to the inner hall.
    

    
      "I was in Chang'an."
    

    
      Luoyang and Chang'an had well-maintained roads. With the Divine Physician's lightness technique, it was quick.
    

    
      "Chang'an. Isn't it unsettled these days?"
    

    
      Seems there was some commotion in Chang'an.
    

    
      "Well, more than that... You obtained Wind Essence?"
    

    
      "Yes. Somehow."
    

    
      "Somehow? Hehe, you truly surprise me. Is Wind Essence something that can be obtained like that?"
    

    
      Can only call it luck.
    

    
      Had no idea Wind Essence was there.
    

    
      "Hero, I brought tea."
    

    
      Jeongi, whom I'd saved from Master Dongpae's estate, brought two cups of tea.
    

    
      Though I didn't give her separate work, she helped like this. Even her respectful manner before guests was proper.
    

    
      After taking a sip of tea, the Divine Physician watched Jeongi disappear quickly—chongchong.
    

    
      Would think too young to be a maid.
    

    
      "I saved father and daughter from Black Path, and hired the father as gardener."
    

    
      "Really?"
    

    
      The Divine Physician closed his eyes briefly while smelling the tea's fragrance.
    

    
      Then opening his eyes, he said quietly:
    

    
      "You're White Path."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "That you obtained Wind Essence can only be called virtue. Such treasures don't easily come to hand."
    

    
      Not luck but virtue.
    

    
      I also took a sip of tea.
    

    
      Is that so?
    

    
      I wanted to be free, but on that path saved many people. Was that virtue?
    

    
      So reached Wind Essence.
    

    
      "I'll think of it that way."
    

    
      Let me keep following my heart's path going forward.
    

    
      If my heart doesn't bend, the path won't bend either.
    

    
      The Divine Physician nodded contentedly.
    

    
      "Do so. Wind Essence absorption will go well too. Ever heard the method?"
    

    
      Couldn't not know.
    

    
      Once finding it, planned to immediately treat Taebok.
    

    
      Already learned the method beforehand.
    

    
      "I know to place Wind Essence on the thigh's Qimen acupoint and absorb."
    

    
      Qimen acupoint is an acupoint on the path from knee to groin.
    

    
      Not nose, not palm center, but thigh.
    

    
      When first learning, I was skeptical.
    

    
      "You know well. How do you know this?"
    

    
      Already thought up words to cover.
    

    
      "I heard a bit about spiritual medicines and treasures from Master."
    

    
      "Your Master was knowledgeable about spiritual medicines too."
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      Actually had no interest at all.
    

    
      Spiritual medicine?
    

    
      Never heard Master speak about spiritual medicines or treasures. No interest?
    

    
      None.
    

    
      Why no interest? They say consuming spiritual medicine raises martial arts achievement.
    

    
      Haven't lost even now. Why bother?
    

    
      Ah.
    

    
      Tell those who need such things to eat them.
    

    
      Had no need, so no interest.
    

    
      This inadequate disciple needs spiritual medicines and treasures greatly.
    

    
      "My concern is whether injecting Wind Essence's true qi into Taebok who's only been born fifteen days is okay."
    

    
      "About that, tell me more about your martial arts."
    

    
      Attempts to understand nature existed since humanity's beginning.
    

    
      Dividing nature into eight things—heaven, swamp, fire, lightning, wind, water, mountain, earth—expressing each as trigrams is the Eight Trigrams.
    

    
      The Eight Trigrams were first created by legendary Fu Xi, afterward King Wen of Zhou refined the order, and various sects including Taoists adopted them.
    

    
      Eight Trigram Unity Technique divided nature into eight while intending to unite through that circulation.
    

    
      Those who learn trigram techniques become vessels containing natural energy, advancing through accumulation, resonance, circulation, and unity.
    

    
      "Mm. I see. Martial arts inseparable from natural energy."
    

    
      "Without natural energy, establishment itself is impossible."
    

    
      The Divine Physician emptied remaining tea falling into thought.
    

    
      Then gave the answer I'd so wanted.
    

    
      "Possible."
    

    
      "Ahh! Really?"
    

    
      "Indeed. Trust me. Rather—"
    

    
      Paused briefly.
    

    
      "Mm, no."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "Let's omit what can't be guaranteed. Now focus on treatment."
    

    
      Words the Divine Physician swallowed weren't important.
    

    
      What I wanted was only Taebok's treatment.
    

    
      If that's possible, nothing else needed.
    

    
      "Yes!"
    

    
      While we immediately discussed true qi channeling—presence approaching the inner hall was felt.
    

    
      "Jayeong."
    

    
      "I greet you. Junior of jianghu, Iron Bead Yeom Jayeong meets the Divine Physician."
    

    
      "Oh my, don't bow too much. After childbirth, must be careful."
    

    
      The Divine Physician stopped her.
    

    
      "Still, seems recovery is fast as a martial artist."
    

    
      "Yes. My husband obtained good things for my body, so recovering quickly."
    

    
      "Mm. Mm. Should be so."
    

    
      The Divine Physician looked at me with contented smile—asking with eyes.
    

    
      'Told her about Severed Meridian?' 'Didn't.' 'Then what do we do?' 'Could you cover for me? I'll tell her later.'
    

    
      Urgent gazes passed between us.
    

    
      Still hadn't told Jayeong.
    

    
      Yet the Divine Physician treats Taebok?
    

    
      Would be tremendously surprised.
    

    
      "The Ink Sword Hero obtained Wind Essence, so I came. I've also been curious about that spiritual medicine. Seems like imposing on you, Iron Bead, when your body isn't fully recovered."
    

    
      Thank you, Divine Physician sir. Right, Wind Essence is curious. Truly an excellent reason.
    

    
      "Not at all. I've always admired the Divine Physician's reputation. It's an honor meeting you."
    

    
      "Hehehehe, what honor?"
    

    
      The Divine Physician gave Jayeong some advice about postpartum care then signaled me with eyes.
    

    
      I immediately opened my mouth.
    

    
      "Jayeong, seems I need to discuss Wind Essence with the Divine Physician again."
    

    
      "Ah, right? I took too much time. I'll be inside."
    

    
      "Thank you."
    

    
      She disappeared.
    

    
      "How long will you keep it secret?"
    

    
      "I'm watching for opportunity, but my heart always weakens. Seems like that person will be sad."
    

    
      "Haah. That's true but."
    

    
      "I plan to tell after finishing this true qi channeling. Wouldn't it be slightly more reassuring if there's progress in treatment?"
    

    
      "That's better. Meeting your wife, she's intelligent and keen—not someone who can be fooled long."
    

    
      Rather fortunate I'd been busy.
    

    
      If spent much time home, would have been discovered quickly.
    

    
      "Could you... wait a bit?"
    

    
      "Why?"
    

    
      "To absorb Wind Essence then immediately do true qi channeling, shouldn't I bring Taebok?"
    

    
      "That's so."
    

    
      To maintain secrecy, must secretly take Taebok without Jayeong knowing.
    

    
      I sent the Divine Physician to the training room and waited for Jayeong to nap.
    

    
      She woke every one to one and half shichen at night feeding Taebok breast milk. During day too, attention always on the child.
    

    
      Her body inevitably called for sleep.
    

    
      "Kooooo."
    

    
      Hearing Jayeong's sleeping sounds—carefully moved Taebok into the baby basket.
    

    
      Would Jayeong wake? Would Taebok wake?
    

    
      Was tremendously nervous in different sense.
    

    
      "Look here... are you okay?"
    

    
      "Heeek, heeek, heeek. I'm fine."
    

    
      Arrived at the training hall.
    

    
      The Divine Physician came first checking Wind Essence.
    

    
      I set down the basket containing sleeping Taebok beside. Taebok didn't wake often when sleeping, fortunately sleeping deeply.
    

    
      What a filial Taebok.
    

    
      Inside the box with lid open—Wind Essence exists.
    

    
      Still amazing.
    

    
      Without leaving a fist-sized circle, wind rotates inside.
    

    
      As if surrounded by transparent membrane, but actually nothing there.
    

    
      Kept anxious it might burst and disappear.
    

    
      Slowly reached out hand.
    

    
      Fire Essence or Ice Essence don't lose form from touching. But Wind Essence is different. Might disappear carelessly.
    

    
      Very slowly—feel wind's natural energy through Eight Sensations.
    

    
      'Ooh.'
    

    
      Tremendous energy accumulated inside Wind Essence.
    

    
      Already consumed the pill received from Oga Pharmacy.
    

    
      The pill will help absorb this tremendous energy without remainder.
    

    
      Careful, careful.
    

    
      Brought palm center close, gently releasing inner power.
    

    
      Wrapped Wind Essence with inner power—moved to cross-legged thigh's Qimen acupoint.
    

    
      Then with both hands gathered inside qi center, focused mind on Qimen acupoint.
    

    
      Like breathing through nose, absorb Wind Essence through Qimen acupoint.
    

    
      'Ugh.'
    

    
      Fierce from the start.
    

    
      Like if strong wind enters nose feels burdensome,
    

    
      Wind Essence's mighty energy expanded all acupoints starting from Qimen.
    

    
      As if gale rushing through whole body's blood vessels.
    

    
      'Get a grip, father.'
    

    
      Must breathe.
    

    
      Must breathe even in gale.
    

    
      With one strand of calm breathing, must make Wind Essence's energy follow.
    

    
      'Right, right. Like this.'
    

    
      One single gentle breeze amid gale.
    

    
      This breeze far from being swept by gale, rather embraces the gale.
    

    
      The rough fierce energy gradually settles.
    

    
      Blood vessels that seemed to tear also gradually find their places.
    

    
      Finally all energy enters qi center.
    

    
      Tui Trigram Technique mastered first handles swamp's natural energy, increasing total natural energy the qi center can contain.
    

    
      Relied on Tui Trigram Technique capturing Wind Essence's energy without losing.
    

    
      "Now. Taebok."
    

    
      The Divine Physician lifted sleeping Taebok onto his shoulder.
    

    
      Since rolled up clothes, Taebok's back was exposed as is.
    

    
      Small back size of my palm.
    

    
      'Taebok.'
    

    
      Before regression, I wished to definitely obtain Wind Essence meeting this moment.
    

    
      'Father is scared. Because you're too young, very scared.'
    

    
      True qi channeling to a baby not yet fifteen days old.
    

    
      'But if not father, who will do it?'
    

    
      Though so scared, can't postpone to anyone.
    

    
      Only me.
    

    
      Only I can do this.
    

    
      The Divine Physician's voice was heard.
    

    
      Voice minutely adjusted not to scatter concentration.
    

    
      "Don't worry. It's your child with similar body type and constitution. Will know by instinct, so trust yourself and baby doing true qi channeling."
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      The person who knows Taebok's blood vessels best is precisely me.
    

    
      I started releasing true qi through palm center.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      Before coming to Luoyang.
    

    
      Before even knowing Jayeong.
    

    
      For what reason was it?
    

    
      I'd conversed with a martial artist who had several children.
    

    
      Children? Take much care. Beast offspring stand, walk, run not long after birth. Human children take long to become so.
    

    
      Really? Why is that?
    

    
      Who knows? Maybe to become better than beasts?
    

    
      The martial artist laughed—pik. I also could only laugh back.
    

    
      That dawn, we were on ambush receiving Alliance mission.
    

    
      Heard unorthodox masters would raid an estate.
    

    
      They probably didn't take longer than beasts to stand, walk, run either.
    

    
      Yet they came to kill people like beasts.
    

    
      Especially from right after birth to one hundred days, utterly powerless. Spend most of day sleeping, remaining time eating and excreting... Ayu, don't even mention.
    

    
      That much?
    

    
      Of course. They say babies don't even know they were born into the world yet. Think they're still in mother's belly.
    

    
      Really? Really like that?
    

    
      Who knows? Would need to ask baby, but the baby has no means to answer, so can only guess. Keuhahaha.
    

    
      The martial artist's laughter scattered gently into night air.
    

    
      That day, unorthodox attacked with stronger forces than Alliance expected.
    

    
      Fought, won.
    

    
      The martial artist with several children died.
    

    
      Looking at his blood-soaked face then raised head.
    

    
      Night hadn't fully passed yet, countless stars spread across sky.
    

    
      Suddenly wondered what feeling the world was for a baby.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      It was this feeling.
    

    
      I assimilated with Taebok.
    

    
      Felt what Taebok felt.
    

    
      Taebok can't accurately perceive 'me.'
    

    
      Self and outside aren't distinguished.
    

    
      Things outside also felt like myself.
    

    
      Myself also felt not as one clear existence but scattered multiple existences.
    

    
      Can't know how those existences connect.
    

    
      Taebok and world, Taebok and parents, Taebok and everything mixed together.
    

    
      And this is—
    

    
      'Primordial Chaos?'
    

    
      The primordial universe before everything differentiated.
    

    
      Yin-yang, three powers, four symbols, five elements, six harmonies, eight trigrams... the primordial before divided by any classification viewing the world.
    

    
      Primordial Chaos existed inside the newborn.
    

    
      'Is that so?'
    

    
      No matter how fast martial arts training, it's after consciousness awakens. Consciousness awakening also means distinguishing the world.
    

    
      Understanding world with consciousness, then from there forgetting world again with consciousness—the realm barely viewable is Primordial Chaos.
    

    
      'But people possessed it from the beginning. Not an unknown realm but returning to a known realm.'
    

    
      The moment realizing this, felt one point of the universe.
    

    
      Instinctively could know that point's identity.
    

    
      'Qi center.'
    

    
      Taebok's qi center.
    

    
      Felt as one hot point inside my body.
    

    
      Simultaneously felt like some star far away.
    

    
      Inside while simultaneously outside.
    

    
      'Going.'
    

    
      Leading Wind Essence's energy going there.
    

    
      Placing awareness on inner power—entered into Primordial Chaos carrying true qi.
    

    
      Swimming inside endless Primordial Chaos.
    

    
      Among scattered stars—true qi flows following me.
    

    
      True qi started awakening stars.
    

    
      Stars were soon acupoints.
    

    
      My true qi channeling awakened acupoints... no, created them.
    

    
      Now pioneering acupoints destined to be blocked.
    

    
      So they won't close, sturdily, containing father's affection—creating paths for wind's natural true qi to flow.
    

    
      I was creating Taebok's universe.
    

    
      "Uuuuuuuuuuungaeaeae!"
    

    
      Taebok responded with vigorous crying.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      "Did I do it? Did I do it?"
    

    
      "Ooh!"
    

    
      The Divine Physician approached checking Taebok's pulse.
    

    
      Soon joy rose on his face.
    

    
      "Right! You did it! You created one path for natural energy to flow for the baby!"
    

    
      "Ahh. Ah."
    

    
      I, I did it.
    

    
      See Taebok bursting into vigorous crying. Eyes slightly hazy.
    

    
      It's okay. Still see so well.
    

    
      Our Taebok finally—finally.
    

    
      "Honey? What are you doing?"
    

    
      "Eok."
    

    
      Blood heated from excitement cooled instantly.
    

    
      "Honey? Divine Physician? Why is Taebok?"
    

    
      "Ah, ah, no. That's not it."
    

    
      I turned around clumsily—ttukttakttuktttak.
    

    
      Jayeong stood opening the training hall door.
    

    
      "Weren't you sleeping?"
    

    
      "Heard Taebok's crying."
    

    
      Quite a distance and thick training hall door too.
    

    
      "You heard?"
    

    
      "Heard clearly though."
    

    
      Kkulkkeok—I swallowed before her.
    

    
      Right, now the time has come.
    

    
      "Um, so. Must talk now."
    

    
      Will you help, Divine Physician sir?
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      The Divine Physician slipped back to a training hall corner.
    

    
      When eyes met, he shook his head.
    

    
      Firm expression not to drag him in.
    

    
      Before I could open mouth, Jayeong shouted.
    

    
      "What are you doing with Taebok!"
    

    
      "No, it's not like that. I did something good."
    

    
      "Good? If you don't explain properly—"
    

    
      But Jayeong's voice cut off mid-way.
    

    
      Face also paled.
    

    
      "Ah, ah, ah—"
    

    
      Even sat down in place—teolsseok.
    

    
      What she looked at wasn't me.
    

    
      Behind me.
    

    
      Behind me means...
    

    
      Taebok?
    

    
      I also turned surprised.
    

    
      "Uh."
    

    
      I also saw.
    

    
      "Eong?"
    

    
      Hearing that sound, the Divine Physician definitely saw too.
    

    
      "Why?"
    

    
      "Why?"
    

    
      "Why?"
    

    
      All three of us couldn't understand the scene before eyes.
    

    
      Dungsil—dudungsil.
    

    
      The sight of Taebok floating in midair.
    

    
      Our baby—flying?
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      "Oh my!"
    

    
      This was Elder Jeong's scream.
    

    
      "Elder Jeong?"
    

    
      So surprised by Taebok—even with three martial artists in the training room, couldn't stop Elder Jeong from approaching.
    

    
      "Heard a scream, so I came, but this, this, what's happening?"
    

    
      She normally didn't come toward the training room, so why did she appear?
    

    
      Must have been quite noisy.
    

    
      "The baby's floating!"
    

    
      Elder Jeong also sat down beside seated Jayeong—jujeoanjat.
    

    
      Jayeong hugged her asking me:
    

    
      "I also just came, so what's what? Honey, what's happening? Why is Taebok—"
    

    
      Right, that next part is quite difficult.
    

    
      "—flying?"
    

    
      I quickly looked at the Divine Physician.
    

    
      "Why is he flying?"
    

    
      The Divine Physician looked at Taebok.
    

    
      "Why are you in midair... ah, this isn't it."
    

    
      "What good does asking Taebok!"
    

    
      "Mm, too flustered."
    

    
      A baby who can't even make sounds except crying, let alone speak.
    

    
      Expressing intentions impossible.
    

    
      The supreme authority at this place is the Divine Physician.
    

    
      And he right now—scratching head, rolling eyeballs, subtly pulling back feet—revealing with his whole body that he knows nothing.
    

    
      "Eh, why did this happen?"
    

    
      Not only with body, but also revealed with words.
    

    
      Can't just wait for answer.
    

    
      First approached before Taebok.
    

    
      Dungsil, dudungsil—still floating in midair.
    

    
      "Taebok?"
    

    
      Without opening sleeping eyes, Taebok smiled—heee.
    

    
      How cute.
    

    
      "Oh my, he's smiling."
    

    
      "That's not the point!"
    

    
      Jayeong who approached at some point whispered behind my ear.
    

    
      Ossak—spine stands on end.
    

    
      Must somehow resolve this.
    

    
      "Wait, just a moment."
    

    
      Detecting through Eight Sensations—the principle was like Wind Essence.
    

    
      Like Wind Essence where wind didn't leave a fist-sized area—wind gathered centered on Taebok.
    

    
      However, not fierce wind.
    

    
      Rather extremely calm.
    

    
      "This is... should see it as floating not by creating wind but by natural energy itself."
    

    
      Resonance with energy itself.
    

    
      In some sense, Lingkong Xudao utilizing natural energy...
    

    
      "Magnificent, Taebok."
    

    
      "Honey!"
    

    
      Jayeong still stuck tight behind me.
    

    
      The reason she herself didn't rush to Taebok—afraid of accidentally causing harm.
    

    
      "Now, Taebok."
    

    
      Carefully reached out hand.
    

    
      Tried grabbing to bring down but felt resistance. Wind energy around Taebok reacted differently.
    

    
      Yet forcing down made me worry about burden on Taebok's fragile body.
    

    
      "Taebok. Come down. You can't stay floating like this."
    

    
      Just spoke words not knowing what to do.
    

    
      Since the baby wouldn't understand anyway, was meaningless.
    

    
      "Huh?"
    

    
      Seureureu—Taebok descended downward.
    

    
      "He's coming down! Honey, seems he understood your words."
    

    
      "That can't be? Wait, first let's put him in the baby basket."
    

    
      Carefully received and held him, placing in basket.
    

    
      Taebok remained deeply asleep as is.
    

    
      Though surroundings were noisy, he sleeps well.
    

    
      Child, sleeps well.
    

    
      Child, good boy.
    

    
      Child, flies well...
    

    
      "This isn't it? Divine Physician sir, you really have no idea?"
    

    
      "Euheum."
    

    
      He returned the question to me.
    

    
      "First you speak. What did you experience during true qi channeling?"
    

    
      Right order.
    

    
      Needed to know the phenomenon accurately.
    

    
      "True qi channeling?! To a baby not even fifteen days old?"
    

    
      Jayeong looked in surprise.
    

    
      I quickly opened mouth giving no gap.
    

    
      "Primordial Chaos! I saw Primordial Chaos. A body where nothing yet settled. The path I led true qi became acupoints. Felt like connecting between stars. Only felt the qi center heading there."
    

    
      Poured out report blocking Jayeong's questions.
    

    
      "Ahh. Is that so?"
    

    
      The Divine Physician also seemed to grasp a clue.
    

    
      Jayeong also quietly focused on his mouth.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      We waited in silence for the Divine Physician to finish thinking.
    

    
      Saegeunsaeugeun—only Taebok's breathing sounds were heard in the training room.
    

    
      "Ultimately this treatment."
    

    
      Only after a while did the Divine Physician open his mouth.
    

    
      "Isn't it creating a path to communicate with natural energy?"
    

    
      "That's right."
    

    
      "If the baby's body was Primordial Chaos itself—seems you paved a permanent and powerful great road. A great road to freely communicate with wind's natural energy."
    

    
      So—if it were a child whose blood vessels all settled, treatment would have been opening existing blood vessels.
    

    
      But became treatment creating blood vessels entirely?
    

    
      "Then that means."
    

    
      "Mm."
    

    
      "Rather good, isn't it?"
    

    
      "Right."
    

    
      Freely handling natural energy—as a martial artist, no higher realm than this—
    

    
      "What's good! The baby's flying!"
    

    
      "That's right! Babies just need to grow matching other kids. Flying is too much!"
    

    
      This time too, Jayeong's rebuke made my mind return. Elder Jeong was also on Jayeong's side.
    

    
      "And! I clearly heard. Treatment? You just said treatment?"
    

    
      Her eyes nailed into me.
    

    
      The time has come.
    

    
      "Whew. Must speak now."
    

    
      Planned to tell after first treatment finished, but didn't know would show flying appearance first.
    

    
      Thanks to that, can no longer delay.
    

    
      Tried borrowing expert explanation looking at Divine Physician, but he played dumb.
    

    
      Was examining training hall wall as if extremely interested. Though nothing's on the wall.
    

    
      Ehyu—right, this is my share.
    

    
      Who would I postpone to?
    

    
      "Wife, first sit down. Might be surprised again."
    

    
      Held Jayeong's hand seating her and started the story.
    

    
      "So—"
    

    
      Slowly.
    

    
      "—and invited the Divine Physician sir—"
    

    
      Carefully.
    

    
      "—that's how this happened."
    

    
      By the end, I was holding Jayeong.
    

    
      "Don't cry. I already found treatment. And the Divine Physician sir is at our house. What worry?"
    

    
      Jayeong sniffled trembling slightly.
    

    
      "Heuheuk. Though I knew something was strange about you from the first day..."
    

    
      "As expected, you noticed."
    

    
      Even trying not to show, my behavior changed so much from before.
    

    
      Jayeong had said suspicious words before.
    

    
      "I didn't know it was Taebok being sick. This is too harsh. Severed Meridian. Moreover, never even heard of such Severed Meridian."
    

    
      I stroked her back.
    

    
      "What does hearing first matter? Wasn't most about children things heard first? Let's think of this as one of those."
    

    
      Even I couldn't think that way.
    

    
      But before Jayeong, I try to pretend thinking so.
    

    
      If I don't waver, Jayeong can lean on me.
    

    
      "Now, baby's father. Then what was Taebok flying just now? And understanding father's words?"
    

    
      With few words, Jayeong's surprise and sadness wouldn't subside.
    

    
      As if replacing her, Elder Jeong asked questions.
    

    
      "Flying was an unexpected result of treatment. Understanding my words—"
    

    
      Of course I spoke.
    

    
      But Taebok was sleeping. Couldn't understand language.
    

    
      "Not words."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "Intention was transmitted."
    

    
      I had words to explain this phenomenon.
    

    
      "Should call it resonance."
    

    
      A very familiar word.
    

    
      Like I exchange with Mukheun—between me and Taebok, even stronger resonance was felt.
    

    
      "I feel it even now. Like some string connects between Taebok and me. That string seems to directly transmit my intention to Taebok."
    

    
      Resonance that didn't form before regression.
    

    
      Seems a phenomenon arising from entering Taebok's Primordial Chaos.
    

    
      "Umm. Makes sense."
    

    
      The Divine Physician nodded beside.
    

    
      "To learn new facts about this Severed Meridian. A phenomenon even predecessors didn't record."
    

    
      "I also didn't expect at all."
    

    
      "Natural since it's your first encounter."
    

    
      Not first but second.
    

    
      Since situation differed from before, result also differed.
    

    
      Differed greatly, so greatly surprised.
    

    
      However—
    

    
      "Conclusively, we advanced Taebok's treatment, blood vessels that can communicate with natural energy were created, and I can control the resulting phenomenon, isn't it?"
    

    
      "That's so. Ultimately went well."
    

    
      The Divine Physician agreed with my words then looked at Jayeong.
    

    
      "Look here, Iron Bead. Stop crying. After treatment finishes, your son will be sturdier and brighter than anyone in the world."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      With still tearful eyes, Jayeong looked up at Divine Physician.
    

    
      Sturdy and bright—if the child is so, nothing more to wish as parents.
    

    
      "Can't help it since absorbing natural energy so fully. Will become an extraordinary child. No, already extraordinary."
    

    
      "Really?"
    

    
      "Of course! This Divine Physician guarantees."
    

    
      The Divine Physician deliberately nodded forcefully.
    

    
      Other times, Jayeong would have seen through that exaggeration, but now nodded together as if clinging.
    

    
      I also patted her again.
    

    
      "Now, wife. Be at ease. Be at ease. I'm here, and the Divine Physician is here. Taebok will grow into a sturdy child."
    

    
      "Heuheuk."
    

    
      She burst into tears again.
    

    
      It's okay. This time, tears of relief.
    

    
      Taebok—father and mother both love you.
    

    
      You grow sturdily too, and let's hug together and laugh, all three.
    

    
      Smiling contentedly looking at Taebok—
    

    
      Dudungsil—Taebok floated up approaching here.
    

    
      "No, not now. When you're bigger. When control is good. Okay?"
    

    
      Dungsil—dungsildungsil.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      After the commotion in training hall—
    

    
      Uuu. Must quickly ask brother to come. Spiritual medicine, need spiritual medicine, right?
    

    
      First laid Jayeong down.
    

    
      The Divine Physician also prescribed medicine saying she might get sick carelessly.
    

    
      Even amid shock, she thought to contact her brother the Rogues' Guild Leader.
    

    
      Can't leave such a child to other caretakers, right? Must stay longer for a while. Must leave midwife work to disciples.
    

    
      Also took Elder Jeong to her room so she could rest.
    

    
      She'd stayed longer saying Taebok was sick. After seeing him fly, she said she'd lend more help.
    

    
      I gave thanks many times.
    

    
      Must think more about this phenomenon. Curious what will happen if channeling true qi with other spiritual medicines corresponding to Eight Trigrams.
    

    
      Cleared a guest room hosting the Divine Physician.
    

    
      Though someone who could obtain quarters anywhere in Luoyang, he also needed rest.
    

    
      After letting everyone rest—
    

    
      "Whuuuu."
    

    
      I also caught my breath.
    

    
      "Surprised, surprised."
    

    
      Before true qi channeling, expectations and worries were great.
    

    
      Afterward, full of surprise.
    

    
      Though Taebok slept soundly before and after.
    

    
      "Really a filial son."
    

    
      Right—all these emotions we experience are adults' share.
    

    
      Taebok, just sleeping well is fulfilling filial piety.
    

    
      "Mm, but Taebok."
    

    
      I looked around front, back, left, right.
    

    
      "Father has something curious."
    

    
      Seuljeok—seuljjeeeok—holding Taebok, came to the rear garden.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Made sure employees wouldn't approach either.
    

    
      Young Jeongi liked watching Taebok often appearing, so looked around once more.
    

    
      "Good, no one."
    

    
      Taebok in my arms just sleeping—keulkeul.
    

    
      Uuu, how cute.
    

    
      ...Too doting?
    

    
      Well, if doting, so what?
    

    
      Uuu, uuu, how cute.
    

    
      After staring long, finally came to senses.
    

    
      "Ah, right. Must do what I meant to."
    

    
      Scanning rear garden floor, picked up one leaf.
    

    
      "Lovely Taebok."
    

    
      Transmitted my intention to Taebok.
    

    
      "Shall we try making a whirlwind?"
    

    
      This was the reason for subtly bringing him out.
    

    
      If Taebok can handle wind energy and resonates with my intention—can't he move not only himself but external objects?
    

    
      Seems possible.
    

    
      But if telling other people, they'd scold saying why make the baby work hard.
    

    
      By my resonance, seems fine though.
    

    
      "Let's just try between us two and go in."
    

    
      Now, I concentrated intention in my heart.
    

    
      One leaf—mental image of leaf rising in swirling wind.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Quiet.
    

    
      Nothing happened.
    

    
      "Won't it work?"
    

    
      Once more.
    

    
      "Now, try moving the leaf with a whirlwind."
    

    
      Words with simultaneous mental image.
    

    
      And waited.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Still quiet.
    

    
      Above all, no feeling of resonance.
    

    
      Must be not yet at this point.
    

    
      Or separate conditions exist.
    

    
      "It was just an experiment anyway. Taebok, let's go in now."
    

    
      If conditions exist, can discuss with Divine Physician.
    

    
      Even if doesn't work at all, doesn't matter.
    

    
      "Father will teach you martial arts later. Probably you'll master even better than father? Yes, definitely so."
    

    
      Eight Trigram Unity Technique fundamentally based on natural energy.
    

    
      If Taebok already communicating with natural energy learns martial arts, definitely will master.
    

    
      I just smiled contentedly holding Taebok going in.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong put Taebok down in the baby crib.
    

    
      Baby crib has protective barriers on all sides preventing falls.
    

    
      Thanks to that, he could go get water with peace of mind.
    

    
      On the other hand, that's also why he couldn't see.
    

    
      Hwiririк—the sight of one leaf swirling in a small whirlwind outside the window.
    

    
      The leaf briefly rose then soon fell to the floor. Mixed among countless leaves, no one could know.
    

    
      Hejuk—only Taebok smiled alone while sleeping.
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      Chapter 64: ○○ Swordsman Jin Yeomyeong
    

    
      "The Ink Sword Hero must accept."
    

    
      Two men arrived before Jin Yeomyeong's house.
    

    
      "So this is the house he moved to. Has rear garden too, much better."
    

    
      "Captain. Aren't you the one who provided furnishings for this house, Captain? Yet would the Ink Sword Hero refuse the request?"
    

    
      The person called Captain was Luoyang's largest trading company Golden Cloud Trading's Captain Zhu Hochong, and the figure beside was Vice General Manager who accompanied the Captain today.
    

    
      "Vice General Manager Yang, you also know martial artists' pride. He might consider my request rude."
    

    
      "That's true but..."
    

    
      Vice General Manager Yang tilted his head.
    

    
      "Still, isn't the relationship strong?"
    

    
      "Of course. The Ink Sword Hero saved my life."
    

    
      "You did various things together after that."
    

    
      Zhu Hochong and Jin Yeomyeong had many occasions to meet through trading company alliance dissolution, magistrate introductions, etc.
    

    
      "Then won't he accept the request? It's not a request without compensation, and you're thinking to give that much money."
    

    
      "Uhuh. You don't know the Ink Sword Hero."
    

    
      Zhu Hochong still shook his head.
    

    
      "The Ink Sword Hero isn't someone swayed by money."
    

    
      "Really?"
    

    
      "I understand your doubt. Hard to see such people in the commercial world."
    

    
      "Government offices same. Magistrate Yang Daeryang seems different, but doesn't even he want trading company support?"
    

    
      "The Ink Sword Hero is even more. Not at all someone who moves for money."
    

    
      If someone buyable with money, just offer more contract money. What moved Jin Yeomyeong was different.
    

    
      "But our current request is only related to money."
    

    
      The reason the Captain himself came to request.
    

    
      "Now, let's go in."
    

    
      "Yes!"
    

    
      "How much is it?"
    

    
      Hm?
    

    
      One girl playing before Jin Yeomyeong's house boldly asked.
    

    
      Since Captain Zhu and Vice General Manager Yang didn't lower voices, seems she heard the conversation.
    

    
      "Child. Not something for you to interfere."
    

    
      Vice General Manager Yang tried scolding the child, but Zhu Hochong stopped him.
    

    
      "Enough. What does it matter?"
    

    
      "Captain. You're too soft on children."
    

    
      "What's wrong with that? Why be strong toward children?"
    

    
      Pushing Vice General Manager Yang back, he looked at the child.
    

    
      "So. Who are you?"
    

    
      The child stood bowing her head—kkubbeok. Quite polite greeting.
    

    
      "I'm Jeongi, daughter of this house's employee."
    

    
      "Oh? Really? One of the people the Ink Sword Hero took."
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong sent people saved from Master Dongpae's estate to Golden Cloud Trading. Heard he took them as employees when moving houses.
    

    
      "Yes. You're Captain Zhu Hochong?"
    

    
      "Oho. That's right."
    

    
      This girl named Jeongi seems to have guessed who Zhu Hochong was hearing the brief conversation.
    

    
      Looking at her eyes, could tell her cleverness.
    

    
      "Thank you for treating us well when we went to Golden Cloud Trading."
    

    
      "I was too busy to even meet."
    

    
      "We ate delicious things. Sleeping quarters were comfortable too."
    

    
      Not meeting didn't mean neglecting hospitality. Weren't they people the Ink Sword Hero sent?
    

    
      "Umm. So?"
    

    
      "You're planning to give the hero lots of money making a request, right?"
    

    
      "Right. Want to know how much?"
    

    
      "No. That's not my concern."
    

    
      Less and less understanding what this kid wanted to say.
    

    
      However, didn't seem to be saying just anything. Seems scheming in that young head.
    

    
      "Meet the Ink Sword Hero's wife. And if you talk money to the wife, the Ink Sword Hero will do it."
    

    
      "Ooh?"
    

    
      Zhu Hochong had never met Jin Yeomyeong's wife Yeom Jayeong. Only knew Jin Yeomyeong cared for family.
    

    
      But this child would have watched the Ink Sword Hero couple beside.
    

    
      "I see. To catch the general, must shoot the horse. To request the Ink Sword Hero, must meet the wife?"
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      Jeongi looked at Zhu Hochong grinning—hejuk.
    

    
      That appearance pretty, so reached out hand to pat her head.
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      Jeongi also reached out hand.
    

    
      However, palm facing up.
    

    
      "For information."
    

    
      "Mm?"
    

    
      "Information fee."
    

    
      "Ah."
    

    
      Zhu Hochong snapped awake.
    

    
      "Information fee?"
    

    
      Jeongi pushed hand further in with bright smile.
    

    
      "Please give."
    

    
      Beside, Vice General Manager Yang made surprised sound—heueuh.
    

    
      Zhu Hochong the same.
    

    
      Felt caught off guard.
    

    
      "Jeongi. How old are you?"
    

    
      "Eight years old."
    

    
      "Eight? At that age? Splendid!"
    

    
      At eight already knowing to sell not things but information.
    

    
      Not level exceeding peers but genius merchant talent. How well she speaks too.
    

    
      "Hehe."
    

    
      Gazes passed between Luoyang's great trading company captain and young merchant.
    

    
      "Just asking one thing. Why tell beforehand? What if I don't give money?"
    

    
      "Then I won't say anything going forward."
    

    
      "Ooh. Right!"
    

    
      Saving money now loses the information source called Jeongi.
    

    
      Seems she instinctively knew Zhu Hochong wasn't someone who'd make such choice.
    

    
      'Might come a day to make another request to the Ink Sword Hero.'
    

    
      Need talent.
    

    
      Golden Cloud Trading won't have only Luoyang as territory. To advance to all-under-heaven, the more talent the better.
    

    
      "Here."
    

    
      Amount neither too much nor too little for a child—placed that much money in her hand.
    

    
      "Thank you!"
    

    
      Kkubbeok—after bowing, Jeongi headed toward the alley—dododo.
    

    
      "I'm going to eat dumplings!"
    

    
      Leaving even words not asked, feeling good, she ran off.
    

    
      Standing beside, Vice General Manager Yang watched Jeongi's back shaking his head.
    

    
      "Extraordinary kid."
    

    
      "Various people gather near the Ink Sword Hero. Even the child is unique."
    

    
      "Child the Ink Sword Hero saved? Perhaps talent awakened early from experiencing hardship?"
    

    
      Zhu Hochong briefly reviewed past years.
    

    
      He himself, from vagrant origins as lowest rank member, also grew amid hardship. Having no money, senses for money were sharply honed; having nowhere to retreat, temperament hardened solid.
    

    
      "Must be. Won't be people around the hero to awaken merchant talent. Must be hardship's influence."
    

    
      Captain and Vice General Manager nodded knocking on Jin Yeomyeong's house door.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      "What's this clause in the contract?"
    

    
      "Ah, that is—"
    

    
      Vice General Manager Yang wiped sweat once more explaining.
    

    
      There was one.
    

    
      Someone to awaken merchant talent.
    

    
      "Hmm. Distribution here is strange. If it goes well, my husband's achievement is great, yet distribution is too low."
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong's wife Yeom Jayeong was reviewing the contract tapping an iron abacus.
    

    
      Knocked on door revealing identities, but the Ink Sword Hero was at training hall.
    

    
      Thought went well.
    

    
      Requested to meet wife first bringing up the story.
    

    
      Not long after conversing, Vice General Manager Yang started sweating profusely.
    

    
      Watching that, Zhu Hochong asked.
    

    
      "Wife, do you spend much time with the child called Jeongi?"
    

    
      "Yes. Jeongi adores Taebok. I also converse with her often."
    

    
      "What do you mainly talk about?"
    

    
      "What? Jeongi likes buying and selling anything. I tell her stories that might help with that."
    

    
      "By chance, about buying and selling information too?"
    

    
      "Do I give information for free?"
    

    
      "Mm."
    

    
      Became clear through whom Jeongi's merchant talent awakened.
    

    
      Hardship was secondary.
    

    
      Yeom Jayeong was the first cause.
    

    
      "Kkeuung."
    

    
      At Vice General Manager Yang's groan, Zhu Hochong glanced down at contract—Jin Yeomyeong's distribution was rising without limit.
    

    
      Zhu Hochong was shocked.
    

    
      'The Ink Sword Hero didn't need to be sensitive about money problems.'
    

    
      With a wife existing, no chance of loss.
    

    
      No, loss happens.
    

    
      The other side loses.
    

    
      "More than this—"
    

    
      Vice General Manager Yang made crying sounds.
    

    
      "Hmm."
    

    
      Yeom Jayeong folded arms with a dissatisfied face.
    

    
      "Really unreasonable. Though our Golden Cloud Trading is in requesting position—we don't know if this will work or not."
    

    
      Vice General Manager Yang pleaded again.
    

    
      "Seems like it will work though."
    

    
      "Of course such expectations exist but—"
    

    
      "Really seems like it will work. Too good an idea."
    

    
      Zhu Hochong listened to Yeom Jayeong's words.
    

    
      "Wife's expert opinion also so?"
    

    
      "Not expert opinion but—bit awkward to say with my own mouth, but my husband is quite handsome. Seems like it will work sufficiently."
    

    
      "Ooh."
    

    
      Zhu Hochong also smiled at Jayeong with merchant talent speaking.
    

    
      "Let's do distribution as wife stated."
    

    
      "Captain!"
    

    
      Vice General Manager Yang shouted, while Jayeong's face brightened.
    

    
      "Captain, really?"
    

    
      "However, this includes cost of persuading the Ink Sword Hero."
    

    
      "Don't worry! Leave that to me!"
    

    
      Watching confident Jayeong, Zhu Hochong smiled.
    

    
      Persuasion cost.
    

    
      And simultaneously—
    

    
      'The martial artist Yeom Jayeong is also worth establishing dealings with.'
    

    
      For that, adjusting distribution was nothing.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong, Yeom Jayeong, even Jeongi seen earlier—how many talents to invest in just this one house?
    

    
      Zhu Hochong felt reassured even spending big money.
    

    
      Smiling contentedly lifting teacup with comfortable heart—
    

    
      Kwaaaang!
    

    
      Dropped teacup at tremendous roar.
    

    
      "Wh-what? Attack?"
    

    
      "I'll go check!"
    

    
      After experiencing various recent incidents, attack came to mind first. Vice General Manager Yang also stood suddenly trying to go outside.
    

    
      "No. You two calm down."
    

    
      Jayeong sat listening only with ears to what sound.
    

    
      "Wife Yeom, what is this sound?"
    

    
      "Shh. Just a moment."
    

    
      No sound came.
    

    
      "Really. Baby doesn't wake to martial arts training sounds."
    

    
      At Jayeong's admiration, Zhu Hochong asked.
    

    
      "Martial arts training? This tremendous sound?"
    

    
      "Yes. There are sounds baby wakes to and doesn't wake to. Somehow father's martial arts training sounds don't wake sleep. Isn't it amazing?"
    

    
      "That's amazing indeed. To such loud sound... no, more than that. Did the Ink Sword Hero achieve mastery again?"
    

    
      Jayeong was proud as if her own achievement.
    

    
      "Yes. He achieved mastery."
    

    
      ***
    

    
      I looked at the training hall ceiling.
    

    
      "It flew away."
    

    
      Right. Sky was visible through the wide-open ceiling—ppeeong.
    

    
      I confirmed three things through just-now training.
    

    
      First, Wind Essence energy remained in me as is.
    

    
      That tremendous energy is inside me.
    

    
      Since injected into Taebok's interior, shouldn't remain in me.
    

    
      But definitely the true qi sent into Taebok's qi center returned to me.
    

    
      Then didn't it remain in Taebok?
    

    
      That's also not so.
    

    
      This is like... feeling true qi self-generated, or was copied returning to me.
    

    
      This too Primordial Chaos's influence?
    

    
      Probably so.
    

    
      Though explanation is difficult, could know by sensation.
    

    
      This fact led to the second result.
    

    
      "To already reach Five-Tenths mastery."
    

    
      Second, I reached Five-Tenths of Eight Trigram Unity Technique.
    

    
      Using Wind Essence's energy, leaped over the wall at once. Possible because already had experience leaping over.
    

    
      Reached right hand toward empty space.
    

    
      Though formless wind, definitely entered my hand.
    

    
      Hwiiiiing—small whirlwind appeared.
    

    
      This time reached left hand.
    

    
      Flame created in slightly gathered hand.
    

    
      Eight Trigram Unity Technique allows operating one trigram technique each time achieving one mastery. Means can handle one among eight natural energies. I chose Li Trigram Technique I'd been learning before Taebok's conception.
    

    
      Joining two hands reached forward—whirlwind and flame combined creating fire whirlwind.
    

    
      Similar appearance to water whirlwind shown before Mad Demon.
    

    
      "Hap!"
    

    
      I sent fire whirlwind toward ceiling.
    

    
      Fire whirlwind heading to vast sky advanced for quite a while.
    

    
      However, if used on person not sky?
    

    
      Would fly into air while on fire. Might shatter to pieces.
    

    
      Now, and lastly—third, I succeeded learning Wind God Sword Manual's profound principles.
    

    
      The connection between Xun Trigram Technique and Wind God Sword Manual shortened time needed for training.
    

    
      The manual was indeed tremendous.
    

    
      Even without using Cotton Armor, sword technique used by one of the Five Eccentrics dramatically strengthened Xun hand seal sword technique.
    

    
      Just as no same wind exists among countless winds—sword technique resembling wind also wasn't same sword technique.
    

    
      The way Wind God Sword Technique contained wind differed from Xun hand seals.
    

    
      Of course, becoming proficient needs experience, but I'll continue real battles going forward.
    

    
      In summary—Wind Essence energy, Eight Trigram Unity Technique, Wind God Sword Technique.
    

    
      I obtained these three simultaneously.
    

    
      Binggeut—unsinkable smile rose.
    

    
      Becoming stronger is lifelong wish even as individual martial artist.
    

    
      Not martial arts but any field is same, isn't it?
    

    
      Want to become the best.
    

    
      Natural heart.
    

    
      Let alone for me, has another meaning.
    

    
      Power to hasten the day seeing fully cured Taebok.
    

    
      Also power to eradicate Demonic Cult members meeting meanwhile.
    

    
      "Should soon meet Brother-in-law Rogues' Guild Leader."
    

    
      Before regression, didn't directly obtain spiritual medicines.
    

    
      Therefore, don't know in detail where and how spiritual medicines existed and through what process they were obtained.
    

    
      Whether obtained or not, only that mattered.
    

    
      What I have now is extent of clues.
    

    
      Need someone to make these clues into perfect information about spiritual medicines.
    

    
      The Rogues' Guild Leader is precisely someone who'll do so.
    

    
      Tell Jayeong contacting Rogues' Guild Leader—
    

    
      "Honey!"
    

    
      Mm—as soon as thinking, Jayeong appeared.
    

    
      "Wife. I also had something to say. Eh?"
    

    
      As Jayeong entered training room, behind her Captain Zhu Hochong was visible.
    

    
      "Have you been well, Ink Sword Great Hero?"
    

    
      "Captain. Please remove 'Great Hero.'"
    

    
      We greeted smiling.
    

    
      Jayeong watched us smiling.
    

    
      Right... everyone's smiling, so it's good.
    

    
      "Wife? Why smile watching like that?"
    

    
      "Because money-making work arose."
    

    
      After learning about spiritual medicines, Jayeong said must also save funds.
    

    
      Same thought as me.
    

    
      Perhaps might obtain spiritual medicine with money?
    

    
      "Money-making work? What?"
    

    
      Jayeong's eyes sparkled bringing out Zhu Hochong's proposal.
    

    
      "Captain Zhu made new words."
    

    
      "What words?"
    

    
      "Advertisement—widely informing."
    

    
      "Oh."
    

    
      "There's more."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      Jayeong said clearly.
    

    
      "Indirect advertisement."
    

    
      ...Indirect advertisement?
    

    
      "Advertisement Swordsman Jin Yeomyeong. How about it?"
    

    
      ...
    

    
      ...
    

    
      Something's strange.
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      "Indirect advertisement? What on earth does that mean?"
    

    
      Looked at Zhu Hochong, but answer came from Jayeong.
    

    
      "Exactly as said. Holding product explaining effects in detail."
    

    
      "When?"
    

    
      "Before and after duels. If there's leisure, fine after matches too? Actually raised distribution on that condition, so please do it."
    

    
      "Distribution?"
    

    
      Jayeong showed one sheet of paper.
    

    
      Reading, it was a contract.
    

    
      "Distribution is... oh?"
    

    
      Beyond the contract, Jayeong's sparkling eyes were visible.
    

    
      "Conditions are good, right?"
    

    
      "Good. Your skill?"
    

    
      "Then whose skill would it be?"
    

    
      Following these conditions, could earn quite a lot of money.
    

    
      Only then did Captain Zhu Hochong interject.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, didn't know your wife was such a heroine."
    

    
      "Heroine?"
    

    
      "Our Vice General Manager doesn't lose in negotiations anywhere, but couldn't against your wife."
    

    
      "Hahaha. Not Vice General Manager's fault."
    

    
      Zhu Hochong doesn't know, but Jayeong wasn't an ordinary person.
    

    
      She grew up in Rogues' Guild from young.
    

    
      Slept using shouts coming and going in markets, inns, stalls as lullabies.
    

    
      From passing fifteen, became previous Rogues' Guild Leader's attendant together in countless negotiations.
    

    
      If Jayeong set her mind rushing in, distribution adjustment is easy work.
    

    
      "Now then. So before and after duels, product explanation—how do I do it? Can't picture it."
    

    
      "Mm. First look at this item."
    

    
      Zhu Hochong pulled out one short thin stick.
    

    
      "Ordinary toothbrush, isn't it?"
    

    
      "Really so?"
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      I examined the toothbrush thoroughly, but no special points.
    

    
      "To my eyes, it's ordinary toothbrush."
    

    
      "Right. Ordinary toothbrush."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      What words, I wondered.
    

    
      "But did you often see this ordinary toothbrush in Hubei?"
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Quietly recalling memories—not only when living in mountains but even coming to Hubei's cities, didn't see toothbrushes well.
    

    
      "Toothbrushes are unfamiliar in many regions. Through barbarian dynasties, toothbrush concepts and techniques disappeared."
    

    
      "Aha."
    

    
      But in Luoyang, naturally bought and used?
    

    
      "Toothbrush technicians maintained lineage in Luoyang. Using it feels good, so people also sought and used. Our Golden Cloud Trading already recruited that technician."
    

    
      "To sell to surrounding regions?"
    

    
      "No."
    

    
      He waved toothbrush instead of finger.
    

    
      "Plan to make this an all-under-heaven product."
    

    
      All-under-heaven product—grand dream.
    

    
      If even one product can dominate all-under-heaven, will greatly help Golden Cloud Trading's leap.
    

    
      But what do I do with toothbrush?
    

    
      "Before duels, you take out toothbrush."
    

    
      "Take out?"
    

    
      "Just say one line: 'Since teeth are refreshed, today's duel premonition is also refreshing.'"
    

    
      "Whaat?"
    

    
      What kind of—
    

    
      "After duels same. 'Since teeth are refreshed, martial arts were also heartily displayed'—that's it."
    

    
      "Kkeuek?"
    

    
      Public duel—among countless surrounding martial artists, holding toothbrush saying such words?
    

    
      "Isn't it too contrived?"
    

    
      "Right. Therefore, not deceiving anyone. Everyone will notice it's deliberate."
    

    
      "Ah... That point is good."
    

    
      Not deceiving pleases the heart.
    

    
      Refreshed teeth does feel good.
    

    
      "It advances all-under-heaven people's dental health. How good is this?"
    

    
      "Yees... That's also good."
    

    
      But still—
    

    
      "What if I lose?"
    

    
      "Don't seem like you'll lose?"
    

    
      "Mm."
    

    
      Grateful for believing, but still somehow...
    

    
      While I hesitated, Jayeong interjected.
    

    
      "New life has new learning, right?"
    

    
      Words I'd said to Jayeong when nearly scammed buying house.
    

    
      "This is learning?"
    

    
      "New experience is new learning."
    

    
      "Don't know if this kind of experience is included..."
    

    
      Then suddenly realized Jayeong's face was full of sparkling smiles.
    

    
      "Wife, is this funny?"
    

    
      "Thinking of you saying such things is fun."
    

    
      "Really?"
    

    
      Then can't help it.
    

    
      One of the things I wanted to do after regression was being fulfilled.
    

    
      "Didn't know it would be like this. Well, since you're giving lots of money."
    

    
      I wanted to make Jayeong laugh more.
    

    
      Wanted her, who suffered and closed her eyes, to live laughing this time.
    

    
      "Yes, I'll do it."
    

    
      "Ooh."
    

    
      Zhu Hochong quickly presented the contract.
    

    
      "Perhaps embroidering Golden Cloud Trading with gold thread on martial uniform—"
    

    
      "I refuse."
    

    
      This far.
    

    
      For now, this far.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Captain Zhu Hochong who received the contract soon returned.
    

    
      "Jayeong, I'll visit the two uncles."
    

    
      "To the two uncles? Because of brother's news?"
    

    
      Her brother is precisely the Rogues' Guild Leader.
    

    
      "Right. Brother-in-law's arrival isn't late."
    

    
      "Right. Of course Rogues' Guild work would be busy though."
    

    
      As a dearly cherished younger sister, expected he'd come for childbirth. However, the Rogues' Guild Leader couldn't due to southern work extending.
    

    
      Couldn't.
    

    
      'Even before regression, didn't arrive on birth date. But around now, he'd arrived.'
    

    
      His face smiling while looking at Taebok comes to mind.
    

    
      With bandit-like face, repeatedly widening eyes sticking out tongue.
    

    
      Though babies can't recognize expressions yet, he himself was happy unable to stop making baby laugh.
    

    
      One year later, when Taebok's Severed Meridian was revealed, also recall face biting teeth tight.
    

    
      Face turned bright red saying he'd definitely obtain spiritual medicine.
    

    
      Not long after, face proudly obtaining one spiritual medicine.
    

    
      And immediately after that, also recall face murdered returning as cold corpse.
    

    
      'Was one year later. But somehow bothered.'
    

    
      Because arrival being late itself is different from before.
    

    
      "I'll go and come back."
    

    
      "Yes. Oh, the Divine Physician left."
    

    
      "What? Without even greeting?"
    

    
      "Said he'd just go since you're training martial arts. Both you and the Divine Physician are people whose time is precious."
    

    
      "Heuh."
    

    
      Couldn't even properly host him.
    

    
      Just grateful. Next time hosting, must prepare things to serve in advance.
    

    
      Divine Physician, Rogues' Guild Leader, Rogues' Guild masters outside too.
    

    
      Taebok—so many people care for you.
    

    
      Truly great fortune (Great Fortune).
    

    
      "I'll go."
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Leaving the door, went straight to the inn.
    

    
      "Please let me see the two uncles."
    

    
      "Yees."
    

    
      The waiter went inside, and not long after, the two uncles came out.
    

    
      "Sorry during work."
    

    
      "Other uncles exist, so fine. Not looking for someone again today?"
    

    
      The two uncles were quite embarrassed about missing Guyang Je last time.
    

    
      Hmm, shall I joke a bit?
    

    
      "Yes. This time also looking for someone."
    

    
      "Who again?"
    

    
      "Someone who'd be sad being called second in the world for being hard to find."
    

    
      "Heuot."
    

    
      Wasn't a lie.
    

    
      Who could find the Rogues' Guild Leader?
    

    
      Rogues' Guild is fundamentally a cell organization.
    

    
      Going back to Rogues' Guild Leader, the line inevitably cuts off midway.
    

    
      "Um, is this someone confirmable in our line?"
    

    
      However, the two uncles—precisely one of Rogues' Guild's Ten Elders, Du Xuewei—could know extent of Guild Leader's movements.
    

    
      "Hahaha, joking. Actually came to hear Guild Leader's news."
    

    
      So faces should relax at this joke.
    

    
      "Is that so?"
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      Did the joke fail again? What was the problem?
    

    
      Du Xuewei's face darkened.
    

    
      "Was my joke that unfunny?"
    

    
      "Joke? Ah, joke. Not so. Not because of that."
    

    
      Relieved it's not because of joke.
    

    
      But if so, then why—
    

    
      "Ah. Could it be Guild Leader's safety?"
    

    
      I also straightened posture.
    

    
      Observing Du Xuewei, he nodded heavily.
    

    
      "Not long after you came about Guyang Je, contact came."
    

    
      "What contact?"
    

    
      He briefly chose words opening mouth.
    

    
      "Guild Leader was attacked inside Kaifeng City then went missing."
    

    
      "Attack? Missing?"
    

    
      The Rogues' Guild Leader with eyes and ears throughout all-under-heaven went missing himself?
    

    
      "How can that be? Kaifeng is a major city. No one saw or heard?"
    

    
      "Confirmed entering a secluded alley. Companions' bodies were also discovered there."
    

    
      Du Xuewei's eyes sank.
    

    
      If Rogues' Guild Leader's companions, one or two elders would be included.
    

    
      "You knew someone in the party. I pray for their peace."
    

    
      "Though always prepared as jianghu people—truth is always bitter."
    

    
      He briefly closed then opened eyes.
    

    
      Probably moment recalling acquaintance, so I didn't disturb.
    

    
      "The villains are ones skilled in such matters. Escaped without being caught by our surveillance."
    

    
      Could tell just by succeeding in attacking Rogues' Guild Leader.
    

    
      Someone who'd be sad being called second in the world for being hard to find is Rogues' Guild Leader. Already should view as professionals at the point of finding such Guild Leader.
    

    
      "Besides that?"
    

    
      "Companions were discovered but Guild Leader's whereabouts are obscure."
    

    
      "Perhaps met with mishap..."
    

    
      "Kaifeng branch didn't think so. Seems they continue confirming traces by their own judgment."
    

    
      Then Kaifeng branch had reasons for seeing as missing not murder.
    

    
      "Kaifeng branch says they worry information might leak causing things to go wrong. Detailed content hasn't come to us either."
    

    
      Information leaking—could mean such things happened in the process of Rogues' Guild Leader being attacked?
    

    
      Then information control is also reasonable judgment.
    

    
      "Perhaps that's why that side also seems reluctant about us coming. We contacted saying we can support, but no answer."
    

    
      "Really?"
    

    
      "Yes. But can't stay still. We're thinking to go even without being told."
    

    
      "When you say 'we'—all three of you?"
    

    
      Among people here protecting Jayeong, dumpling vendor Pao Zhangliang, uncle Du Xuewei, undertaker Yang Samhae were Rogues' Guild elders.
    

    
      Until now, they'd been recuperating for reasons like injuries while also caring for Jayeong.
    

    
      However, facing the Guild Leader missing incident, couldn't just stay still.
    

    
      "We don't have assigned work right now. Feel we should go help."
    

    
      "Natural words."
    

    
      "However, then we must leave positions near Jayeong. Just finished matters about Luoyang Black Path King, so it's reassuring."
    

    
      "Right. Don't worry."
    

    
      "Really? Then fine to secretly go and come?"
    

    
      At his last words, I organized thoughts.
    

    
      First—is sending only them okay?
    

    
      No.
    

    
      Don't know if this incident connects to Rogues' Guild Leader's murder one year later.
    

    
      Ominous from the fact it didn't originally exist.
    

    
      Might carelessly produce same result as one year later.
    

    
      Next—should I keep it secret from Jayeong without telling?
    

    
      Right after hearing Taebok's Severed Meridian news.
    

    
      Just made shocked Jayeong laugh with indirect advertisement, then heard bad news about her brother.
    

    
      Telling this would surprise Jayeong more.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      I've caused many incidents from right after Taebok's birth.
    

    
      Though Jayeong noticed something strange early, didn't ask deeply.
    

    
      Right after telling about Severed Meridian, when took her to bedroom to rest:
    

    
      Honey.
    

    
      Yes?
    

    
      Next time if something like this happens, tell me without hiding.
    

    
      Still disappointed?
    

    
      No. Knowing your heart, I'm not disappointed.
    

    
      Really?
    

    
      But also don't want to pass by without knowing. It happened to Taebok. Even if there's nothing I can do, I want to know as mother.
    

    
      Sorry. But going forward, won't have such things.
    

    
      Another secret.
    

    
      Could I deceive her, and should this be done by deceiving?
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      "Heuik."
    

    
      Jayeong buried face in hands.
    

    
      Already the second tears.
    

    
      She heard brother's story saying she'd go too, then recalling Taebok, shed tears like that.
    

    
      "I'll definitely find brother-in-law in your place, so please calm your worries."
    

    
      "But..."
    

    
      "Would be nice if Taebok could go together, but isn't he a baby just fifteen days old? Can't help it."
    

    
      Not leaving baby's side—sounds simple when spoken, but executing this requires effort.
    

    
      Even wanting to go somewhere, can't go.
    

    
      "Please... I'm asking..."
    

    
      My heart aches.
    

    
      Family in crisis but can't add any strength.
    

    
      How could I not know that heart?
    

    
      I went to her side to comfort.
    

    
      However—
    

    
      "Heuik. Leave me alone for a moment. Don't pat me."
    

    
      Jayeong brushed off her head with her hand.
    

    
      "Um, Jayeong."
    

    
      "I said leave me alone."
    

    
      Brushed off head once more.
    

    
      "Leave me alone?"
    

    
      "That's, not me."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      Jayeong raised her head.
    

    
      And—
    

    
      "...Taebok?"
    

    
      Saw the baby basket touching her head.
    

    
      "Um, honey? Why is Taebok?"
    

    
      "Why, why?"
    

    
      What did he resonate with appearing?
    

    
      Mother's tears?
    

    
      Or...
    

    
      "Would be nice if we could go together?"
    

    
      Kkuuk, kkuk—the basket advanced pressing Jayeong's cheek.
    

    
      "Is that it?"
    

    
      "Is that it?"
    

    
      We looked at Taebok inside the basket.
    

    
      Still fifteen days—face that became round with flesh rising plumply after starting breast milk.
    

    
      Hejuk.
    

    
      I looked at Taebok briefly then spoke quietly:
    

    
      "Taebok, shall we go on an outing? Life's first outing?"
    

    
      A bit faster than expected though.
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      Chapter 66: There's a Place in Kaifeng Too
    

    
      Murim Alliance Luoyang Branch.
    

    
      People lined up with backs to the main gate.
    

    
      The person in the center anxiously paced back and forth.
    

    
      One elderly hall leader couldn't watch anymore and stopped him.
    

    
      "Deputy Branch Leader, please be at ease. How many times have you gone back and forth from the same spot?"
    

    
      Deputy Branch Leader, currently Acting Branch Leader Gong Pilsang scrunched his face.
    

    
      "How can I be at ease right now? Huh? Would my heart be at ease?"
    

    
      The elderly hall leader shook his head side to side.
    

    
      "I understand Deputy Branch Leader's heart, but there's nothing to be done now. Can only obediently receive inspection."
    

    
      At the hall leader's words, Gong Pilsang let out a deep sigh—puuuk.
    

    
      "That's true but..."
    

    
      Right now, they were waiting for the Murim Alliance Inspector.
    

    
      'Inspection' was a word those belonging to organizations dreaded.
    

    
      Looking up the meaning reveals why: investigating and disciplining members' actions, violations, misconduct.
    

    
      From members' perspective, it's terrifying.
    

    
      The reason for forming ranks not even in procedure was also that.
    

    
      "Kkeuuu. Of all things, an inspector..."
    

    
      Different from Gong Pilsang's prediction.
    

    
      The main target of this inspection was Hwangbo Gak.
    

    
      Alliance Leader Hwangbo Gihyeok's love for blood relatives was famous.
    

    
      If even sending Hwangbo Clan member as inspector, could invite misunderstanding of trying to protect blood relatives.
    

    
      Therefore, seemed someone from different faction within Alliance would come.
    

    
      "Openly sending Hwangbo Clan person."
    

    
      Since hearing news Inspector Hwangbo Daejin was coming, couldn't sit still.
    

    
      One of two things:
    

    
      Really protecting blood relatives, or planning to give harsh punishment showing himself as fair.
    

    
      Either way was crisis from Gong Pilsang's position.
    

    
      If protecting blood relatives, high possibility Gong Pilsang himself becomes scapegoat. Anyway, he's the second-ranking official after Branch Leader and even stamped documents.
    

    
      If punishing, all involved parties would likely be implicated. Though Gong Pilsang wasn't participant, could be blamed for negligence and such.
    

    
      "Ahh. After climbing to this position..."
    

    
      Even though Alliance members were listening, honest lament flowed out.
    

    
      Inwardly resented one person not at this place.
    

    
      'Kheuk. Jin Yeomyeong, this fellow. Do you guess my circumstances?'
    

    
      Now a fairly comfortable form of address.
    

    
      This wasn't only Gong Pilsang.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong also regarded Luoyang Branch and Gong Pilsang comfortably.
    

    
      'Too, too comfortably for trouble though.'
    

    
      For example—buried in documents staying up several nights preparing for inspection, suddenly raising head to look:
    

    
      Hahaha. Brother Kwak, isn't that too much? No matter how delicious?
    

    
      Really delicious I tell you. If you try it, you'll think differently?
    

    
      Saw Jin Yeomyeong chatting with martial artists in headquarters courtyard.
    

    
      While Gong Pilsang's under-eyes died black from overwork, Jin Yeomyeong happily drank tea.
    

    
      Look here. Come inside and tell the circumstances in more detail. Needed for inspection preparation.
    

    
      But he now regarded even Gong Pilsang comfortably.
    

    
      Eh, troublesome.
    

    
      Then disappeared.
    

    
      Stop! This is all because of you.
    

    
      What? Because of me? Not thanks to me?
    

    
      Right, thanks. But if you'd just left Hwangbo Branch Leader's qi center alone—
    

    
      Will be fine. I wrote in my statement that Deputy Gong is innocent. Also explained all reasons.
    

    
      Ultimately couldn't catch him. Disappeared emptily—hwing.
    

    
      Opening the statement, had written it down.
    

    
      [Deputy Branch Leader Gong Pilsang possessed neither the capacity nor courage to scheme dangerous plots. Therefore, removed suspicion from the beginning of this incident.]
    

    
      Ah, thanks, thank you.
    

    
      Thanks for removing suspicion with appropriate character evaluation.
    

    
      "Kkeueup."
    

    
      Gong Pilsang felt gratitude and resentment toward Jin Yeomyeong simultaneously.
    

    
      "There, isn't that person coming?"
    

    
      One Alliance member pointed at someone.
    

    
      Hwangbo Clan's characteristic righteous-light-overflowing large face.
    

    
      Also characteristic bear-like sturdy build.
    

    
      White clothes with black embroidery—the character 盟 (Alliance) sewn on left shoulder and back.
    

    
      "Right."
    

    
      From the moment Gong Pilsang saw him in distance, clasped hands greeting.
    

    
      Hwangbo Daejin receiving greeting immediately approached with lightness technique greeting back.
    

    
      "Deputy Branch Leader Gong, acting as Branch Leader? No need to come out like this."
    

    
      "After causing trouble for someone with much effort at headquarters, should come to meet."
    

    
      "Such grateful words. Don't know where to put myself at this hospitality."
    

    
      Bowing to each other, they exchanged greetings.
    

    
      Gong Pilsang inwardly stroked his chest at Hwangbo Daejin's gentle first words.
    

    
      'Starting softly. Though investigation will differ, starting soft is something.'
    

    
      Thinking so while raising head—
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      Hwangbo Daejin was making puzzled expression scanning faces of lined-up branch Alliance members.
    

    
      "What's wrong?"
    

    
      "Don't see Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong's face."
    

    
      "Ah."
    

    
      Hwangbo Daejin smiled awkwardly.
    

    
      "I must not recognize him? Only saw appearance record, never met directly."
    

    
      Gong Pilsang steadied trembling voice answering.
    

    
      "No. Among people here, there's no Ink Sword Hero."
    

    
      "Really? Isn't he most deeply related to the incident? Is he waiting inside?"
    

    
      The steadied voice tried trembling again.
    

    
      "Yees. That is..."
    

    
      "Let's quickly enter inside meeting him. Must save even a moment."
    

    
      Trembling voice now properly trembles.
    

    
      "He's not here."
    

    
      "Then where? At home?"
    

    
      "Home. That would be really nice."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong was truly grateful person.
    

    
      Simultaneously truly resentful.
    

    
      "Not in Luoyang at all."
    

    
      "What? Saying the most important witness isn't in Luoyang?!"
    

    
      Hwangbo Daejin's thick eyebrows twisted.
    

    
      Below them, round large eyes glared at Gong Pilsang shooting light.
    

    
      'Soft start my ass. Shattering start.'
    

    
      Because blood relative?
    

    
      Similar feeling to when Hwangbo Gak scolded him.
    

    
      Gong Pilsang's body involuntarily shrank at briefly forgotten familiar sensation, throwing gaze far away for no reason—toward where Jin Yeomyeong would be by now.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      "Kaifeng."
    

    
      Sticking head out from carriage, Kaifeng's walls were visible.
    

    
      Somewhere here, Rogues' Guild Leader Yeom Gasang faced crisis.
    

    
      He was Jayeong's brother, my brother-in-law, Taebok's maternal uncle—and person who'd build information network for spiritual medicine journey.
    

    
      Will definitely save him.
    

    
      "Been a while. Much more vibrant than before."
    

    
      "Indeed. Heard the court is supporting to revive Kaifeng. Seems those words are correct."
    

    
      Past Kaifeng was super-large commercial city creating the saying "City Without Night."
    

    
      Though years and war drove away such glory—with court determined pouring money, story changed.
    

    
      Near the city gate, carriages and carts formed lines.
    

    
      "Kkeuung. Revival or whatever. I just wish we could secure lodging quickly."
    

    
      Elder Jeong made groaning sounds beside.
    

    
      We prepared two carriages departing from Luoyang.
    

    
      This carriage held me, Jayeong, Taebok, and Elder Jeong; the following carriage held Rogues' Guild's three elders.
    

    
      "Right, I told you to stay home comfortably. You didn't need to do this much..."
    

    
      "What words? Now twenty-day mother and baby set out on long road. I at least must go care for them."
    

    
      "That's grateful but..."
    

    
      "How many times to say? Martial artist suddenly leaving with baby—definitely not good thing. Can you stay beside baby constantly? Ah yes, I must be there."
    

    
      Indeed, old ginger is spicy.
    

    
      Elder Jeong saw us preparing for Kaifeng journey thinking that far.
    

    
      Then said she'd go together for Taebok's sake—truly grateful ginger.
    

    
      "Taebok, you also like grandmother being together, right?"
    

    
      Elder Jeong looked up at Taebok.
    

    
      Right—'looked up' at.
    

    
      "But how about coming down from midair now? This grandmother still isn't used to it."
    

    
      Dungsil—dudungsil.
    

    
      Taebok was floating in midair.
    

    
      The key to our travel was Taebok.
    

    
      Would long-distance travel be okay for young Taebok?
    

    
      If Taebok showed even slight difficulty, Jayeong would return.
    

    
      And once departing—
    

    
      "Carriage shaking wasn't any problem at all."
    

    
      "Top-grade carriage, soft baby basket, plus Cotton Armor Master was there."
    

    
      "Yet he's floating in midair."
    

    
      Taebok floated with basket enjoying travel most comfortably among us.
    

    
      Even now, carriage's center, the basket floated right before my eyes.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Three adults said nothing just staring at basket. Even seeing, couldn't believe.
    

    
      Elder Jeong shook her head.
    

    
      "No matter how I look... Can't even tell others. Everyone would say I went senile."
    

    
      My words exactly—they'd say I touched demonic arts making my head strange.
    

    
      "Taebok, now close to the city so must come down. Come to father."
    

    
      Dungsil, dudungsil—the basket slowly descended to my lap.
    

    
      "He's coming down. Really seems to understand your words best."
    

    
      "Because resonance formed after true qi channeling."
    

    
      Taebok uses wind's natural energy even while sleeping.
    

    
      Simultaneously receives my intention even while sleeping.
    

    
      This, this—my role in childcare grew even larger.
    

    
      "I'm happy."
    

    
      Dagak, dagak, dagak—before long, carriage slowed.
    

    
      We soon passed the city gate heading to one inn.
    

    
      "Welcome!"
    

    
      "Right here!"
    

    
      "Kaifeng's finest inn, Seonghwa Inn!"
    

    
      Since two top-grade carriages entered, three waiters ran out.
    

    
      "Eh? One carriage has no passengers?"
    

    
      Rogues' Guild's three elders disappeared—probably got off first to avoid attention. Would protect Jayeong while nearby.
    

    
      "Don't mind the empty carriage, give us large guest room with many rooms. One family will stay."
    

    
      "Yes! Yes!"
    

    
      Entering room, caught breath.
    

    
      Then—
    

    
      "Jayeong, now it begins. Can you really move?"
    

    
      "I'm also a martial artist. Don't worry."
    

    
      She showed her arm—of course, with that arm, she smashed countless troubling Rogues' Guild members countless times.
    

    
      "Still worried."
    

    
      "This is fastest. If I don't go out, that side won't come."
    

    
      Kaifeng Branch reportedly reluctant about external Guild members—must show we want to meet them.
    

    
      "Rogues' Guild's cell organization is amazing in this aspect too."
    

    
      Guild members don't know each other, or pretend not to even knowing.
    

    
      No headquarters to attack.
    

    
      If branch leader doesn't want to meet us, that's the end.
    

    
      Usually, always had Rogues' Guild people beside, so couldn't feel it—truly secret organization.
    

    
      "Worried information here might leak so they refuse. Won't be wary even of me, the younger sister."
    

    
      "Good. Let's go."
    

    
      Jareureuk—Iron Bead Yeom Jayeong pulled out steel abacus, making clicking sounds.
    

    
      We headed straight to market—walk to confirm Kaifeng's atmosphere and maximize Jayeong revealing herself.
    

    
      "Let's buy if there's delicious things."
    

    
      "Hmm. What's good? Kaifeng must have much food."
    

    
      Materials entering through city gate gathered at market.
    

    
      Jareureuk.
    

    
      "How much is this?"
    

    
      "Three nyang five pun."
    

    
      "Make it one nyang."
    

    
      "What?!"
    

    
      "No. Thinking about it, one nyang is too expensive."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Jayeong unleashed her abacus here too without reserve.
    

    
      Jareureuk—jareuk, jareuk.
    

    
      Every time abacus beads moved, merchants' wails were heard.
    

    
      "No, if you cut that much, nothing remains."
    

    
      "I know all the costs. Even cutting like this, you profit."
    

    
      "Uwani."
    

    
      Well done—don't know if knowing all costs is real, but merchants were drawn in.
    

    
      Truly mysterious thing—could just not sell.
    

    
      Merchants facing Jayeong wanted to somehow sell as if enchanted.
    

    
      Like martial artists have martial prowess, do merchants also have something like merchant authority?
    

    
      "Honey, the market is really nice. Many goods, lively. Luoyang's market only recently changed appearance like this."
    

    
      "Kaifeng is somewhat different."
    

    
      Kaifeng seemed to have good public order—
    

    
      "Oh my!"
    

    
      "Stop! Hitting people!"
    

    
      "Didn't I say won't sell at that price?!"
    

    
      Wajangchang—sounds of breaking things were heard.
    

    
      "Honey."
    

    
      "Umm."
    

    
      Right—no matter how good public order, places for White Path to step in exist.
    

    
      "Let's go."
    

    
      "Yes."
    

    
      Not White Path and Rogues' Guild members to pass by seeing market merchants troubled.
    

    
      "Stop there!"
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      Chapter 67: Kaifeng Rogues' Guild
    

    
      Jayeong and I headed toward where the shouts were heard.
    

    
      "Look there. Merchants are slammed on the ground."
    

    
      "Right. Seems like that group's doing."
    

    
      Several merchants rolled on the ground, with one fruit vendor surrounded by some group before his stall.
    

    
      Just recently Luoyang's appearance.
    

    
      Thought Kaifeng would be different?
    

    
      The group's shouts were heard.
    

    
      "Didn't I say to prepare top-quality watermelon!"
    

    
      "Madam Jeong wants it!"
    

    
      The group seemed to be servants of someone called Madam Jeong.
    

    
      Murmuring sounds from surroundings were heard.
    

    
      "No, what watermelon in this season?"
    

    
      "All a scheme. A scheme."
    

    
      Scheme? What scheme?
    

    
      "Making impossible demands like that, then later using it as pretext to beat down prices."
    

    
      "Damn. Great houses are worse."
    

    
      "Anyway, if only it weren't Madam Jeong's household, could do business with peace of mind."
    

    
      Fortunately, different from Luoyang.
    

    
      Kaifeng market street's trouble was one person—Madam Jeong.
    

    
      The fruit vendor waved hands protesting.
    

    
      "Even importing from south of Yangtze River, top quality is difficult. Would spoil on the way—how to prepare top quality?"
    

    
      "That's what makes you a merchant!"
    

    
      Kkumteul—it was Jayeong.
    

    
      I felt it. This is right before explosion.
    

    
      A heroine who spent days protecting common people as Rogues' Guild member—her steel abacus was about to fly.
    

    
      "Wait. Jayeong, wait."
    

    
      "Eh? Why?"
    

    
      "They're not even martial artists. Can't hit them."
    

    
      "No. Just hit appropriately."
    

    
      "Umm."
    

    
      Following logic, that's so—but doesn't seem like she'll stop at appropriate hitting.
    

    
      The feeling of body itching unable to endure.
    

    
      Left like this, might cause big accident.
    

    
      "First let's curse. Isn't tongue faster than fist?"
    

    
      "Good. Then..."
    

    
      "But."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "That cursing, can I try once?"
    

    
      "What? You can curse?"
    

    
      Can't.
    

    
      New life has new learning—opportunity to refine cursing.
    

    
      At Master Dongpae's estate, got scolded for unnecessarily cursing parents.
    

    
      Will make up for that.
    

    
      "If it seems strange, please guide and correct."
    

    
      "Umm. You cursing?"
    

    
      Leaving still-doubting Jayeong behind, I stepped forward.
    

    
      "Stop!"
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      Madam Jeong's subordinates looked my way.
    

    
      "You say there's no watermelon. The season is old pumpkin, so tell her to eat that!"
    

    
      Watermelon and pumpkin—hard outside, soft inside. Aren't they similar?
    

    
      Looking at Jayeong, she pursed lips in circle raising thumb.
    

    
      Mm, good start.
    

    
      I recalled several next curses choosing one among them.
    

    
      "What on earth is Madam Jeong's mouth? Top-quality watermelon in this season—saying nonsensical things, trying to eat nonsensical things, so not a mouth but anus, isn't it?"
    

    
      Then looking at Jayeong again—
    

    
      "Ey, that's..."
    

    
      She was frowning.
    

    
      "This also isn't it?"
    

    
      "Isn't it bit vulgar for you? Words are too long too."
    

    
      "Didn't cursing need to be vulgar?"
    

    
      "Also differs depending on who does it."
    

    
      Ah—curses one can use differ by user?
    

    
      "Whew, cursing's world is too difficult. Will strive, strive more."
    

    
      "No need to strive that far..."
    

    
      However, contrary to Jayeong's reaction, the vulgar curse's effect was tremendous.
    

    
      "A-anus? Did he just say anus to Madam Jeong?"
    

    
      "There's such a crazy bastard!"
    

    
      "Where's Samcheomdao? Show that fellow a lesson!"
    

    
      The group intimidating the fruit vendor all turned toward me.
    

    
      Seeing Mukheun at my waist, they searched for someone called Samcheomdao.
    

    
      Right—swords are easier for me than cursing too.
    

    
      "Where's Samcheomdao? Come out quickly showing me a lesson!"
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      The gruff fellow walking out confidently looked at me strangely.
    

    
      "Show you a lesson?"
    

    
      "That's better."
    

    
      "What the hell are you saying?"
    

    
      Then Jayeong shot from beside—tok.
    

    
      "What does it matter what he's saying? Between martial artists, do words matter?"
    

    
      Thanks for helping, wife.
    

    
      The gruff fellow had a three-pointed blade with long handle on his back—seems alias followed weapon.
    

    
      He scanned us couple.
    

    
      "From outside?"
    

    
      "Why ask?"
    

    
      "Do you know whose mouth you spoke about? Madam Jeong. She firmly controls Kaifeng's commercial world."
    

    
      Many named Jeong, yet saying Madam Jeong, everyone seems to know.
    

    
      Firmly controlling Kaifeng's commercial world—makes me think she's someone Golden Cloud Trading should contact.
    

    
      Ey, doesn't matter—Captain Zhu Hochong wouldn't work with owners of such people anyway.
    

    
      We drove out such fellows in Luoyang.
    

    
      "Right, outsider. So doesn't matter to me."
    

    
      "Really? Then shall I hear your esteemed great name?"
    

    
      "Called Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong. Yours?"
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero? From Luoyang?"
    

    
      "Right."
    

    
      Samcheomdao didn't introduce himself, suddenly narrowing eyes staring at me intently.
    

    
      What's this act?
    

    
      "Hmm. So you're that fellow?"
    

    
      That fellow?
    

    
      "Heard false fame transmitted from Luoyang."
    

    
      False fame?
    

    
      "Can't believe at all. Smashing ten-plus Black Path sects in fifteen days, rooting out Demonic Cult hidden in Alliance—how much exaggeration to transmit such rumors?"
    

    
      Then pointing finger at me:
    

    
      "Think Kaifeng martial artists will fall for such empty rumors? Came crawling here after making some name in dying Luoyang?"
    

    
      "Ah?"
    

    
      He was now comparing Luoyang and Kaifeng speaking.
    

    
      Could this be... that thing I never experienced before regression?
    

    
      Holding expectations, I waited for next words.
    

    
      "Return to Luoyang!"
    

    
      "Ooooh!"
    

    
      Before regression, belonging to Alliance and active, so never directly experienced it—but appeared frequently in other martial artists' stories!
    

    
      "Local hostility!"
    

    
      This time Jayeong looked at me strangely.
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "Local hostility! Regional hostility! Regional martial artists firmly maintaining relationships excluding martial artists from outside—that hostility!"
    

    
      "That's not it—why are you happy about that?"
    

    
      "I'm happy. New life has new experiences! Once is fine, isn't it?"
    

    
      "So? Since it's new experience, how is it?"
    

    
      "Experiencing directly, indeed trashy and petty."
    

    
      "Eee... I told you lately strange."
    

    
      Even when coming to Luoyang—Alliance sent me, and I lost duels beforehand bowing entering, so no big hostility.
    

    
      "What! Trashy and petty?!"
    

    
      "Exactly that. Very grateful, Samcheomdao."
    

    
      "Hostility?! As Kaifeng martial artist, I'm just filtering out outside trash!"
    

    
      "We decided to call that hostility."
    

    
      "Kwaak! This bastard from earlier! Only spouting strange words!"
    

    
      Samcheomdao rushed in—his imposing skill was—
    

    
      "So-so?"
    

    
      Or did I get too strong too fast?
    

    
      Every single punch he threw was too slow—footwork too.
    

    
      I didn't drag time—the moment his slow fist approached again:
    

    
      Ppeobeobeobeobeobeok—total six punch strikes exploded at head, shoulders, waist, ear, nose, ear.
    

    
      Samcheomdao staggered dazed from ear strikes then lay on ground as is.
    

    
      "U-ugh? What just now...?"
    

    
      Unable to grasp what happened, he painfully raised head.
    

    
      "I admit my words are strange. There are circumstances."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "But your action doing Madam Jeong's cleanup as martial artist is fine?"
    

    
      "!"
    

    
      Samcheomdao tried protesting but—ppaak—Jayeong struck down with steel abacus burying his head in ground again.
    

    
      "Uh... Wife, I hit softly. Put mercy in my hands."
    

    
      "I also hit softly?"
    

    
      Didn't something shattering sound occur? Here limbs are twitching now.
    

    
      Feeling my gaze, Jayeong stuck out tongue smiling.
    

    
      "This person is martial artist, right? Don't need to hit appropriately."
    

    
      "Your words are right but..."
    

    
      "And!"
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "To hostility, greet like this."
    

    
      "Ah, really?"
    

    
      Learn, learn—new life has new learning.
    

    
      Stored well the knowledge Jayeong taught.
    

    
      "U-uwah!"
    

    
      "Samcheomdao Jeon Jayang got one-sidedly beaten!"
    

    
      "Ru-run!"
    

    
      Madam Jeong's subordinates started fleeing hurriedly—since not martial artists, didn't particularly chase.
    

    
      "Uwaa!"
    

    
      "Amazing! Samcheomdao in just few moves!"
    

    
      "What's that person's alias and name?"
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero from Luoyang!"
    

    
      Merchants gathered around us two.
    

    
      "Um, Hero Couple! At least take these fruits!"
    

    
      Plums suddenly entered from beside.
    

    
      "Take these too!"
    

    
      Pancakes and dumplings also entered.
    

    
      "These clothes, wouldn't they suit the Hero Couple?"
    

    
      Huh? Even clothes coming in.
    

    
      "Our bookstore has baby books. Look and take anything you like freely."
    

    
      Oh, baby books?
    

    
      First decline everything else.
    

    
      "We're traveling, so we can't take things. Will only visit the bookstore, so other folks please keep them."
    

    
      Then asked just in case:
    

    
      "Didn't we cause trouble making things big needlessly?"
    

    
      "No. Whether you intervene or not, nothing changes. Rather, feels refreshing!"
    

    
      Fortunate.
    

    
      After waving hands at clinging merchants, we headed to bookstore.
    

    
      "This way. Please enter."
    

    
      Ears hurt from merchants' cheers—but everyone stepped back entering bookstore.
    

    
      "Whew. Became quiet."
    

    
      Ancient books were tightly stuck in lined bookshelves—fragrance from books calmed even the heart.
    

    
      "Baby books. What's that?"
    

    
      Jayeong immediately showed interest in baby books the bookstore owner mentioned.
    

    
      "This is it. Look."
    

    
      Opening the booklet he offered showed black-white patterns of stars, squares, circles regularly arranged.
    

    
      "Called focus book."
    

    
      Newborns gradually develop eyesight—looking at these patterns helps development while focusing and is also fun.
    

    
      "Let's get this. How much?"
    

    
      "Ayu. It's fine. So exhilarating seeing you beat Jeon Jayang earlier, hehehe."
    

    
      The aged owner smiled warmly wrinkling his face fully.
    

    
      We also responded to his smile with smiles.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      All three erased smiles.
    

    
      There are people whose impression greatly differs when smiling versus not—the owner was so.
    

    
      Thick deep wrinkles seemed like scars obtained breaking through years.
    

    
      Deeply shining two eyes seemed like war veterans surveying battlefields.
    

    
      Jayeong opened mouth first.
    

    
      "You're Kaifeng Branch Leader."
    

    
      Right—this elder was precisely Rogues' Guild's Kaifeng Branch Leader.
    

    
      "Right. Called Kaifeng Branch Leader Han Sanha."
    

    
      He looked at steel abacus in Jayeong's hand and Mukheun at my waist.
    

    
      "Iron Bead, the Guild Leader's sister? This side is husband."
    

    
      "Yeom Jayeong."
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong."
    

    
      We clasped hands greeting.
    

    
      "Did you know from the start I'm Branch Leader?"
    

    
      "Though you didn't mention baby existing, you told us to buy baby books. You gave signal, so couldn't not know."
    

    
      "As expected, Iron Bead."
    

    
      "Heard you refused support from Guild members outside Kaifeng. But I'm the Guild Leader's younger sister. You can trust me, right?"
    

    
      "Of course."
    

    
      I left conversation to Jayeong examining Branch Leader.
    

    
      Han Sanha—thought he'd be younger.
    

    
      Though only I know now—this elder, before regression, was the Rogues' Guild Leader after Jayeong's brother died.
    

    
      "Brother's news?"
    

    
      From him flowed stories about Rogues' Guild Leader's disappearance.
    

    

  
    Chapter 68: Chapter 68

    
      Chapter 68: That Kind Person Did That
    

    
      "The Guild Leader was passing through Kaifeng. Wasn't visiting the branch, but I thought he'd stop by. But time passed without the Guild Leader appearing."
    

    
      "So?"
    

    
      The conversation is still left to Jayeong.
    

    
      "Tracking traces, Guild members' corpses who escorted Guild Leader were discovered in a secluded alley."
    

    
      "Corpses?"
    

    
      "Right. Also, bloodstains continued."
    

    
      "Where did they continue?"
    

    
      "Couldn't track far. Continued to nearby residential district."
    

    
      After the Guild Leader's death, Rogues' Guild falls into long chaos—the three elders who entered Kaifeng with us also returned to the sect then.
    

    
      The person who finally settled that chaos was Han Sanha—definitely possessed unusual capability and guts.
    

    
      "Even confirming to residential district, can't find?"
    

    
      For capable person, isn't he too helpless?
    

    
      "That very residential district is my lifelong wish, and probably Beggar's Gang's wish too—such a place."
    

    
      "Lifelong wish?"
    

    
      "Because it's a place where neither Rogues' Guild nor Beggar's Gang built information networks."
    

    
      Han Sanha clenched fist.
    

    
      "Offering this old body, I pledged to definitely plant Rogues' Guild members inside during my generation. But repeatedly failed. For Guild Leader to enter there of all places..."
    

    
      A place in the city where Rogues' Guild's and Beggar's Gang's eyes don't reach exists openly?
    

    
      Such place existed?
    

    
      Looking at Jayeong's face, she also seemed hearing first time.
    

    
      "Where is that place?"
    

    
      "That place is residential district where nobility, clans gather."
    

    
      "Mm? Rather, don't our Guild members work much in such places?"
    

    
      I agree with Jayeong's doubt—servants, maids, porters, sedan-chair carriers, delivery workers—just thinking briefly, many places for Rogues' Guild members to enter.
    

    
      That such natural flow isn't happening means—
    

    
      "Because one group dominates that place."
    

    
      As expected—obstructing people existed.
    

    
      My turn to step in—wuuuung, Mukheun cried.
    

    
      "What sect? I overthrew countless sects in Luoyang."
    

    
      Han Sanha shook his head.
    

    
      "Not a sect."
    

    
      "Then even better."
    

    
      If few numbers, even better—I have a good friend to make conversation work.
    

    
      "Right here, Mukheun—"
    

    
      Branch Leader brought out the group's name.
    

    
      "Kaifeng Mothers' Association."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Brief awkward silence flowed.
    

    
      I quietly put down Mukheun—oooong, Mukheun also quieted.
    

    
      "Seems very difficult to deal with."
    

    
      "Actually so. Precisely called 'Kaifeng Noble Clan District Virtuous Mothers' Association.' They don't let even beggars near the district, only employ those loyal for generations."
    

    
      So neither Beggar's Gang nor Rogues' Guild could enter.
    

    
      "Mothers."
    

    
      An organization beyond imagination appeared.
    

    
      Black Path stronger or mothers stronger? I'd side with mothers.
    

    
      Demonic Cult stronger or mothers stronger? Also side with mothers.
    

    
      Though completely different character between two groups, feeling is so.
    

    
      Yet now I must face Mothers' Association?
    

    
      Branch Leader's explanation continued.
    

    
      "Surrounded district with high walls, only one entrance. Though walls can be jumped over, clan warriors' level is high, so easily noticed."
    

    
      "Must have tried directly confronting saying you're looking for someone?"
    

    
      "Of course. Got door refusal. Said no one entered."
    

    
      At his last words, Jayeong and I looked at each other's faces again.
    

    
      Entering district is certain—yet district says no one entered.
    

    
      I listed possibilities.
    

    
      Injured but mobile Rogues' Guild Leader either—"Hid somewhere."
    

    
      Or someone hid the Rogues' Guild Leader unable to move freely.
    

    
      Quietly reviewed the past.
    

    
      During Demonic Cult's rampage period, Kaifeng's martial world suffers devastating damage.
    

    
      No one expected it—because Kaifeng is where Beggar's Gang headquarters exists.
    

    
      That very headquarters was attacked, with Gang Leader critically wounded retreating.
    

    
      However, the city itself continued prospering regardless of martial world's flames of war.
    

    
      Especially heard Kaifeng's prominent families produced talent ascending.
    

    
      Seems prominent families in stories are precisely these noble clans.
    

    
      Among them, does someone have reason to hide Rogues' Guild Leader?
    

    
      "Ultimately must directly examine inside."
    

    
      Whether Guild Leader hid or someone hid him, doesn't seem like situation where he can just come out.
    

    
      Then what methods to employ examining inside?
    

    
      But Branch Leader brought out unexpected words.
    

    
      "There's one method."
    

    
      "Method exists?"
    

    
      Didn't he say until now couldn't send Rogues' Guild people inside?
    

    
      "Method possible if Ink Sword Great Hero."
    

    
      Branch Leader following unexpected words made unexpected action—suddenly bowing.
    

    
      "Why this?"
    

    
      "No face before Iron Bead. Also a bow requesting Ink Sword Great Hero."
    

    
      We couple reached hands trying to raise him.
    

    
      "Guild Leader's safety leaked."
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Right—enemies knew where and how Rogues' Guild Leader moved. Not waiting at unavoidable locations but attacking when entering small alley.
    

    
      "There might be spy inside Rogues' Guild. So couldn't receive outside people. Actually, even people under me were difficult to completely trust."
    

    
      "I understand. Couldn't speak easily."
    

    
      "But Iron Bead and husband aren't so."
    

    
      While saying so, raised only head from bowed posture looking at us.
    

    
      "Previous Guild Leader selected several people right before passing. Don't know how he knew me, but appointed me Kaifeng Branch Leader. Until then, I had no big position within sect."
    

    
      Was that why? Even Jayeong who assisted Guild Leader visiting various places said she didn't know Han Sanha.
    

    
      "Told those appointed then to assist new Guild Leader well."
    

    
      "Ah..."
    

    
      Seems even Jayeong didn't know this fact.
    

    
      Previous Guild Leader raised wandering Jayeong siblings even passing Guild Leader position—even work before death was selecting people to help Guild Leader.
    

    
      "Such me in Kaifeng having Guild Leader face crisis—no face to meet Previous Guild Leader, no face to meet Iron Bead. And now can only request Ink Sword Great Hero enter inside district."
    

    
      Request? No, not that.
    

    
      "That's what I should naturally do. Because I'm family."
    

    
      Jayeong's husband, Guild Leader's brother-in-law—and sword-holder.
    

    
      "What should I do?"
    

    
      Branch Leader nodded.
    

    
      "Then listen."
    

    
      ***
    

    
      "Must really hold selection competition to pick instructor? Isn't it troublesome?"
    

    
      Inside Kaifeng Noble Clan District—rear garden of some great mansion.
    

    
      Large carp inside pond ate well having vivid five colors risen.
    

    
      Surrounding trees dyed beyond five colors into seven, eight colored autumn leaves.
    

    
      This place gathering all colors the season called autumn could have.
    

    
      However, not the end here—one group of women gathered in pavilion at pond's center.
    

    
      Their clothing colors boasted easily over ten colors per person.
    

    
      "The instructor selection competition?"
    

    
      "Yes. Two martial arts instructor positions for elementary class became empty. Holding competition to select is too troublesome, isn't it?"
    

    
      The questioned madam lowered voice.
    

    
      "But Madam Hahou wants only outsiders for martial arts instructors. Just arriving now."
    

    
      As they mentioned Madam Hahou, Association President of Kaifeng Virtuous Mothers' Association entered pavilion, and many madams swarmed.
    

    
      "Hohohoho. Madam Hahou, husband is still magnificent. That imposing appearance truly worthy calling Jade Qilin."
    

    
      "Not only that. Madam Hahou's children took first place in district's mock exam again—how wonderful."
    

    
      "Daughter also bright? Already showing distinction in elementary class."
    

    
      Even inside madams decorating themselves this splendidly, leaders appear and groups form.
    

    
      Even equal round table was useless—anyone could see other madams lowered themselves toward Madam Hahou.
    

    
      Hair braided high with six hairpins—three each side—stuck in, appearance beyond splendid to overwhelming was precisely Hahou Seojin.
    

    
      Family power also strongest among these—only Madam Yang could compete with her and family power.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      But she with family troubles sat silently as usual.
    

    
      "Now then."
    

    
      When Madam Hahou gave signal, other madams closed mouths.
    

    
      "We had something to discuss today?"
    

    
      Madams exchanged glances—they fully knew today's gathering reason.
    

    
      Madam Jeong always advancing first following Madam Hahou's words came out agreeing today too.
    

    
      "Of course. This district that must be perfectly controlled for children."
    

    
      As she started, other madams followed.
    

    
      "We don't tolerate even small mistakes."
    

    
      "Natural that Madam Hahou summoned assembly."
    

    
      One madam had uncomfortable expression—Madam Hahou gave her glance.
    

    
      "Madam Hyeong, heard you let vagrant into your house?"
    

    
      "Pitiful appearance, so briefly let in. Just to feed one bowl of porridge."
    

    
      Giving food to poor was magnanimous action—if told to people, would receive respect.
    

    
      But not here.
    

    
      "Madam Hyeong."
    

    
      Though Madam Hahou just called calmly, Madam Hyeong shrank.
    

    
      "Shall we think again?"
    

    
      Madam Hahou didn't directly criticize—gave Madam Hyeong time to think.
    

    
      While all madams at round table stared.
    

    
      "That's..."
    

    
      Must say something—sense of pressure.
    

    
      Madam Hyeong opened mouth first but—actually couldn't know what part of her action was wrong.
    

    
      Why? What's wrong with giving vagrant one bowl of porridge?
    

    
      As she couldn't answer, Madam Jeong no different from Madam Hahou's attendant interjected.
    

    
      "Letting inside is the problem. Don't you know our principle? Should have sent away or given outside."
    

    
      "Ah."
    

    
      Only then could Madam Hyeong understand why Madam Hahou was angry.
    

    
      "Yees, yes. That was my mistake. Sorry to all madams. Must be careful going forward."
    

    
      Quickly admitted the mistake—then sneakily checked Madam Hahou's mood.
    

    
      "Hoot."
    

    
      Madam Hahou made a small smile.
    

    
      "Madam Hyeong's virtuous heart brought small mistake. Just small mistake. Will be fine being careful."
    

    
      Following words accepting Madam Hyeong's apology—other madams also smiled speaking to Madam Hyeong.
    

    
      "Madam Hyeong has high virtue. Make so many donations to temples. Hohohoho."
    

    
      "Of course, of course. Kaifeng's temples put up new roofs daily thanks to Madam Hyeong. Hohoho."
    

    
      Amid coming and going laughter, Madam Hyeong's tension also eased—she also laughed together discussing temples.
    

    
      "Madam Hyeong."
    

    
      Madam Hahou asked casually.
    

    
      "You sent out the vagrant?"
    

    
      "Yees... of course."
    

    
      Madam Hyeong somehow drawled lowering head.
    

    
      "Really?"
    

    
      "Yes! Of course! Sent out."
    

    
      Only after hearing confirmation did Madam Hahou smile again.
    

    
      "Well done. Just be careful next time. Remember—we must perfectly control the district. Perfectly controlling district means perfectly controlling Kaifeng. Furthermore."
    

    
      She made eye contact with all madams.
    

    
      "That's creating environment for children."
    

    
      At those words, madams raised voices together.
    

    
      "Right. Because we're Virtuous Mothers' Association for children."
    

    
      "Madam Hahou's words are right hundred times. This district is precisely Kaifeng."
    

    
      Madams smiled nodding—faces overflowing with pride as mistresses of families influencing the great city called Kaifeng.
    

    
      Faces also full of ambition raising children befitting such families.
    

    
      Control—education through control—Virtuous Mothers' Association moved for this.
    

    
      "Um, but."
    

    
      "Must we really hold selection competition? Isn't introduction cases more certain?"
    

    
      One madam expressed doubt—the selection competition picking outsiders as instructors didn't make sense given the control purpose.
    

    
      Madam Hahou smiled.
    

    
      "Children also need opportunities encountering outside people. Instructor selection is one of few opportunities."
    

    
      "Yees. But martial artists are so imposing... Heot."
    

    
      The questioning madam swallowed empty air—Madam Hahou's smile deepened. But deepened smile somehow felt scary.
    

    
      Confidante Madam Jeong interjected.
    

    
      "Don't worry. Weren't martial artists whose contracts expired this time also like that initially? Use that method and all solved."
    

    
      "That method?"
    

    
      "Oh my, madam hasn't been married long, so doesn't know well?"
    

    
      "Yees."
    

    
      "We have very good method. Hohohoho."
    

    
      Other madams also smiled at Madam Jeong's words—Madam Hahou's smile also deepened.
    

    
      Madam Jeong concluded.
    

    
      "This time too, will select obedient and kind instructor."
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      "Here's application."
    

    
      The clerk receiving selection competition application read alias and name.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong."
    

    
      The man who submitted application already turned walking back—heungeolheungeol—humming new life's motto.
    

    
      "Explode, let go, freely."
    

    
      Heungeolheungeol—it was Jin Yeomyeong who 'was' obedient and kind.
    

    

  
    Chapter 69: Chapter 69

    
      Chapter 69: Cheers of Support
    

    
      After submitting application, returned straight to inn.
    

    
      Seonghwa Inn where we stay was famous even in Kaifeng—food delicious, guest rooms comfortable—nothing lacking for family's long stay.
    

    
      And befitting such inn, beggars set up camp in front.
    

    
      "Just one pun."
    

    
      "Leftover food is also good. Seonghwa Inn food means luxury."
    

    
      Some kindhearted guest threw several chicken pieces from carried container—hwiik, one beggar jumped up skillfully catching it, making guest's eyes widen.
    

    
      "Wow, agile."
    

    
      "Hehehe, to eat and live, this much is basic."
    

    
      That level of movement technique isn't just eating and living—truly fitting place with Beggar's Gang headquarters.
    

    
      Unable to contain admiration, returning to our room—
    

    
      "Jayeong, what are you doing?"
    

    
      "Help tie this."
    

    
      Jayeong was busy with hands on focus book.
    

    
      "Your handiwork is better than mine?"
    

    
      "Then hold this side."
    

    
      Focus book had several sheets tied with string unfolding like screen—untying string separates into individual sheets.
    

    
      Jayeong was now tying separated sheets to baby basket's middle handle.
    

    
      "Why do this?"
    

    
      "Book wasn't visible well to lying Taebok."
    

    
      Intended to place where Taebok could see well.
    

    
      "Done. Taebok, can you see well?"
    

    
      I'm also curious—can he see this? Since opened eyes, can he recognize? Do stars, squares, circles attract baby's interest?
    

    
      Heee—he smiles. Smiling seeing this, or just natural baby expression?
    

    
      One thing certain—seeing Taebok, we couple also smile.
    

    
      "Taebok, are you interested? Is it fun?"
    

    
      "Agu, seems like he's looking."
    

    
      Watching where Taebok's gaze goes, we also tilted heads sideways.
    

    
      "This kind of thing exists. We really don't know much."
    

    
      "Indeed. Branch Leader paid attention."
    

    
      Didn't know when first receiving, but looking more, a thoughtful gift—he's the person becoming Rogues' Guild Leader. Even from gifts, capability seemed to show.
    

    
      Thinking so—ppallak, tied paper fell onto Taebok.
    

    
      "Oh no!"
    

    
      Though just light paper so couldn't hurt—parents just get surprised.
    

    
      "It's okay. Just need to remove. Not even crying—"
    

    
      Duuungsil.
    

    
      "Eot."
    

    
      "At."
    

    
      Paper floated into midair.
    

    
      Wait—when I told him to move leaf at home, couldn't he not do it?
    

    
      "This is..."
    

    
      "Now he moves things!"
    

    
      Jayeong's voice more surprised than mine.
    

    
      His own body, let's say—body itself resonates with natural energy. I also operate Xun Trigram Technique that way.
    

    
      But objects? Even if light, this is tremendous thing—doesn't it look like psychokinesis? Though principle differs since not using inner power, result is similar.
    

    
      "Ah?"
    

    
      "Sliiightly?"
    

    
      The floating paper trembled—bureurereu—then sank slightly downward.
    

    
      Jayeong and I unknowingly clasped hands.
    

    
      "Taebok, you can do it!"
    

    
      "You can, just one paper you can float!"
    

    
      Actually nonsense—isn't he a newborn not even one month old? Natural he can't fly.
    

    
      However—bureurereu, bureurereu, paper floats again.
    

    
      "Haaaat?"
    

    
      "Taeboook!"
    

    
      Floating! Floating! Our Taebok is doing it!
    

    
      "Kkieeeet!"
    

    
      I made sounds never made in my life.
    

    
      "Mom supports you! You can do it! Jin Taebok! Jin Taebok!"
    

    
      Jayeong was absorbed in cheering.
    

    
      Taebok resonating with our intentions finally succeeded flying paper beside basket.
    

    
      And—
    

    
      "Ah."
    

    
      "Ah."
    

    
      Below that, the kid's displeased expression was revealed.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Narrowed brow, lips clenched tight—didn't cry. Just displeased from difficulty.
    

    
      "Do newborns also have such expressions?"
    

    
      "W-well."
    

    
      Resonance is mutual—Taebok's mood transmitted.
    

    
      Mm, this feeling is—
    

    
      "Seems quite annoyed."
    

    
      "We probably got too excited."
    

    
      Sorry, sorry—just because you did well. No other meaning. You know father's heart?
    

    
      "Now, father will retie focus book. Will tie carefully and well."
    

    
      Earlier told Jayeong to do it, but feeling sorry, I stepped up—picking up fallen paper tying well to basket handle.
    

    
      This time checked many times so won't fall.
    

    
      "You dislike this falling upward, right? Not because of mom and dad?"
    

    
      Naturally, Taebok can't understand words. Just—
    

    
      "Ah, seems he pooped."
    

    
      "This is the answer?"
    

    
      Lovable—self-expression must be clear. Mm, mm.
    

    
      Thanks to Cotton Armor Master's activity, poop smell quickly disappeared.
    

    
      "Baby not even one month yet, but natural energy operation is really growing fast."
    

    
      "Did you expect?"
    

    
      "Thought maybe. But when practicing at home, didn't work."
    

    
      After Jayeong thought briefly, she spoke.
    

    
      "Probably should keep it secret?"
    

    
      "Naturally. Nothing good from early revelation."
    

    
      Already complicated—how many curious people would swarm? To avoid them all, might need to seclude in deep mountains.
    

    
      "Taebok, this is secret. Understand? Only do when father says?"
    

    
      We were sharing secrets with Taebok.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      "Ink Sword Great Hero applied to instructor selection competition?"
    

    
      In back alley of Kaifeng Great Market, one elder tilted head.
    

    
      At one glance, elder of extraordinary appearance—ears easily three times normal people's size, earlobes hanging to shoulders.
    

    
      Plus long white hair throughout ears—like wings attached to head. Truly overwhelming ears.
    

    
      This elder was Divine Ear Great Elder who synthesized all information entering Beggar's Gang.
    

    
      And beggar shacks lined in Kaifeng Great Market's back alley were precisely what the world calls Beggar's Gang headquarters.
    

    
      "Brought whole family entering. Now applying to instructor selection?"
    

    
      "Perhaps thinking to move to Kaifeng?"
    

    
      One gang member offered opinion while catching and crushing bedbugs.
    

    
      "Will you burst like that bedbug?"
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "Must think before speaking. After causing that chaos in Luoyang, now made it his front yard—why move? Think making own territory is easy work?"
    

    
      "Ayu, you tell me to give opinion, so I gave opinion, but getting angry..."
    

    
      "That's not opinion!"
    

    
      Divine Ear Great Elder corrected—with leopard-like movement, kicked gang member's bottom.
    

    
      "Ayigo!"
    

    
      "Even hearing Luoyang Sub-branch Leader Swift Wind's report, not that kind of person. Said person changed not wanting to be bound by anything. Yet noble clan district? Doesn't make sense."
    

    
      "Ayayaya... But does person change easily? Can do things briefly not done before, but doesn't ultimately return to original self?"
    

    
      "Hmm."
    

    
      Was somewhat correct—people changing truly isn't easy.
    

    
      The subordinate rubbing bottom continued speaking, perhaps wanting recovery.
    

    
      "Overturned Luoyang, so might rather want to rest. Becoming noble clan district instructor—perfect for passing time teaching kids. Thinking so, bringing whole family also explains. That district interior is also good for raising children."
    

    
      "Hmm."
    

    
      However, Great Elder didn't judge hastily—because what Jin Yeomyeong did in Luoyang was too bold.
    

    
      Doing such things then resting tired? Possible but hardly believable.
    

    
      "Anyway, Kaifeng is our backyard. Whatever Ink Sword Great Hero tries doing, can't do regardless of us."
    

    
      "Right."
    

    
      "What's he doing now?"
    

    
      Another gang member reported—the beggar whose movement technique was exceptional seeing in front of inn.
    

    
      Even while snatching chicken, his eyes didn't miss Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      "Entered inn."
    

    
      "Really?"
    

    
      "Yes. But inside..."
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      "Heard shouting going 'kkieee.'"
    

    
      "Kkieee?"
    

    
      "And through window saw Jin Yeomyeong bouncing around."
    

    
      "Bouncing?"
    

    
      Geukjeokgeukjeok*—Divine Ear Great Elder scratched his head.
    

    
      What was Ink Sword Hero doing?
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Next day, Kaifeng's market streets were bustling with the instructor selection.
    

    
      "As expected, they're holding selection competition again."
    

    
      "At times like this, they show off power. Always pick martial arts instructors through competition."
    

    
      "Will it be worth watching? Most recently wasn't very interesting."
    

    
      "Hehehe, this time the matchups are quite good!"
    

    
      "What? Who's coming?"
    

    
      Already excited about watching, one gambler stepped forward.
    

    
      "First, there's Maksan Swordsman. If you're from Kaifeng, you've heard that name?"
    

    
      "Of course! Rising swordsman, isn't he?"
    

    
      "Fame and skill are outstanding. Even heard someone like Samcheomdao Jeon Jayang follows Maksan Swordsman."
    

    
      One among listeners tilted his head.
    

    
      "Then won't Maksan Swordsman win easily?"
    

    
      At those words, the gambler showed all his teeth.
    

    
      "No! A tremendous master got involved."
    

    
      "Master? Who?"
    

    
      "Master from Luoyang—Ink Sword Great Hero."
    

    
      However, contrary to the gambler's confident claims, people's reactions were lukewarm.
    

    
      "Huh? Why are you all like that?"
    

    
      Someone answered.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Great Hero is false fame."
    

    
      "False fame?!"
    

    
      The man who answered continued speaking.
    

    
      "Right, rumors about that person are hard to believe."
    

    
      People gathered heads toward the man claiming false fame.
    

    
      "What kind of rumors to be like that? Tell us."
    

    
      "First, wiped out ten-plus Black Path sects hiding in Luoyang in just fifteen days."
    

    
      "Huh? How to wipe out ten-plus sects in fifteen days? Doesn't make sense?"
    

    
      "That's why. But doesn't stop there. Didn't he defeat Murim Alliance Luoyang Branch Leader in a duel?"
    

    
      "Murim Alliance? Isn't Alliance White Path? Why fight White Path?"
    

    
      "Also doesn't make sense? But that's not the end. He rooted out Demonic Cult behind Black Path."
    

    
      "Mm? Fought Black Path, then White Path, then Demonic Cult? Ey, doesn't make sense! Is that one person's doing?!"
    

    
      Everyone nodded in unison—the story was simply unbelievable.
    

    
      The gambler interjected again.
    

    
      "No way! I know because I have a friend in Luoyang! That friend said he smashed the gambling house he attended!"
    

    
      However, people's minds were already firm.
    

    
      "Enough! You believe Ink Sword Great Hero all you want."
    

    
      "Really?"
    

    
      The annoyed gambler rolled his eyes.
    

    
      "I'm betting everything on Ink Sword Great Hero. Will make big money this time and quit gambling."
    

    
      People burst into laughter—wakjahani.
    

    
      "Sure you will. No matter how I hear it, Maksan Swordsman is better."
    

    
      "This friend only bets on losses, so he goes broke."
    

    
      "Look here, Hong, I'll do the opposite of you!"
    

    
      The gambler burst into guffaws not yielding to people—wahahahaha.
    

    
      "This time I'll win! Ink Sword Great Hero! Give me strength! Give me strength!"
    

    
      Hong didn't know—the tall man walking beside him with slight smile—that he was Luoyang's Ink Sword Great Hero who would shake up this selection competition.
    

    

  
    Chapter 70: Chapter 70

    
      Chapter 70: Hero Holding Strange Object
    

    
      Inside Kaifeng Noble Clan District, Madam Hahou's mansion—in the inner hall, Madam Hahou and Madam Jeong were drinking tea.
    

    
      "Seems commoners are setting up gambling this time too."
    

    
      Madam Jeong spoke as if ridiculous—she came visiting Madam Hahou's house saying let's go to the selection competition venue together, now conveying words heard from servants.
    

    
      "Commoners are still the same."
    

    
      Madam Hahou nodded at words Madam Jeong conveyed—gambling opening during competitions was easily seen.
    

    
      "Hohohoho, right? What can we do? Must have at least such pleasure to live day by day."
    

    
      "That's so."
    

    
      Madam Hahou said nothing else, lifting teacup deeply inhaling the fragrance of premium pre-rain tea.
    

    
      Before her, Madam Jeong continued speaking.
    

    
      "Didn't know that person called Luoyang's Ink Sword Great Hero would apply. When I asked warriors, they were surprised. Would welcome him even as retainer—why did he apply to instructor selection?"
    

    
      "Well..."
    

    
      After brief thought, Madam Hahou answered.
    

    
      "Must be coming as if resting. Becoming retainer makes it hard to leave when wanted."
    

    
      Though no contract restraining movement, just leaving goes against human feelings and loyalty. If entrusting oneself as retainer, must do befitting work before leaving to avoid gossip.
    

    
      "Right? Anyway, Ink Sword Great Hero has clear identity even from outside, which is good."
    

    
      Madam Jeong smiled, but Madam Hahou frowned—not because of Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      Because Madam Hyeong who'd let in vagrant now recommended instructor with unclear identity.
    

    
      Perhaps reading Madam Hahou's expression, Madam Jeong quickly asked.
    

    
      "Heard Madam Hyeong recommended strange person again?"
    

    
      At the Virtuous Mothers' Association assembly, receiving teaching from Madam Hahou, yet still not coming to senses.
    

    
      "Whew, if keeps acting like that..."
    

    
      Madam Hahou cut off words—but Madam Jeong instantly caught her intention.
    

    
      "If Madam Hyeong doesn't change, must soon formally propose expulsion as agenda."
    

    
      "Mm."
    

    
      Madam Hahou smiled satisfactorily as Madam Jeong spoke desired words on her behalf.
    

    
      She looked at applications placed on tea table.
    

    
      "After filtering all those with unclear identities, exactly eight people. Rather went well. Can proceed with competition within one day."
    

    
      Ink Sword Great Hero, Maksan Swordsman, plus other outstanding applicants existed.
    

    
      Clear identity, proper appearance, upright conduct—these were noble clan district's instructor standards. Eccentrics were unfit as instructors.
    

    
      "Can't let strange people mix in. Can only carefully select."
    

    
      ***
    

    
      However—
    

    
      "Since teeth are refreshed, seems like today's duel will go well?"
    

    
      Ink Sword Hero was strange.
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Virtuous mothers led by Madam Hahou all fell into silence—some even looked at Madam Hahou who selected competition participants.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong also felt the atmosphere surrounding him.
    

    
      Not only Virtuous Mothers' Association side—spectators showed similar reactions.
    

    
      "Hong, what is Ink Sword Great Hero saying on the dueling platform?"
    

    
      "Teeth? What about teeth?"
    

    
      The selection competition location wasn't inside the district—wide area right before the district. The dueling platform was installed here. Since anyone could come watch, people formed massive crowds.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong delivered the finishing blow to surrounding confusion.
    

    
      "Chika, chika, chika. With this toothbrush, teeth are always refreshed."
    

    
      The toothbrush in hand was magnificent item stamped with trading company name 'Golden Cloud' and artisan's name.
    

    
      However, the truly magnificent part was separate—even Jin Yeomyeong couldn't help admiring seeing it.
    

    
      Challak—pressing the middle groove, liquid paste-form toothpaste appeared on bristle part.
    

    
      Convenient toothbrush that can be pressed and used ten times after filling toothpaste—was genuinely surprised by this technology alone.
    

    
      'Now then. I did enough.'
    

    
      Captain Zhu Hochong's request and contract with huge money, so executed—but would this become 'advertisement' as Captain mentioned?
    

    
      "So! Where do they sell that item?"
    

    
      "..."
    

    
      Does it work? It works?
    

    
      "Why not speak?"
    

    
      "Tell us!"
    

    
      "Uh, looks quite refreshing?"
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong lost words looking at crowd—but that moment:
    

    
      "Here! That toothbrush Ink Sword Hero uses! Golden Cloud Trading's special toothbrush!"
    

    
      Sign-board-carrying people appeared from various places.
    

    
      Though told Captain Zhu Hochong about going to Kaifeng—seems he keenly dispatched trading company members. Appearing only after reading atmosphere is annoying but definitely excellent commerce.
    

    
      Whether really became advertisement or from curiosity, people swarmed to merchants.
    

    
      'Let's stop caring.'
    

    
      The moment turning head looking at opponent who came up together on dueling platform—someone from Virtuous Mothers' Association spoke.
    

    
      "Seems Ink Sword Great Hero has interest in things beyond martial arts too."
    

    
      Though not speaking loudly, voice was clear so heard well.
    

    
      Virtuous mothers sat across from crowd around dueling platform—though they screened themselves with translucent thin curtain, no problem watching duels.
    

    
      That meant dueling platform participants also had no problem recognizing virtuous mothers.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong looked at the virtuous mother sitting most centrally—President Madam Hahou heard about from Branch Leader Han Sanha.
    

    
      "No. Interest only in martial arts—"
    

    
      Speaking then briefly hesitating.
    

    
      Isn't it?
    

    
      Current self can't say interested only in martial arts.
    

    
      "Thinking about it, interested in various things. Can say increased recently."
    

    
      "Recently? Was there some opportunity?"
    

    
      "Haha. A son was born."
    

    
      "Oh my."
    

    
      Eh—even Jin Yeomyeong was surprised. At the single word 'son,' virtuous mothers smiled in unison.
    

    
      "Then you can understand our Virtuous Mothers' Association well."
    

    
      Right—these people, they're mothers?
    

    
      Earned points from unexpected part?
    

    
      "Kkeuheum. Does having children influence selection?"
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong's duel opponent interrupted speaking—face that seemed displeased from earlier was now heated red.
    

    
      "Maksan Swordsman, of course duel competition's victory or defeat gives biggest influence."
    

    
      Madam Hahou waved hand at him.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong narrowed eyes—heard from Branch Leader it's not so. Ultimately selection is according to virtuous mothers' taste.
    

    
      That's probably scheme to see his ability through Maksan Swordsman.
    

    
      "Then fortunate."
    

    
      Maksan Swordsman immediately fell for that scheme looking at Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero. I won't fall for schemes."
    

    
      "Umm? You read my inner thoughts?"
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong was startled.
    

    
      "Huhu, right. Taking out toothbrush and such to muddy atmosphere and shake me—isn't that your trick?"
    

    
      The scheme Maksan Swordsman thought was completely different.
    

    
      "Can tell how you gained false fame in Luoyang."
    

    
      "Awkward to say with my own mouth, but not false fame."
    

    
      Because actually did those things—but Maksan Swordsman didn't listen.
    

    
      "Came to Kaifeng and ambushed Samcheomdao Jeon Jayang, my younger sworn brother? Already heard the story."
    

    
      Not remembering who Samcheomdao Jeon Jayang was—then recalled the three-pointed blade the fellow knocked down at market was carrying.
    

    
      The one backing Madam Jeong's subordinates beating market merchants.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong glanced at the curtain side—Madam Jeong would also be inside.
    

    
      "Madam Jeong's household people were troubling market merchants. Wanting to eat watermelon?"
    

    
      Someone inside curtain flinched—umjjik—small movement, but visible to Jin Yeomyeong's eyes.
    

    
      "Maksan Swordsman, are you also Madam Jeong's subordinate?"
    

    
      "Subordinate? I received that person's recommendation."
    

    
      "Recommendation."
    

    
      Madam Jeong's recommendation, and Jeon Jayang's sworn brother generation.
    

    
      "First let's clear misunderstanding."
    

    
      "Misunderstanding?"
    

    
      "Ambushed Samcheomdao? Too weak so no need to ambush."
    

    
      "Empty tricks! Samcheomdao's ability is recognized in Kaifeng! Coming from Luoyang insulting Kaifeng martial artists—even emphasis on courtesy was false fame."
    

    
      "Must say different from before. Emphasis on courtesy is true, but limited to people showing courtesy to me."
    

    
      Don't particularly show courtesy anymore to fellows like Samcheomdao.
    

    
      "Also."
    

    
      "?"
    

    
      "Also outside range if no ability yet picking fights."
    

    
      Maksan Swordsman—meaning you.
    

    
      He immediately understood Jin Yeomyeong's words.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero, this bastard?!"
    

    
      Both stepped to dueling platform center without anyone going first—the proceeding martial artist urgently shouted:
    

    
      "Don't use inner power! Not life-or-death duel!"
    

    
      Before those words fell, both swords clashed.
    

    
      Maksan Swordsman used heavy sword—Mukheun also didn't yield in weightiness.
    

    
      Kwaang—sound like clubs hitting clubs made spectators cover ears.
    

    
      The commotion from toothbrush long subsided—everyone's eyes fixed on them both.
    

    
      "Ink Sword Hero! I bet my entire fortune! I'm asking!"
    

    
      Some gambler's earnest cry was heard.
    

    
      Both like people knowing no martial arts only overflowing with strength repeatedly swung swords at each other.
    

    
      Kwaang, kwaang, kwaang—amid continuous sounds:
    

    
      Seuwik—Maksan Swordsman brought heavy sword against Mukheun, slightly shifting center of gravity watching for opportunity to strike.
    

    
      "Won't work."
    

    
      Xun Trigram Technique utilizing wind's natural energy—Xun hand seal sword technique resembling wind.
    

    
      Not using inner power, so responding with only Xun hand seals wasn't difficult.
    

    
      "Th-this is what..."
    

    
      In state of swords touching, seized center of gravity—every time Jin Yeomyeong pulled sword, his center of gravity scattered, becoming situation of coming forward as if dragged.
    

    
      "Uh? Why is Maksan Swordsman like that?"
    

    
      "Following with swords touching every time Ink Sword Hero retreats?"
    

    
      "Why just follow? Why not swing sword?"
    

    
      On Maksan Swordsman's forehead, sweat beads now formed.
    

    
      Short distance where swords touched—Jin Yeomyeong's footwork while retreating occupied precarious positions to him. If he rashly separated sword, Jin Yeomyeong would leap into his distance.
    

    
      "Th-this..."
    

    
      "Don't need to show courtesy?"
    

    
      At clear skill difference, his face turned pale—no more meaning to duel.
    

    
      "Hap!"
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong swung Mukheun upward separating his sword—while heavy sword lifted to sky:
    

    
      Swung Mukheun sideways with full force.
    

    
      Where? At head.
    

    
      Ppaaaak.
    

    
      "Kkeuhuk!"
    

    
      "Mind your brother well."
    

    
      Did he hear? Maksan Swordsman's eyes spinning—pinggeul.
    

    
      "Request clearly."
    

    
      Ppaaaak—Mukheun struck Maksan Swordsman's head once more.
    

    
      This much, can't ignore request.
    

    
      Uwaa—cheers burst from among people.
    

    
      "Don't even know how he did it?"
    

    
      "One thing certain—Ink Sword Hero is way above!"
    

    
      "Wasn't false fame?"
    

    
      Among that, gambler's joy-filled cry mixed:
    

    
      "My money! My money! My moneey! True to reputation! Everyone saw? Saw?!"
    

    
      Proceeding martial artist also declared winner:
    

    
      "Winner is Ink Sword Hero!"
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong's breathing didn't even quicken.
    

    
      "Heuuum."
    

    
      Deeply inhaling breath.
    

    
      Maksan Swordsman wasn't important from the start—because recognized one among participants. Face known before regression.
    

    
      'To dare to come here with such a disguise.'
    

    

  
    Chapter 71: Chapter 71

    
      Chapter 71: A Familiar Scent
    

    
      The moment I saw his face, resentment surged.
    

    
      The Demonic Cult plague.
    

    
      The resentment that had built up during that long war.
    

    
      If I had my way, I would act right now.
    

    
      But I had to hold back for just a moment.
    

    
      The selection tournament was still ongoing.
    

    
      “Next participants, please come up!”
    

    
      Leaping, two people jumped onto the sparring stage.
    

    
      I had already drawn the spectators' attention, and perhaps not wanting to lose to that, the two tried to show off their skills from the very beginning.
    

    
      Even without using inner energy, quite ferocious sounds followed.
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      “Hmph.”
    

    
      “Huuuh.”
    

    
      The spectators’ reactions were lukewarm.
    

    
      It was the same for the participants who hadn't gone up on stage.
    

    
      Rather than focusing on the duel, they kept glancing my way.
    

    
      And I was openly glaring at one of them.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      Realizing my gaze, that man looked toward me as well.
    

    
      His real name was Jang Gangcheon.
    

    
      In the introduction earlier, he had used the name Jang Sam, which was obviously made up on the spot.
    

    
      To hide his identity and infiltrate the selection tournament.
    

    
      “Ink Sword Great Hero, why are you looking at me with such eyes?”
    

    
      “I am merely looking at a competitor.”
    

    
      “A competitor?”
    

    
      He looked around.
    

    
      “Aren't there other participants besides me? It seems you're only looking at me.”
    

    
      Was my gaze too blatant?
    

    
      “You seem to be quite skilled.”
    

    
      “Skilled? I am a bit skilled, but……”
    

    
      At Jang Gangcheon’s puzzled expression, I tried to avert my gaze. I couldn't keep staring at him with a duel coming up.
    

    
      But suddenly, a fragment of memory from the past came to mind.
    

    
      It wasn't a memory related to Jang Gangcheon. It was a memory of a tactic I had seen while watching a martial arts tournament in the past.
    

    
      What did I say back then?
    

    
      - To think he would do such a crude and vile thing. Apart from his martial arts, he should be disqualified.
    

    
      Mhm.
    

    
      That’s what I said.
    

    
      And now, I found myself wanting to try that crude and vile thing very much.
    

    
      “Ahem.”
    

    
      I said no more and turned my eyes to the sparring stage.
    

    
      The match wasn’t ending, a lukewarm confrontation continuing on.
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon seemed unable to shake off his uneasiness, glancing my way, but since there was nothing he could do, he soon turned his gaze to the stage.
    

    
      Now!
    

    
      Watching him from the corner of my eye, I immediately glared at him again.
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      He noticed and looked at me.
    

    
      And at that moment, I turned my gaze back to the stage.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon stood there blankly, not knowing what to do.
    

    
      A moment later, he looked at the match.
    

    
      And I, of course, did not miss the moment and glared at him.
    

    
      “Keuk! Hey, stop stari-”
    

    
      The moment he said that, I turned my head toward the sparring stage.
    

    
      “-ng?”
    

    
      It works.
    

    
      The crude and vile trick of getting on the opponent's nerves.
    

    
      I remembered how surprised I was when I saw someone do this in a duel.
    

    
      But a new life means new experiences.
    

    
      I can do it too.
    

    
      “Ink Sword Great Hero! Just what do you think you're doing?”
    

    
      I ignored the question.
    

    
      I fixed my gaze on the sparring stage as if I had done nothing at all.
    

    
      He ended up looking like he had shouted loudly by himself and fell silent again.
    

    
      I could feel his agitation, getting excited after falling for the trick.
    

    
      Huh…….
    

    
      This is more fun than I thought. Is this why they do it?
    

    
      Come to think of it, in that duel back then, the one who used the trick had defeated his opponent.
    

    
      When one thinks of a martial arts tournament, one generally imagines a fair and square duel of martial skills.
    

    
      But that was only for duels held by the Alliance or prestigious orthodox sects.
    

    
      Throughout the world, there were countless duels like this one, with rewards at stake, no different from a gambling den.
    

    
      The duel I had watched was also one of those.
    

    
      What was it? Was it a duel with ten barrels of liquor on the line?
    

    
      “We have a winner!”
    

    
      Finally, the duel on the stage ended.
    

    
      No matter how lackluster the atmosphere of the duel, the moment a winner and loser were decided, people's gazes turned in that direction.
    

    
      I didn't miss the chance and glared at Jang Gangcheon.
    

    
      Stared intently, filled with resentment.
    

    
      “Hey, you! Stop stari-”
    

    
      Ignoring his protest, I turned my head toward the stage—
    

    
      Ah, the duel just ended.
    

    
      I just looked up at the clear, blue sky.
    

    
      “That guy?”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon seemed to be infuriated.
    

    
      He left his spot and came this way.
    

    
      But it won't be easy.
    

    
      “Stop. No confrontations outside of the duels are allowed.”
    

    
      “Please return to your seat.”
    

    
      The family warriors mobilized by the Virtuous Mothers' Association blocked his path.
    

    
      “That man has been glaring at me since earlier.”
    

    
      The warriors turned their heads to me.
    

    
      I put on my most solemn expression.
    

    
      And lowered my voice a bit.
    

    
      “Of course. I did not. Do such a thing.”
    

    
      “Kuaaak!”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon fell backward.
    

    
      Now, what to do in a situation like this?
    

    
      I brought out the finishing move that the man who had used the trick in the duel had used.
    

    
      I smiled faintly.
    

    
      Warmly, gently, reliably.
    

    
      “This Jin Mo did not gain the title of Great Hero for nothing. Surely, I wouldn't use such a crude and vile trick at a martial arts tournament.”
    

    
      The warriors seemed to have heard of me.
    

    
      They smiled along and nodded in agreement.
    

    
      “Of course. Why would the Ink Sword Great Hero do such a thing?”
    

    
      “No way! I have heard much about the deeds of the Sword Hero.”
    

    
      Maintaining my smile, I looked at Jang Gangcheon.
    

    
      “This Jin Mo, being unenlightened, has not heard of Brother Jang's esteemed name. However, I believe that in the future, Brother Jang will also raise his reputation through countless duels. Then you will not misunderstand another’s gaze due to the tension of a duel.”
    

    
      In my previous life, the man who used the trick was sent flying in one blow when Namgung Jeheon, who was watching the tournament, intervened.
    

    
      But a reputation is truly a good thing.
    

    
      I am the Ink Sword Great Hero.
    

    
      I led the conversation based on the reputation of the White Path.
    

    
      “What? A misunderstanding?”
    

    
      “For now, take a deep breath and relax the tension in your body.”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon was dumbfounded and tried to approach me, but he was again blocked by the family warriors.
    

    
      “If you cause any more disturbance here, we will have no choice but to disqualify you.”
    

    
      “It is common for anyone to be nervous before a duel. Listen to the Ink Sword Great Hero's advice.”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon was on the verge of exploding.
    

    
      And even luck was on my side.
    

    
      “The next participants, please come up!”
    

    
      The very next participant was Jang Gangcheon.
    

    
      “Ink Sword Gr— no, are you even a Great Hero? Let's see you in the duel! I will make you pay dearly for this! Do you understand?”
    

    
      My response?
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      I ignored him and looked at the sky.
    

    
      Nobly.
    

    
      “Kuaaaah!”
    

    
      The autumn sky was refreshing to the eyes.
    

    
      A pleasant sound echoed in my ears.
    

    
      So this is why people use these tricks.
    

    
      Zhuge Sheng, you must have lived a very interesting life.
    

    
      Imagining my friend, who was alive and well somewhere, beyond the sky, I looked at the sparring stage Jang Gangcheon had climbed.
    

    
      “Jang Gang— no, it’s Jang Sam.”
    

    
      “I am Jo Hoyak.”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon exchanged fist salutes with his opponent.
    

    
      Seeing him misspeak his own name, it seemed his nerves were quite frayed.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      “Haap!”
    

    
      I don't hold a grudge against just anyone.
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon was a man of that caliber.
    

    
      Facing an opponent who used a staff, he didn't even wield a weapon and overwhelmed him with his fists and feet.
    

    
      The spectators who saw it burst into cheers.
    

    
      “Ooh! Isn't that martial artist named Jang Sam amazing!”
    

    
      “I can't even see all his punches and kicks!”
    

    
      As he threw his fists nimbly and quickly, countless afterimages remained.
    

    
      His opponent, unable to distinguish between real and feigned moves amidst the afterimages, was simply spinning his staff to defend.
    

    
      If they could have used inner energy, the match would have been over even faster.
    

    
      The spectators now began to hold expectations.
    

    
      “Is Jang Sam going to fight the Ink Sword Great Hero?”
    

    
      “Probably? If there are no other skilled fighters, then yes.”
    

    
      “This is going to be good!”
    

    
      Money was quickly exchanged among the gamblers in the crowd.
    

    
      A gamble where the outcome is uncertain because the odds are even is bound to bring more thrill than one heavily tilted to one side.
    

    
      Thwack.
    

    
      As if to heighten expectations, Jang Sam's fist struck his opponent. The opponent couldn't withstand it and was forced to retreat.
    

    
      “Oooooh!”
    

    
      “What is Jang Sam’s alias? Was it Iron Fist?”
    

    
      “That's right. He must specialize in fists and feet!”
    

    
      Right, fists and feet are one of his specialties.
    

    
      But the fist art he used on the stage just now is not the one he prides himself on. It may look amazing to others, but I know. That man's martial arts are hidden.
    

    
      The martial artist in charge of proceeding briefly organized the stage.
    

    
      “Alright, the first round of matches has all ended. After a short break, the matches between the four winners will continue.”
    

    
      An employee of the Virtuous Mothers' Association approached us.
    

    
      “A meal has been prepared for the participants. Please come this way.”
    

    
      A meal?
    

    
      A meal right before a duel was unexpected.
    

    
      “Is it okay if we don’t eat?”
    

    
      One of the participants asked, but the employee shook his head.
    

    
      “It is the sincerity of the Virtuous Mothers' Association. Please come and have a little.”
    

    
      We looked at each other but had no reason to refuse further.
    

    
      Following the employee into a curtained-off area, Jang Gangcheon, who had just finished his duel, was also there.
    

    
      We were even seated around a single round table.
    

    
      “Eek!”
    

    
      The moment he saw me, he gritted his teeth.
    

    
      Normally, such a trick wouldn't work on him.
    

    
      He only fell for it because I was a completely unexpected opponent.
    

    
      By now, he should be feeling self-loathing for falling for such a trick.
    

    
      Hmm.
    

    
      Interesting.
    

    
      Meanwhile, one of the participants grumbled.
    

    
      “They should have let us eat separately. What is this, right before a duel.”
    

    
      My thoughts exactly.
    

    
      What an inconsiderate arrangement.
    

    
      It was a bit uncomfortable to sit and eat with your competitors.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      We sat in awkward silence for a while.
    

    
      “Oh, the food is coming.”
    

    
      At someone's words, everyone turned their heads at once.
    

    
      “Let's just eat a little and go.”
    

    
      “That’s right. What's with eating before a duel.”
    

    
      “Slurp.”
    

    
      I didn't say anything, and the last one to make a sound with his tongue was Jang Gangcheon.
    

    
      Seriously, your appetite has returned in the midst of this?
    

    
      Even after being teased so much by me—
    

    
      “Hmm? This scent?”
    

    
      Even the participants who said they would eat little sniffed at the aroma wafting from the porridge bowls placed before them.
    

    
      “This is porridge made with crabs caught only this season in Shandong, brought over by carriage.”
    

    
      “Crab porridge?”
    

    
      My appetite was also piqued. Luoyang was even more inland than Kaifeng. There were few opportunities to eat fresh crab porridge.
    

    
      “Well, I mean.”
    

    
      “Still, it’s just porridge.”
    

    
      “Slurp.”
    

    
      The mouths that had been making comments took a bite of the porridge, and then.
    

    
      “Mm.”
    

    
      “Mmm.”
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      “Slurp.”
    

    
      This time, I too let out a sound of admiration.
    

    
      The crab meat was rich yet melted softly. It slid down into the stomach without me even realizing it was going in.
    

    
      We exclaimed in admiration as we moved our spoons, and Jang Gangcheon lifted the porridge bowl and drank from it directly.
    

    
      “More, give me more!”
    

    
      He asked for more crab porridge.
    

    
      “The next dish will be out shortly.”
    

    
      “Hmm? What's coming?”
    

    
      “It's a roasted duck dish with a crispy skin.”
    

    
      “Ooh!”
    

    
      It wasn't just Jang Gangcheon; all of us swallowed our saliva.
    

    
      “Wow, look at that!”
    

    
      Steam rose from the dark-brown roasted duck.
    

    
      I could tell just from the scent. It was a duck roasted with all the skill of a master cook.
    

    
      “I’m glad I participated in the selection tournament. To enjoy such luxury.”
    

    
      “Do you think we’ll be served dishes like this continuously if we get in?”
    

    
      “Haha, then I must get in, for sure.”
    

    
      The atmosphere suddenly became harmonious.
    

    
      Nameless cook, good food brings peace to the world.
    

    
      “Haap!”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon lunged at the duck without even picking up his chopsticks.
    

    
      “Hey.”
    

    
      “Ahem, get a hold of yourself. You should use utensils.”
    

    
      As the other participants stopped him.
    

    
      Flinch.
    

    
      Jang Sam's body froze.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      I was watching him too.
    

    
      Just now, he tried to eat with only his teeth and hands.
    

    
      Like a beast.
    

    
      As someone who knew his true identity, I couldn't help but say a word.
    

    
      “Anyone who saw that would think you were a follower of the Beast Meridian Demonic Cult.”
    

    
      His face, which was furtively picking up chopsticks, turned red.
    

    
      He gave me a stern look.
    

    
      “What kind of thing is that to say!”
    

    
      “No? You were about to pounce like a beast just now.”
    

    
      “I was just a little excited.”
    

    
      “Isn't it the Demonic Cult whose true nature comes out when they're excited?”
    

    
      Good.
    

    
      The confirmation is complete.
    

    
      “That was also a joke. Would I call you a Demonic Cult follower for eating a bit hastily? If so, there are plenty of Demonic Cult followers among the people I know.”
    

    
      “Hey, since a while ago, you keep.”
    

    
      “Let's eat. Shouldn't we eat before the dish gets cold?”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon looked uneasy but turned his head to the duck rather than continuing the argument with me.
    

    
      I took a bite as well.
    

    
      “This is truly amazing.”
    

    
      The outer skin was crispy, making a sound as I chewed. The meat inside was cooked just right, neither tough nor too soft. I was curious about the secret method used to cook it.
    

    
      Crispy, chewy, my mouth couldn't stop.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      And.
    

    
      The first duel after the meal was between two other people, and a winner was decided.
    

    
      Therefore, the next person to step onto the sparring stage was.
    

    
      “Ink Sword Great Hero.”
    

    
      Me, and.
    

    
      “Iron Fist.”
    

    
      Iron Fist Jang Sam, that is, Jang Gangcheon.
    

    
      We faced each other on the sparring stage.
    

    
      “Are you okay?”
    

    
      His stomach was clearly protruding more than before as he faced me.
    

    
      “Eating this much doesn't affect my movements at all.”
    

    
      “Truly beast-like. You should change your alias. How about Great Eating Beast? Is that too much like a Demonic Cult follower?”
    

    
      “Why are you picking a fight again?”
    

    
      Because I know your identity.
    

    
      “Brother Jang.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “Is it okay to do this?”
    

    
      “What now?”
    

    
      The smell that hadn't faded even amidst the fragrant dishes of the round table.
    

    
      “I mean, hiding your identity.”
    

    
      “!”
    

    
      “Did you think I wouldn't know?”
    

    
      It's a very familiar smell.
    

    
      I've smelled it quite a lot recently.
    

    
      “Wha- wha- what.”
    

    
      He anticipated failure, and his face contorted.
    

    
      Sorry, but you can't fool me.
    

    
      Reveal your identity now.
    

    
      “You have the pride of the Beggar's Gang. To think you'd wear decent clothes and eat with utensils.”
    

    
      “Keok!”
    

    
      The unique musty smell of a beggar that I had smelled a lot recently.
    

    
      It was almost gone, likely from how much he had washed, but it was caught by my sense of smell, enhanced by the Eight Sensations.
    

    
      “I heard the Beggar's Gang was also curious about what’s inside.”
    

    
      They sent a beggar dressed in decent clothes.
    

    

  
    Chapter 72: Chapter 72

    
      Chapter 72: A Familiar Stench
    

    
      Could this grudge possibly be trivial?
    

    
      The long fight against the Demonic Cult.
    

    
      Battling one skirmish after another often meant we couldn't stop at villages. In those times, we had to make do with preserved rations.
    

    
      I had just picked up my satchel, which I'd carelessly thrown aside before a fight.
    

    
      - Hmm? Why is my jerky missing?
    

    
      - Nom nom.
    

    
      - Hey, Brother Jang. That jerky?
    

    
      - Hmm? What are you talking about? Did you write your name on the jerky?
    

    
      - My wife made my jerky, so its color and scent are different. Isn't that mine?
    

    
      - Oh, your wife made it? I'm sorry, I ate it all.
    

    
      - …….
    

    
      - I-I’m sorry. I didn't know it was something like that. If I had known, I wouldn't have eaten it.
    

    
      - Divine Fist Beggar. If you're a member of the Beggar's Gang, act like one. You could have just asked me to share.
    

    
      - No, that's.
    

    
      - ?
    

    
      - I was begging.
    

    
      - You didn't say anything, so how is that begging?
    

    
      - I was just a bit late in saying it. Hehet.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      I almost killed him.
    

    
      My self-control was useless back then. As I charged at him with Mukheun, the surrounding martial artists had to stop me.
    

    
      The funny thing was that other martial artists had also had their food stolen. When they charged at him, I was the one who stopped them.
    

    
      The shameless beggar who created that situation was none other than Jang Gangcheon.
    

    
      This guy, now standing before me on the sparring stage dressed in a white robe.
    

    
      “Jang Gangcheon, the Divine Fist Beggar, youngest disciple of the Dragon Head Gang Leader.”
    

    
      “What? How did you know that?”
    

    
      “Some smells can't be washed away, no matter how much you scrub.”
    

    
      “What? I washed so much, though.”
    

    
      He sniffed himself.
    

    
      “No. The stench of a thief.”
    

    
      “A thief?”
    

    
      “There is such a thing.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon tilted his head.
    

    
      “A moment ago you were glaring, and now you call me a thief. Ink Sword Great Hero, are you perhaps confusing me with someone else?”
    

    
      Not at all.
    

    
      I remember that shameless face that stole and ate food all too well.
    

    
      After eating so well and fighting, didn't he become a vice-gang leader at a young age in ten years, and wasn't he even considered a candidate for the next gang leader?
    

    
      “I didn't recognize you at first because I've only seen your dirty face. But the way you pounce on food is still the same.”
    

    
      “Only seen my dirty face? Have we met before?”
    

    
      “I meant I saw a poorly drawn wanted poster of you.”
    

    
      It was nonsensical gibberish I spewed out randomly.
    

    
      But there was indeed a huge gap between his usual dirty beggar appearance and his current form in a white robe.
    

    
      The robe made him look even more ridiculous.
    

    
      “A beggar hiding his identity just by washing his face.”
    

    
      So the members of the Beggar's Gang can do this too.
    

    
      A simple face wash had the effect of a disguise.
    

    
      But then.
    

    
      “Keuk.”
    

    
      At my last words, Jang Gangcheon let out a groan.
    

    
      What is it?
    

    
      He was flustered until just now, but his spirit hadn't broken.
    

    
      What part of my words?
    

    
      “Hiding your identity.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Washing up.”
    

    
      “Keuk.”
    

    
      Ah?
    

    
      “Wearing clean clothes.”
    

    
      “Keuk.”
    

    
      “Using utensils neatly.”
    

    
      “Kuaaak.”
    

    
      “With a clean face.”
    

    
      “St-stop.”
    

    
      He's ashamed of his own appearance?
    

    
      Most people are ashamed when their dirty appearance is exposed.
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon was the complete opposite.
    

    
      “Hoh?”
    

    
      I'd found the point of shame for this shameless man.
    

    
      “It was just for information gathering. I had no other intention.”
    

    
      He waved his hands, trying to act nonchalant.
    

    
      I can't let this go.
    

    
      An opportunity to repay my grudge has appeared right before my eyes.
    

    
      “How about this?”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “Really? If you're so confident, I'll reveal your identity in front of everyone.”
    

    
      “What? Why?”
    

    
      “You said you were confident, didn't you?”
    

    
      “No, that's.”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon’s eyes turned toward the crowd.
    

    
      People had been concentrating intently, wondering what we were talking about on the sparring stage for so long.
    

    
      “N-no! I can't reveal my clean self in front of so many people. Anything but that, please!”
    

    
      “Hahahahaha.”
    

    
      Laughter escaped me.
    

    
      The moment his identity was revealed to me, his weakness was caught.
    

    
      “Then there is one other way out.”
    

    
      “Your eyes look strange. What way out?”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon's face twisted strangely.
    

    
      “It's fine, it's fine. Just lose the duel to me.”
    

    
      “Huh? If it's something like that. Since I'm caught anyway……. I'll go down gracefully.”
    

    
      “What are you talking about.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      “Gracefully?”
    

    
      “!”
    

    
      Gracefully?
    

    
      Did you say gracefully?
    

    
      That's the key point.
    

    
      “What do you want me to do.”
    

    
      “Just take enough of a beating to make me look good.”
    

    
      “That's… are you blackmailing me with my weakness?”
    

    
      “You clean Beggar's Gang member.”
    

    
      “Uwaaaah!”
    

    
      “How about it?”
    

    
      But Jang Gangcheon resisted stubbornly.
    

    
      “Still, what's not possible is not possible!”
    

    
      No matter what, he was a martial artist.
    

    
      It wouldn't be easy to accept a proposal to just stand there and get hit.
    

    
      But I had another bait.
    

    
      “Look, they are picking two instructors now. The winner of the previous match, and the winner between you and me.”
    

    
      “So?”
    

    
      “If you do as I say, I will recommend you for the other instructor position, besides me.”
    

    
      “What are you talking about? What about the winner of the previous match? He's the one who gets it. Didn't you just say that yourself?”
    

    
      “That man has grounds for disqualification.”
    

    
      “Grounds for disqualification?”
    

    
      At that moment, jeers erupted from among the spectators.
    

    
      “What are they doing! Why are the two of them standing so close and whispering like that!”
    

    
      The official in charge of the event also came up onto the sparring stage.
    

    
      “Please do not delay any longer. It's taking too much time.”
    

    
      I quickly threw a punch at Jang Gangcheon.
    

    
      “There's no time, so I'll skip the detailed explanation.”
    

    
      He pretended to block half-heartedly, but he conspicuously revealed an opening.
    

    
      With a loud crack, my fist exploded on his jaw.
    

    
      “Gak!”
    

    
      Ah.
    

    
      A good sound.
    

    
      The sound of an old grudge being released.
    

    
      Crack, thud, thwack, smack.
    

    
      Jerky, raw rice, grain pills, dried fruit.
    

    
      The more I think about it, the more he stole and ate.
    

    
      I planted fist after fist, with appropriately controlled power, into his face.
    

    
      “Stop it! Why are you hitting me so much!”
    

    
      “Because you stole and ate a lot!”
    

    
      “What are you talking about?”
    

    
      I moved my hands even faster.
    

    
      This is thrilling.
    

    
      Before my regression, I had never hit a member of the Beggar's Gang.
    

    
      The Beggar's Gang was a White Path sect, and I too belonged to the Alliance, so it was natural.
    

    
      But now, I was gleefully beating up a disciple who was next in line for Gang Leader.
    

    
      Waduk.
    

    
      His hard face turned left and right.
    

    
      The feel of my fists was considerable.
    

    
      I couldn't hold back and put more strength into it, pulling my fist back.
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon’s eyes widened.
    

    
      “What are you doing now?”
    

    
      “A past grudge with a present fist!”
    

    
      “So why do you have a grudge-”
    

    
      Baaaaaam!
    

    
      He couldn't finish his sentence.
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon, who had taken a proper blow, fell off the sparring stage.
    

    
      “Hoo. With this, the grudge is settled.”
    

    
      Ah, I feel at ease now.
    

    
      I guess revenge is something you should live to carry out. Refreshing. My insides feel so refreshed.
    

    
      “Jang Sam?”
    

    
      Wondering if he was seriously hurt, I looked down.
    

    
      He was shaking his head and getting up, spitting out blood-mixed saliva.
    

    
      “Damn it, that hurts like hell.”
    

    
      He can still talk.
    

    
      That should be enough.
    

    
      “Alright, that’s all!”
    

    
      The event official came forward.
    

    
      “The winners of all the matches have been decided!”
    

    
      Following his declaration, the cheers of the spectators erupted.
    

    
      “Wow! The Ink Sword Great Hero is truly overwhelming!”
    

    
      “He defeated the Maksan Swordsman and the martial artist called Iron Fist all one-sidedly!”
    

    
      “But what did he talk about with Iron Fist? Could they have rigged the match?”
    

    
      “Rigged? What kind of rigging involves getting beaten up like that!”
    

    
      “Right?”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon’s face was swollen red and blue.
    

    
      Even those who had suspected rigging shook their heads after seeing his face.
    

    
      “Who was it? Who said Iron Fist would win? I should have bet on the Ink Sword Great Hero!”
    

    
      “I did! I bet on the Ink Sword Great Hero and turned my life around!”
    

    
      As fates were decided, groans and cheers erupted from all over.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      The winner of the previous match was a martial artist named Yi Haksang.
    

    
      And I became the winner after him.
    

    
      “Ink Sword Great Hero, please come up to the sparring stage for the winner's announcement.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      The person who spoke was not the martial artist who had been officiating until now.
    

    
      “Is someone else handling the winner's announcement?”
    

    
      “Yes. I am a clerk who handles documents. There is something to be done right after the announcement.”
    

    
      What could a clerk have to do at the winner's announcement of a duel?
    

    
      Anyway, I followed him back up onto the sparring stage.
    

    
      “Behold, the two winners of today's instructor selection tournament!”
    

    
      The clerk shouted at the top of his lungs.
    

    
      The spectators cheered in unison.
    

    
      Those who had lost big money must have already left.
    

    
      The remaining people had either won money thanks to the winners or were simply spectators.
    

    
      “Ink Sword Great Hero Jin Yeomyeong from Luoyang!”
    

    
      Compared to Yi Haksang standing next to me, the cheers for me were overwhelmingly louder.
    

    
      “We have seen the esteemed skill of the Sword Hero well!”
    

    
      “Now, become the Ink Sword Great Hero of Kaifeng!”
    

    
      “Right! Settle down in Kaifeng altogether!”
    

    
      I waved briefly to the people and turned my body toward the Virtuous Mothers' Association's seats.
    

    
      “Then we will now recite the contract.”
    

    
      Hmm?
    

    
      A contract?
    

    
      Is this why the clerk came out?
    

    
      But usually, things like this are drawn up separately after the tournament ends.
    

    
      I understood the reason as soon as I heard the first clause.
    

    
      “First, you shall not speak of anything you see or hear inside the complex. Anyone who violates this is one who has forsaken righteousness as a martial artist. Do you agree?”
    

    
      Do you agree?
    

    
      The thin curtain that concealed the Virtuous Mothers' Association beyond fluttered in the wind.
    

    
      Amazing.
    

    
      To ask for agreement while mentioning ‘righteousness’.
    

    
      What does maintaining the secrecy of the complex have to do with righteousness?
    

    
      But what if the tournament winner agrees in front of so many people?
    

    
      From that moment on, it becomes related.
    

    
      A martial artist cannot break a word given with their righteousness on the line.
    

    
      If they break it, the reputation they've built over a lifetime will plummet to the ground.
    

    
      I was wondering how they maintained secrecy.
    

    
      So this is the method they've been using for outside martial artists who become instructors.
    

    
      Not only that.
    

    
      This was a form of pressure.
    

    
      Pressure to accept the rules of the Virtuous Mothers' Association in front of everyone watching.
    

    
      It meant you could enter if you did, or stay outside if you didn't.
    

    
      “I agree.”
    

    
      The man named Yi Haksang standing next to me even nodded as he agreed.
    

    
      Now that he's inside, he will follow all the other rules of the Virtuous Mothers' Association.
    

    
      After Yi Haksang finished his answer, the clerk looked at me.
    

    
      Hmm.
    

    
      What should I do?
    

    
      I don't want to agree to those words that carelessly mention ‘righteousness’.
    

    
      But to enter the complex, I have to accept those words.
    

    
      In that case.
    

    
      Wooooong-
    

    
      I raised Mukheun.
    

    
      “Ink Sword Great Hero? Wh-what?”
    

    
      The clerk stuttered and took a step back.
    

    
      Woooooong-
    

    
      Mukheun's cry grew louder.
    

    
      “What are you doing! Ink Sword Great Hero!”
    

    
      “Why are you drawing your sword!”
    

    
      The family warriors of the Virtuous Mothers' Association also sensed something was wrong and swarmed in front of the curtain.
    

    
      “Because Mukheun has always been the answer.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      People's gazes were fixed on Mukheun.
    

    
      Beside me, Yi Haksang was stealthily backing away.
    

    
      Good.
    

    
      Everyone is focused.
    

    
      “There is something I must reveal in front of everyone.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      “Someone has participated in this martial arts tournament while hiding their identity.”
    

    
      Below the stage, Jang Gangcheon’s mouth fell open.
    

    
      “Hey. Ink Sword Great Hero?”
    

    
      I paid him no mind.
    

    
      “It is an utterly outrageous affair. To think an unidentified person has infiltrated an event to select an instructor for a noble family's complex!”
    

    
      “Ink Sword Hero, just a moment. Didn't I take quite a beating? I'm someone who's never been beaten like this anywhere.”
    

    
      “It is a matter that must be revealed and punished in front of all people. Yes! That is what should be done!”
    

    
      “Punished? Punished just for washing up?”
    

    
      Punished.
    

    
      He must be punished.
    

    
      “Exterminate the Demonic Cult!”
    

    
      With a single shout, I launched Mukheun at Yi Haksang.
    

    
      As always.
    

    
      Demonic Cult members must be exterminated.
    

    

  
    Chapter 73: Chapter 73

    
      Chapter 73: Listen to What Must Be Heard, Say What Must Be Said
    

    
      I caught a familiar stench at the meal where all the participants had gathered.
    

    
      It was not the musty smell of a beggar.
    

    
      When I provoked Jang Gangcheon by calling him a Demonic Cult follower, a very faint scent of demonic arts had flowed out.
    

    
      That nauseatingly sweet scent was recognizable no matter when or where I smelled it.
    

    
      Moreover, the Eight Trigram Unity Technique was the best in the world at detecting demonic arts.
    

    
      “Exterminate the Demonic Cult!”
    

    
      I thrust my sword toward Yi Haksang, the winner of the previous match.
    

    
      This is the one.
    

    
      The one who exuded a faint scent of demonic arts.
    

    
      “Keuk! You White Path bastard.”
    

    
      Yi Haksang did not back down and thrust out his sword.
    

    
      Chaeng.
    

    
      Sword clashed against sword, creating a sharp, piercing sound.
    

    
      And at the same time.
    

    
      Buuuuk-
    

    
      Yi Haksang's clothes were torn in an instant.
    

    
      “Beast Meridian again? Right, this time what kind of beast—, oh?”
    

    
      So this one showed up?
    

    
      There can't be many of these even in the Beast Meridian.
    

    
      “It's a pangolin.”
    

    
      The pangolin, called an ‘armadillo’ in the local language, was a beast that had hard scales covering its entire body like armor, except for its belly which was close to the ground.
    

    
      Yi Haksang was the same.
    

    
      His bulk had grown larger, which was to be expected.
    

    
      When he spun his sword once, I saw that scales had risen all over his body, except for the front.
    

    
      “What? You recognize this form?”
    

    
      Among the followers of the Beast Meridian Demonic Cult, there are those who take the power of rare and unusual beasts.
    

    
      I had fought against a pangolin a few times during the great war.
    

    
      It’s not something to brag about, but.
    

    
      I was probably the person who had slain the most types of beasts from the Beast Meridian.
    

    
      At that time, we created a booklet called the Beast Meridian Demonic Beast Illustrated Guide and recorded the demonic beasts we had fought and won against.
    

    
      The original intention was to share methods to deal with them, but it also became a small source of joy during the grueling war.
    

    
      - Ahh! I don't have a pangolin! Why? Why don't I have one?
    

    
      - Zhuge Sheng, you can't help it. You're often busy planning strategies.
    

    
      - Jeheon, then why don't you have one?
    

    
      - ……That's what I'm saying. Among us, only Yeomyeong has collected them. Is it because he's the Demon-Subjugating Vanguard?
    

    
      - Jeheon, Sheng. Why do you two care about such things?
    

    
      Memories.
    

    
      “Come out, all of you! I'll exterminate you all!”
    

    
      I thrust forward rapidly with Mukheun.
    

    
      Chaeng, chaeng, chaeng, tak.
    

    
      Yi Haksang blocked the successive thrusts, but at some point, it became too much for him, and he deflected Mukheun with the scales on his body.
    

    
      It was the exact same fighting style as the pangolin Demonic Cult follower from my memories.
    

    
      “How's that! Even your Ink Sword cannot pierce these scales.”
    

    
      When I encountered these guys, the level of my Li Trigram Technique, which handled fire energy, was high.
    

    
      So I just roasted them whole in fire.
    

    
      Scales and all were useless.
    

    
      But now, the achievement of my Li Trigram Technique isn't at that level.
    

    
      “Then I'll just deal with you using the Xun Trigram Technique.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      After reaching enlightenment in the Eight Trigram Unity Technique, I had been honing my old skills.
    

    
      Each Trigram Technique utilizes the energy of nature. Depending on the growth of the Trigram Technique, one can create simple natural phenomena.
    

    
      The old skill was to incorporate natural phenomena into combat.
    

    
      First, I thrust in with Mukheun.
    

    
      “Such a foolish trick—, huh?”
    

    
      Whoosh.
    

    
      I moved the natural energy to create wind.
    

    
      A gust of wind swirled around Mukheun and deflected Yi Haksang's sword.
    

    
      It was a technique of wrapping wind around Mukheun to deflect or strike away the opponent's weapon.
    

    
      It works.
    

    
      Puuk.
    

    
      Mukheun dug into the part of his shoulder that had no scales.
    

    
      “Keuk!”
    

    
      A scream burst from Yi Haksang's mouth.
    

    
      But it was shallow.
    

    
      The man quickly pulled his body back to minimize the damage.
    

    
      So winning the selection tournament without revealing his demonic arts was due to his original skill.
    

    
      “You're quite good.”
    

    
      “You bastard! Don't think you've won with a single attack!”
    

    
      A demonic energy, a mixture of purple and black, began to rise from Yi Haksang’s sword.
    

    
      There is a price to pay for defecting to the Demonic Cult and for learning demonic arts. Most of the time, it is the lives of others.
    

    
      The demonic energy created by harming countless lives was before me.
    

    
      “It still stinks.”
    

    
      “Shut up!”
    

    
      Swish.
    

    
      Yi Haksang’s sword, imbued with demonic energy, flew toward me like an arrow.
    

    
      My response was simple.
    

    
      I held up Mukheun, which was infused with the Eight Trigram Unity Technique.
    

    
      Then, I gathered as much wind as I could, and at the moment our swords touched.
    

    
      “Hap!”
    

    
      I released it all at once.
    

    
      Peong.
    

    
      With a powerful explosion, Yi Haksang’s sword shook violently.
    

    
      “That amount of demonic energy is not enough.”
    

    
      This was the end.
    

    
      While Yi Haksang was steadying his shaken sword with his inner energy.
    

    
      Mukheun entered and exited the Demonic Cult follower’s body several times.
    

    
      “Keuk! Keu, keueuk. Keuak! Kuaaak!”
    

    
      His screams echoed.
    

    
      Each time Mukheun pierced his body, blood spurted, and his body lost its movement.
    

    
      “Keueo…. Keueo-eok.”
    

    
      In the end, he fell to his knees and prostrated on the ground.
    

    
      Perfectly positioned to have his head chopped off.
    

    
      I stood there, looking down at the groaning Yi Haksang.
    

    
      The Virtuous Mothers' Association was behind me. I could feel their gazes.
    

    
      “Do you see? He is a Demonic Cult follower.”
    

    
      Both the Virtuous Mothers' Association's side and the spectators' side became noisy.
    

    
      At least the Virtuous Mothers' Association whispered amongst themselves, but the spectators outright shouted.
    

    
      “The Demonic Cult!”
    

    
      “The Demonic Cult trying to infiltrate a noble family's complex?”
    

    
      “How did the Ink Sword Great Hero find out!”
    

    
      That's it.
    

    
      “If it weren't for me, this Demonic Cult follower would have entered the complex. As an instructor, no less.”
    

    
      I didn't miss the opportunity to ‘advertise’ myself.
    

    
      I had no intention of signing a contract on this spot.
    

    
      Nevertheless, I was letting the Virtuous Mothers' Association know the value of the Ink Sword Hero so they would make a contract with me.
    

    
      “The Ink Sword Hero. The man who executed Demonic Cult followers in Luoyang. Specialized in exterminating the Demonic Cult, he guarantees your safety. Are you perhaps afraid there might be a Demonic Cult follower around you? If so, the Ink Sword Hero!”
    

    
      Is this too much? Or not enough?
    

    
      I'm not sure about the right amount.
    

    
      “To think I lost to such a bizarre guy……”
    

    
      Yi Haksang said as if it was unfair.
    

    
      “Bizarre?!”
    

    
      “You bastard……. You will soon die a miserable death by the hands of the Demon King….”
    

    
      A pangolin Demonic Cult follower calling me bizarre.
    

    
      The bizarre part bothers me more than the meaningless curse. As for the curse, well, to me, it's just a lullaby that brings me sound sleep.
    

    
      “I've heard that curse too many times.”
    

    
      Kwazik.
    

    
      I cut off his head in a single blow.
    

    
      “Waaaah! The Ink Sword Great Hero has exterminated a Demonic Cult follower!”
    

    
      “The stories from Luoyang weren't exaggerated at all!”
    

    
      “His dueling skills and his slaughter of Demonic Cult followers! At that level, he seems real, right? No, he's more than real!”
    

    
      Behind the curtain.
    

    
      What was the Virtuous Mothers' Association thinking now?
    

    
      Wouldn't they have no choice but to seek out the Ink Sword Hero?
    

    
      My prediction was correct. As if instructed by the Virtuous Mothers' Association, the clerk ran toward me with the contract.
    

    
      But I leaped down from the sparring stage.
    

    
      “Send the contract to the Seonghwa Inn where I am staying.”
    

    
      A contract in front of a crowd, who does such a thing.
    

    
      And after coming down.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      I scrambled back up again.
    

    
      “Huh? It seems the Ink Sword Hero has something to say.”
    

    
      “He's looking this way seriously.”
    

    
      “Everyone, be quiet!”
    

    
      I am grateful that everyone understood my intention.
    

    
      I almost left without saying what I needed to say.
    

    
      “Refreshing teeth, refreshing martial arts. Geumun Toothbrush, together with the Ink Sword Hero.”
    

    
      The silence was maintained for a while.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      I wore my bamboo hat pulled down low and walked, observing the streets.
    

    
      I had waited for the surroundings to quiet down after the selection tournament ended before setting out.
    

    
      Not long after, a dumpling vendor appeared before me.
    

    
      “Are there any dumplings left?”
    

    
      “You're in luck. There's exactly one left.”
    

    
      The dumpling vendor with a deep-pulled headscarf, Elder Pao of the Pao clan, Pao Zhangliang, handed me a dumpling.
    

    
      The three elders of the Rogues’ Guild had been continuing their own investigations after scattering outside Kaifeng City.
    

    
      “You've even used a disguise.”
    

    
      “The ones who attacked the Guild Leader might know our faces.”
    

    
      Aham.
    

    
      I took a bite of the dumpling and swallowed.
    

    
      “Did you see?”
    

    
      “You mean the Demonic Cult follower? I saw.”
    

    
      We said nothing more until I finished the rest of the dumpling.
    

    
      Who attacked the Rogues’ Guild Leader?
    

    
      Branch Leader Han Sanha did his best to find the culprit, separate from tracking the Guild Leader's whereabouts.
    

    
      He had also requested information from the Beggar's Gang.
    

    
      Of course, he hid the Guild Leader's disappearance and requested what the beggars had seen and heard during that time.
    

    
      There was no particular information, he said.
    

    
      In a large city like Kaifeng.
    

    
      To attack the Rogues’ Guild Leader while avoiding the eyes of the Rogues’ Guild and the Beggar's Gang.
    

    
      Who could accomplish such a thing?
    

    
      Given my experience in Luoyang, it was only natural that the Demonic Cult would be on the list of suspects.
    

    
      And a Demonic Cult follower appeared at the duel.
    

    
      “The problem is that the dead Demonic Cult follower had the appearance of a pangolin.”
    

    
      “Why is that a problem?”
    

    
      “They are rare.”
    

    
      Where would one see a pangolin?
    

    
      I had never seen the beast myself. In the first place, if I hadn't fought Demonic Cult followers during the Righteous-Demonic War, I would have lived without knowing of such a beast.
    

    
      “To send someone who has borrowed the power of a rare beast as a spy, the person behind it must be of a considerably high rank even within the Beast Meridian.”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      Elder Pao groaned.
    

    
      The one who attacked the Guild Leader would not be an easy opponent.
    

    
      How high of a rank could it be?
    

    
      An elder of the Beast Meridian?
    

    
      “Sword Hero, in that case, it seems we must also search for the Demonic Cult.”
    

    
      “Please do not do anything dangerous. Seeing as they tried to infiltrate a spy today, it means the Demonic Cult members haven't found Brother either.”
    

    
      If they had already extended their reach into the noble family's complex, they could have just dealt with the Rogues’ Guild Leader and left Kaifeng.
    

    
      They wouldn't have appeared at the selection tournament if there was a risk of being discovered.
    

    
      “I understand. Sword Hero, then I'll be counting on you.”
    

    
      “Please do not worry.”
    

    
      For now, I was the one getting closest to the Rogues’ Guild Leader.
    

    
      “Customer, are the dumplings to your liking?”
    

    
      “Yes. They taste like the ones I had in Luoyang!”
    

    
      We exchanged words like any other dumpling vendor and customer and then parted ways.
    

    
      The fact that I had eliminated Hwangbo Gak and Guyang Je in Luoyang must have been shared within the Beast Meridian, even if the entire Demonic Cult didn't know, right?
    

    
      “I need to be more mindful of my reputation.”
    

    
      So that, just as in Luoyang, my name could become a Demon-Subduing Seal (降魔印) that suppresses the Black Path and the Demonic Cult.
    

    
      “Did you see the Ink Sword Great Hero earlier?”
    

    
      “Yeah, he was so cool!”
    

    
      “Exterminate the Demonic Cult!”
    

    
      Passing children mentioned my name.
    

    
      How gratifying. Yes, don't forget. The Demonic Cult must be exterminated.
    

    
      “Wow. They say the Great Hero even got a new alias.”
    

    
      “That's right! I heard it too!”
    

    
      Hmm? A new alias?
    

    
      Like the Butcher that the Black Path members in Luoyang called me?
    

    
      “Ashwaehyeop (牙刷俠: Toothbrush Hero)!”
    

    
      …….
    

    
      “My father bought an Ashwae too. And the tooth ointment.”
    

    
      “Ashwaehyeop said it. If your teeth are clean, things will go well for you!”
    

    
      Toothbrush Hero…?
    

    
      This is a bit worse than Butcher.
    

    
      And I didn't say that much, kids.
    

    
      Regardless of my feelings, the children ran off in a group.
    

    
      “Ashwaehyeop!”
    

    
      “Ashwaehyeop exterminates the Demonic Cult members!”
    

    
      “Chika, chika, chika!”
    

    
      I had suddenly become the hero who protected the dental health of Kaifeng.
    

    
      R-right. Let's think positively.
    

    
      It's good if the growing children see me and have strong teeth.
    

    
      And just as I brush teeth, I'll brush away the Demonic Cult members in Kaifeng…
    

    
      “Keuuuung. No matter how much good meaning I attach to it, it's still weird.”
    

    
      And it's not like I can take it back.
    

    
      I had already signed a contract with Golden Cloud Trading and was set to receive a large sum of money.
    

    
      “A contract is a solemn thing.”
    

    
      Once you stamp your seal on a contract, you can't take it back.
    

    
      I stopped in my tracks and asked.
    

    
      “A contract is a scary thing. Isn't that right?”
    

    
      In front of the inn I had slowly walked to.
    

    
      A woman was waiting for me.
    

    
      “How did you recognize me when my face was covered?”
    

    
      She took off the bamboo hat she was wearing.
    

    
      “I knew from the contract rolled up in your hand. I saw the clerk holding it earlier.”
    

    
      The high-quality paper even had a pattern, and the string tying it was also of good quality.
    

    
      “As expected of a martial artist. Your observation skills are excellent.”
    

    
      “It is not an overpraise. Association Leader.”
    

    
      “Overpraise, you say, how humble… wait, not an overpraise? And Association Leader?”
    

    
      To raise my own value, I answered rather honestly.
    

    
      “There are probably many who would recognize just the contract. There would be fewer who could recognize the Association Leader from a voice they heard briefly.”
    

    
      To be precise, it would be the tone rather than the voice itself.
    

    
      A dignified and confident tone.
    

    
      When I received a question at the selection tournament venue, I was impressed.
    

    
      Perhaps because she was the mistress of a prestigious family, I felt an aura like that of a sect leader of a major sect.
    

    
      It was the same now.
    

    
      At first glance, she appeared in an ordinary guise.
    

    
      Plain clothes and hair tied back tightly.
    

    
      She blended perfectly into the usually bustling street in front of the inn.
    

    
      But after exchanging just one word, one would know.
    

    
      This person is not a person of this street.
    

    
      Such a woman smiled faintly at me.
    

    
      “Just like at the tournament venue earlier. I like how you reveal your skills as they are. That's right. I am Hahou Seojin, the Virtuous Mothers' Association Leader.”
    

    
      The person waiting for me in front of the inn was not from the Demonic Cult, the Beggar's Gang, or the Rogues’ Guild, but from the Virtuous Mothers' Association.
    

    
      And the Association Leader herself.
    

    
      “I waited for the people to disperse before coming. Were you here before that?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “What about cleaning up after the tournament?”
    

    
      “Ha, that's a task for one or two of the Virtuous Mothers.”
    

    
      Her tone suggested that such tasks were not for her to do.
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      Since she's the leader, she wouldn't do small tasks.
    

    
      “Then is coming to meet me a task you do yourself?”
    

    
      “Of course. I came to deliver two things on behalf of the entire Virtuous Mothers' Association.”
    

    
      Two things.
    

    
      I quietly waited for her next words.
    

    
      “One is an apology. For trying to get your agreement on the contract in front of people. I apologize.”
    

    
      She surprisingly offered an apology readily.
    

    
      “Occasionally, there are martial artists who try to go against the will of the Virtuous Mothers' Association, so it's a method we devised. It seems it was rude to you, Great Hero.”
    

    
      “I accept your apology. What is the other one?”
    

    
      “The other is thanks. For eliminating the Demonic Cult follower before we could notice.”
    

    
      “Did you say you would have noticed?”
    

    
      The Association Leader nodded.
    

    
      “Don't misunderstand. Even if the Demonic Cult follower had entered the complex, he would have been caught by the warriors or retainers belonging to the families. We are not that easy.”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      “It's just thanks for moving up that time. I'm a person who gives thanks right away.”
    

    
      Does that mean she wouldn't have come right away if the only reason was an apology?
    

    
      “In any case, that's good. In that case.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      “An apology and thanks.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      If she came for such good reasons.
    

    
      “Please answer one question.”
    

    
      “A question?”
    

    
      A peculiar expression appeared on the Virtuous Mothers' Association Leader's face.
    

    
      I had been curious from the beginning.
    

    
      And the only person who could answer this question was the Virtuous Mothers' Association Leader.
    

    
      “What is the ‘real’ reason for controlling the complex so thoroughly?”
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      Isn’t it strange?
    

    
      Is there a reason to control things to this extent?
    

    
      I had been to several large cities besides Kaifeng. Every city has a district where prestigious families gather.
    

    
      None of those cities controlled entry and exit so thoroughly.
    

    
      A district so difficult that even a single member of the Rogues' Guild had trouble entering.
    

    
      And yet, the Virtuous Mothers' Association was accomplishing this difficult task.
    

    
      At this point, I am curious.
    

    
      Really?
    

    
      Was the Virtuous Mothers' Association truly created solely for education?
    

    
      “I heard from someone I know that they even inspect the goods that go in.”
    

    
      “Hohot, so you've heard that. For a gathering of mothers, it seems excessively thorough, doesn't it?”
    

    
      “It does seem that way.”
    

    
      The Virtuous Mothers' Association Leader didn’t seem particularly offended by my question.
    

    
      Rather…
    

    
      She seemed to welcome it?
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      “Great Hero, did that person you know also tell you about our Virtuous Mothers' Association's motto?”
    

    
      “Yes. I heard it was perfect control. That's why I was curious about why it was necessary.”
    

    
      “Huhu. To put it simply, it is perfect control. But to be more precise, one word should be added.”
    

    
      “What is that?”
    

    
      “Experience.”
    

    
      Experience?
    

    
      I tried to combine this word with perfect control in my mind.
    

    
      Among the several combinations, the one that made the most sense was.
    

    
      “Perfectly controlling experience? Is that correct?”
    

    
      “That's right. That's exactly it.”
    

    
      A deep smile spread across the Virtuous Mothers' Association Leader's face.
    

    
      “We intend to control our children's experiences. The people they meet, the things they use, and even beyond that.”
    

    
      I found myself looking at the Virtuous Mothers' Association Leader in a new light.
    

    
      I had roamed the Jianghu and met many people.
    

    
      I had seen many with grand ideals and those with noble intentions.
    

    
      But this was the first time I had met someone like this.
    

    
      She wants to perfectly control every experience her child will have?
    

    
      “Do I seem crazy?”
    

    
      “Honestly, a little.”
    

    
      She burst into laughter.
    

    
      “What the retainers said wasn't entirely wrong.”
    

    
      “What might you have heard about me? Did you hear that I am stuffy and rigid?”
    

    
      “Hohot, that's right. But after seeing you at the selection tournament, I realized that you've changed.”
    

    
      “Then what part wasn't entirely wrong?”
    

    
      “They also said you don't know falsehood.”
    

    
      My apologies.
    

    
      I can lie now too.
    

    
      I've gained a lot of confidence in it lately.
    

    
      “The retainers were right about that.”
    

    
      Just like now.
    

    
      While searching for the Rogues’ Guild Leader, there might be times when I have to lie.
    

    
      It would be better to pretend to be sincere.
    

    
      Well, anyway.
    

    
      “It is a tremendous policy. But……”
    

    
      “But?”
    

    
      “I have many questions.”
    

    
      “Oh, what kind of questions?”
    

    
      I took a moment to organize my thoughts.
    

    
      “It's full of questions, but three main ones come to mind.”
    

    
      “Please, tell me.”
    

    
      “Is it possible? Why do you do it? Is it good for the children?”
    

    
      Possibility, necessity, and outcome.
    

    
      Controlling experience is a massive undertaking. I wasn't sure if it was possible even with all the effort.
    

    
      What was the reason? The prestigious families in other large cities didn't do this.
    

    
      And most importantly.
    

    
      Is it okay for the children?
    

    
      For a moment, an emotion flickered across the Virtuous Mothers' Association Leader's face.
    

    
      “We are succeeding.”
    

    
      It was pride.
    

    
      So that's why she welcomed my question.
    

    
      The Virtuous Mothers' Association Leader was proud of this policy and of themselves for carrying it out.
    

    
      How could she not be pleased when someone asked about it?
    

    
      “Building this system, yes, it was an incredibly difficult task. It's easy to inspect goods, but people? But we did it. We only use people who have served for generations, and any other individuals were vetted by each other. At some point, it reached a level where no news gets out.”
    

    
      The Virtuous Mothers' Association Leader was not only capable but also a persistent person.
    

    
      Even outside of Kaifeng, the districts where prestigious families gathered had a certain degree of exclusivity.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      The level the Virtuous Mothers' Association had achieved was impossible without an almost obsessive level of scrutiny.
    

    
      This level of persistence could not be dismissed as mere personality.
    

    
      Her will was at work.
    

    
      “What on earth is the reason for going to such lengths? As you said, it must have been a difficult task.”
    

    
      “Hohot, Great Hero.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      She asked an unexpected counter-question.
    

    
      “How do you plan to raise your son in the future?”
    

    
      “How… do you mean?”
    

    
      I didn't have much to say.
    

    
      In the past, I was busy trying to find spiritual medicine.
    

    
      After regressing, stabilizing the situation in Luoyang was the priority.
    

    
      And then I came here to save the Rogues’ Guild Leader.
    

    
      “I wanted to think about it, but I never had the chance. I would like to think about it now, but embarrassingly, I have nothing to say at this moment.”
    

    
      “Not at all. He's still a baby, so you can take your time thinking about it.”
    

    
      “Yes, I will take my time-”
    

    
      “But children grow up unexpectedly fast.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Hohot.”
    

    
      In her eyes, a father who didn't know which way to go seemed quite amusing.
    

    
      “Great Hero, it is experience that raises a person. What one is born with is fixed, but depending on what experiences a person has on top of that, they can become a completely different person.”
    

    
      “I agree with that, but.”
    

    
      “Then there should be no need to ask for the reason, right? It's obviously to let the children accumulate the best experiences.”
    

    
      The best experiences.
    

    
      Well…….
    

    
      As someone who was rescued by my master and raised in the mountains, I don't really have a say.
    

    
      Still, I enjoyed my time with my master.
    

    
      “Do you mean you will let them experience only good things?”
    

    
      “No. Not at all.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      “Frustration, and obstacles, are also necessary. The experience of meeting someone who has lived a completely different life, like the Sword Hero, is also necessary.”
    

    
      “Putting me aside. Did you say frustration and obstacles?”
    

    
      “Yes, I am not a fool. I have no intention of raising children as hothouse flowers. I will provide appropriate frustration, appropriate obstacles.”
    

    
      Appropriately provided frustration and obstacles.
    

    
      “I don't know if that's real frustration and obstacles.”
    

    
      “Isn't it better than excessive frustration and obstacles? Isn't it much better than experiences that break and twist a person?”
    

    
      I fell silent for a moment, thinking.
    

    
      Yes, that could be true, but.
    

    
      “In the first place, do the children of noble families have many experiences that would break and twist them?”
    

    
      I meant, aren't they well-protected even without going to such lengths?
    

    
      But the Virtuous Mothers' Association Leader seemed to think differently.
    

    
      “Hohot, that's something the Great Hero doesn't know.”
    

    
      Of course, there must be parts of a noble family's life that I don't know.
    

    
      But for some reason, I had a feeling that there was something hidden in that unknown part.
    

    
      It wasn't something to press on now, so I moved on.
    

    
      “Are the children satisfied?”
    

    
      The Virtuous Mothers' Association Leader smiled faintly.
    

    
      “Oh, the question has changed, hasn't it?”
    

    
      “Hmm? Did I do that?”
    

    
      “A moment ago, you asked if it was good for the children. Whether it will be good for the children in the long run and whether the children are satisfied now are completely different questions.”
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      I hadn't thought of the two separately.
    

    
      The days I spent in the mountains were satisfying then, and in the end, they turned out to be good for me.
    

    
      That's why I couldn't think of them separately.
    

    
      “Satisfaction comes a little later. They will understand in time. When that time comes, they will understand the intentions of the Virtuous Mothers' Association.”
    

    
      The leader turned her head and looked toward the direction of the noble family complex.
    

    
      Her face was full of pride and determination.
    

    
      “For now, it is time to follow.”
    

    
      Her head turned back to me.
    

    
      “And you too, Great Hero, if you become an instructor of the complex, you will have to follow this policy.”
    

    
      Suddenly.
    

    
      I realized that this was the reason the Virtuous Mothers' Association Leader had appeared.
    

    
      Apologies and thanks were important, but.
    

    
      I had left the selection tournament without agreeing to the contract. I hadn't expressed my intention to follow the Virtuous Mothers' Association's policy.
    

    
      She was explaining all of the Virtuous Mothers' Association's policies and asking me.
    

    
      If I would follow.
    

    
      Hmm.
    

    
      Honestly.
    

    
      Perhaps because of the way I've lived, I'm not keen on it.
    

    
      “I will follow. As long as I am an instructor, I will follow.”
    

    
      The Virtuous Mothers' Association Leader smiled.
    

    
      “You agreed so easily. Thank you.”
    

    
      The reason I agreed so easily.
    

    
      “Just as the retainers said, I have no falsehood in me. Please believe me.”
    

    
      Because now, I could lie quite well.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “My lady, you're dressed like a commoner again. I heard they picked a new martial arts instructor, did you go to check for yourself?”
    

    
      When Hahou Seojin returned home, her husband, Yeom Jaehaeng, greeted her.
    

    
      “And you? Did you have a good hunt?”
    

    
      “It was so-so. I shouldn't have promised to go.”
    

    
      Yeom Jaehaeng shook his head.
    

    
      The Yeom family had distinguished themselves in the war twenty years ago.
    

    
      After being appointed as a meritorious family, there were few who could rival their influence in the Kaifeng area. Many members of the family had also entered official positions.
    

    
      As such, there were many people who wanted to meet Yeom Jaehaeng.
    

    
      “It would have been more interesting to watch the duels.”
    

    
      “This is the work of the Virtuous Mothers' Association. It's the work of mothers. Especially if Elder Yeom had shown up, the atmosphere of the tournament would have changed.”
    

    
      “How would it have changed?”
    

    
      “People who wanted to catch your eye would have flocked immediately. People who wanted to become government officials, not instructors.”
    

    
      “Aha.”
    

    
      “Such people are second-rate as martial artists and are not suitable as instructors. The selection becomes complicated, so please leave these matters to us mothers.”
    

    
      Of course, there were masters in the government as well.
    

    
      They were martial artists who had a special purpose, were directly trained, or were brought in by imperial decree.
    

    
      What Hahou Seojin was talking about were those who tried to gain an official position by catching someone's eye and riding on their coattails.
    

    
      Such people were utterly unnecessary.
    

    
      “I will leave it to you. I will leave it all to you.”
    

    
      Yeom Jaehaeng looked at his intelligent and beautiful wife with a pleased smile.
    

    
      “So, did you choose a suitable instructor?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Hahou Seojin thought of Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      “He seems strange in some ways, but…”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      “He was a martial artist who was good at identifying Demonic Cult followers.”
    

    
      “Haha. I heard. They say one infiltrated the selection tournament? But it doesn't matter, does it?”
    

    
      “That's right. Even if he had become an instructor, the retainers would have identified and dealt with him the moment he entered the complex. Even so, an achievement is an achievement. We can't not praise him for catching a Demonic Cult follower in front of people.”
    

    
      “Is that so.”
    

    
      “And being able to identify a Demonic Cult follower means his martial arts are pure. I valued that point highly.”
    

    
      “I didn't think of that. As expected of you.”
    

    
      Yeom Jaehaeng nodded.
    

    
      Hahou Seojin smiled slightly and walked away.
    

    
      “I'll go check if the second child has done her homework first.”
    

    
      “My lady, why go to such lengths…”
    

    
      Letting Yeom Jaehaeng's words flow past her, Hahou Seojin entered her dressing room.
    

    
      With the help of her maids, her appearance changed quickly.
    

    
      Her hair was braided high and put up, colored powder was applied to her face, she wore a splendid outfit, and finally, she finished with gold and jadeite accessories.
    

    
      “My lady, you are beautiful.”
    

    
      “You have great dignity today as well.”
    

    
      The maids bowed their heads beside her.
    

    
      This was the real Hahou Seojin.
    

    
      The leader of the Virtuous Mothers' Association, the most virtuous of the virtuous mothers, the mistress of the Yeom family, Madam Hahou.
    

    
      “Let's go.”
    

    
      Leading the maids, she headed to the room of her second child, her daughter Yeom Uhye.
    

    
      “Mother, you're back.”
    

    
      “Yes. Have you finished all the transcribing I assigned before I left?”
    

    
      A collection of eight-legged essays was open in front of Yeom Uhye.
    

    
      Ten-year-old Yeom Uhye was still at the age to learn Elementary Learning.
    

    
      Also, regardless of her age, the eight-legged essays, which were learned for the civil service examination, were not necessary for Uhye.
    

    
      “Um, not yet…”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “I am transcribing the last chapter now.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      At the words ‘last chapter’, Hahou Seojin stopped speaking.
    

    
      “It is the last chapter, right?”
    

    
      “Ye-es.”
    

    
      “Alright. Finish transcribing it.”
    

    
      Sigh, Yeom Uhye let out a breath.
    

    
      If it hadn't been the last chapter, she might have received a scolding.
    

    
      “How was your schooling today?”
    

    
      “It was no different than usual.”
    

    
      “Handangyudo?”
    

    
      “Ye-es.”
    

    
      Perfect control, no different than usual.
    

    
      Hahou Seojin nodded.
    

    
      “A new martial arts instructor will be coming tomorrow.”
    

    
      “Yes, I heard.”
    

    
      “Attend the first class and tell me what you think. If the lecture is poor or if he spouts nonsense like the last instructor, I will send him away.”
    

    
      “I liked the last instructor too… er… never mind.”
    

    
      Yeom Uhye trailed off after seeing her mother's frowning eyebrows.
    

    
      “Uhye, you don't know yet. I will tell you in time, so for now, you just need to follow.”
    

    
      “Ye-es.”
    

    
      She didn't know what it was that she didn't know, or what she would be told.
    

    
      Still, Yeom Uhye answered yes. Because she knew that no other answer existed.
    

    
      She and her friends spent every day as planned by the mothers of the Virtuous Mothers' Association.
    

    
      According to the mothers, it was the ‘inescapable net of education.’
    

    
      ‘The new instructor will probably be someone who suits my mother's tastes, right?’
    

    
      Probably a stuffy and rigid martial artist who keeps an eye on the mothers.
    

    
      Yeom Uhye gave up on her expectations.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      She didn't know at this time.
    

    
      That a great storm was about to rise.
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      “So, in the end, only the Ink Sword Hero succeeded.”
    

    
      Grand Elder Divine Ear of the Beggar's Gang spoke gravely.
    

    
      The victor of the instructor selection tournament.
    

    
      The one who defeated a Demonic Cult follower and was the sole person to pass the selection.
    

    
      The Ink Sword Great Hero.
    

    
      On the other hand, the white-robed young master the Beggar's Gang had painstakingly prepared, the beggar Jang Gangcheon, had failed.
    

    
      “We washed him for three straight days to make him a clean young master.”
    

    
      “That wasn't the problem. The Ink Sword Hero knew my identity.”
    

    
      After the selection tournament, Jang Gangcheon returned to the main headquarters and reported everything that had happened at the tournament.
    

    
      Now, he was having a private audience with Grand Elder Divine Ear.
    

    
      “Even the martial artists of Kaifeng couldn't recognize you, but the Ink Sword Hero did?”
    

    
      “That is correct.”
    

    
      “And he also found the Demonic Cult follower?”
    

    
      “Yes. That is exactly right. He was remarkably sharp.”
    

    
      Grand Elder Divine Ear recalled the various reports sent up from Swift Wind, the Luoyang subbranch leader.
    

    
      Those reports also stated that the Ink Sword Hero could find Demonic Cult followers as if he were a ghost.
    

    
      “I don't know how he recognized you, but he seems to have an outstanding talent for finding Demonic Cult followers.”
    

    
      “Well, but……”
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      “Talent is talent. But his personality is trash.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Please look at my face.”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon’s face was.
    

    
      Swollen red and blue, with medicinal patches stuck all over it.
    

    
      “Anyone can see that you've been beaten up soundly.”
    

    
      “That's what I'm saying! This is all the work of the Ink Sword He—no, what kind of hero is a guy like that! It was the work of that Ink Sword Black Path bastard!”
    

    
      The more Jang Gangcheon thought about it, the more unfair it felt.
    

    
      Couldn't he have gone easy on him, just a little?
    

    
      He wanted to appeal this injustice to the Grand Elder.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      “You brat!”
    

    
      The reaction he received was different from what he expected.
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “We have been aware of the Ink Sword Hero for a long time. His personality is trash? You dare to slander someone just because you got hit a little?”
    

    
      “What? It's not slander, it's the truth. To have such a relieved and refreshed expression while beating me. He said he had a grudge when there was none, he was a completely incomprehensible person.”
    

    
      “Didn't you perhaps earn a grudge somewhere without knowing it?”
    

    
      “It didn't feel like that. The man was just strange! How strange, you ask? After the duel was over, he was advertising a toothbrush! Refreshing teeth, refreshing martial arts, Geumun Toothbrush with the Ink Sword Hero. Goodness, I've memorized it.”
    

    
      It was a strangely catchy advertising phrase.
    

    
      Curiosity about the Geumun Toothbrush arose on its own. If it weren't for his beggar's pride, he would have bought one on the spot.
    

    
      “He must value dental health.”
    

    
      “Why would a hero value dental health!”
    

    
      “Anyway, Swift Wind, the Luoyang subbranch leader, only had praise for the Ink Sword Great Hero. Recent reports also stated that he has been engaging in heroic deeds more boldly and proactively. You know what happened in Luoyang, don't you?”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon's words were not taken seriously at all.
    

    
      This was the main headquarters of the Beggar's Gang, where information from all over the world gathered.
    

    
      They had already accumulated a considerable amount of information about Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      Rigid, straightforward, and simply fair and square.
    

    
      For now.
    

    
      That was still the case.
    

    
      Therefore, Jang Gangcheon's appeal, which was closest to the truth, was of no use.
    

    
      “However. One thing is a bit strange.”
    

    
      “One thing? It's not just one thing……. Anyway, I'm glad you found at least one thing. What is it?”
    

    
      “He said he would recommend you as an instructor?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “And you just believed him?”
    

    
      “What? But what could I do? I had already been discovered. I was clutching at straws.”
    

    
      “You foolish boy.”
    

    
      Tsk, tsk, tsk, tsk, the Grand Elder clicked his tongue.
    

    
      As the gang leader's youngest disciple, he was still young.
    

    
      To fall for such a simple trick.
    

    
      “Jin Yeomyeong arrived in Kaifeng yesterday. Where would he have the leeway to recommend an instructor?”
    

    
      He himself was just entering as a new instructor, how could he get someone else a position?
    

    
      It didn't seem like he had any separate connections with the nobles or the prestigious families either.
    

    
      “That is true, but……”
    

    
      The Kaifeng noble family complex was so thoroughly managed that even the Beggar's Gang couldn't get a member inside.
    

    
      The Beggar's Gang kept the fact that there was a place in Kaifeng, where their main headquarters was located, that they couldn't enter, a strict secret.
    

    
      It was a matter of pride.
    

    
      That's why they did something they normally wouldn't do. They sent a beggar after washing him for three days.
    

    
      “If Jin Yeomyeong played you for a fool, it must be that. You were tricked. Thoroughly tricked.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon tilted his head.
    

    
      “Isn't it so? The Ink Sword Hero will not come looking for you.”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      Tilt, tilt.
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon's head kept moving.
    

    
      “It's distracting. If you have something to say, say it.”
    

    
      “You might find this strange, but when he said he would recommend me, I believed him.”
    

    
      “Oh, my.”
    

    
      Grand Elder Divine Ear placed a hand on his forehead.
    

    
      It was a good thing the gang leader was away.
    

    
      If not, he would have kicked his youngest disciple's butt right away.
    

    
      “You foolish boy!”
    

    
      “Ouch!”
    

    
      If the gang leader was absent, the acting gang leader, the Grand Elder himself, could do it.
    

    
      He stood up like lightning and kicked Jang Gangcheon's butt hard.
    

    
      “Ah, ow ow! Why……”
    

    
      “So you're saying Jin Yeomyeong is going to come right now and ask you to go teach the children with him tomorrow? You have to make sense!”
    

    
      At that moment.
    

    
      Flap, a member pushed aside the straw mat covering the entrance and came in.
    

    
      “What is it.”
    

    
      “A man named the Ink Sword Great Hero has come to see you.”
    

    
      “…Hmm?”
    

    
      A moment of silence flowed.
    

    
      Swoosh.
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon, who had been kicked and rolled on the floor, got up.
    

    
      He looked at Grand Elder Divine Ear without a word.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “Ahem, ahem. Why did he… no, that's not it. He can come. What did he say his business was? He probably just came to say hello.”
    

    
      “He said he came looking for the Divine Fist Beggar.”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      He came specifically looking for the Divine Fist Beggar, Jang Gangcheon.
    

    
      “Didn't he state his specific business?”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon asked, his eyes still fixed on the Grand Elder.
    

    
      “He did, but I didn't understand what he was saying. What was it? Something about getting him an instructor position?”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon's eyes blazed.
    

    
      “Grand Elder?”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “Shouldn't you say something?”
    

    
      The Grand Elder also felt Jang Gangcheon's gaze.
    

    
      It was hot. He could feel the heat.
    

    
      “Ahem. Ahem.”
    

    
      But he had nothing to say.
    

    
      “The Ink Sword Great Hero is as trustworthy as I've heard. Let him in.”
    

    
      “Grand Elder? Aren't your words different from before?”
    

    
      “I will go out to greet him.”
    

    
      Pyoong.
    

    
      Grand Elder Divine Ear opened the straw mat faster than an arrow.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Before parting with the Virtuous Mothers' Association Leader, I had asked her to select Jang Gangcheon as an instructor. When I assured her that he was definitely of the White Path, she surprisingly agreed readily.
    

    
      I stopped by the Beggar's Gang to deliver the news, and then.
    

    
      I returned directly to the inn.
    

    
      ‘I didn't expect Grand Elder Divine Ear to welcome me so warmly.’
    

    
      He ran out himself and praised me endlessly, saying I was trustworthy and that my reputation was well-deserved.
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon had a sullen expression, probably because I had hit him, but even he was happy about becoming an instructor.
    

    
      ‘My objective has been achieved.’
    

    
      There was a reason for bringing Jang Gangcheon along.
    

    
      Besides entering with a White Path martial artist, it was to indebt the Beggar's Gang so that I could receive their help in return during the spiritual medicine journey.
    

    
      The information the Rogues’ Guild collects and the information the Beggar's Gang collects are different.
    

    
      If I could borrow the power of both sects (幇門), the spiritual medicine journey would be much easier.
    

    
      “Don't you think so, Taebok?”
    

    
      I spoke to Taebok, who was leaning on my shoulder.
    

    
      The baby, who was just over twenty days old, was held quietly in my arms.
    

    
      His mouth was moving.
    

    
      Could he be answering?
    

    
      Is our Taebok a genius?
    

    
      “Starting tomorrow, your father will be teaching your older brothers and sisters. I'll do a good job teaching them, and then I'll teach you too, Taebok.”
    

    
      “Will that be okay? You said you have to teach the way the Virtuous Mothers' Association wants. I don't think it'll be the way we learned.”
    

    
      For both Jayeong and me, learning and life were one and the same.
    

    
      In my case, chopping firewood, carrying water, picking medicinal herbs, everything my master told me to do was martial arts training.
    

    
      It was the same for Jayeong. She followed the previous Rogues’ Guild Leader and learned martial arts in real combat. Conversations in the marketplace taught her negotiation and arithmetic.
    

    
      “I'll have to see when I get there.”
    

    
      “For the Virtuous Mothers' Association Leader to come all the way here, she must be no ordinary person.”
    

    
      Jayeong said she had seen the Virtuous Mothers' Association Leader through the inn window earlier.
    

    
      She tilted her head again.
    

    
      “She seems like a peculiar person. She's memorable.”
    

    
      “She is a peculiar person. That's how she was able to create a place that neither the Beggar's Gang nor the Rogues’ Guild can enter.”
    

    
      While I was out, Branch Leader Han Sanha and the three elders had also visited our inn.
    

    
      Neither side had any new news.
    

    
      “Now that I can get in, don't worry.”
    

    
      “I'm counting on you.”
    

    
      “Yes. You can count on me.”
    

    
      Jayeong was holding up well despite the continuous bad news. She showed no signs of wavering or weakening.
    

    
      However, I know.
    

    
      Before my regression, she had been this steadfast, and then one day, her health deteriorated uncontrollably.
    

    
      I, who thought she was fine, was truly a foolish man.
    

    
      Just like me, she had only been enduring.
    

    
      But Jayeong, whose limit came sooner than mine…….
    

    
      “Honey, why are you suddenly shaking your head like that? You'll startle the baby.”
    

    
      “Hmm, it's nothing.”
    

    
      I won't let it happen this time.
    

    
      That's all that matters.
    

    
      “Ahem. But, by any chance, did Taebok fly up?”
    

    
      I deliberately changed the subject, but it was something I was actually curious about.
    

    
      He had been floating continuously during the carriage ride, but since coming to the inn, he had just been lying on the bed.
    

    
      Normally, Taebok was an ordinary baby.
    

    
      But when a connection occurs, the energy of nature is activated.
    

    
      To put it a certain way, it was semi-automatic.
    

    
      “No. He was lying down quietly.”
    

    
      I casually turned my head to look at Taebok.
    

    
      “You've been good. Is floating in the air not fun anymore?”
    

    
      But.
    

    
      As soon as the words left my mouth.
    

    
      Bob, bob.
    

    
      Taebok began to rise from my shoulder.
    

    
      “Honey. What did you do?!”
    

    
      “No, no. I just asked? Taebok, come down. It's dangerous, dangerous.”
    

    
      This time too, as soon as the words left my mouth, Taebok came down.
    

    
      I carefully reached out my hands and hugged him again.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “What is this? Look at him responding to your words.”
    

    
      “I had a desire to see Taebok's levitation. Is it because of that?”
    

    
      On the outside, it was a question, but on the inside, I wanted to see it.
    

    
      When I told him to come down because it was dangerous, my words and my heart were in sync.
    

    
      It was a moment where I once again felt the nature of connection (感應).
    

    
      “Taebok. Later, will I be able to teach you through connection?”
    

    
      That would be nice.
    

    
      If I could also transmit teachings from heart to heart.
    

    
      The first thing I would transmit would be that everything is for you.
    

    
      Woooong-.
    

    
      Mukheun cried.
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      It seems my connection level has increased while connecting with Taebok just now.
    

    
      It seems Mukheun has something to convey.
    

    
      I held Mukheun and focused my Eight Sensations.
    

    
      - Guahhh….
    

    
      It wasn't Mukheun.
    

    
      This was the Cotton Armor Master.
    

    
      Mukheun was relaying the Cotton Armor Master's intentions.
    

    
      - Stop… any more than this…
    

    
      What is it? Is there a problem?
    

    
      - How many times a day do you poop…
    

    
      I took my hand off Mukheun.
    

    
      Let's listen to the Cotton Armor Master's intentions later.
    

    
      Thanks to the Cotton Armor Master acting as a diaper, Jayeong's workload had been drastically reduced.
    

    
      He was even providing proper ventilation, so I could trust him with it.
    

    
      “Huhu.”
    

    
      That's right.
    

    
      It seems that not all hearts and minds need to be connected.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “This is an amazing facility.”
    

    
      That was my impression after looking around the training hall.
    

    
      On the large grounds, wooden dummies stood in rows, and training weapons of all kinds were provided.
    

    
      “Really, I've only seen facilities like this at prestigious sects.”
    

    
      Beside me, Jang Gangcheon moved his head from side to side.
    

    
      I asked the clerk who was guiding us.
    

    
      “Do the children of the elementary class use all of these tools?”
    

    
      I had thought Jang Gangcheon and I would be in charge of different classes, but we were assigned as the main and assistant instructors for one class.
    

    
      The elementary class was composed of children aged ten to twelve.
    

    
      Of course, these children would not become martial artists.
    

    
      No matter how I thought about it, there was no need for them to hit wooden dummies and even learn to use weapons.
    

    
      Sure enough, the clerk also shook his head.
    

    
      “They are just here for show. To make it look good.”
    

    
      It's too good to have just for that reason.
    

    
      Befitting its reputation, the scale of the academy was considerable.
    

    
      Besides the academy and the martial arts hall, there was a separate etiquette hall for learning etiquette, a music hall for learning music, a mathematics hall for learning mathematics, and a talent hall for learning other miscellaneous skills.
    

    
      The buildings were also different depending on the age group.
    

    
      Not to mention the numerous affiliated halls.
    

    
      “Now, please come this way.”
    

    
      The academic affairs office where the clerk was now taking me was one of them.
    

    
      It was a building where instructors gathered to prepare for classes and record educational results.
    

    
      “Greetings. I am Jin Yeomyeong, the new martial arts instructor.”
    

    
      “I am Jang Sam.”
    

    
      We greeted first, as befitting newcomers.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Hmm, but the atmosphere is strange?
    

    
      “Great Hero Jin, no one is responding.”
    

    
      “Here, call me Instructor Jin. And it's my first time too, so what's the use of asking me.”
    

    
      None of the instructors who received our greeting even turned their heads this way.
    

    
      What is this?
    

    
      Is it intentional?
    

    
      “Clerk, is the atmosphere always like this? Or is this hazing?”
    

    
      “Hazing? They are just busy.”
    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    
      I don't think so?
    

    
      No matter how busy you are, you don't even look at the person greeting you?
    

    
      I'll be submitting my resignation once I find the Rogues’ Guild Leader, so I won't be seeing these faces for long.
    

    
      “Ahem.”
    

    
      Someone approached.
    

    
      “Have the new instructors arrived?”
    

    
      “Ah, yes. They are here.”
    

    
      The clerk straightened his back upon seeing that person.
    

    
      Then he whispered to me very quietly.
    

    
      “Great Hero Jin, you've defeated Madam Jeong's subordinates before, right? That person came on Madam Jeong's recommendation.”
    

    
      Aha?
    

    
      “Then I'll be on my way.”
    

    
      After whispering, the clerk quickly disappeared.
    

    
      The man who made the clerk flee, a large man with an impressive beard, stood with his legs apart in front of me.
    

    
      “Ahem. I am Hutongdae, the Vice Director of this academy.”
    

    
      This guy, his tone is already full of arrogance.
    

    
      “I am Jin Yeomyeong.”
    

    
      “I am Jang Sam.”
    

    
      The Vice Director nodded.
    

    
      “I have heard much of your reputation.”
    

    
      “Yes-”
    

    
      “I've heard, but!”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      “This place is different from the outside. It means that no matter where or how you two instructors have lived, here you must follow the rules here.”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon and I looked at each other.
    

    
      “Of course, we know that.”
    

    
      “You don't!”
    

    
      I said I knew, so why is he saying I don't?
    

    
      “The Virtuous Mothers' Association controls everything.”
    

    
      “Yes, it seems so.”
    

    
      “Nothing that goes against the wishes of the Virtuous Mothers' Association can exist!”
    

    
      “I said I know, didn't I?”
    

    
      Why is he getting so emotional while explaining about the Virtuous Mothers' Association?
    

    
      Suddenly, the archetypes of people I had seen during my long stay in the Alliance come to mind.
    

    
      The overly loyal sycophants.
    

    
      Looking at the Vice Director, they somehow overlap.
    

    
      “I am very worried about you two martial artist instructors. You probably don't even know proper etiquette…. Huu.”
    

    
      “Yes, yes.”
    

    
      “The other instructors will come and greet you after you two have finished adjusting.”
    

    
      “Yes-”
    

    
      So that's why no one paid any attention.
    

    
      I'll be leaving soon after finding the Rogues’ Guild Leader, so our desires align.
    

    
      “The educational content is the same. It has already been decided by the Virtuous Mothers' Association. You just have to do as has been decided.”
    

    
      I accepted the document the Vice Director handed me. It detailed what to teach on a daily basis.
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon and I read it and naturally looked at each other.
    

    
      “Isn't this a bit much?”
    

    
      “They aren't even martial artists, why so hard?”
    

    
      They're training too much?
    

    
      Why is this?
    

    
      “As you two instructors have also felt, it is extremely rational. It's natural. Because it's the result of the Virtuous Mothers' Association's careful consideration.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      I didn't answer and looked at the list.
    

    
      “A total of eleven people.”
    

    
      “It's twelve people.”
    

    
      “The document says eleven people.”
    

    
      “Ahem. Hmm. You'll know when you get there.”
    

    
      The Vice Director, unlike his previous arrogant demeanor, hid his answer with a cough.
    

    
      “Now, let's go. On the first day, I will introduce the instructors.”
    

    
      For now, I had to follow.
    

    
      I couldn't make any judgments before meeting the students.
    

    
      This training regimen might be nothing to the children here.
    

    
      We left the academic affairs office and returned to the training hall.
    

    
      The students should have arrived by now.
    

    
      “The young masters and ladies are extremely exemplary students. Seeing as it's quiet, they must be waiting while preparing for class.”
    

    
      This time too, the Vice Director was being arrogant on behalf of the students.
    

    
      “Now, let's go in.”
    

    
      He grabbed the doorknob.
    

    
      And then.
    

    
      “Hey, you bad guy!”
    

    
      “Get him, get him!”
    

    
      “Stop fighting!”
    

    
      “Waaah! I got hit!”
    

    
      Through the slightly open training hall door, I could clearly hear the sounds of children fighting.
    

    
      “…Vice Director?”
    

    
      “Ahem. Hmm. Sometimes, they are not like that.”
    

    
      I pushed him aside and threw open the doors of the training hall.
    

    
      My impression of what I saw inside was simple.
    

    
      “A mess?”
    

    
      A tangle of children greeted me.
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      Chapter 76: Reaching
    

    
      “The adults are here!”
    

    
      When I, Jang Gangcheon, and the Vice Director appeared, the tangled children also backed away from each other.
    

    
      The Vice Director quickly approached to check on the children.
    

    
      “H-h-heeeeek!”
    

    
      He let out a shrill scream, unbecoming of his gruff voice.
    

    
      “Young Master Gunsobong! A scratch on your face! Young Master Jangseongsa’s glasses are broken!”
    

    
      It seemed that fights between the children usually didn't get this bad.
    

    
      The Vice Director trembled, not knowing what to do.
    

    
      I was about to look at him again, thinking he cared for the children, but then.
    

    
      “How could this happen. What am I going to say to their elders……”
    

    
      Hearing his muttering, it seemed he was worried about their parents, not the children.
    

    
      I turned my head and observed the children.
    

    
      The big kid crying with a scratch on his face must be Gunsobong.
    

    
      And the small one examining the cracked glasses must be Jangseongsa.
    

    
      But looking at the situation, it wasn't these two who had fought.
    

    
      “You hit me first! You hit me first!”
    

    
      There was one child standing a little away from the others, raising his voice.
    

    
      He had a rather intelligent-looking face.
    

    
      ‘Hmm?’
    

    
      Something is strange.
    

    
      ‘What is this feeling?’
    

    
      I feel something strange.
    

    
      “You hit me first!”
    

    
      The child continued to shout by himself.
    

    
      The Vice Director cautiously approached, belying his large frame.
    

    
      “Young Master Handangyudo! You mustn't do this! You promised your mother you wouldn't.”
    

    
      “Shut up! Bearded Vice Director!”
    

    
      The Vice Director stopped in his tracks and didn't approach any further.
    

    
      “Handangyudo! Stop it! I just touched your clothes because they were pretty!”
    

    
      A girl raised her voice.
    

    
      Her words seemed to have some effect, as Handangyudo quieted down.
    

    
      Still, he was huffing and puffing. It seemed his anger hadn't subsided.
    

    
      The girl approached Handangyudo’s side.
    

    
      “Come here. Apologize to Brother Seongsa and Sobong.”
    

    
      “I don't want to!”
    

    
      It had the opposite effect.
    

    
      Handangyudo yelled and then ran towards the door.
    

    
      “Come here!”
    

    
      “I said I don't want to!”
    

    
      The girl blocked his path, but Handangyudo shoved her hard.
    

    
      Whether it was because he was strong or because he was angry, the girl was about to roll backward for a moment.
    

    
      Whoosh.
    

    
      I quickly approached and wrapped my arms around the child to prevent her from getting hurt.
    

    
      “Instructor Jin, should I go after him?”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon asked, looking at Handangyudo.
    

    
      “Leave him for now.”
    

    
      “Let him go?”
    

    
      “I have an idea.”
    

    
      First, the child in my arms.
    

    
      “Are you okay?”
    

    
      The child seemed a little surprised but nodded.
    

    
      “Who are you?”
    

    
      “I'm the new martial arts teacher.”
    

    
      Although I was selected as an instructor, my title here was teacher. I introduced myself as I had been told beforehand.
    

    
      Then, I carefully helped the child stand on her own. The child looked up at me and made a fist salute.
    

    
      “Thank you, teacher.”
    

    
      She unfolded her small left hand and covered her equally small right fist.
    

    
      Even with both hands together, it was still tiny.
    

    
      Cute.
    

    
      “Heeeek! Young Lady Yeom Uhye!”
    

    
      The Vice Director came running late.
    

    
      He had been constantly surprised since entering here, but now he was trembling as if he had been struck by lightning.
    

    
      “Hello, Vice Director.”
    

    
      “Greetings. How could this happen! It is all my fault.”
    

    
      “No, it's not. We were fighting amongst ourselves.”
    

    
      Yeom Uhye was young, but her judgment of the situation was appropriate.
    

    
      The Vice Director, on the other hand, was on the verge of fainting.
    

    
      It seemed he was even more so after seeing Yeom Uhye get pushed.
    

    
      As I looked down at the child for a moment, a face came to mind.
    

    
      ‘I can see a glimpse of her mother's face.’
    

    
      “Is your mother Madam Hahou?”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      ‘So she's the daughter of the Virtuous Mothers' Association Leader.’
    

    
      I could understand why the Vice Director was acting this way.
    

    
      He was a man whose loyalty was excessive—
    

    
      “Yes! This is all Instructor Jin's fault!”
    

    
      Ugh.
    

    
      Overly loyal subordinates sometimes say such ridiculous things.
    

    
      “Me?”
    

    
      The Vice Director nodded vigorously by himself.
    

    
      “Yes. The class is the instructor's responsibility. This class is Instructor Jin's responsibility, so the responsibility for this situation also lies with Instructor Jin. Mm, mm!”
    

    
      He even snorted at the end.
    

    
      “But I just walked in?”
    

    
      “It's still Instructor Jin's responsibility. Since you signed the contract, it has been Instructor Jin's class from that moment on.”
    

    
      On paper, that is true.
    

    
      The color returned to the face of the Vice Director, who had found a way out.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      “But the teacher caught me, didn't he?”
    

    
      Yeom Uhye said in a small but clear voice.
    

    
      “That's right. The new teacher caught Uhye.”
    

    
      “He was so fast.”
    

    
      “Shuk, shuk.”
    

    
      The other children also gathered around Yeom Uhye.
    

    
      “Then what about the Vice Director?”
    

    
      “The Vice Director came with him!”
    

    
      These kids are smart.
    

    
      Their judgment is sound.
    

    
      Having the children take my side feels strange.
    

    
      It's different from receiving support from martial artists—
    

    
      I feel all warm and fuzzy.
    

    
      The Vice Director, on the other hand, became troubled.
    

    
      “Still, someone has to take responsibility…. Young masters, young ladies. You know the word responsibility, right?”
    

    
      Responsibility.
    

    
      To think he's so afraid of that word.
    

    
      Looking at him, who was completely different in body shape and face, for some reason, Deputy Branch Leader Gong Pil-sang came to mind.
    

    
      At the same time, a good idea came to mind.
    

    
      “Vice Director. Let's do this.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      “I will take responsibility.”
    

    
      “Oh?”
    

    
      The Vice Director's expression turned bewildered.
    

    
      He was trying to shift the blame, but I was volunteering to take it.
    

    
      “Of course, there is a condition.”
    

    
      “A condition?”
    

    
      “Leave today's class entirely to me.”
    

    
      “The class?”
    

    
      “Yes. It's my responsibility for what happens in class only if I'm in charge of the class. Otherwise, I cannot accept it either.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      He was silent for a while.
    

    
      He wanted to avoid responsibility, but he was worried about what else might happen if he left the class to me.
    

    
      I could see through his worries as clearly as if they were in a dish of water.
    

    
      “Let's do that.”
    

    
      In the end, the Vice Director made up his mind.
    

    
      “Good. Then please leave immediately.”
    

    
      “Immediately?”
    

    
      “Scram.”
    

    
      He scrammed.
    

    
      “What are you going to do?”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon, who had been standing quietly by the side until now, approached.
    

    
      “It's not yet Instructor Jang's turn to step up. Just wait a moment.”
    

    
      Now, only we and the children remained in the training hall. The children's eyes gathered on me as I stepped forward.
    

    
      “He's tall.”
    

    
      “He's handsome.”
    

    
      “He looks strong.”
    

    
      “He looks kind.”
    

    
      “He's fast.”
    

    
      “Wow.”
    

    
      I thought they might be difficult to handle because they were children of prestigious families, but that wasn't the case at all.
    

    
      They are good children.
    

    
      It can't be easy to be like this while following a difficult curriculum.
    

    
      “Kids, can you tell me why you were fighting?”
    

    
      The children spoke up, vying with each other.
    

    
      “It's because Dangyu came wearing pretty clothes.”
    

    
      “Brother Seongsa and Sobong touched them.”
    

    
      “Dangyu suddenly got angry!”
    

    
      “Dangyu is always like that! He gets angry and says we hit him first.”
    

    
      I called over Gunsobong and Jangseongsa.
    

    
      Looking at the children in front of me, I recalled the personal information written on the list.
    

    
      “Are the other kids right?”
    

    
      Gunsobong, the son of a military family who was the biggest for his ten years, timidly nodded.
    

    
      “But Dangyu is a good boy….”
    

    
      Oh?
    

    
      He's unexpectedly defending Handangyudo.
    

    
      It was the same for Jangseongsa.
    

    
      “Dangyu has a hard time when someone touches him.”
    

    
      Jangseongsa was the son of a scholar family, and although he was twelve, he was the smallest.
    

    
      But the way he took out new glasses and pushed them up with his finger made him look every bit the little scholar.
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      So you fought with Handangyudo, but there are no bad feelings.
    

    
      It seems Handangyudo was usually a decent kid.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      I'm sure of it.
    

    
      That strange energy I felt when I first saw Handangyudo.
    

    
      That was the problem.
    

    
      “The teacher needs to find Handangyudo, who should I go to to find out?”
    

    
      I should go to the guards, right?
    

    
      I knew the moment I entered the complex.
    

    
      Warriors were guarding various places.
    

    
      If so, they would know where a single child went.
    

    
      It would be so, even if only for accident prevention.
    

    
      But the children said something unexpected.
    

    
      “The adults agreed not to bother Dangyu.”
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      “Dangyu… keeps going out…”
    

    
      “So?”
    

    
      “He gets angry if they try to bring him back. They decided to leave him alone when he goes out.”
    

    
      And at the same time.
    

    
      ““Sigh.””
    

    
      The little ones sighed in unison.
    

    
      That sight made me laugh.
    

    
      ‘No, I shouldn't laugh here.’
    

    
      “The teacher has a secret method to stop him from getting angry. So shouldn't that be okay?”
    

    
      Usually, that secret method was Mukheun.
    

    
      But it seems I can really give Handangyudo a secret method.
    

    
      “A secret method?”
    

    
      “Yes. A secret method.”
    

    
      The children looked at each other, hesitating whether to speak or not.
    

    
      The one who broke the hesitation was Yeom Uhye.
    

    
      “He'll be in the rear garden of the Music Hall (樂館).”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      “He likes it there.”
    

    
      I didn't even need to ask anyone.
    

    
      Right. The kids would know where their friend likes to go.
    

    
      “Uhye, will you go there with the teacher? So that Dangyu doesn't get scared.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Teacher, then what should we be doing?”
    

    
      I turned around.
    

    
      “Instructor Jang, it's your turn.”
    

    
      “Alright. According to the training regimen here—”
    

    
      “Free practice.”
    

    
      “Ah?”
    

    
      “Just make sure no one gets hurt.”
    

    
      I smiled faintly at the children and said again.
    

    
      “Free practice.”
    

    
      The children smiled too.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The rear garden of the Music Hall.
    

    
      Handangyudo was sitting on a wide rock, looking at a single flower in front of him.
    

    
      Sway, the flower swayed with the blowing wind and then returned to its place.
    

    
      “Ugh.”
    

    
      Usually, looking at flowers like this calmed his heart.
    

    
      Not today.
    

    
      He was very angry because the other kids had hit him. They had definitely hit his arm. But they all lied and said they didn't.
    

    
      Yeom Uhye had also told him to apologize to Gunsobong and Jangseongsa.
    

    
      He thought she was on his side.
    

    
      “Ughhhh.”
    

    
      Still, it was wrong to push Uhye over.
    

    
      He knew he shouldn't do it, but he was so angry he couldn't stop himself.
    

    
      “Bad.”
    

    
      Himself, for not being able to control his anger.
    

    
      “It's bad.”
    

    
      I am bad.
    

    
      His vision blurred.
    

    
      He couldn't see the flower clearly.
    

    
      He knows he's bad.
    

    
      The other kids don't fight this much. Only he fights this much.
    

    
      But why?
    

    
      They definitely hit me first, right? Do I have to just stand there and take it?
    

    
      “Ughhh.”
    

    
      Maybe the other kids are bad?
    

    
      Even if I'm bad, if the other kids are bad, then aren't we all bad together?
    

    
      Being bad together seems better than just me being bad.
    

    
      “Ughhhh.”
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      Then let's all be bad together…
    

    
      “No!”
    

    
      No.
    

    
      What's so good about that. Everyone being bad is not a good thing.
    

    
      Handangyudo resisted.
    

    
      But it was hard.
    

    
      He couldn't make sense of anything anymore.
    

    
      “Waaah…”
    

    
      And so, tears were about to burst out.
    

    
      “There you are.”
    

    
      “!”
    

    
      There was no one here just a moment ago.
    

    
      Who is it?
    

    
      “Don't be scared. It's the new martial arts teacher.”
    

    
      “Yeom Uhye!”
    

    
      Yeom Uhye was with him.
    

    
      “Why did you come! I'm leaving!”
    

    
      Even the adults had agreed not to look for him at times like this.
    

    
      Yeom Uhye brought a teacher.
    

    
      She's bad.
    

    
      Ugh, then I'll be bad too—
    

    
      At that moment.
    

    
      “The teacher has a secret method!”
    

    
      Yeom Uhye said something incomprehensible.
    

    
      “A secret method?”
    

    
      “Yes! He has a secret method that will stop you from getting angry.”
    

    
      A secret method that will stop me from getting angry?
    

    
      The moment he heard those words.
    

    
      “That's a lie!”
    

    
      Something surged up.
    

    
      There's no such thing as a secret method!
    

    
      Something hot, whoosh, rose up from within his chest.
    

    
      And in front of Handangyudo's eyes, the new teacher.
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      Waved.
    

    
      “??”
    

    
      Waved and swayed.
    

    
      He wriggled his body.
    

    
      “W-what?”
    

    
      And waved both his hands.
    

    
      Was he dancing or what.
    

    
      In a way, it looked like he was grabbing something from the air.
    

    
      He glanced at Yeom Uhye to see if she knew something, but she too was standing with her mouth agape.
    

    
      The new teacher kept wriggling his body, muttering to himself.
    

    
      “What kind of turbid energy is this.”
    

    
      Wiggle, wiggle.
    

    
      “With so much turbid energy surrounding you, your senses get distorted. You must have thought they were hitting you even if someone just touched you.”
    

    
      With incomprehensible words, he continued to wiggle, wiggle.
    

    
      “You've suffered, you've suffered. When it comes to sensing energy, the teacher is the best in the world, so rest assured.”
    

    
      His hands also kept waving.
    

    
      But as he was mesmerized, watching those hands.
    

    
      ‘Huh?’
    

    
      The anger that had been rising was gone before he knew it.
    

    
      It felt as if those hands had swept the anger away.
    

    
      This had never happened before.
    

    
      The teacher went even further.
    

    
      “Now, the teacher is going to place his hands on you.”
    

    
      Handangyudo flinched, but.
    

    
      The teacher's hands slowly, but without hesitation, grabbed Handangyudo's two arms.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      It doesn't hurt.
    

    
      He didn't hit me.
    

    
      Squeeze, the two hands holding his arms tightened. But it still didn't hurt.
    

    
      Wasn't this originally what hitting was?
    

    
      “Dangyu.”
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong’s calm eyes met Handangyudo's surprised ones.
    

    
      “This is what it means to reach.”
    

    
      Handangyudo looked down at his two arms.
    

    
      There was definitely a hand applying pressure here. This wasn't hitting.
    

    
      What is this called? Reaching?
    

    
      The next moment.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong's face came close to Handangyudo's, cheek to cheek.
    

    
      “Reaching.”
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong embraced Handangyudo with his whole body.
    

    
      “Reaching. Do you understand?”
    

    
      Reaching.
    

    
      Reaching each other.
    

    
      Handangyudo finally understood.
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      Chapter 77: The Teacher's Secret Method
    

    
      “I’m not angry anymore.”
    

    
      Handangyudo’s voice was steady.
    

    
      The little boy in my arms stood without any agitation.
    

    
      Thump, thump.
    

    
      The heartbeat I felt was also calm.
    

    
      Yeom Uhye peeked her head in.
    

    
      “Handangyudo, are you okay?”
    

    
      Handangyudo’s heartbeat quickened again.
    

    
      Was he getting angry again?
    

    
      I released my embrace and looked at the little boy.
    

    
      “Uung…”
    

    
      The boy’s face was red.
    

    
      But it wasn’t out of anger.
    

    
      “I’m sorry about before…”
    

    
      It seemed the matter of pushing Yeom Uhye earlier was weighing on his mind.
    

    
      His apologetic voice trailed off.
    

    
      Unlike when he was shouting, he was now perfectly gentle.
    

    
      “Okay, that was wrong, but I forgive you. Are you okay now?”
    

    
      Yeom Uhye, on the other hand, was sharp and clear.
    

    
      She was clear about the wrongdoing, yet generous with forgiveness.
    

    
      And she was looking out for Handangyudo.
    

    
      “Yeah… I’m okay…”
    

    
      Handangyudo scratched the back of his head.
    

    
      Yeom Uhye nodded and then asked me.
    

    
      “Teacher, how did you do that?”
    

    
      How did I do it?
    

    
      I cleared away the turbid energy.
    

    
      Turbid energy.
    

    
      A chaotic energy mixed with various impurities.
    

    
      Its negative effects on a person are no less than that of demonic arts.
    

    
      It manifests like an illness, distorting thoughts, emotions, and senses.
    

    
      A person tainted by turbid energy cannot properly perceive themselves and the outside world, and as a result, they react differently from others.
    

    
      Just like Handangyudo’s anger.
    

    
      I had felt the turbid energy when I saw Handangyudo in the training hall.
    

    
      Being attuned to the energy of nature, I am quick to react not only to demonic energy but also to turbid energy.
    

    
      Furthermore, I can control it to some extent.
    

    
      Just now, I had calmed Handangyudo by clearing away the turbid energy with the energy of nature.
    

    
      But rather than explaining all this to Yeom Uhye.
    

    
      “The teacher has a secret method.”
    

    
      “A secret method?”
    

    
      “I did a dance that calms anger. Wiggle, wiggle. You saw, right?”
    

    
      “Eh, a dance? Does dancing make you not angry?”
    

    
      “But look. It worked, didn't it?”
    

    
      Yeom Uhye just blinked a few times and then grinned.
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      It feels like this child is just letting my excuse slide.
    

    
      Well, if so, thank you.
    

    
      “Dangyu, you see, the teacher.”
    

    
      I hadn’t completely removed the turbid energy.
    

    
      I had only calmed him down for a moment.
    

    
      To get rid of it completely would require proper Energy Guidance and Exercise.
    

    
      “May I visit your house today?”
    

    
      “What? Our house?”
    

    
      “Yes. I want to discuss with your mother a way for you to be at ease.”
    

    
      A new teacher suddenly asking to visit would surprise any child, but.
    

    
      “Yes! Please do!”
    

    
      Handangyudo nodded with a happy face.
    

    
      I’m grateful that you welcome me.
    

    
      If I hadn’t seen him, it would have been different, but I have seen the child.
    

    
      I can’t just ignore him when I can help.
    

    
      And I can explore the inside of the complex along the way.
    

    
      “Shall we get some fresh air to calm our minds? Both of you, sit on the teacher’s arms.”
    

    
      It’s the same now.
    

    
      Getting some fresh air for a child who is having a hard time adjusting to class.
    

    
      And at the same time, I conduct my reconnaissance.
    

    
      I held Handangyudo in my right arm and Yeom Uhye in my left.
    

    
      “Kids, here we go!”
    

    
      “Wow!”
    

    
      “We’re flying!”
    

    
      Flying?
    

    
      Is that how it feels to the children?
    

    
      I used the Xun Trigram Technique to leap over a wall. I made long jumps from wall to wall, ran up a pavilion, and glided to another pavilion.
    

    
      Whoooosh.
    

    
      The wind brushed past my ears.
    

    
      The solid ground beneath my feet was now far below, and the sky was that much closer.
    

    
      “Woooow!”
    

    
      “This is so much fun!”
    

    
      The sounds of their joyful shouts tickled my ears along with the wind.
    

    
      Their laughter alone made using my movement arts worthwhile, but.
    

    
      ‘Still, I can’t forget my purpose.’
    

    
      I tried to take in as much as I could with my eyes.
    

    
      The Kaifeng noble family complex was larger than other residential districts (坊).
    

    
      It was only natural.
    

    
      The mansions of prestigious families are much larger than ordinary houses.
    

    
      For such mansions to be gathered together, the district itself had to be large.
    

    
      They probably combined several districts into one.
    

    
      ‘Instead, the number of mansions isn’t that large. If I wanted to sneak in and explore, I could manage somehow. But that’s not the problem.’
    

    
      This gaze I’ve felt since entering the complex.
    

    
      The gazes that my intuition warned me were watching me.
    

    
      ‘They must be the retainers.’
    

    
      They weren't masters who could be obtained through employment.
    

    
      They were clearly people brought in with the utmost respect.
    

    
      I’m relieved.
    

    
      At least the Demonic Cult followers won’t be able to run wild as they please.
    

    
      “Alright, let’s go back now.”
    

    
      That’s enough for now.
    

    
      Let’s meet again, retainers.
    

    
      “Aww, let’s fly more!”
    

    
      “I want to fly more!”
    

    
      “We have to go back to our friends. We can’t just leave them, can we?”
    

    
      “Hmph.”
    

    
      “Hmph.”
    

    
      When I gave them a valid reason, the two of them nodded, though disappointed.
    

    
      “Good kids.”
    

    
      I landed lightly in front of the training hall and placed my hand on the door.
    

    
      “Wait a minute!”
    

    
      Handangyudo grabbed my robe with his small hand. For a child’s small hand, his grip was quite strong.
    

    
      “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      “No……”
    

    
      Instead of the mumbling boy, Yeom Uhye spoke up.
    

    
      “He’s embarrassed. Because he has to apologize to the others.”
    

    
      “Ah, is that so?”
    

    
      Gunsobong and Jangseongsa had been hit on the face and glasses, respectively.
    

    
      But those children had stood up for Handangyudo.
    

    
      “Don’t worry. If you apologize properly to your friends, they’ll say it’s okay.”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      “Really. Isn’t that right, Uhye?”
    

    
      “Of course! Hurry up and go in, Handangyudo!”
    

    
      “Uung…”
    

    
      I took the boy’s hand off my robe and gently placed it on the training hall’s doorknob.
    

    
      I, too, gently pushed that cautiously moving hand.
    

    
      Creeeak-
    

    
      The door opened smoothly.
    

    
      Still, it was enough to draw the attention of the children inside.
    

    
      “Oh!”
    

    
      “The teacher is here!”
    

    
      “Handangyudo is here too!”
    

    
      “It’s Dangyu!”
    

    
      The children’s attention rested on me for a moment before turning to Handangyudo.
    

    
      Right, in this situation, they would be more curious about what Handangyudo would do.
    

    
      I held up my palm to stop Jang Gangcheon, who was approaching from the other side.
    

    
      The children’s reconciliation comes first.
    

    
      “Um, uhmm…”
    

    
      Handangyudo just fidgeted with his fingers.
    

    
      The children, sensing the mood, parted ways. In that spot stood Gunsobong and Jangseongsa.
    

    
      “I-I’m sorry… It was my fault…”
    

    
      Well done.
    

    
      You apologized well.
    

    
      I was wondering how to help with this, but you did well on your own.
    

    
      “It’s okay! I’m sorry for touching your clothes!”
    

    
      “We did it because your clothes were so pretty!”
    

    
      Just as I thought, Gunsobong and Jangseongsa readily accepted his apology.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      Gunsobong, overjoyed, raised his hand and touched Handangyudo’s shoulder.
    

    
      Instantly, Jangseongsa shouted briefly.
    

    
      “Sobong!”
    

    
      “Oops.”
    

    
      Gunsobong also realized his mistake.
    

    
      Handangyudo was the type to get angry and say he was hit if someone just touched him a little.
    

    
      But he had just touched his shoulder.
    

    
      “Uung… It’s okay…”
    

    
      Gunsobong and Jangseongsa’s eyes widened.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “Are you okay?”
    

    
      “Yeah. I’m okay after the teacher used his secret method.”
    

    
      This time, all the children’s eyes widened.
    

    
      “A secret method?”
    

    
      “The teacher?”
    

    
      “Dangyu says he’s okay!”
    

    
      “Teacher! What’s the secret method?”
    

    
      Instantly, they swarmed toward me.
    

    
      They look like a flock of ducks when they rush at me all at once.
    

    
      I smiled faintly and answered.
    

    
      “The teacher’s secret method is—”
    

    
      Bright, sparkling eyes were fixed on me.
    

    
      I’m sorry to disappoint you.
    

    
      “The Horse Stance.”
    

    
      “Eh?”
    

    
      “You have to do the horse stance today too, right? Shall we start now?”
    

    
      “Eek!”
    

    
      Free practice is over.
    

    
      Because class must go on.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “Instructor Jin, what happened in class after I left?”
    

    
      As soon as I sat down at my desk in the academic affairs office, the Vice Director appeared.
    

    
      “Hurry up and tell me.”
    

    
      “You don’t want the responsibility, but you are curious?”
    

    
      “Ahem. I am the Vice Director! I must be aware of what happened in class!”
    

    
      I looked around and saw that the instructors who had shown no reaction this morning were now glancing this way.
    

    
      Yeom Uhye is the daughter of the Virtuous Mothers' Association Leader.
    

    
      The incident where she was pushed over brought a sense of tension to the otherwise lax academic affairs office.
    

    
      Even though it was nothing to the kids.
    

    
      “There were no more problems after that, right? Nothing that would anger the Virtuous Mothers? How were the young masters’ and ladies’ spirits?”
    

    
      “It would be good to shorten the horse stance time a bit. Many of them were struggling.”
    

    
      “The horse stance? Why that… no, that’s not what I was asking, was it!”
    

    
      As I sat there, the violently shaking beard kept entering my field of vision.
    

    
      Since he kept thrusting his face forward, it was about to tickle my head.
    

    
      Feeling somewhat unpleasant, I casually stood up from my seat.
    

    
      “Now, it was fine. Student Handangyudo also returned to his place, and everyone reconciled.”
    

    
      What a perfect result.
    

    
      Everything back in its place.
    

    
      “Don’t lie!”
    

    
      “Hmm? Lie?”
    

    
      “Young Master Handangyudo is not one to return to class after leaving like that. Moreover, reconciliation is out of the question. He would have been sulking for days.”
    

    
      “So that’s how it usually was.”
    

    
      “I’m telling you not to pretend. Was Young Lady Yeom Uhye’s mood okay? What about Young Master Gunsobong and Young Master Jangseongsa?”
    

    
      “I told you everyone was fine.”
    

    
      But the Vice Director asked questions and then didn’t listen.
    

    
      “Ah, it’s not right for me to say this, but. Young Master Handangyudo can’t go on like this anymore.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “In the end, I have no choice but to tell the Virtuous Mothers. Young Master Handangyudo can no longer—”
    

    
      No longer?
    

    
      He can’t attend class with the others?
    

    
      No, no.
    

    
      “That’s why I’ve decided to visit student Handangyudo’s house today.”
    

    
      “What?!”
    

    
      The Vice Director seemed to hear selectively.
    

    
      He heard my last words perfectly and looked this way.
    

    
      “I asked a clerk to send someone before coming to the academic affairs office. A home visit is necessary.”
    

    
      “Hey, by whose authority?”
    

    
      “Didn’t I, the instructor, agree to take responsibility?”
    

    
      “Responsibility. Hmm. But…”
    

    
      “Then will you, the Vice Director, take responsibility for the class?”
    

    
      “Ugh.”
    

    
      His reaction is amusing.
    

    
      He took two steps back as if he had really been poked by something.
    

    
      “No, that’s not it. What are you going to say when you go there?”
    

    
      “I will just talk about the student.”
    

    
      Stories like, there is a way to remove the turbid energy.
    

    
      I didn't feel the need to inform the Vice Director. I just stood there with a ‘what are you going to do about it’ attitude.
    

    
      Then the Vice Director also stared at my face.
    

    
      He seemed to be going through many deliberations. In the end, he nodded.
    

    
      “It might be for the best. If she hears it from the new instructor as well, Madam Yang will surely make a decision.”
    

    
      A decision.
    

    
      It would be to have him educated at home instead of sending him to the academy.
    

    
      “Or maybe not. She might try the last resort.”
    

    
      “What is this last resort? Many physicians have already visited that house for treatment.”
    

    
      “Physicians. Have they tried a method using martial arts?”
    

    
      They probably haven’t.
    

    
      “They are using it.”
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      “I said they are using it. A martial artist is staying at that house for Young Master Handangyudo. A renowned martial artist, at that.”
    

    
      “Renowned?”
    

    
      “Renowned. What’s the problem?”
    

    
      It is a problem.
    

    
      Even if one’s martial arts are profound, they might not know about turbid energy.
    

    
      I only know because I learned the Eight Trigram Unity Technique, which is sensitive to energy.
    

    
      But if so, what kind of treatment are they doing?
    

    
      And why has there been no treatment at all?
    

    
      “Oh, my, my, my.”
    

    
      “What. Why are you suddenly making such a scary face.”
    

    
      I could no longer hear the Vice Director’s words.
    

    
      “Renowned, my foot. Some quack must have attached himself to them.”
    

    
      The home visit might get a little intense.
    

    

  
    Chapter 78: Chapter 78

    
      Chapter 78: Receive My Logic
    

    
      The Han Family, the only family in the vicinity of Kaifeng that stood shoulder to shoulder with the Yeom family.
    

    
      However, the wives of the two families were complete opposites.
    

    
      Madam Hahou of the Yeom family always had a face full of spirit.
    

    
      Madam Yang of the Han family always had a face full of worries.
    

    
      “A home visit? Did our Dangyu cause some kind of trouble again?”
    

    
      The clerk from the academy bowed his head.
    

    
      “I understand that the young master went out for some air and came back.”
    

    
      Went out for some air.
    

    
      It was a roundabout, very roundabout way of putting it.
    

    
      Nevertheless, Madam Yang understood at once.
    

    
      “Again?”
    

    
      Her son had already stormed out of the training hall countless times.
    

    
      When it first happened, the academy instructors went looking for him.
    

    
      But even when they found Handangyudo, he would lie down on the spot if they tried to take him back to the academy.
    

    
      In the end, the academy instructors gave up.
    

    
      Next, they sent warriors who were familiar with her son, but they too gave up.
    

    
      Now, it was a situation where if he went out, they would just leave him alone until he returned on his own.
    

    
      It was a relief if he just kept to himself without harming the other children and came back after calming down.
    

    
      “Yes. It seems there was a small altercation with the other young masters and ladies.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      The clerk tried to shorten his words as much as possible, but.
    

    
      “Don’t hold back, tell me in detail. I need to know in order to sort things out.”
    

    
      At Madam Yang’s request, he relayed what had happened.
    

    
      “He fought with Sobong and Seongsa? And he pushed Uhye?”
    

    
      “I am very sorry.”
    

    
      Among the virtuous mothers, there were some wives who would get angry at the clerk delivering the news.
    

    
      Madam Yang had never done that, so the clerks did not feel burdened coming to this house.
    

    
      Rather, they felt sorry for the suffering Madam Yang.
    

    
      Such a Madam Yang was holding her forehead and struggling.
    

    
      The clerk, thinking it might help, also relayed what Jin Yeomyeong had said.
    

    
      “The instructor in charge of the class said that the young master returned to class and reconciled with the others. I heard this just before I came.”
    

    
      At the clerk's words, Madam Yang, who had briefly closed her eyes, opened them.
    

    
      However, her eyes were still dark.
    

    
      “The instructor spoke kindly. But I know. I know that such a thing could not have happened.”
    

    
      “No. It wasn't that he spoke kindly, the instructor was certain-”
    

    
      “Let's stop there. Thank you for delivering the news.”
    

    
      “Ah……. Yes.”
    

    
      The clerk recalled Jin Yeomyeong’s joyful face.
    

    
      He had said that the class with the children was fun. If the situation hadn't been resolved, he wouldn't have had such an expression.
    

    
      ‘Hurry up and come explain. So that this family’s worries can be lessened.’
    

    
      The clerk could not step in any further. He bowed and left the mansion.
    

    
      “Haa……”
    

    
      Madam Han, left alone, looked towards Handangyudo's room.
    

    
      He had come in with a smiling face, so she thought nothing had happened today.
    

    
      To think he had caused such an incident.
    

    
      He was a child who would usually come and tell her first if something bad happened.
    

    
      Why didn't he do that this time?
    

    
      Was it because he thought he had caused a big accident, or was he just not thinking?
    

    
      ‘He pushed the daughter of the Virtuous Mothers' Association Leader and came back…’
    

    
      Talk had been circulating in the Virtuous Mothers' Association for a while.
    

    
      The talk was that Handangyudo was a disturbance to the other children and should be expelled from the academy.
    

    
      Madam Yang had been thinking of following along if the atmosphere of the meeting went that way, but.
    

    
      For some reason, the Association Leader did not let that talk pass.
    

    
      Then the wives who followed the Association Leader’s will also stopped mentioning it.
    

    
      ‘But if even the Association Leader turns her back on us. Now there’s really nothing I can do.’
    

    
      Strangely, even though her son ran out of the academy like that, he was not on bad terms with the other children.
    

    
      That was the reason Madam Yang had held on.
    

    
      Because the children accepted him, because she didn’t want to take his friends away from her son.
    

    
      “Hmm……”
    

    
      As if to mock Madam Yang’s agony, Handangyudo’s cheerful voice could be heard.
    

    
      “Mother! Mother!”
    

    
      Thump, thump, thump, thump, the boy ran to Madam Han.
    

    
      “I forgot, the teacher is coming today!”
    

    
      There are other things to forget.
    

    
      Madam Yang was inwardly devastated, but she endured and smiled.
    

    
      “Really? What brings the teacher here? By any chance, can you tell me from the beginning?”
    

    
      “From the beginning?”
    

    
      “Yes. I want to hear from the beginning.”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      Handangyudo briefly recalled his memories.
    

    
      ‘Huh? What should I say first?’
    

    
      Neither Madam Yang nor Handangyudo himself could have known, but.
    

    
      Creeping.
    

    
      The turbid energy began to rise again in his mind.
    

    
      It would be good to say that they reconciled first. Then his mother would probably be happy.
    

    
      Despite clearly thinking that.
    

    
      “At first! I fought with Gunsobong and Brother Seongsa!”
    

    
      “What did you fight about?”
    

    
      “Huh? What did we fight about?”
    

    
      “I’ll wait. Think about it slowly.”
    

    
      “Did they hit me?”
    

    
      Madam Yang waited as she had promised.
    

    
      “I fought because they hit me.”
    

    
      Handangyudo now knew that they had touched him, not hit him.
    

    
      The new teacher had told him.
    

    
      Reaching.
    

    
      But since he had to say it from the beginning, he planned to say that he had learned this later.
    

    
      Maybe it would be okay to say it first?
    

    
      The turbid energy covered this thought.
    

    
      “So I left the academy.”
    

    
      “By any chance, when you were leaving……”
    

    
      “Uhye tried to stop me, so I pushed her.”
    

    
      He had apologized, and Yeom Uhye had accepted his apology.
    

    
      Should I say this later too?
    

    
      It's so confusing.
    

    
      Suddenly, his mother's dark expression came into Handangyudo's sight.
    

    
      “Ah……”
    

    
      The turbid energy is rising.
    

    
      He can't concentrate on what he was saying.
    

    
      ‘What was I trying to say?’
    

    
      While thinking about what he was trying to say.
    

    
      ‘What's for dinner tonight?’
    

    
      He had already moved on to another thought.
    

    
      ‘Ah, no? What was I thinking about?’
    

    
      He forgot what he was thinking about.
    

    
      He knows he forgot.
    

    
      So he feels bad.
    

    
      He forgot, but he doesn't know what he forgot.
    

    
      His thoughts came to a complete stop, and he didn't know what to say.
    

    
      “That's what happened.”
    

    
      In the end, he finished his story.
    

    
      The apology, the reconciliation, and the new teacher never came out of his mouth.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Mother and son, lost in their own minds, were both silent.
    

    
      And at this moment.
    

    
      “Madam, what are you hesitating about.”
    

    
      A thick voice was heard.
    

    
      “Ah, Master Jang.”
    

    
      “Master Jang……”
    

    
      The wife's and Handangyudo's heads turned at the same time.
    

    
      There stood Master Jang, Jang Maenghu.
    

    
      “I heard that a message came from the academy and came to see. So that’s what happened.”
    

    
      Jang Maenghu was the martial artist in charge of Handangyudo's treatment.
    

    
      He had inherited the traditions of the Jiangxi Shanghui Temple and possessed renowned martial arts.
    

    
      It was said that his pure martial arts were effective for children like Handangyudo who were easily confused.
    

    
      However, in Handangyudo's case, it was taking a little longer.
    

    
      “The young master can only get better if you do as I have told you.”
    

    
      “Yes……”
    

    
      Master Jang looked at Handangyudo heavily.
    

    
      “Young master, it didn't work with my previous teachings, so it can't be helped.”
    

    
      “What? What is it?”
    

    
      “Even if it is a little harsh, please bear with it.”
    

    
      “What? What is it?”
    

    
      Master Jang looked at the wife this time.
    

    
      “I told you that a drastic measure was needed, right? Now is that time.”
    

    
      “But.”
    

    
      When Handangyudo showed no improvement, Master Jang had made a suggestion to the wife.
    

    
      It was to change the policy.
    

    
      - Harsh corporal punishment will have to be used.
    

    
      - What? On Dangyu? If it's a necessary punishment, I will do it, but harsh corporal punishment?
    

    
      - There are many paths to teaching. Young Master Dangyu is unable to recall the teachings when he needs to make a choice. A punishment strong enough that he has no choice but to recall them is necessary.
    

    
      - What level of corporal punishment are you talking about?
    

    
      - It's simple. Slap his cheek until he cries.
    

    
      - What?
    

    
      Master Jang was now urging the implementation of that policy.
    

    
      But Madam Yang couldn't help but hesitate.
    

    
      She knew that a drastic measure was needed, but wasn't slapping his cheek until he cried too much?
    

    
      “No. That's a bit……”
    

    
      “Huu, I knew you would hesitate.”
    

    
      Madam Yang couldn’t do it. Just imagining it made her breath tremble.
    

    
      To strike her own child’s cheek with her own hands like that.
    

    
      Such an education is impossible—
    

    
      “Then I will do it instead.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Madam Yang looked back and forth between Master Jang and Handangyudo.
    

    
      “I will take on the difficult role. So please leave it to me.”
    

    
      “Master Jang, you're a martial artist. If you do that—”
    

    
      “Of course, I will control my strength.”
    

    
      “But….”
    

    
      “Madam, isn’t it already dangerous because of today’s incident?”
    

    
      Master Jang said firmly.
    

    
      “What will you do if things get bigger than today?”
    

    
      It was a worry Madam Yang had been having. Master Jang touched on that worry.
    

    
      Madam Yang’s mind was as confused as if it had been filled with turbid energy.
    

    
      She didn't know what was good for her child.
    

    
      Would it be okay if he could fix his attitude and stay with his friends at the academy, even if it meant being punished?
    

    
      But that punishment was so harsh that she couldn't carry it out herself, and would the child be okay after receiving the punishment?
    

    
      Confusion, and more confusion.
    

    
      “Madam.”
    

    
      Master Jang nodded with an expression that seemed to understand everything.
    

    
      The physicians who had been brought in to treat her child had all left. It was a blessing in itself that a renowned martial artist had come as a teacher.
    

    
      “Please leave it to me.”
    

    
      There was no one else who asked to be entrusted with this.
    

    
      “It will definitely be effective.”
    

    
      There was no one else who guaranteed effectiveness.
    

    
      The wife remained frozen in confusion.
    

    
      Master Jang turned his body to Handangyudo.
    

    
      “Young master, clench your teeth.”
    

    
      “N-no! I don't want to!”
    

    
      Handangyudo instinctively realized the harm that was about to be inflicted on him.
    

    
      “I said I don't want to!”
    

    
      Thump, thump, he tried to run away, but.
    

    
      He was easily caught by Master Jang’s hand.
    

    
      “No! I said I don't want to!”
    

    
      “Young master, forgive me!”
    

    
      Master Jang’s large hand was raised high, and then.
    

    
      It came down.
    

    
      -down.
    

    
      “Ugh?!”
    

    
      Someone caught it.
    

    
      “Wh-who are you!”
    

    
      He hadn't even noticed their presence, and they had even easily caught his hand.
    

    
      Master Jang was flustered and shouted.
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      Looking at the expression of the person who appeared, it was not the time to question who they were.
    

    
      The person who appeared asked instead.
    

    
      “Who are you.”
    

    
      He looked at Master Jang with blazing, burning eyes.
    

    
      “To let a child’s scream reach my ears.”
    

    
      He had come to the main gate of the Han family and announced his arrival.
    

    
      When the gate opened and he could see inside, he had habitually used his Eight Sensations, and a sound that couldn’t help but rush into Jin Yeomyeong’s ears was heard.
    

    
      The sound of a child shouting that they didn't want to.
    

    
      “Teacher!”
    

    
      The child's cry now contained a completely different emotion.
    

    
      The emotion of reaching out to an adult who had come to save him.
    

    
      “Teacher?”
    

    
      Master Jang quickly used the Whip Hand to shake off Jin Yeomyeong's hand.
    

    
      “The Ink Sword Great Hero of Luoyang, I have heard much of your reputation.”
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong’s eyes as he looked at him were still cold.
    

    
      “Calm down. I raised my hand out of necessity to treat the young master.”
    

    
      “Treatment?”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      Master Jang calmed his flustered heart.
    

    
      Just from the single exchange of hands, he could tell Jin Yeomyeong's martial prowess. If they fought, he would lose.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      “I have heard that the Ink Sword Great Hero is a man who knows propriety.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “If you wish to stop me, you will have to refute my educational and therapeutic measures.”
    

    
      “Refute?”
    

    
      “Isn't that natural? If you wish to stop a treatment, you must state your reasons and argue them.”
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong nodded.
    

    
      “That is true.”
    

    
      “Do you understand? Your martial arts may be profound, but you should not stop a treatment so abruptly like this.”
    

    
      Master Jang straightened his posture and looked at Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      Not like a martial artist, but like a debater.
    

    
      He was probably confident in what he had to say.
    

    
      And Jin Yeomyeong also had a lot to say about the treatment of turbid energy.
    

    
      Hadn't he already calmed Handangyudo once?
    

    
      If he developed his logic based on that experience, the listener would surely be convinced.
    

    
      So after standing opposite Master Jang.
    

    
      “Receive my logic.”
    

    
      He sent a palm strike without warning.
    

    
      Twaaack.
    

    
      “Guk!”
    

    
      Master Jang was hit hard on the cheek and sent flying backward.
    

    
      Kudangtang.
    

    
      Several chairs were caught and sent flying.
    

    
      Kuang.
    

    
      Master Jang was slammed into the wall.
    

    
      He was crumpled up with his head down and his butt up.
    

    
      “You received it well.”
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong raised his hand and approached.
    

    
      “I will continue to develop my logic.”
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      Chapter 79: The Duty of an Adult
    

    
      A surprise attack is a beautiful thing.
    

    
      Master Jang, crumpled against the wall, tried to leap up, but.
    

    
      “A flawless logical development!”
    

    
      Peong.
    

    
      He was pushed back and fell again while trying to counter the palm strike I extended.
    

    
      He tried to get up again, but this time too.
    

    
      “A meticulous logical development!”
    

    
      “Keuhak!”
    

    
      This time, I put more inner energy into it, so he even coughed up blood from the internal injury.
    

    
      “Cough. What is this. Attacking so suddenly!”
    

    
      “How is my logic?”
    

    
      “Logic? This is a palm technique, not logic.”
    

    
      “Isn't the logic of martial arts, Martial Logic, also logic? If the logic isn't right, you'll go straight into qi deviation.”
    

    
      “…Huh?”
    

    
      Master Jang had a dazed expression for a moment.
    

    
      To bring him to his senses, I had no choice but to send another palm strike.
    

    
      “A groundbreaking logical development!”
    

    
      “Guk?!”
    

    
      “And what if it's not logic. You deserve to be hit.”
    

    
      “What. I, I was trying to treat the young master…”
    

    
      Oh, right. Handangyudo was watching.
    

    
      “Madam Yang, please cover Dangyu’s eyes and ears.”
    

    
      And then I focused on Master Jang again.
    

    
      There was a reason I had gone this far on our first meeting.
    

    
      “You charlatan.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      I hit him, I exchanged palm strikes with him, and I also sensed him with my Eight Sensations.
    

    
      “You haven't learned an orthodox martial art, have you? It's a jumble. You're not a disciple of Buddhism, are you?”
    

    
      I heard from the Vice Director before I came.
    

    
      That Master Jang was said to have inherited the traditions of the Jiangxi Shanghui Temple.
    

    
      However, I couldn't find a trace of the One Yang energy characteristic of Buddhist inner energy in Master Jang.
    

    
      It was just a jumble.
    

    
      That wasn't the only evidence that he was a charlatan.
    

    
      “No matter how far Buddhism has spread and created sects throughout the world. Bringing a child back to his senses by slapping his cheek? You're mad. Absolutely mad. You want me to believe that?”
    

    
      Throughout my entire life, no Buddhist martial artist had ever thought like that.
    

    
      Recommending a slap to the cheek as a way to discipline a ten-year-old child—
    

    
      “Is that something an adult should do, let alone a martial artist?”
    

    
      Here is another bad adult. I didn't hold back and slapped his cheek.
    

    
      Paaak.
    

    
      Did I put too much strength into it?
    

    
      It wasn't the sound of hitting flesh, but the sound of something breaking.
    

    
      “Geok.”
    

    
      Master Jang’s eyes rolled back, and he lost consciousness completely.
    

    
      From behind me, Madam Yang cried out softly.
    

    
      “Stop! He is a renowned martial artist we brought in to treat Dangyu.”
    

    
      I turned to look at her and saw that the Han family's warriors, who had appeared at some point, were surrounding her.
    

    
      “Did you not hear my conversation with Master Jang? Please check this man's origins once more. It will probably be different from what is known.”
    

    
      “Different?”
    

    
      “His inner energy itself is not pure. Please investigate thoroughly.”
    

    
      And then I was about to turn back to beat up Master Jang some more.
    

    
      ‘Hmm?’
    

    
      My eyes suddenly met with those of the family warriors.
    

    
      Why those looks?
    

    
      Those looks are—
    

    
      ‘Are they grateful to me?’
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      I bypassed them, appeared before their mistress, and beat up the family's master?
    

    
      But just as my eyes had met theirs, the meaning dawned on me.
    

    
      “Madam Yang. Did you usually trust this man?”
    

    
      “What? Of course.”
    

    
      “Completely?”
    

    
      “He was the only martial artist who would take care of Dangyu.”
    

    
      “So the family warriors knew but couldn't say anything.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Twaack.
    

    
      I slapped the unconscious Master Jang’s cheek one more time.
    

    
      “As warriors of a prestigious family, their skills must be considerable. They must have had doubts about this man's identity. But since their master and mistress trusted him, they couldn't speak up. Isn't that right?”
    

    
      They must have been so frustrated all this time. I deliberately threw a question to let the warriors speak up.
    

    
      One of the older warriors stepped in front of Madam Han and bowed deeply.
    

    
      “I apologize. We could not speak because you were leaning on him for support.”
    

    
      “Th-that……”
    

    
      The parents, who were going through a hard time worrying about their child, were leaning on him for support.
    

    
      The family warriors had also been hesitant to take away that support.
    

    
      I had a guess and asked the older warrior’s back.
    

    
      “I intervened before this man could act. But what if I hadn't?”
    

    
      “We would have stepped in ourselves.”
    

    
      The older warrior glanced at me over his shoulder and added a word.
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      Just as I thought.
    

    
      No one had stopped me from rushing in here.
    

    
      It was partly because my movement arts were fast, but the family warriors had also deliberately let me through.
    

    
      From this, I could tell the virtue of Mr. and Mrs. Han.
    

    
      The attitude of the warriors now could not be explained by a master-servant relationship alone. They had hesitated to speak out of genuine concern for the couple.
    

    
      And this man named Master Jang.
    

    
      “Trying to swindle parents who are going through a hard time.”
    

    
      Paaaak.
    

    
      I hit his head one more time.
    

    
      Did I hit him too hard?
    

    
      No. I don't care.
    

    
      If you were going to hit a child's cheek, then you should offer up an adult's head.
    

    
      I remember the old days.
    

    
      I too had met such people.
    

    
      Although I relied on the Alliance for collecting spiritual medicine, I also sought them out privately.
    

    
      False rumors and fake spiritual medicines flooded in.
    

    
      When you're that desperate, you can't even ward off such things.
    

    
      Some of them were so plausible that they made me waste my efforts.
    

    
      When I came home after a futile effort and saw Taebok’s face.
    

    
      I really—
    

    
      “Really. This kind of guy. Where, where do they keep coming from.”
    

    
      Paaak, paaak, paaak, paaak.
    

    
      Remembering those days makes my hands rough.
    

    
      “Huuuu. Consider yourself lucky that the child is here.”
    

    
      Still, I did stop.
    

    
      If Handangyudo hadn't been here, I might not have been able to stop.
    

    
      It seems he's already a bit of a bloody mess.
    

    
      Well, that much is fine.
    

    
      Now, let me compose myself.
    

    
      “Madam Yang.”
    

    
      The wife was covering Handangyudo’s eyes and ears well.
    

    
      The older family warrior raised his hand toward me.
    

    
      “Ink Sword Hero, just a moment.”
    

    
      Some of the family warriors moved quickly and carried Master Jang out.
    

    
      Paaak, paaak, paaak.
    

    
      The sound of slapping from the direction they left must be my imagination.
    

    
      “Madam Yang, you may now free student Handangyudo's eyes and ears.”
    

    
      The wife removed her hands and the hem of her skirt from the child.
    

    
      Blink, blink.
    

    
      The little boy just blinked, not knowing what was going on.
    

    
      Right, it's better that you don't know what just happened.
    

    
      “Let’s sort out the situation.”
    

    
      I’m glad I visited today.
    

    
      After seeing Master Jang, I felt that way even more.
    

    
      The treatment, I’ll do it.
    

    
      “Today at the academy, student Handangyudo became enraged and left the training hall. A small misunderstanding led to a fight.”
    

    
      Madam Yang, despite her confusion, focused on my words as her son's matter was mentioned.
    

    
      “I followed him and talked with student Handangyudo. Dangyu calmed down, returned to the academy, and reconciled with his friends.”
    

    
      “Is it true that he returned and reconciled?”
    

    
      “Of course. It is an undeniable fact.”
    

    
      Madam Yang’s eyes widened.
    

    
      “An undeniable fact…”
    

    
      She seemed to not believe it.
    

    
      Handangyudo just happily hugged his mother.
    

    
      “The teacher! He wiggled, and I felt better.”
    

    
      “Wiggled? Do you mean he danced?”
    

    
      “He waved his hands too!”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      “He hugged me!”
    

    
      “!”
    

    
      Madam Yang covered her mouth in surprise.
    

    
      “The teacher hugged you? An adult other than your mom and dad? And you felt okay?”
    

    
      “Yeah! I felt good!”
    

    
      She had said that Handangyyudo would get angry if someone even touched him slightly.
    

    
      So Madam Yang couldn't help but be surprised to hear that I had calmed him down by hugging him.
    

    
      “His embrace was warm, but… uung, I felt refreshed?”
    

    
      So that's how it was.
    

    
      That’s how it felt to this child.
    

    
      “I cleared away a little of the turbid energy that was covering student Handangyudo.”
    

    
      “Turbid energy?”
    

    
      “Yes. I don’t know how it came about, but I was definitely able to clear it away.”
    

    
      “!”
    

    
      Alright, then.
    

    
      Now for today’s purpose.
    

    
      “I might be able to clear away the turbid energy completely.”
    

    
      Energy Guidance and Exercise spanning my past and present lives.
    

    
      The experience of entering and coming out of the Primordial Chaos.
    

    
      If I mobilize these, I can do it.
    

    
      I am confident.
    

    
      “Will you entrust him to me?”
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      Madam Yang immediately sent a message to her husband, Hansagwang.
    

    
      I don't know what he was doing, but he returned to the mansion right away. As the head of the Han family, he must be an unusually busy man.
    

    
      After hearing the whole story, Hansagwang sat his son on his lap.
    

    
      “Dangyu, did you understand the teacher’s explanation about the treatment?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      Hansagwang smiled.
    

    
      “Then what should we do? I think Dangyu has to want to be treated.”
    

    
      “I want to!”
    

    
      “You want to? Even though you didn't understand?”
    

    
      Handangyudo looked up at his father and smiled.
    

    
      “My head felt clear.”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      “I didn't really know.”
    

    
      “Right.”
    

    
      “My head felt like a clean mirror. When I asked Uhye, she said my head was clear.”
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      “I want my head to be clear again.”
    

    
      Hansagwang slowly lowered his head and touched his forehead to his son’s.
    

    
      “Then we must do it.”
    

    
      Hansagwang, who had been sitting with his son like that for a while, raised his face.
    

    
      “Master Jin, I will entrust him to you.”
    

    
      And he bowed his head once more.
    

    
      This time, it was to greet me.
    

    
      “I ask this of you.”
    

    
      Even without saying much, his heart was conveyed.
    

    
      Because I am a father too.
    

    
      “I understand.”
    

    
      I didn't say much either.
    

    
      I just took Handangyudo and headed to the Han family's training hall.
    

    
      The autumn sky I looked up at on the way was exceptionally clear.
    

    
      Let’s make Handangyudo’s mind as clear as that.
    

    
      “Now, let’s go in.”
    

    
      With the family warriors surrounding the training hall like an iron wall, guarding it.
    

    
      I placed the palm of my hand on Handangyudo’s back inside.
    

    
      It begins now.
    

    
      “Just breathe comfortably. The teacher will take care of the rest.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      This is different from Energy Guidance and Exercise.
    

    
      This is the task of driving out the turbid energy from within the child.
    

    
      You can think of it as cleaning the blood vessels with the energy of nature.
    

    
      If I draw in the energy of nature too strongly, the blood vessels will be damaged, and if it's too weak, the turbid energy will remain.
    

    
      Slowly.
    

    
      I drew the energy of nature in through the palm of my hand.
    

    
      I tried to push the turbid energy to gauge its strength.
    

    
      How can a small ten-year-old body be so full of turbid energy?
    

    
      The roots are not deep, but it has settled widely. The blood vessels throughout his body are overflowing with turbid energy.
    

    
      Anger rises without a target.
    

    
      My anger becomes the foundation for the circulation of the Eight Trigrams.
    

    
      Even if I haven't mastered all the Trigram Techniques, something like turbid energy is no match.
    

    
      Hwareuk.
    

    
      Burn what needs to be burned.
    

    
      Kkwareung.
    

    
      Scorch what needs to be scorched.
    

    
      I learned the Eight Trigram Unity Technique, defeated numerous enemies, and in the end, I cut down the Cult Leader.
    

    
      But here and now, I am treating a child.
    

    
      It is the same martial art, yet sometimes it is used to kill, and sometimes to heal.
    

    
      It is because I, the person who learned the martial art, have changed.
    

    
      I sent the energy of nature to every part of Handangyudo’s eight extraordinary meridians.
    

    
      When I reached his head, where the turbid energy was clumped and imprinted, I used the Kan Trigram Technique, the water's natural energy, to cleanly melt away the turbid energy all the way to the Baihui acupoint.
    

    
      “Haaa.”
    

    
      How is it?
    

    
      Did my Eight Trigram Unity Technique make the child's energy flow properly?
    

    
      “Huuuu.”
    

    
      Following me, a sigh flowed from the little boy’s mouth.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      The boy was silent after that and then suddenly opened his mouth.
    

    
      “Teacher.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “My head is clear.”
    

    
      It is clear.
    

    
      “That is your original self.”
    

    
      You have found yourself again.
    

    
      “And it will be so from now on.”
    

    
      “From now on?”
    

    
      “Yes. From now on.”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      “Really.”
    

    
      “For real?”
    

    
      “For real.”
    

    
      Handangyudo was silent again.
    

    
      But it is quiet here.
    

    
      The faint sound of the child sniffling can be heard.
    

    
      It is not a sad sound.
    

    
      Rather, it is a sweet sound.
    

    
      Because it is the sound that opens Handangyudo's clear future.
    

    
      The one word that was heard soon after made me smile.
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      Aigo.
    

    
      Thank you for what.
    

    
      It was the duty of an adult.
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      Chapter 80: A Good Time Has Come
    

    
      “Father! Mother!”
    

    
      Handangyudo immediately ran out of the training hall to find his parents.
    

    
      “Dangyu!”
    

    
      Hansagwang and his wife shot up from their seats at their son’s energetic voice.
    

    
      The two had been sitting on chairs placed right in front of the training hall.
    

    
      They must have been waiting anxiously.
    

    
      But it wasn't just the two of them.
    

    
      ‘Why are there so many people…’
    

    
      The area in front of the training hall was packed with people.
    

    
      Judging by their attire, it seemed that everyone, from relatives, retainers, and servants, had come to wait.
    

    
      They all broke into bright smiles upon seeing the approaching Handangyudo.
    

    
      “Oh, look at our nephew's face!”
    

    
      “It’s so obvious! Aigoo, young master! Finally!”
    

    
      “Head of the Han Family, congratulations! I can tell just by looking! The family’s long-cherished wish has been granted!”
    

    
      I know what they are seeing.
    

    
      Because I too had checked Handangyudo's face after removing the turbid energy.
    

    
      The turbid energy that had covered the child’s face, especially the murky veil over his eyes, was completely gone.
    

    
      In its place, his eyes were incredibly bright and sparkling!
    

    
      “My son!”
    

    
      “Truly, truly this is…”
    

    
      Amidst the downpour of congratulations, Handangyudo leaped into his parents’ arms.
    

    
      The couple embraced their son tightly.
    

    
      Both father and mother had tears welling up in their eyes. With those eyes, they caressed their son’s face, met his eyes, and hugged him again.
    

    
      Hmm.
    

    
      They look happy, maybe I should slip away.
    

    
      “Benefactor! Where is our benefactor?”
    

    
      The moment I thought of leaving, the couple quickly raised their heads.
    

    
      “Benefactor! How can we ever repay this grace!”
    

    
      Hansagwang rushed over to me and clasped my hands.
    

    
      “To think I was deceived by someone like Master Jang when there was such a person as you!”
    

    
      This time, Madam Han approached me with Dangyu.
    

    
      “It was my duty.”
    

    
      I smiled faintly and nodded.
    

    
      “No, but—”
    

    
      The couple and Handangyudo aside.
    

    
      “There’s no need for everyone to come flocking like this……”
    

    
      Weren’t all the people who were waiting coming towards me at once?
    

    
      “To think there was such a renowned martial artist! You are the benefactor of this Han Family!”
    

    
      “Thank you! The young master's face is brighter than ever before!”
    

    
      “This is something that even our martial arts could not accomplish. The Ink Sword Great Hero’s reputation is well-deserved!”
    

    
      “No! Isn’t it that his reputation fails to capture the reality!”
    

    
      “That's right, that's right! Let us all speak up. We must add to the Ink Sword Great Hero's reputation!”
    

    
      I was completely surrounded by people. Everyone was talking to me, shaking my hands, and even hugging me.
    

    
      But seeing their happy faces, I couldn’t just push them away and leave.
    

    
      Sensing my situation, Hansagwang stepped forward.
    

    
      “It is too crowded, and our benefactor will be uncomfortable. I will personally escort him, so everyone please step back. My lady, please take care of Dangyu.”
    

    
      “Yes, I will. Everyone! Shall we all take a walk in the rear garden with Dangyu?”
    

    
      The people, though reluctant, moved away from me.
    

    
      They also wanted to spend time with the new Handangyudo.
    

    
      As Madam Yang led them toward the rear garden.
    

    
      “Teacher! Take care!”
    

    
      Handangyudo came running over and hugged me.
    

    
      “Haha. Yes, have fun with your family, and let’s see each other again tomorrow.”
    

    
      “But, teacher.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      Dangyu looked up at me.
    

    
      “Then are you going to fix older brother Kang Yoohun too?”
    

    
      “Kang Yoohun?”
    

    
      “Yes! He was having a hard time too. He was growling and everything.”
    

    
      Growling.
    

    
      That feels different from turbid energy.
    

    
      “Then I must meet him. Don't worry.”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      For now, I'll just remember the name I heard.
    

    
      As I stood up, Hansagwang approached.
    

    
      “Please come this way.”
    

    
      He took my hand and personally led me to the guest hall.
    

    
      “Huu, forgive my presumptuousness, but the atmosphere of your family is truly harmonious. It seems Elder Han has led you with great virtue.”
    

    
      Seeing everyone so happy with one heart, I can clearly tell.
    

    
      “You flatter me. It’s just that it was a matter the family had been worrying about for so long.”
    

    
      Hansagwang’s face was also excited.
    

    
      He must want to spend time with his son too. He was here so as not to neglect his benefactor.
    

    
      Let’s just have a quick cup of tea and go back.
    

    
      Hansagwang with Handangyudo.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong with Jin Taebok.
    

    
      Each of us can have a good time.
    

    
      “This is top-grade Ujeon Tea.”
    

    
      The fragrant aroma rising from the teacup naturally relaxed my mood.
    

    
      Even the maids who brought the tea sent me looks of gratitude.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      Contrary to my plan of having a quick cup of tea and returning.
    

    
      “Benefactor. First, please receive my bow.”
    

    
      The great noble who shakes Kaifeng is about to bow to me.
    

    
      And why is this ‘first’?
    

    
      I, too, reached out my hand first.
    

    
      “I did not desire such courtesy. I only did what was my duty.”
    

    
      “Duty, you say.”
    

    
      “Because I am a martial artist of the White Path.”
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      Because I am just walking the path the White Path must walk.
    

    
      But Hansagwang seemed to think differently.
    

    
      “Even if you say you did not do it for a reward, the Han family has received too great a grace. Above all, as a father, I cannot stand still.”
    

    
      I am a father too, so I understand his feelings.
    

    
      But a bow is a bit embarrassing.
    

    
      “Benefactor. Is there anything you desire? Please allow me to express my gratitude in any way. I cannot let you leave just like this.”
    

    
      “As I said, I am a martial artist, so I did not do this for any particular reward… no, that’s not it.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      Today’s home visit was not intended from the beginning.
    

    
      But now that I'm here, there is no better pretext for reconnaissance.
    

    
      Since I don't know what situation the Rogues’ Guild Leader is in, I can't recklessly say I've come looking for him.
    

    
      What if I conduct this home visit at every house?
    

    
      Furthermore, the words Handangyudo said to me come to mind.
    

    
      He said a child named Kang Yoohun was ‘growling’.
    

    
      I need to visit that house as well.
    

    
      “By any chance, could you use your influence to allow me to make home visits to other houses?”
    

    
      “Home visits? You desire such a thing?”
    

    
      “Yes. I would like to know more about how the students spend their days, and what kind of people their parents are.”
    

    
      “I would grant you whatever you wish for. But home visits! You are truly a great teacher! The word instructor is not right. From now on, I will call you Great Hero, just as they do outside!”
    

    
      A great teacher.
    

    
      Great Hero.
    

    
      My conscience pricked me.
    

    
      No, but this much should be fine, right?
    

    
      “I understand. For that, I will have my wife speak about it at the Virtuous Mothers' Association. My wife will gladly agree. The Virtuous Mothers' Association will likely welcome it as well when they hear about today’s events.”
    

    
      “That would be good.”
    

    
      “Now, is there anything else you desire?”
    

    
      “What? Again?”
    

    
      “I can’t say I’ve done anything for you just by arranging the home visits!”
    

    
      And then, Hansagwang himself brought up a suggestion.
    

    
      “Great Hero.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “You are advertising a toothbrush, are you not?”
    

    
      “Uh.”
    

    
      A toothbrush.
    

    
      That’s right. I am advertising it.
    

    
      But why is a toothbrush coming up here?
    

    
      “I heard from my wife while waiting for Dangyu earlier. They say you took out a toothbrush at the selection tournament and are now called the Toothbrush Hero?”
    

    
      “Toothbrush Hero…. Yes, unintentionally.”
    

    
      It happened yesterday, but the news has spread like wildfire.
    

    
      I shouldn't underestimate the power of advertising.
    

    
      Contrary to my thoughts, Hansagwang's suggestion was a powerful one.
    

    
      “Our family has influence in the vicinity of Kaifeng. We will have the family purchase and distribute the toothbrushes.”
    

    
      “Distribute?”
    

    
      “If the Han family puts its weight behind it, Kaifeng will soon be using toothbrushes regularly. We will have the trading company you are advertising for supply the goods.”
    

    
      Golden Cloud Trading is my financial backer.
    

    
      If it helps Golden Cloud Trading take a leap forward into the world, there was no need to refuse.
    

    
      “This is unexpected……. Thank you.”
    

    
      “Also, also, if there is anything else you desire, please tell me.”
    

    
      “Again?”
    

    
      Even after promising to distribute the toothbrushes in Kaifeng, Hansagwang was restless, unable to do more for me.
    

    
      Uh, then.
    

    
      I'll ask for this.
    

    
      “If I send you a list of spiritual medicines later, could you look for them?”
    

    
      “Spiritual medicines. As a martial artist, it's only natural.”
    

    
      That’s not the reason, but.
    

    
      The search for spiritual medicines was something I had to ask of anyone.
    

    
      “Please send me the list. There are merchants who cater only to families like ours, so I will look into it.”
    

    
      I had heard of it before.
    

    
      They say there are merchants who sell luxury goods only to the noble families. Couldn't such a merchant also sell spiritual medicines?
    

    
      “Is that all? Now, please tell me more.”
    

    
      Hansagwang's eyes continued to sparkle.
    

    
      He didn't mind my requests.
    

    
      He didn't seem burdened at all.
    

    
      So I won’t say that’s enough.
    

    
      “Yes, well……. We can talk about it gradually.”
    

    
      There is much to do in the future.
    

    
      I don't know what might happen on the spiritual medicine journey.
    

    
      There's no harm in having the power of a great noble behind me, is there?
    

    
      “Bring it!”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      But Hansagwang himself didn't stop there either.
    

    
      “Benefactor. In the Kaifeng noble family complex, it is forbidden to give money privately to the instructors of the academy.”
    

    
      “Yes, that would be so. If you did, discipline would quickly crumble.”
    

    
      “That is right. Therefore.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      “Please accept it secretly.”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      As if he had been on standby, a servant appeared as soon as he was called.
    

    
      He was carrying a single waistcoat.
    

    
      Struggling.
    

    
      “Thank you, Great Hero.”
    

    
      Even that servant thanked me and disappeared.
    

    
      “This is……”
    

    
      “The lining of the waistcoat is special.”
    

    
      There was a reason he had struggled.
    

    
      “There’s something hard and heavy inside.”
    

    
      “It also sparkles. Yellowly.”
    

    
      I tore the inside of the waistcoat just a little.
    

    
      A brilliant golden light greeted me.
    

    
      It meant that the inside of the waistcoat was filled with gold bars.
    

    
      How much is this?
    

    
      “It is just a piece of clothing. Please wear it and go.”
    

    
      “Eh—”
    

    
      I was slightly conflicted, but.
    

    
      “W-well, then.”
    

    
      The more money I prepare for purchasing spiritual medicines, the better.
    

    
      Hansagwang still urged me on.
    

    
      “If there is anything you need, you must tell me. You must.”
    

    
      “Yes, I will do so.”
    

    
      If this is his joy.
    

    
      As I put on the waistcoat, I asked without much thought.
    

    
      “Did you prepare this while I was in the training hall?”
    

    
      “That is correct.”
    

    
      “What would you have done if you had prepared this and the result was not what you wanted?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      What came back was silence.
    

    
      Wondering if I had said something wrong, I looked at him.
    

    
      “Benefactor.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      Hansagwang suddenly straightened his posture.
    

    
      The atmosphere had changed.
    

    
      Not an excited face, but somewhere…
    

    
      Relief… no, a slightly different expression…
    

    
      “I had all sorts of thoughts outside the training hall.”
    

    
      He continued.
    

    
      “I had agreed, and Dangyu had wanted it too. But still, I could not calm my heart.”
    

    
      It must have been so.
    

    
      Although I had cleared Handangyudo's turbid energy during class, I was someone he had met for the first time today.
    

    
      He had entrusted his child to such a person and was waiting outside.
    

    
      How could his heart be calm?
    

    
      “If things go wrong, then what do I do, such thoughts kept coming to me.”
    

    
      I had been like that too.
    

    
      Before my regression, what if I can't find all the spiritual medicines, what if the Energy Guidance and Exercise goes wrong, I lived with all sorts of thoughts.
    

    
      Every time I lay down to sleep, those thoughts would creep up, and I would fight with them for a long time.
    

    
      “To get a hold of my agitated heart, I deliberately thought only of a good outcome. I pictured Dangyu walking out with a smile, and things turning out just as you had said, benefactor.”
    

    
      That’s right.
    

    
      I had also pictured Taebok fully recovered and playing together.
    

    
      Not coughing, not lying down from fatigue, running with a bright smile, and me running after him.
    

    
      “As I did that, I ended up picturing everyone celebrating together, and even expressing my gratitude to you, benefactor. That's why I had it prepared.”
    

    
      This is also right.
    

    
      I too…
    

    
      had pictured everyone celebrating with the martial artists I knew, and expressing my gratitude to the Divine Physician.
    

    
      Although that time had not come for me.
    

    
      It came for Hansagwang.
    

    
      “Head of the Han Family. You would have done so even if I hadn't said it, but please spend a lot of time with Dangyu from now on.”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      “Now Dangyu will be able to do everything more joyfully. Please go out and play here and there.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “If he wants to study together, study with him, and if he wants to move his body, do it with him.”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      “Please have a good time with your child.”
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      That time had not come.
    

    
      That's why I came back.
    

    
      Because I wanted to have that time.
    

    
      But as I walked the path of the White Path.
    

    
      I had also become someone who could give that time to others.
    

    
      “May I return now?”
    

    
      I want to go back.
    

    
      I want to see our little flying boy.
    

    
      I too will have a good time with Taebok today.
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      Chapter 81: An Unexpected Event
    

    
      “I missed my baby.”
    

    
      I lifted Taebok into my arms.
    

    
      His quietly open eyes, moist and clear, look at me.
    

    
      It’s still a time when objects don’t yet form clearly in his eyes. And yet, I feel as if Taebok is looking at me, and I can’t tear my eyes away.
    

    
      I bring my face a little closer and whisper.
    

    
      “Yes, your father is back.”
    

    
      When I returned to the inn from the Han family’s residence, Taebok had just finished a full meal of his mother’s milk.
    

    
      Surprisingly, a newborn baby is quite thin. They start to gain weight after they begin to feed on their mother’s milk.
    

    
      Now, more than a fortnight after he started his first feeding, Taebok’s baby fat was also becoming plump and fair.
    

    
      “Get plump and chubby.”
    

    
      Isn’t it that a baby should be plump and chubby?
    

    
      When I hear the word ‘baby,’ the soft flesh that covers the whole body comes to mind first.
    

    
      The chubby flesh, enough to form folds here and there, is heartwarming just to look at.
    

    
      Moreover, it’s not just good to look at.
    

    
      The plump flesh serves to protect the baby’s body in place of the still-developing bones and muscles.
    

    
      So, I have no choice but to feed him.
    

    
      And I have no choice but to be happy watching him eat.
    

    
      A parent’s love becomes mother’s milk, and also flesh, to protect the baby.
    

    
      A parent’s love envelops the baby.
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      Taebok is steadily heading towards that body.
    

    
      Thank you for eating up your father and mother’s love so well.
    

    
      I was worried because you couldn’t eat in the beginning due to the severed meridians, but thank you for eating up so much love like this.
    

    
      Did he understand his father’s heart?
    

    
      Hejuk.
    

    
      Taebok gave a newborn smile.
    

    
      I smile too.
    

    
      “Do you feel so tender every time you look at him?”
    

    
      Beside me, Jayeong was also smiling.
    

    
      “Is that how I look?”
    

    
      “Yes. You look incredibly tender.”
    

    
      Tender.
    

    
      It can’t be helped.
    

    
      Because we were separated once and met again.
    

    
      “Somehow, it feels like that. As if I had lost him and found him again.”
    

    
      “Lost him? What a strange thing to say. That will never happen.”
    

    
      “Right? As long as I’m here, I will never let that happen.”
    

    
      “I’m here too.”
    

    
      “Right, the two of us.”
    

    
      Even if it means turning back time.
    

    
      Jayeong and I will be by Taebok’s side.
    

    
      Even while walking a new path, meeting new people, and doing new things.
    

    
      “You’ve accomplished something really big today. To think that the achievement of martial arts is also effective in treating turbid energy.”
    

    
      “Right? I also feel very rewarded today.”
    

    
      “How troubled Mr. and Mrs. Han must have been all this time. From your story, they seem like good parents.”
    

    
      In the way the couple treated Handangyudo, I could feel not only affection but also their character.
    

    
      “They are a good father and mother. They seem like good people too. They will probably try to grant my request.”
    

    
      When I said I was going back to see my child, Hansagwang didn’t hold me back any longer.
    

    
      Madam Yang and Handangyudo also saw me off.
    

    
      At that time, Madam Yang said she would definitely make the home visits happen.
    

    
      “Home visits are an ideal pretext for finding where Brother is hiding. Just wait a little longer. I will definitely find him.”
    

    
      “Okay, I’m counting on you.”
    

    
      The Han family was easy to visit. Because of what Handangyudo had done during the day.
    

    
      But what about the other families? Would they accept it so easily?
    

    
      There would be families who look down on a new instructor from the academy as a subordinate, and families who consider him an outsider.
    

    
      Madam Yang would probably make it possible for me to enter all those families.
    

    
      “But you know.”
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      “I thought the Virtuous Mothers' Association was in perfect control, but it seems various things have been happening inside the complex.”
    

    
      “That might be why they control it even more. They probably don’t want the things happening inside to be known outside.”
    

    
      Jayeong slowly nodded at my answer, and then.
    

    
      “That person, the Virtuous Mothers' Association Leader, from last time. How do you think she will take what you’ve done?”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “There are people who hate anything that’s outside their plan, unconditionally.”
    

    
      “Even if it’s a good thing. I understand now.”
    

    
      That’s right.
    

    
      If the desire for control is excessive, one becomes unable to accept anything that deviates from that control.
    

    
      The Association Leader is no ordinary person.
    

    
      But because she is an outstanding person, there are traps she is more likely to fall into.
    

    
      Having to hold everything in her own hands is one of those traps.
    

    
      I have seen sect leaders who ruin their sects with this kind of behavior.
    

    
      By trying to handle everything themselves, they kill the vitality of the sect.
    

    
      Whatever the Association Leader’s choice, I will see my will through.
    

    
      But the atmosphere of the complex will change.
    

    
      “I wonder how it will be.”
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      And at this moment.
    

    
      There was a person who showed a resolute decisiveness that would have surprised Jin Yeomyeong if he had known.
    

    
      It was none other than Handangyudo’s mother, Madam Yang.
    

    
      “Now, please eat a lot.”
    

    
      Madam Yang moved without hesitation to grant the benefactor’s request.
    

    
      She immediately sent out invitations to the wives of the Virtuous Mothers' Association for a banquet.
    

    
      It was a sudden proposal from Madam Yang, who usually did not put herself forward.
    

    
      The virtuous mothers, though surprised, attended the banquet with curiosity.
    

    
      And they saw a shocking sight.
    

    
      No, they even touched it.
    

    
      “Oh my…. Dangyu. You look so different.”
    

    
      “Dangyu, would you like to eat this jelly?”
    

    
      “You’re so cute. Can I touch your cheek?”
    

    
      The face of Madam Yang, which had always been shadowed, was now bright.
    

    
      Handangyudo, sitting on her lap, was looking around at the virtuous mothers with a bright and intelligent face.
    

    
      This was a child who was difficult to even talk to. He would often mumble incoherently and then disappear.
    

    
      Let alone touching his cheek. He used to get angry if someone so much as touched him slightly.
    

    
      But what about now?
    

    
      “Yes, my cheek is right here. Poo-poo.”
    

    
      Madam Yang’s child has changed.
    

    
      In utter shock, the wives exchanged glances.
    

    
      And everyone couldn’t help but be curious.
    

    
      “Is this really……”
    

    
      “Is it true?”
    

    
      “Did Instructor Jin Yeomyeong really do this?”
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      A martial artist who had just set foot in the academy today had accomplished this?
    

    
      No matter how famous he was in Luoyang.
    

    
      This was on a different level from his reputation as a martial artist.
    

    
      How much effort had the Han family put in?
    

    
      And he did it not in a year, not in a month, but in a single day.
    

    
      It wasn't even a full day.
    

    
      “He succeeded in the treatment in about the time it takes to eat a meal.”
    

    
      About the time it takes to eat a meal.
    

    
      To think it took only that much time for the Han family to be filled with joy.
    

    
      “How can that be……”
    

    
      “Was he a person of such great skill?”
    

    
      Admiration naturally flowed over the banquet table.
    

    
      Madam Yang nodded with satisfaction at the atmosphere of the gathering.
    

    
      “I thought you wouldn’t believe it with words alone, so I wanted to show you Dangyu’s appearance. That’s why I hastily gathered you all here.”
    

    
      “The teacher is the best!”
    

    
      Handangyudo shouted loudly from her lap. This child was the proof of Jin Yeomyeong’s skill.
    

    
      “Now, Dangyu. Would you like to go out and play with your father for a while?”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      The wives watched the back of Handangyudo running out until he was out of sight.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Now, only the virtuous mothers remained.
    

    
      Madam Yang looked at the Association Leader.
    

    
      She thought she would speak up by now.
    

    
      But she couldn’t just wait.
    

    
      “We have tried various treatments until now. Among them, the treatment through martial arts was entrusted to Master Jang.”
    

    
      Though her tone was calm, the years of hardship were melted into it.
    

    
      Although they were a prestigious family that held sway over the Kaifeng area, Madam Yang had lived without making any particular remarks in the Virtuous Mothers' Association.
    

    
      But now that she opened her mouth, her solid side as a pillar supporting the prestigious family along with her husband, the family head, was revealed.
    

    
      “Master Jang was introduced by Madam Jeong. I should have looked into it more myself. Master Jang was a charlatan with an unclear background.”
    

    
      The gathering stirred.
    

    
      The motto of the Virtuous Mothers' Association was perfect control. But a charlatan?
    

    
      “By the way, where is Madam Jeong?”
    

    
      “She said she has an important matter outside today.”
    

    
      “Really? Madam Jeong considers our meeting the most important thing.”
    

    
      Anyway, there was no point in looking for someone who wasn’t there.
    

    
      Moreover, the Virtuous Mothers' Association does not let people in based on the recommendation of a single wife.
    

    
      Only after the Virtuous Mothers' Association has completed its verification is a person accepted into the complex.
    

    
      Responsibility cannot be placed solely on Madam Jeong.
    

    
      “Who knows. Madam Jeong might have been deceived too.”
    

    
      “Do you think so? That wife is quick-witted.”
    

    
      “Does being quick-witted mean you don’t get deceived?”
    

    
      “That is true, but….”
    

    
      They couldn't help but feel a sense of unease. After all, wasn't she the one who first recommended him?
    

    
      “For now, let’s move on from that.”
    

    
      Still, when Madam Yang, who could be considered the biggest victim, said this, the wives also nodded.
    

    
      They thought that the ever-gentle her was going to let it pass.
    

    
      “At this point, I would like to say something.”
    

    
      ““?””
    

    
      “For the sake of the Virtuous Mothers' Association’s control, a check-up is needed at least once.”
    

    
      The wives held their breath.
    

    
      Madam Yang was meticulous.
    

    
      Without attacking the Association Leader who had led the control, she proposed the necessity of a check-up.
    

    
      However, the word ‘check-up’ itself could offend the Association Leader.
    

    
      The wives who knew this furtively tried to read the Association Leader’s expression.
    

    
      “And. I think there is something Instructor Jin Yeomyeong can do by meeting with the children separately.”
    

    
      Madam Yang said this without giving anyone a chance to speak.
    

    
      It was a statement that sparked curiosity. Someone who couldn’t hold back asked.
    

    
      “What do you mean, something he can do?”
    

    
      This was the question she had been waiting for.
    

    
      Madam Yang threw her winning card.
    

    
      “Strengthening concentration.”
    

    
      Words that were bound to interest mothers with school-aged children.
    

    
      Concentration.
    

    
      “Concentration?”
    

    
      “Strengthen?”
    

    
      “Is such a thing possib— Ah, if it's Instructor Jin?”
    

    
      They had just seen what Jin Yeomyeong had accomplished.
    

    
      They were at a point where they would be intrigued even if he said something more than just strengthening concentration.
    

    
      The virtuous mothers’ gazes quickly exchanged.
    

    
      Handangyudo has become bright and sharp.
    

    
      Perhaps if Instructor Jin Yeomyeong sees our child, he can draw out more concentration.
    

    
      I would like him to try teaching not only the elementary class but also the older children in the Jihak class.
    

    
      Madam Yang looked at Madam Hyeong.
    

    
      Madam Hyeong’s son, Kang Yoohun, had shown a similar appearance to Dangyu when he was young.
    

    
      “Is Yoohun doing well outside?”
    

    
      Madam Hyeong answered in a fluster.
    

    
      “Yes, that’s right. He’s doing well there, unlike before.”
    

    
      “That’s a relief. Anyway, apart from that, I think it’s okay to have Instructor Jin see the children. What do you think?”
    

    
      Madam Yang now finally looked at the Association Leader, Hahou Seojin.
    

    
      The pretext was perfect.
    

    
      The hearts of the virtuous mothers were welcoming Jin Yeomyeong’s home visits.
    

    
      The only reason they weren't saying let's do it right away was because the Association Leader had been silent since the beginning of the meeting.
    

    
      The key was how the Association Leader, who had led the perfect control, would take it.
    

    
      She could consider this event as a crack in her control.
    

    
      If she opposes.
    

    
      Madam Yang was prepared to argue even more fiercely.
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      The Association Leader’s mouth opened.
    

    
      “Truly, this is an unexpected event.”
    

    
      Unexpected.
    

    
      Negative words flowed out.
    

    
      “But, it is a pleasant unexpected event.”
    

    
      The Association Leader smiled faintly.
    

    
      “Shall we all invite Instructor Jin Yeomyeong to our respective homes?”
    

    
      Whatever her intentions, the Association Leader said this.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong had obtained the right to explore the noble family complex.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “But why is this?”
    

    
      The next day.
    

    
      During the elementary class’s martial arts time.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong encountered three people waiting for him in front of the training hall.
    

    
      Two of them were Mr. and Mrs. Han.
    

    
      “You two must have come to see Dangyu.”
    

    
      The last person was.
    

    
      “Association Leader, why are you here?”
    

    
      The Virtuous Mothers' Association Leader was standing there.
    

    
      She had definitely agreed to the home visits last night, but she appeared at the academy today.
    

    
      “Please don’t misunderstand. I just want to see it with my own eyes.”
    

    
      See it with her own eyes.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong, who already knew about the Association Leader’s personality, nodded.
    

    
      She would want to see Handangyudo adjusting to class anew, and also see Jin Yeomyeong’s teaching methods.
    

    
      There would be many things she wanted to see for herself.
    

    
      “I came without informing the academy separately. I don’t want to cause any trouble. I’ll just quietly watch the class from the back and leave.”
    

    
      “Yes. I understand that, but.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      “Did that wife come with you as well?”
    

    
      “???”
    

    
      The Association Leader and Mr. and Mrs. Han turned around at the same time.
    

    
      There was a wife standing there awkwardly, hesitating whether to come this way or not.
    

    
      “Madam Hyeong?”
    

    
      “My lady, why?”
    

    
      “You have no business in the elementary class. You said Yoohun was away.”
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong did not miss the name that was mentioned.
    

    
      Yoohun.
    

    
      Kang Yoohun?
    

    
      The older brother that Handangyudo had said was ‘growling’.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      ‘He’s away?’
    

    
      That’s not right.
    

    
      Handangyudo said he had seen him just a few days ago.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong’s gaze turned to Madam Hyeong.
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      “Ah, just a moment.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      There's no time to ask why Madam Hyeong is here.
    

    
      “It's already time to start class. The elementary class children are waiting inside the training hall.”
    

    
      “I see. Class comes first.”
    

    
      The Association Leader nodded.
    

    
      Let’s hear about the circumstances after class.
    

    
      I came inside and looked for Jang Gangcheon first.
    

    
      “Instructor Jang! Instructor Jang!”
    

    
      “I’m over here.”
    

    
      “Step back over there, please.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      It was a legitimate class instruction, yet Jang Gangcheon’s face soured.
    

    
      “Instructor Jang, what’s the matter?”
    

    
      “Look, ever since I came in here, I’ve felt like a fifth wheel. Who were those people waiting for you in front of the training hall? They didn’t even glance at me.”
    

    
      When I went out to find Handangyudo yesterday, I had entrusted Jang Gangcheon with supervising the free practice.
    

    
      Other than that, he had done nothing.
    

    
      “You’re right. If I had known you’d be this useless, I wouldn’t have recommended you.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “From now on, I’ll have to be more selective with my companions. Now, get back over there.”
    

    
      He gritted his teeth and was about to retreat.
    

    
      Hmm, I brought him along to bestow a favor upon the Beggar’s Gang.
    

    
      Is this not much of a favor?
    

    
      Should I bestow a little more?
    

    
      “Instructor Jang.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      “The people outside the training hall will probably slip in once the training starts.”
    

    
      “So?”
    

    
      “One of them is the Association Leader.”
    

    
      “!”
    

    
      The Association Leader was the very person who maintained an iron-clad defense against the Beggar’s Gang’s entry into the complex. From the Beggar’s Gang’s perspective, they would likely want to observe her up close.
    

    
      “There were four people. Who are they?”
    

    
      “Find out for yourself.”
    

    
      “What?!”
    

    
      He tried to protest something, but I didn’t listen and turned my back cleanly.
    

    
      The grudge from the jerky in my past life runs this deep. It’s brewing like bone broth.
    

    
      Of course, I’m not genuinely tormenting him.
    

    
      He’ll know who the Association Leader is with just a little observation. She’s that flashy and stands out.
    

    
      Now, leaving Jang Gangcheon to that.
    

    
      “Teacher!”
    

    
      “Teacher, did you have a peaceful night?”
    

    
      “Peaceful!”
    

    
      I turned to the children who were greeting me.
    

    
      “Did you all sleep well and come here in a good mood? The teacher slept well.”
    

    
      Waggle, waggle, the children soon gathered around me.
    

    
      Their faces were uncreased, their eyes bright and sparkling.
    

    
      I had imagined children exhausted from a harsh education.
    

    
      But it’s not like that. It's strange. Could it be that they can get used to it?
    

    
      “Now, shall we warm up first? Let’s feel the energy of heaven and earth and draw the Taeguk with our bodies.”
    

    
      The children expertly stood in their places and began to move their hands slowly.
    

    
      Mr. and Mrs. Han, the Association Leader, and Madam Hyeong finally came in and quietly went to the back of the children.
    

    
      Slowly, the children’s hands and feet draw the Taeguk, feeling the circulation of qi.
    

    
      Handangyudo was the same.
    

    
      He was following the movements along with the other children.
    

    
      Before, the turbid energy must have interfered every time he performed these movements. He must have felt uncomfortable every time he tried to handle energy.
    

    
      But now, he is doing it without any problem.
    

    
      “Yes, you’re doing well.”
    

    
      Slightly, Madam Han dabbed at the corners of her eyes.
    

    
      Hansagwang nodded.
    

    
      The Association Leader and Madam Hyeong also couldn’t take their eyes off Handangyudo.
    

    
      “Good, everyone did well. Please stand facing forward.”
    

    
      It wasn’t just Handangyudo who deserved praise.
    

    
      The other children did well too, so I praised everyone.
    

    
      “Handangyudo, you did well.”
    

    
      “Good job, Dangyu.”
    

    
      “Dangyu is doing well too.”
    

    
      The little ones praise each other.
    

    
      “Heo.”
    

    
      Listening to those words feels strange.
    

    
      I came here to find my sister-in-law, and I’m a person who will leave once the search is successful.
    

    
      And yet, watching these children who know how to praise each other, I want to be of help, even if it’s for a short time.
    

    
      I don’t know if the education here is right or wrong.
    

    
      I’m not sure if they are just getting used to it either.
    

    
      Still.
    

    
      I know that the children had been looking out for Handangyudo all along.
    

    
      If this heart of theirs doesn’t disappear, isn’t that enough?
    

    
      They will grow up to be good adults.
    

    
      “Everyone.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “Have you ever heard that martial arts are originally done by many people?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      It’s something I made up.
    

    
      Since I made it up, they wouldn’t have heard of it.
    

    
      The children chattered.
    

    
      “Done by many?”
    

    
      “You mean formations?”
    

    
      “Right? You do fist arts or sword arts alone.”
    

    
      Done alone.
    

    
      Martial arts are originally one’s own.
    

    
      One learns martial arts to realize oneself.
    

    
      But is that really so?
    

    
      How many people are contained within oneself?
    

    
      Even if people learn the same martial art, it becomes a different martial art if the person is different.
    

    
      Because a person’s life is contained in their martial arts.
    

    
      And in one person’s life, countless people are contained.
    

    
      For example, Taebok is contained in my swordsmanship.
    

    
      The time I spent quietly swinging my sword so as not to wake the sleeping baby is contained within it.
    

    
      My swordsmanship now was made together by me and Taebok.
    

    
      Is it only Taebok?
    

    
      My master, Jayeong, and every person I have met must be contained in my sword, little by little.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      It’s a bit much to talk about such things to young children.
    

    
      Let’s talk about something else.
    

    
      “Everyone, if there’s a scary tiger or a bad person, you’d join forces, right?”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      “Why is that?”
    

    
      The children answered, vying with each other.
    

    
      “It’s hard to do it alone!”
    

    
      “We help each other!”
    

    
      A simple answer, typical of children, yet one that contains the core truth.
    

    
      Before the term ‘martial arts’ was even attached, before martial arts as a means of self-realization appeared, at its very origin.
    

    
      “That’s right. Martial arts were originally for helping each other against enemies that were difficult to face alone.”
    

    
      Because people have been forming groups from the beginning.
    

    
      When someone had to protect themselves, would the person next to them have just stood there blankly?
    

    
      They would have naturally stood in front of each other, protected each other’s backs, and so on.
    

    
      Those who have not forgotten that walk the White Path.
    

    
      “From now on, let’s always think about this before we start our training. Martial arts are about helping each other when it’s hard to do it alone.”
    

    
      The heart of caring for one another.
    

    
      Will thinking about this during training time make that heart last longer?
    

    
      Again, I’m not sure.
    

    
      The answer is not for me to give.
    

    
      “We help each other when it’s hard!”
    

    
      “We already help each other, though?”
    

    
      These children will give the answer.
    

    
      “In that sense, let’s move on to the horse stance.”
    

    
      “Aww—”
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      The training ended quickly.
    

    
      Since the children had much to learn, the training time was not long.
    

    
      The training hall, where the children had left after finishing all their training.
    

    
      In this quiet place.
    

    
      “Heeeee! Heeee!”
    

    
      Huh.
    

    
      That’s a shrill scream I heard yesterday.
    

    
      “Elder Han, Madam Yang, Association Leader, Madam Hyeong, why did you visit without any notice—”
    

    
      It was the Vice Director.
    

    
      His face was deathly pale.
    

    
      Huhu.
    

    
      I had deliberately avoided him when I stopped by the academic affairs office this morning.
    

    
      It was obvious he was looking for me, but since he wasn't a martial artist, how could he catch me?
    

    
      But now, the people from the prestigious families had appeared in the training hall without any notice.
    

    
      He, who had come flying after hearing the news late, shouted forcefully.
    

    
      “This is all Instructor Jin’s responsibility!”
    

    
      Hmm?
    

    
      A perfectly clear response.
    

    
      “Yesterday, I was unable to observe the class, and so…. such a thing happened. It is all because of Instructor Jin’s inexperience.”
    

    
      With his body bent forward, he pointed a finger backward at me.
    

    
      “Yes, Instructor Jin will take responsibility for all of this. To even trouble you with a home visit, there is nothing to say. I don’t know what on earth he said, but it is different from the overall policy of the academy. Yes, that’s right.”
    

    
      The Vice Director is bowing.
    

    
      So he couldn’t see the expressions of Mr. and Mrs. Han who were looking at him now.
    

    
      “Vice Director. Please look ahead.”
    

    
      “Instructor Jin, you keep your mouth shut.”
    

    
      “No, you’ll have to see.”
    

    
      “Be quiet.”
    

    
      “Look!”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      The Vice Director raised his head in surprise.
    

    
      It wasn't the Association Leader or Madam Han, but Hansagwang who had stepped in front of him.
    

    
      “Vice Director.”
    

    
      A face as cold as could be.
    

    
      It was completely different from what he had shown me yesterday. He looked like a different person.
    

    
      “Master Jin is the benefactor of our Han family.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “I said he is our benefactor. The benefactor who treated our Dangyu.”
    

    
      “Benefactor… you say?”
    

    
      After encountering Hansagwang’s gaze and words, the Vice Director finally realized what a huge mistake he had made.
    

    
      “Ben. E. Fac. Tor.”
    

    
      Hansagwang emphasized it once more.
    

    
      “Yes. Benefactor.”
    

    
      “Vice Director, I have no intention of interfering with the duties of the director, but if you treat Master Jin carelessly, I will not stand by.”
    

    
      To make matters worse, the Association Leader threw in a word from behind.
    

    
      “I didn’t know the Vice Director was so slow to grasp the situation. I thought his quick handling of matters was his strong point.”
    

    
      I heard the sound of him swallowing a gulp of air.
    

    
      “I, I-”
    

    
      “That's enough, come out now! We need to have a conversation with Master Jin.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      The Vice Director seemed bewildered, but.
    

    
      What else could he do?
    

    
      He bowed his head deeply and disappeared.
    

    
      Now, even if I go to the academic affairs office, he won't be looking for me for a while.
    

    
      Now, that’s good, but.
    

    
      “But why…. haven’t you all gone back, and are all here like this.”
    

    
      In the end, I, Jang Gangcheon, Mr. and Mrs. Han, the Association Leader, and Madam Hyeong were all sitting around in the inner hall.
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      “Instructor Jin’s home visits have been approved by the Virtuous Mothers' Association.”
    

    
      “What? So quickly?”
    

    
      I had just asked yesterday, and it was approved today.
    

    
      I glanced over and saw Madam Yang smiling.
    

    
      “Is there any need to hesitate for our benefactor’s request? It’s a good thing for our children as well.”
    

    
      She had said she would grant my request.
    

    
      She had certainly used her influence.
    

    
      “Yes. I am grateful. Then may I decide the order? I would like to do so if possible.”
    

    
      I want to get the effect of a surprise attack by making the order unpredictable.
    

    
      “Yes. Please do as you wish, Instructor Jin.”
    

    
      The Association Leader nodded readily.
    

    
      Hmm.
    

    
      Something’s strange.
    

    
      Yes, she can approve the home visits.
    

    
      If there’s a valid reason, she can.
    

    
      But to leave even the order of the home visits to me.
    

    
      It’s not like the Association Leader who wants perfect control.
    

    
      As if she had read my eyes, the Association Leader smiled.
    

    
      “That’s right. We want perfect control.”
    

    
      We.
    

    
      Isn't it more like ‘I’?
    

    
      “And so far, everything is within the scope of control.”
    

    
      The Association Leader declared.
    

    
      “It seems it’s within the scope that you have in mind, Association Leader.”
    

    
      “Yes. The reason we held a selection tournament to choose an outsider as an instructor was for this kind of unexpected influence.”
    

    
      “Are you saying you expected something unexpected to happen?”
    

    
      “You understand quickly.”
    

    
      She smiled faintly.
    

    
      “This is what perfect control is. I said that perfect control is not perfect protection, right? Children shouldn’t just be protected. Sometimes they need obstacles, and sometimes they need unexpected experiences like this.”
    

    
      “That’s what you said.”
    

    
      “On the other hand, that obstacle shouldn’t be enough to crush the child, and the unexpected experience shouldn’t be enough to shake the child’s world. The obstacle should be something they can overcome with effort, and the unexpectedness should be something that adds freshness to their existing life. It has to be just that much.”
    

    
      It was a broader and deeper control than what is normally meant.
    

    
      Not a control to prevent anything from approaching from the outside, but a control that considers the influence that something will have when it does approach.
    

    
      “So, this series of events can be said to be what I expected. I hope the children gain a lot through Instructor Jin’s home visits.”
    

    
      The gathering was quiet.
    

    
      I don’t know much about education.
    

    
      However, the Association Leader was not just talking about education now.
    

    
      She is talking to me.
    

    
      She is warning me that within the complex, I cannot escape her control.
    

    
      Should I yield?
    

    
      I thought so for a moment, but.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      The faces of the elementary class children come to mind.
    

    
      I don’t know about education.
    

    
      But I have a bad feeling.
    

    
      I need to shake this up a bit.
    

    
      “Will it really work out that well?”
    

    
      “Is there any reason why it wouldn’t?”
    

    
      Hmm.
    

    
      Well, you see.
    

    
      “Madam Hyeong.”
    

    
      “Yes? Me?”
    

    
      “Isn’t your son’s name Kang Yoohun?”
    

    
      “Yes, yes. That’s right.”
    

    
      “May I visit and meet him today?”
    

    
      Madam Hyeong’s expression became strange.
    

    
      The Association Leader faintly, once again, had a relaxed smile on her face.
    

    
      “Madam Hyeong’s son is currently away.”
    

    
      Not to be outdone, I too faintly, had an even more relaxed smile on my face.
    

    
      “Isn’t he at home?”
    

    
      The smile on the Association Leader’s face, who was looking at me, stiffened slightly.
    

    
      Could it be?
    

    
      She looked at Madam Hyeong with such an expression.
    

    
      “Well… actually… he’s at home.”
    

    
      “!”
    

    
      The Association Leader’s smile shattered.
    

    
      No, then why would Madam Hyeong have come here?
    

    
      “It’s difficult, you see. Perfect control.”
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      Chapter 83: The Words She Most Wants to Hear
    

    
      A crack had formed in Hahou Seojin’s perfect control.
    

    
      “The child is at home?”
    

    
      Kang Yoohun, Madam Hyeong’s son, was supposed to be away. All the wives of the Virtuous Mothers’ Association had believed so.
    

    
      It was the same for the Association Leader, Hahou Seojin.
    

    
      “When did he return? Why didn’t you say anything?”
    

    
      Her voice, questioning Madam Hyeong, was mixed with bewilderment and reproach.
    

    
      But Mr. and Mrs. Han intervened.
    

    
      “Does it matter when he returned?”
    

    
      “You brought up the child’s story because you wanted him to meet Master Jin, didn’t you?”
    

    
      Mr. and Mrs. Han had hit the nail on the head.
    

    
      Why had Madam Hyeong observed the morning class?
    

    
      Why hadn’t she left after the class ended and come to this place?
    

    
      It was easy to guess.
    

    
      “It seems Kang Yoohun didn’t adapt well while he was away. That’s why you’re trying to have him meet me.”
    

    
      Madam Hyeong’s face darkened.
    

    
      “Yes…. At first, it seemed like he was adapting well, but in the end, even there…”
    

    
      Madam Hyeong had also seen Handangyudo’s transformation.
    

    
      She must have felt she had no choice but to come and see me. It seemed she had made up her mind after seeing Handangyudo’s appearance in class just now.
    

    
      “Shall we go right away? Please let me meet your son.”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      “Just a moment.”
    

    
      The Association Leader interjected into the conversation.
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “I have a mountain of questions, but I’ll hold them back. That’s not what’s important right now. Madam Hyeong’s child is important.”
    

    
      At her last words, I also nodded.
    

    
      Everyone in this room agreed with that fact.
    

    
      “However, I would like to come along as well.”
    

    
      “You, Association Leader?”
    

    
      “Yes. I want to see Instructor Jin’s skills for myself, right beside him. That much should be fine, right?”
    

    
      The Association Leader looked back and forth between me and Madam Hyeong.
    

    
      Hmm.
    

    
      Accompanying us.
    

    
      “I will be treating the child alone in a heavily guarded place. You won’t be able to see anyway.”
    

    
      “I’ll be able to see how the child changes, won’t I?”
    

    
      “That is true.”
    

    
      If the Association Leader sees that scene for herself and gives me more authority to act, that wouldn’t be bad either.
    

    
      But I’m worried about Madam Hyeong.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      I observed her carefully.
    

    
      If Madam Hyeong showed any reluctance, I was planning to stop the Association Leader from coming. After all, I could just say it would interfere with the treatment.
    

    
      “Madam Hahou is coming…”
    

    
      However, Madam Hyeong thought for a very brief moment and then nodded.
    

    
      “Yes. It would be good if Madam Hahou sees it. No, please do come and see.”
    

    
      She, surprisingly, wanted Madam Hahou to come.
    

    
      “Then it’s decided that the Association Leader will come with us.”
    

    
      This side is resolved.
    

    
      The remaining people—first, Mr. and Mrs. Han.
    

    
      “Would you two like to come along as well?”
    

    
      “No. My wife and I have decided to go on an outing with our son. We would like to see our benefactor in action, but we cannot break our promise to our son.”
    

    
      While saying that, Hansagwang sent a glance.
    

    
      His eyes were asking if he should follow along to control the Association Leader.
    

    
      No, it’s fine.
    

    
      In fact, if my prediction is correct, the fewer people there, the better.
    

    
      “You should do that. You should have a good time with Dangyu.”
    

    
      I gave Hansagwang a reassuring nod.
    

    
      He smiled as if he understood.
    

    
      “An outing? What about the classes after the training?”
    

    
      The Association Leader’s question flew into the warm atmosphere.
    

    
      Ah, that’s right.
    

    
      The children here didn’t just have one or two classes.
    

    
      They polished their studies every day. In addition, they took various other classes such as music, mathematics, and etiquette.
    

    
      Madam Yang shook her head.
    

    
      “No. We’ve decided to spend a lot of time with Dangyu. We won’t be sending him to all the classes.”
    

    
      We will only send him to the classes he wants to attend.
    

    
      The wife declared softly yet firmly.
    

    
      A crack.
    

    
      It was another crack.
    

    
      Following Madam Hyeong, who had hidden where her child was, there was now Madam Yang, who would let her child attend classes freely.
    

    
      Even before the situation I had predicted came to pass, cracks were appearing in the control.
    

    
      Even the Association Leader could not treat the power of the Han family lightly.
    

    
      Moreover, with the family head, Hansagwang himself, present, could she reveal her anger?
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      Briefly.
    

    
      She answered very briefly and said no more.
    

    
      “We will discuss it later at the Virtuous Mothers’ meeting.”
    

    
      While saying that, she used the meeting to imply that this conversation was not over.
    

    
      “Yes. Let’s discuss it at the meeting.”
    

    
      Madam Yang was confident.
    

    
      Her attitude showed that she could express her opinion as much as she wanted at the meeting.
    

    
      What will happen?
    

    
      Isn’t the Han family’s power too strong to be kicked out of the academy?
    

    
      I don’t think Madam Yang will lose.
    

    
      Mr. and Mrs. Han left like that.
    

    
      “Hey, Instructor Jin.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon suddenly whispered from the side.
    

    
      “Don’t leave me out this time.”
    

    
      A fifth wheel.
    

    
      How could a man who was the top disciple of the Beggar’s Gang leader be satisfied with that role?
    

    
      “That’s the plan. I think you should see this too.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      Leaving him to his confusion.
    

    
      I spoke to everyone.
    

    
      “Then shall we go now? I would like to meet that child.”
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      And.
    

    
      We arrived with confidence at Madam Hyeong’s residence.
    

    
      “Sword Hero, is this atmosphere right?”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon said, looking around.
    

    
      Because the place we were being guided to was somewhat strange.
    

    
      “Madam Hyeong, was the atmosphere of the rear garden like this?”
    

    
      The Association Leader also raised her head and looked around at the trees that filled the rear garden.
    

    
      Tall, thick trees, and moreover, the kind whose leaves were lush even in winter.
    

    
      With these trees planted so densely, the rear garden barely got any sunlight.
    

    
      I quickly deployed my Eight Sensations.
    

    
      Beyond the five senses, the energies within the range were felt sensitively.
    

    
      First, the conclusion is.
    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon followed behind, tilting his head, but he seemed to trust and follow me since I had found the Demonic Cult follower.
    

    
      “That may be so, but looking at the atmosphere, doesn’t it seem like we shouldn’t go in?”
    

    
      He was right.
    

    
      This couldn’t be called a rear garden, it was more like…
    

    
      “A place to hide something.”
    

    
      The Association Leader seemed to think it was just a little strange.
    

    
      We are martial artists.
    

    
      We know very well what such a place is needed for.
    

    
      To hide something, as Jang Gangcheon said.
    

    
      Or.
    

    
      “To lure something in.”
    

    
      Nod.
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon understood my words.
    

    
      In the first place, why was a child, not even an adult, living alone in a detached building in the rear garden?
    

    
      Being guided to this place instead of a room in the main building was strange in itself.
    

    
      Under the trees where the light barely reached, Madam Hyeong’s face was also covered in shadow and not clearly visible.
    

    
      “This is the place.”
    

    
      Madam Hyeong stopped and pointed to a single-room detached building standing alone.
    

    
      The Association Leader tilted her head.
    

    
      “Your son is staying here?”
    

    
      It was understandable to think so. The Association Leader pointed with her finger.
    

    
      “But why is there a lock on the door?”
    

    
      A thick iron chain, a large lock.
    

    
      A sight that could only be seen as having something locked up inside.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      “Grrrrrr—”
    

    
      A low growl was heard.
    

    
      Yes, it was a place and atmosphere that would be perfect if you said a beast was locked up.
    

    
      The Association Leader frowned.
    

    
      “Madam Hyeong, what kind of joke is this? Didn’t you say you were guiding us to where your son is?”
    

    
      A dignified voice, befitting the Association Leader.
    

    
      Even among these trees, her appearance was splendid.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Madam Hyeong’s face is still looking at the ground.
    

    
      Her hand took out a key that matched the lock.
    

    
      “Instructor Jang. Stand in front of the Association Leader.”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon’s figure moved quietly.
    

    
      Click.
    

    
      The lock opened.
    

    
      Rattle, rattle.
    

    
      As the iron chain was removed.
    

    
      “Good heavens! Madam Hyeong! What on earth is this?”
    

    
      “Sword Hero, couldn’t you sense it? That is.”
    

    
      The owner of the growl appeared.
    

    
      He was wearing a pure white robe and a hero’s headband on his head, but.
    

    
      “Grrrrrrrrrr—”
    

    
      A mouth drooling saliva.
    

    
      Bloodshot, crazed eyes.
    

    
      He was at the age to be in the Jihak class, sixteen, was it?
    

    
      Looking at his height, it seemed so. His attire was also so.
    

    
      “Is that Kang Yoohun.”
    

    
      I felt the energy emanating from the boy.
    

    
      This energy is.
    

    
      “It wasn’t turbid energy, but demonic energy.”
    

    
      Kang Yoohun was engulfed in demonic energy.
    

    
      “Sword Hero, it’s the Beast Meridian of the Demonic Cult!”
    

    
      Anger was laced in Jang Gangcheon’s voice.
    

    
      It was natural. Any martial artist who met a Demonic Cult follower would naturally be enraged.
    

    
      “To think the son of a prestigious family has fallen into demonic arts!”
    

    
      He stepped forward a little more in front of the Association Leader.
    

    
      The Demonic Cult is also considered an enemy by the government.
    

    
      It is an even bigger problem if a Demonic Cult follower comes from a prestigious family.
    

    
      Regardless of the reality, if a Demonic Cult follower came from a prestigious family that should be an external model, it would become an even greater crime, and the entire family could be ruined.
    

    
      “Grrrrrr—”
    

    
      Kang Yoohun looked left and right before fixing his gaze on Jang Gangcheon.
    

    
      The two’s gazes crossed.
    

    
      “Exterminate the Demonic Cult.”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon spat out coldly.
    

    
      He was about to charge at Kang Yoohun, but.
    

    
      “No!”
    

    
      Madam Hyeong, who had been standing still until now, blocked her son’s path.
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon stopped in his tracks.
    

    
      Her face, which had been hidden in the shadows all along.
    

    
      As a branch moved in the wind, her face, briefly revealed in the light, was.
    

    
      Soaked, with tears.
    

    
      “Madam Hyeong.”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon could not go any further.
    

    
      That’s how desperate Madam Hyeong’s face was.
    

    
      At the same time, she made a desperate plea.
    

    
      “Th-this is temporary.”
    

    
      It’s temporary.
    

    
      “Yes, treatment! He was in the middle of treatment! The medicine had a bad effect.”
    

    
      He used the wrong medicine.
    

    
      “Great Hero Jin Yeomyeong, can’t this child be treated?”
    

    
      And a desperate cry.
    

    
      In fact, she knew too.
    

    
      That her son’s appearance was different from before, and that his current state was by no means normal.
    

    
      She knows that, but she can’t reveal it to the outside.
    

    
      But she saw hope after seeing Handangyudo’s transformation.
    

    
      Me.
    

    
      After seeing me, who had treated Handangyudo in just one day, she revealed this state.
    

    
      But demonic energy?
    

    
      Is there really a way to treat it?
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon answered for her in a pained voice.
    

    
      “He is so tainted by demonic arts that he has lost his reason……. If so, there is no other way but to take his life.”
    

    
      “But!”
    

    
      Madam Hyeong tried to argue against Jang Gangcheon’s explanation, but.
    

    
      “Grrr.”
    

    
      On the contrary, as if in response to that explanation, Kang Yoohun let out a bestial cry.
    

    
      “Madam Hyeong, please step aside. This cannot be helped. Sword Hero, what are you doing.”
    

    
      “No, no. My child has not lost his reason!”
    

    
      “Madam, I know what you’re thinking, but—”
    

    
      However.
    

    
      “Mother……”
    

    
      It was heard.
    

    
      It was faint, but it was definitely heard.
    

    
      From the mouth of Kang Yoohun, who had lost his reason, a single word calling for his mother was heard.
    

    
      “You heard that, right? You definitely heard that, right?”
    

    
      We heard it too.
    

    
      That single word must have held Madam Hyeong together.
    

    
      It must have made her do anything to treat her son.
    

    
      “Those crazy Demonic Cult bastards……”
    

    
      A small sigh escaped Jang Gangcheon’s mouth.
    

    
      That’s right.
    

    
      Demonic Cult bastards.
    

    
      Demonic Cult bastards who wouldn’t be satisfying even if you killed them again and again.
    

    
      But, that’s right, but.
    

    
      “Instructor Jang, step back.”
    

    
      “What are you going to do? Even if it’s a prestigious family, a Demonic Cult follower cannot be helped. He must be exterminated.”
    

    
      “The assistant instructor should stay back.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      He turned to look at me.
    

    
      “It’s because your skills are at that level that you can’t be the main instructor.”
    

    
      “What? You’re saying that at a time like this?”
    

    
      “I have been observing you all this time. It was difficult to distinguish, but I understand now.”
    

    
      After making Jang Gangcheon step back, I also said a word to the Association Leader.
    

    
      “Look. Perfect control, you say. Isn’t this a loophole of all loopholes?”
    

    
      The bewildered her shouted.
    

    
      “Is this the time to be saying that? There’s a Demonic Cult follower right in front of us.”
    

    
      “Because it’s the truth.”
    

    
      Finally, I looked into Madam Hyeong’s eyes.
    

    
      Many questions had surfaced in her tear-soaked eyes.
    

    
      “Madam Hyeong.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “Stay right where you are.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      Whoooosh.
    

    
      I deployed my movement arts and leaped over the wife.
    

    
      “Grrr!”
    

    
      Kang Yoohun, reacting to my movement, swung his hand, but.
    

    
      I lightly slapped his hand away and continued to press his acupoints.
    

    
      Thud.
    

    
      The boy’s body froze.
    

    
      “Sword Hero!”
    

    
      Madam Hyeong, greatly surprised, ran over.
    

    
      “Don’t worry. I just quickly subdued him in case he might do something to harm himself.”
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      Reassured by my words, she sank to the ground.
    

    
      It was because she had been tense, worried that her son might have lost his life.
    

    
      I added one more word to her.
    

    
      I’m so glad I can say this one word.
    

    
      “This is better for the treatment anyway.”
    

    
      Just one word.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      A moment of silence flowed.
    

    
      And the one word from just now seeped into Madam Hyeong.
    

    
      “Now…. what did you…?”
    

    
      She slowly raised her head.
    

    
      The Association Leader and Jang Gangcheon also asked in surprised voices.
    

    
      “Is treatment possible? In that state?”
    

    
      “Sword Hero! He’s already been tainted by demonic arts to the point of losing his reason! Treatment is impossible!”
    

    
      That’s right.
    

    
      If one is tainted by demonic arts to the point of losing one’s reason, then that is the case.
    

    
      There is no other way but to take their life.
    

    
      In other words, that means.
    

    
      If Kang Yoohun is not tainted by demonic arts right now, then treatment is possible.
    

    
      “Please do not worry.”
    

    
      I looked at Madam Hyeong and nodded with strength.
    

    
      “It is not demonic arts.”
    

    
      It’s something similar, but it’s definitely not demonic arts.
    

    
      The Eight Trigram Unity Technique can feel this difference.
    

    
      “And.”
    

    
      I should say the words she most wants to hear.
    

    
      “Treatment is possible.”
    

    
      Should I become a physician when all this is over?
    

    
      That face, stained with tears, blooming into a smile, is not bad at all.
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      Chapter 84: Crack After Crack
    

    
      “It is demonic energy, but it is not from demonic arts.”
    

    
      The energy emanating from Kang Yoohun was indeed demonic energy.
    

    
      But not all demonic energy is generated through demonic arts.
    

    
      “It’s demonic energy, but not from demonic arts? What is that, something like, I drank alcohol but I didn't drive the carriage?”
    

    
      “Instructor Jang… no, let’s drop it. Divine Fist Beggar, now that this has become a matter of the martial world, I will address you comfortably.”
    

    
      The Association Leader flinched at the word ‘beggar’, but this was not the time to be concerned about that.
    

    
      “Divine Fist Beggar must have heard of it. The Magic Pill.”
    

    
      “The Magic Pill!”
    

    
      Those Demonic Cult bastards who wouldn’t be satisfying even if you ground them to death.
    

    
      The Magic Pill was one of the ways the Demonic Cult increased its followers.
    

    
      A medicinal pill that gradually taints the consumer with demonic energy.
    

    
      By the time they come to their senses, they become like Kang Yoohun is now and cannot stop taking the Magic Pill.
    

    
      Around that time, they stop giving the Magic Pill and instead recommend demonic arts.
    

    
      People who find it difficult to break free from demonic energy have no choice but to turn to demonic arts.
    

    
      The Demonic Cult doesn’t even give them great demonic arts.
    

    
      They usually hand over low-level demonic arts, use them as consumables, and then discard them.
    

    
      In the end, they can never return.
    

    
      “The fortunate thing is that it hasn't been long since he started taking the Magic Pill. This appearance is recent, right? Isn’t that so, Madam Hyeong?”
    

    
      “Yes, yes! That's right!”
    

    
      “Otherwise, he wouldn't be able to call for his mother.”
    

    
      Kang Yoohun, with his acupoints subdued, was glaring at me fiercely.
    

    
      Receiving his gaze, I spoke to him quietly.
    

    
      “I will bring you back.”
    

    
      Beside me, Madam Hyeong gasped, ah.
    

    
      “Madam, can the family warriors be trusted?”
    

    
      “Yes! They are all people who have protected the family for generations.”
    

    
      “Just in case, Divine Fist Beggar, you stand guard as well. The detached building is sturdy enough to confine Kang Yoohun, so I will begin the treatment here.”
    

    
      “Hmm, I understand. I will protect you.”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon quickly stood firm in front of the detached building.
    

    
      “By the way, Sword Hero.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “You are amazing. To distinguish between demonic arts and the Magic Pill, and even to drive out demonic energy. There was nothing like this in the rumors about you, Sword Hero.”
    

    
      Well, that’s because my achievements were not at this level at this point in my original life.
    

    
      “This Divine Fist Beggar is truly impressed.”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon made a fist salute.
    

    
      His eyes were genuinely filled with respect.
    

    
      “Thank you for thinking well of me. But let's talk after the treatment is over.”
    

    
      He nodded.
    

    
      I didn’t even pay attention to the Association Leader and immediately took Kang Yoohun inside the detached building.
    

    
      The lotus position is the best posture, but since the boy was acupointed while standing, I also stood behind him.
    

    
      “You brat. I don't know how you ended up taking the Magic Pill, but it's going to hurt quite a bit. Driving out demonic energy is not easy.”
    

    
      I slowly extended my palm and placed it on his back.
    

    
      “But you have to come back. Even if it’s painful, shouldn’t you come back to your mother?”
    

    
      Woooong-
    

    
      The Eight Trigram Unity Technique arose.
    

    
      And I led the energy of nature into Kang Yoohun's acupoints.
    

    
      ‘Hmm. Just as I thought.’
    

    
      I felt a nauseating sweetness.
    

    
      If the turbid energy was like a hazy fog.
    

    
      The demonic energy feels like a sticky, dried residue.
    

    
      It clings to a person’s pure energy, obstructs its flow, and also pollutes it.
    

    
      Right now, it was clinging to my natural energy.
    

    
      ‘But this amount of demonic energy cannot stop me.’
    

    
      How could the Eight Trigram Unity Technique of the fifth stage lose to a few magic pills?
    

    
      My inner energy advanced through his acupoints.
    

    
      ‘Hmm?’
    

    
      Parrr-
    

    
      For a moment, the demonic energy resisted.
    

    
      For demonic energy that is not even being wielded by the person himself to resist like this.
    

    
      ‘It means a Heart Demon has taken precedence.’
    

    
      The demonic energy that enters a person with a Heart Demon settles in more easily. It can even react like demonic arts that were cultivated directly.
    

    
      Of course, it’s not comparable to demonic arts, so there’s no problem in defeating it.
    

    
      But if the Heart Demon doesn't disappear, he might fall into something like this again.
    

    
      ‘For now, let’s deal with the demonic energy first.’
    

    
      There are priorities.
    

    
      The Heart Demon cannot be dealt with from within the acupoints, so the demonic energy comes first.
    

    
      Woooong-
    

    
      The Eight Trigram Unity Technique pushed forward again.
    

    
      A small resistance is useless.
    

    
      Demonic energy residue is washed away, burned away, and blown away.
    

    
      I infuse natural energy into every part of his eight extraordinary meridians.
    

    
      Until it finally becomes clear.
    

    
      “Huuuu—”
    

    
      I opened my eyes with a long exhale.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Inside the quiet detached building.
    

    
      Before my eyes stood a boy who had returned to being a human, free from the beast.
    

    
      I slowly walked past him and opened the door of the detached building.
    

    
      Creeeak-
    

    
      It was a small sound, but everyone reacted.
    

    
      “Sword Hero, did you succeed?”
    

    
      “Is it done?”
    

    
      “Yoohun!”
    

    
      I turned and released the boy’s acupoints.
    

    
      Badeul, badeul.
    

    
      His whole body is trembling.
    

    
      It must have been an immense pain.
    

    
      Kang Yoohun, with his trembling body, walked forward.
    

    
      The first words from his mouth were.
    

    
      “M-mother…?”
    

    
      “Yoohun!”
    

    
      Madam Hyeong rushed forward, and Kang Yoohun collapsed into her arms.
    

    
      “Mother!”
    

    
      “Yes, yes!”
    

    
      He's at most Yang Cheonjo's age.
    

    
      Demonic energy.
    

    
      It was too difficult an ordeal to endure.
    

    
      Looking at Kang Yoohun in his mother’s arms, his impression had changed. With the demonic energy gone, his eyes drooped at the corners, making him look very gentle.
    

    
      “Sword Hero. You have succeeded. Truly amazing!”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon came to my side and continuously shook his clasped hands.
    

    
      “The influence of the Magic Pill was not deep, so it was easy.”
    

    
      “Easy? The fact that you could do this at all is an amazing feat. It’s not something that can be done just by having high martial arts.”
    

    
      “Well, that is true.”
    

    
      While we were talking, the Association Leader also approached.
    

    
      “Instructor Jin. I am also in awe. First turbid energy, then demonic energy. I have never heard of such a thing in my life.”
    

    
      “It’s not something one would normally hear about. But by the way, are you okay, Association Leader?”
    

    
      At my question, she tilted her head.
    

    
      “Me? Why? Are you worried I might have been surprised?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Then?”
    

    
      “You know, don’t you.”
    

    
      I looked at her quietly.
    

    
      Perfect control.
    

    
      Perfect control over the Kaifeng noble family complex, especially the students.
    

    
      Handangyudo’s turbid energy was something that had been there originally, but what about this Kang Yoohun now? To think that demonic energy had infiltrated a student of the complex.
    

    
      Your world, is it okay, Association Leader?
    

    
      “It’s okay.”
    

    
      She understood too.
    

    
      Her answer, after she understood, was unexpected.
    

    
      “It’s okay?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Even with something like this?”
    

    
      “Because we just have to fix it.”
    

    
      Fix it.
    

    
      It meant she would mend this crack and strengthen the wall of control again.
    

    
      “Yoohun was originally a student who did well at the academy. Now that the treatment is over, he just has to return to the academy.”
    

    
      As she spoke, she paused for a moment, and her jaw tensed.
    

    
      “Then it will be fine. If he comes back from now on and learns well. Then everything will be back in its place—”
    

    
      “I don’t want to!”
    

    
      A sudden shout cut off the Association Leader’s words.
    

    
      The momentarily dazed Association Leader looked to where the shout had come from.
    

    
      There was Kang Yoohun, who had been crying in Madam Hyeong’s arms, looking this way.
    

    
      “I said I don’t want to! I’m not going back to the academy!”
    

    
      “What are you talking about. Now that the demonic energy has been treated and you’ve regained your brilliant mind, why?”
    

    
      “I—”
    

    
      “Yoohun. Just a moment.”
    

    
      Madam Hyeong raised her hand and stopped her son.
    

    
      As if to protect her son, she pushed him back and stepped forward herself.
    

    
      “The academy was made by adults, so this should be a conversation between adults.”
    

    
      Between adults.
    

    
      Madam Hyeong faced Madam Hahou directly.
    

    
      “Madam Hahou. When you said you would come here, I answered that it would be good if you came and saw for yourself. Do you remember?”
    

    
      Madam Hahou also nodded.
    

    
      I remember too.
    

    
      I had thought Madam Hyeong would feel uncomfortable, but she had instead asked her to come, which was a little unexpected.
    

    
      “There is a reason why I invited you, Madam.”
    

    
      The words that Madam Hyeong continued were extremely calm.
    

    
      “In the past, I always agreed whenever the academy’s education was strengthened. I thought it was for the good of the children.”
    

    
      “Yes. We all thought so.”
    

    
      “But. Was our previous method wrong? It was a traditional method of raising the children of prestigious families.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “I don’t know if you know, Madam, but the more the education was strengthened, the more children appeared who were struggling.”
    

    
      Madam Hyeong slightly turned her head and looked at her son.
    

    
      “Among them was my son. And yet I…”
    

    
      She shakes her head for a moment.
    

    
      “I didn’t think of it as serious. When my child brought up that he was a failure, I just said he could do better. And so…”
    

    
      A failure.
    

    
      So that was the Heart Demon that made the demonic energy resist.
    

    
      A son of a prestigious family, a boy who would have had no problems at all under a different curriculum, considered himself a failure.
    

    
      If something had come along that would make him forget that feeling, he wouldn't have been able to refuse it.
    

    
      Even if it was demonic energy.
    

    
      Madam Hyeong raised her head, which she had been shaking, and looked up at the sky.
    

    
      “By the time I came to my senses, my child had refused to go outside.”
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      “That’s right. It wasn’t that he had returned after being away.”
    

    
      Madam Hyeong lowered her head and looked straight at Madam Hahou. The truth flowed from her mouth.
    

    
      “Yoohun has been here all along.”
    

    
      Kang Yoohun existed.
    

    
      He just wasn’t visible to people’s eyes.
    

    
      Madam Hyeong brought out the truth, followed by the truth.
    

    
      “The control of the Virtuous Mothers' Association, it is a failure, at least for my son and me. We do not like it. We will not follow it anymore.”
    

    
      It was a truth faithful to her own heart.
    

    
      The academy, the inescapable net of education, the perfect control of the Virtuous Mothers' Association, whatever its name, it didn’t matter.
    

    
      “I will also only send my child to the classes he wants to attend. If that’s not possible, it’s fine if he doesn’t go at all.”
    

    
      Madam Hyeong had now clearly declared.
    

    
      That she and her son would also become a crack in the control of the Virtuous Mothers' Association.
    

    
      Stumble, Madam Hahou was pushed back.
    

    
      It was the first time she had shown such a sign.
    

    
      It must mean that the blow was that significant.
    

    
      “Most of the children are adapting well. Yes, we may have been insufficient in taking care of the struggling children, but our policy is not wrong. How much have the children learned within that policy? You know that, don’t you, Madam Hyeong?”
    

    
      Even in her shaken state, Madam Hahou did not give up completely.
    

    
      There are light and dark sides to everything.
    

    
      Madam Hahou emphasized the bright side that her policy had brought. If the light was greater, then the policy could be maintained.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      “Forgive my impertinence in the middle of the adults’ conversation.”
    

    
      Kang Yoohun interjected.
    

    
      “I wasn’t the only one who was struggling.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Madam Hahou looked at him.
    

    
      “I said I wasn’t the only one.”
    

    
      Kang Yoohun opened his mouth.
    

    
      “The physician at the Medical Hall said so.”
    

    
      “The Medical Hall? The one at the academy?”
    

    
      “Yes. The physician came separately and gave me a medicinal pill that calms the mind.”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon and I looked at each other.
    

    
      So that's how the Magic Pill came in.
    

    
      Those Demonic Cult bastards, they didn’t infiltrate someone who had learned demonic arts into this place. They recruited those who didn’t know martial arts and sent them in.
    

    
      Then even a martial artist wouldn’t be able to notice.
    

    
      Kang Yoohun’s words continued.
    

    
      “The physician said that there are many kids who come to the Medical Hall just because they are tired. That there are many kids like me. And that the other friends in the Jihak class have started taking this medicine too.”
    

    
      “!”
    

    
      I immediately shouted.
    

    
      “Association Leader! Please gather the children of the Jihak class at once!”
    

    
      “At once? Th-that’s—”
    

    
      The students of the Jihak class were supposed to be attending classes at the academy at this time.
    

    
      If all the students are pulled out of class and gathered now, a commotion cannot be avoided.
    

    
      Then everyone will know.
    

    
      That a crack that could neither be ignored nor mended had appeared in the Kaifeng noble family complex, which had been running quietly under her control.
    

    
      “At once. And all of them. They must be gathered in one place!”
    

    
      Will she accept?
    

    
      Or will she interfere?
    

    
      If she interferes, I will not shy away from subduing her.
    

    
      Her choice was.
    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    
      Even though she must have been shaken, she made the right choice.
    

    
      “The children are the most important thing, after all.”
    

    
      She too was a mother.
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      Chapter 85: Crack
    

    
      The academy was thrown into chaos.
    

    
      An academy where all schedules revolved around control.
    

    
      At the sudden interruption of classes and the call for assembly, not only the students but also the teachers were in a state of confusion.
    

    
      Moreover, I, a new instructor, had appeared with Mukheun drawn, shouting.
    

    
      “Now, quickly! Move as you were told!”
    

    
      “Hey, Instructor Jin? What is all this?”
    

    
      “Quickly! There’s no time to explain!”
    

    
      The teachers were still skeptical, but.
    

    
      To my left stood the Association Leader.
    

    
      “Do as Master Jin Yeomyeong says! Hurry! Time is short!”
    

    
      “Aigoo, yes, Association Leader.”
    

    
      The Association Leader’s instructions were familiar and easy for them to understand. The people who had hesitated when I spoke immediately followed the Association Leader’s words.
    

    
      “Association Leader, you are doing well. Please gather everyone.”
    

    
      Madam Hyeong and her son were left at the residence, and I had given Jang Gangcheon a separate mission.
    

    
      Now, the Association Leader and I were leading the charge.
    

    
      “Unconditionally! You must do as Master Jin Yeomyeong says.”
    

    
      The Association Leader’s absolute trust.
    

    
      “What is it? The Association Leader is telling us to do as Instructor Jin says.”
    

    
      “When did Instructor Jin gain such trust from the Association Leader?”
    

    
      “It’s only been two days since he arrived?”
    

    
      These were the instructors who had completely ignored me just this morning.
    

    
      Now they were cautiously observing, trying to figure out how to act.
    

    
      Hmm.
    

    
      They’re detestable even in this situation.
    

    
      “You’re not needed, so hurry up and move! I will make an example of those who do not move!”
    

    
      Of course, there was no need to go that far, but a light tap should be fine.
    

    
      “Ugh! I’m going!”
    

    
      “Aigoo! Don’t swing that!”
    

    
      “Kuaaaah!”
    

    
      Ah, that one was a bit hard.
    

    
      “Master Jin, it seems everyone has gathered.”
    

    
      At the Association Leader’s words, I looked at the grand training ground.
    

    
      In any case, the target is not the teachers.
    

    
      They were gathered just in case of a spy, and the truly important ones were the students.
    

    
      “What’s going on? Why did they suddenly call everyone to gather?”
    

    
      “I have no idea. I asked the teachers, but no one knew.”
    

    
      “The teachers don’t know either? Did something big happen?”
    

    
      All classes were stopped, and they were gathered in one place.
    

    
      An unprecedented event at this academy.
    

    
      The students also all showed their curiosity.
    

    
      But there was no sense of urgency on their faces.
    

    
      It couldn’t be helped.
    

    
      “Something big? Where are we?”
    

    
      “Here? The grand training ground?”
    

    
      “Ugh. Not that. I mean our complex. Does it make sense for something big to happen here?”
    

    
      “Ah. True. There’s no place safer than here.”
    

    
      To feel a sense of urgency, this complex had been too safe for too long.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      I looked at the Association Leader.
    

    
      Perfect control.
    

    
      Perfect control over experience.
    

    
      Providing even obstacles that were only appropriate.
    

    
      But in life, one sometimes encounters obstacles that are far beyond an appropriate level.
    

    
      What do you do then?
    

    
      “Master Jin, please begin your story.”
    

    
      Now both the teachers and students were all looking at me.
    

    
      I hadn’t informed them about the Magic Pill beforehand. Because a commotion could arise before the assembly.
    

    
      Because the children who had taken the Magic Pill would also be standing here without knowing why.
    

    
      “Still, it’s a relief.”
    

    
      “A relief? What do you mean?”
    

    
      “There are no children who seem to be deeply affected by the Magic Pill.”
    

    
      “Ah. That is a relief!”
    

    
      Since only the students from within the complex were gathered, their number did not reach a hundred.
    

    
      I gathered them in one space and focused my Eight Sensations to the fullest.
    

    
      Fortunately, there were no children with thick demonic energy.
    

    
      At this level, if they are stopped from taking the Magic Pill, they should be fine after some time.
    

    
      Good.
    

    
      But I still need to grasp the current situation.
    

    
      “Hello, everyone. I am Jin Yeomyeong, the martial arts instructor for the elementary class.”
    

    
      I imbued my voice with inner energy and spread it far.
    

    
      “The martial arts instructor for the elementary class?”
    

    
      “Then why are we here?”
    

    
      “Isn’t Jin Yeomyeong the Toothbrush Hero?”
    

    
      “The one who values dental health?”
    

    
      …Toothbrush.
    

    
      Even in this situation, those words are easy to hear.
    

    
      “That’s right! Refreshing teeth, refreshing martial arts, I am Jin Yeomyeong!”
    

    
      In any case, there were no students who couldn’t hear me. Everyone was looking at me.
    

    
      “But right now, I am standing here not as a martial arts instructor, but as a martial artist, the Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong. I will ask a few questions, so if it applies to you, you can raise your hand. Does everyone understand?”
    

    
      Amidst the murmuring, the students nodded.
    

    
      “I heard that the physician at the Medical Hall recently recommended a medicine that calms the mind. This medicine is not that kind of medicine. It is a completely different medicine with severe side effects. Among the people here, let’s see a show of hands from those who have taken this medicine.”
    

    
      The murmuring grew louder, and the students looked at each other’s faces.
    

    
      Among them, a few cautiously raised their hands.
    

    
      The number was thirteen or fourteen.
    

    
      The Association Leader let out a sigh.
    

    
      “Ah…. There are too many.”
    

    
      It was less than a hundred, but thirteen or fourteen of them, a small but not negligible number.
    

    
      “There are quite a few children who find the Virtuous Mothers' Association’s education burdensome.”
    

    
      “…That’s right.”
    

    
      “It’s a bit early to say, but don’t you think a change is needed?”
    

    
      “…Perhaps.”
    

    
      She had shown such firm confidence.
    

    
      Now she says ‘perhaps’.
    

    
      Then what will she think after seeing what happens from now on?
    

    
      “I’ll say it again. I will explain specifically. The medicine that calms your mind that you have taken is, in fact, the Magic Pill that the Demonic Cult is spreading.”
    

    
      Beside me, the Association Leader shouted in surprise.
    

    
      “Instructor Jin!”
    

    
      There had been no discussion on when and how to reveal the information about the Magic Pill.
    

    
      The Association Leader was of the position to reveal it after everything possible had been taken care of.
    

    
      “When you take the Magic Pill, for a short while, it feels like the medicine is helping you. Your mind is soothed, and your confidence grows. But soon, your mind becomes more scattered than before, and you eventually lose your reason. You become a beast.”
    

    
      Gasps of horror erupted from among the students.
    

    
      “Really? Is that real?”
    

    
      “It seems real. The Association Leader is standing right next to him.”
    

    
      “Really? I-I took it too.”
    

    
      “Then why didn’t you raise your hand?”
    

    
      “Well, just because. But you didn’t take it?”
    

    
      “I took it too!”
    

    
      It’s like this.
    

    
      If something is strange, they hide it first.
    

    
      It’s an action that not only this age group but also adults often do. They do it instinctively to protect themselves.
    

    
      “I found out because there was someone who showed side effects from it. If you don’t want to lose your reason like this, raise your hand quickly!”
    

    
      Now, they knew that concealment would bring about a worse result.
    

    
      If so?
    

    
      “I-I took it too.”
    

    
      “Yeah. Me too.”
    

    
      “We should raise our hands, right?”
    

    
      One by one, more hands began to go up.
    

    
      And after a while.
    

    
      The Association Leader, who had confirmed how many had raised their hands, spoke in a trembling voice.
    

    
      “…Everyone?”
    

    
      Everyone. All of them. The whole lot.
    

    
      I don’t know if this is surprising or not surprising. In any case, everyone had raised their hands.
    

    
      I asked the students.
    

    
      “You all took it? Are you saying you all went to the Medical Hall?”
    

    
      Since I didn’t single anyone out, they just looked at each other.
    

    
      I had no choice but to pick out the child standing at the very front and ask.
    

    
      “You at the very front.”
    

    
      “Ait.”
    

    
      “Did so many of you go to the Medical Hall?”
    

    
      “W-well, you see…. At first, one or two took it and said it was effective. It really calmed the mind. And, hmm, it seemed to improve concentration.”
    

    
      Then it’s certain.
    

    
      Seeing the children raising their hands in unison, the past I know comes to mind.
    

    
      During the Demonic Cult plague, the White Path martial artists of Kaifeng suffered great damage.
    

    
      To the extent that the main headquarters of the Beggar’s Gang was ambushed.
    

    
      But the damage was limited to the martial world, and the city developed day by day.
    

    
      For a place where the Demonic Cult had appeared in earnest, such a case was rare and became a topic of conversation.
    

    
      At that time, I also heard that the prestigious families of Kaifeng were continuously producing talented individuals.
    

    
      ‘It wasn’t like that at all.’
    

    
      It wasn’t that they were safe.
    

    
      They had completely fallen into the hands of the Demonic Cult, and no one knew.
    

    
      Children who had lost their reason like Kang Yoohun would have been thoroughly hidden from the outside.
    

    
      And some of the children would have learned demonic arts.
    

    
      The children who learned demonic arts and maintained their reason would have gone out into the world under the name of ‘talented individuals’.
    

    
      But in the end, they would have all been controlled.
    

    
      The ambush on the Beggar’s Gang’s main headquarters must have been prepared and carried out from here.
    

    
      Because this place was out of the Beggar’s Gang’s sight, yet very close in distance.
    

    
      ‘So this was one of the reasons the war was so difficult.’
    

    
      Those Demonic Cult bastards, they must have fought the war while receiving enormous support from a controlling force like this.
    

    
      They had prepared thoroughly indeed.
    

    
      I was lost in thought for a moment.
    

    
      “What on earth.”
    

    
      The Association Leader’s voice was heard.
    

    
      She was asking the children in a trembling voice.
    

    
      “Did you really believe that? If there was such a medicine, we would have given it to you first. You are all the intelligent children of noble families, are you saying you believed that at face value?”
    

    
      Her tone was one of complete incomprehension.
    

    
      Intelligent children with good judgment taking any medicine.
    

    
      Does that make sense?
    

    
      That must be what she was thinking.
    

    
      “It is not a matter of intelligence.”
    

    
      I answered on behalf of the children.
    

    
      “Not a matter of intelligence? Then what is it?”
    

    
      “Demonic energy, deception, these things do not attack the head.”
    

    
      I know because I have fought with the Demonic Cult so much.
    

    
      There were many who had converted to the Demonic Cult from prestigious orthodox sects. Why did they do that?
    

    
      “Not the head?”
    

    
      “Yes, they attack the heart. They dig into the gaps in the heart. For example, the thought that I have become a failure.”
    

    
      I swept my gaze over the lined-up children.
    

    
      “Or the thought that I might become a failure.”
    

    
      Even the disciples of prestigious orthodox sects were not free from these thoughts.
    

    
      Rather, because they had passed strict standards to enter the sect and had grown up with high expectations, they could not shake off such thoughts.
    

    
      The pressure that they had to achieve more and that they were failures if they didn’t, ate away at some of them.
    

    
      The Demonic Cult did not miss that gap.
    

    
      One day, you would be crossing swords with a martial artist to whom you had entrusted your back in a previous fight. In such a fight, even if you won, it was only bitter.
    

    
      They were already excellent martial artists.
    

    
      “They are already excellent students. Isn’t it heartbreaking that such a gap is created? That students who were already doing well come to look down on themselves.”
    

    
      Aren’t they doing well?
    

    
      These were students who would show their prominence if they were sent to any other place right now.
    

    
      “Um.”
    

    
      One person came forward from among the students.
    

    
      He stepped forward as if he were a representative.
    

    
      “Mother.”
    

    
      That child called the Association Leader ‘mother’.
    

    
      She had said she had a son besides her daughter Yeom Uhye, and it seemed that was him.
    

    
      “Usu, you didn’t take it too, did you?”
    

    
      Yeom Usu hesitated.
    

    
      But the answer he would give was already decided.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      A sigh escaped the Association Leader’s mouth.
    

    
      “Why? Usu, you never said it was hard. When I asked, you always said it was manageable, that you could do it…”
    

    
      Yeom Usu was handsome in appearance and had a dignified air.
    

    
      Normally, he would seem to speak confidently.
    

    
      “That is……”
    

    
      But now, the words didn’t seem to come out well.
    

    
      ‘I should help him.’
    

    
      “What if your son had said it was hard? Would anything have changed?”
    

    
      “…What did you say?”
    

    
      “If he had said it was hard, would you have let him stop?”
    

    
      For a moment.
    

    
      The Association Leader’s face froze.
    

    
      She knows too.
    

    
      The Association Leader would not have let him stop.
    

    
      She would have encouraged him more, found other instructors, and used any method.
    

    
      She would have made him continue.
    

    
      “Mother.”
    

    
      Yeom Usu looked at his mother’s face.
    

    
      “I didn’t want to disappoint your expectations either.”
    

    
      Another reason.
    

    
      Yeom Usu is the Association Leader’s son. He knew her intentions better than anyone.
    

    
      As a son, he didn’t want to see her frustrated.
    

    
      “But.”
    

    
      Yeom Usu smiled sadly.
    

    
      “We, we all had a hard time. That’s why we took it.”
    

    
      The crack did not form anew.
    

    
      There were already countless cracks.
    

    
      It was just covered with a very thin pretense.
    

    
      Now all of it was revealed.
    

    
      “Mother, it’s hard.”
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      With a single sigh.
    

    
      The Association Leader collapsed in front of all the students.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      “Sword Hero!”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon came running from the direction of the academy’s main building.
    

    
      He had one person with him.
    

    
      “This is the director of the academy.”
    

    
      The director was an old man with a long, well-groomed white beard.
    

    
      “With the director’s help, I searched the academy thoroughly. But I couldn’t find that physician from the Medical Hall!”
    

    
      “He disappeared?”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon and the director nodded at the same time.
    

    
      “He ran away this quickly?”
    

    
      “Sword Hero, by the way, that physician came in on Madam Jeong’s recommendation.”
    

    
      “Madam Jeong?”
    

    
      Her again?
    

    
      As soon as I entered Kaifeng, I saw her subordinates harassing merchants.
    

    
      “Hey.”
    

    
      The Association Leader spoke in a faint voice.
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “I heard that Master Jang, who was treating Handangyudo, was also recommended by Madam Jeong.”
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      Not only the physician but also Master Jang.
    

    
      Suddenly, a person came to mind.
    

    
      I asked the director for his location.
    

    
      “Where is the Vice Director?”
    

    
      “The Vice Director?”
    

    
      When I came to the academy, the clerk had told me.
    

    
      He had said that the Vice Director was on Madam Jeong’s side and was not friendly to me.
    

    
      The director was bewildered for a moment.
    

    
      “Come to think of it? Isn’t he here?”
    

    
      I looked over the place where the academy teachers were standing, but the Vice Director was not to be seen.
    

    
      “If so, does Madam Jeong’s son also attend the academy?”
    

    
      “Yes, her son does.”
    

    
      “Is he here now?”
    

    
      I looked towards the students.
    

    
      But the students were also looking at each other’s faces blankly.
    

    
      “Where did he go?”
    

    
      “Huh? He’s not here? Wasn’t he next to you?
    

    
      “He was with us when we came out, but he disappeared in the middle. I thought he was standing nearby.”
    

    
      He’s not here, he’s not here.
    

    
      “Now it’s clear who we need to find.”
    

    
      Woooong-
    

    
      Mukheun cried.
    

    
      “Ah, were you bored? Was the selection tournament not enough to satisfy you?”
    

    
      I grabbed Mukheun’s hilt.
    

    
      “Actually, me too. The more I’ve been in here, the more my irritation has piled up.”
    

    
      It's the second day since the selection tournament ended.
    

    
      But in just two days, my desire to swing Mukheun with gusto has filled me up.
    

    
      “Association Leader. This is not the time to be collapsing.”
    

    
      “Th-then?”
    

    
      “Please guide me.”
    

    
      Where is Madam Jeong’s residence?
    

    
      The Rogues’ Guild Leader must be there too.
    

    
      …Will there be a lot of things to break?
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      To Madam Jeong’s residence—
    

    
      —there was no need to go.
    

    
      “Fire!”
    

    
      “There’s a fire rising over there.”
    

    
      “Where is that?!”
    

    
      The autumn day was now almost over.
    

    
      The brightly rising flames were clearly visible even from this grand training ground.
    

    
      The Association Leader recognized where the fire was.
    

    
      “It’s in the direction of Madam Jeong’s residence.”
    

    
      Madam Jeong had already pulled out all her subordinates, including her child. It seemed she had guessed that she would be pursued.
    

    
      “It seems she thought she couldn’t remain within the complex.”
    

    
      “Remain? After causing all this? After feeding the Magic Pills to the children of prestigious families?”
    

    
      The Association Leader’s voice was sharper than ever.
    

    
      “She has turned not only our family but all the families within the complex against her. The crime according to national law is heavy, but the influence of the families is also great. She will be thoroughly interrogated and won’t be able to escape execution.”
    

    
      That would be so.
    

    
      From Madam Jeong’s perspective, she had no choice but to give up and flee.
    

    
      “Madam Jeong is likely not the only one who has judged that she cannot remain.”
    

    
      “Not only Madam Jeong? Then who?”
    

    
      There was no time to answer her question.
    

    
      “Brother Jang, let’s leave this place to the family warriors and go to that residence first.”
    

    
      “I understand!”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon and I left everyone behind, kicked off from the grand training ground, and flew up. We ran along walls and stepped on pavilions, heading straight for Madam Jeong’s residence.
    

    
      “The fire has spread greatly! We won’t be able to get in.”
    

    
      “Move aside!”
    

    
      Finally, Mukheun stepped forward.
    

    
      I pushed the Xun Trigram Technique of the Eight Trigram Unity Technique to its limit.
    

    
      “Guuuuh……”
    

    
      I raised Mukheun high into the sky.
    

    
      Woooong—
    

    
      Mukheun, groaning as much as I was, resonated with the Xun Trigram Technique.
    

    
      “This wind? Sword Hero, are you creating it?”
    

    
      The chilly air of the autumn evening, different from the hot air heated by the flames, rushed towards Mukheun.
    

    
      Whooooosh—
    

    
      The wind became a whirlwind, enveloping Mukheun and howling along with it.
    

    
      “Mukheun, let’s go!”
    

    
      I kicked off the ground and leaped high into the sky.
    

    
      Below me, I could see the residence with fires rising from various places.
    

    
      There were still places where the flames had not yet risen.
    

    
      My target was the main building, which seemed to be the source of the fire.
    

    
      That place was burning fiercely.
    

    
      I dropped straight down into it.
    

    
      “I’m going to blow away the building, so come in!”
    

    
      Almost at the same time as I shouted to Jang Gangcheon, I struck the roof of the main building with Mukheun.
    

    
      “Haap!”
    

    
      Wind creates fire, but a fierce wind drives fire away.
    

    
      Kwa-deu-deu-deuk!
    

    
      The whirlwind, which exploded as it broke through the roof, scattered the furnishings along with the fire in all directions.
    

    
      A gaping hole was created in the main building.
    

    
      In the space amidst the surrounding flames, only this space was free of fire.
    

    
      “Amazing! To drive away the flames in an instant!”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon immediately followed me into that spot.
    

    
      “Don’t let your guard down. The flames will spread again soon.”
    

    
      “Guard down? How can I let my guard down after seeing this gruesome scene.”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon was right.
    

    
      Beyond the flames, corpses were scattered everywhere.
    

    
      I could see the face of Master Jang, the martial artist who had treated Handangyudo, and the one in a physician’s attire must have been the physician from the Medical Hall.
    

    
      Let’s put them aside.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      “They’ve killed the children too.”
    

    
      There was no mercy in their hands. They had killed everyone, regardless of age.
    

    
      “Those Demonic Cult bastards.”
    

    
      This is how it is.
    

    
      The Demonic Cult is one that does not shy away from schemes that use commoners.
    

    
      But what happens to those commoners when the scheme fails?
    

    
      This scene right here is the answer.
    

    
      Murder for Silence, they kill everyone to keep the secret. They erase their traces in this way.
    

    
      At times like these, innocent people also get caught up in it.
    

    
      “This was the core.”
    

    
      Sending a cultist to the instructor selection was either a deception or an additional infiltration.
    

    
      “It seems so. But then, where are the Demonic Cult members? They’re not in the complex, and this residence is on fire.”
    

    
      They had definitely escaped.
    

    
      “Sword Hero, the flames are again—”
    

    
      “Just a moment.”
    

    
      I deployed my Eight Sensations and extended all my senses.
    

    
      If they escaped, there must be a path. If they didn’t block the path completely, I should be able to feel something different, even if it’s a tiny sensation.
    

    
      “I’ll try to block it!”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon’s figure moved quickly.
    

    
      Kuung, with a ground-stomp, he extended a fist and began to smash and send flying the remaining furnishings and debris.
    

    
      The alias Divine Fist Beggar was not in vain, as he cleared the surroundings in an instant.
    

    
      He stomped the ground forcefully again and shouted.
    

    
      “I’ll try to push back the flames with my Fist Wind!”
    

    
      Kuung, kuung, kuung.
    

    
      At the same time, Fist Wind flew.
    

    
      But the flames were so fierce, it was a fight he couldn’t win.
    

    
      “I heard it.”
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      “Divine Fist Beggar, your ground-stomp, the echo was strange.”
    

    
      “My ground-stomp? I trained so arduously for this—”
    

    
      “It means there’s something under the ground.”
    

    
      “Ah?”
    

    
      I with Mukheun, Jang Gangcheon with his fist, we struck the spot where Jang Gangcheon had just been standing.
    

    
      It was tightly sealed, so we almost missed it.
    

    
      Kwaang.
    

    
      “Here it is!”
    

    
      “They’ve dug a tunnel under the house!”
    

    
      A large tunnel, big enough for three or four people to pass through easily, opened its mouth.
    

    
      Huuuk, the trapped air from within rose up.
    

    
      We threw ourselves inside without hesitation.
    

    
      “Exterminate the Demonic Cult!”
    

    
      “Where are you? The Divine Fist Beggar is here!”
    

    
      However.
    

    
      Th-thump, thump, thump, we only heard the sound of footsteps echoing again.
    

    
      “They’ve escaped, as expected.”
    

    
      “You expected it?”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      “For someone who expected it, didn’t you shout ‘Exterminate the Demonic Cult’ a bit too loudly?”
    

    
      “It was just a slogan for me. You introduced yourself, didn’t you?”
    

    
      “What? I was just following you, Sword Hero—”
    

    
      “Quiet.”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon seemed to have a lot he wanted to say, but he faithfully kept his mouth shut.
    

    
      A light could be seen from inside.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      “Ugh……”
    

    
      A very faint groan was heard.
    

    
      I quickly headed towards the source of the groan.
    

    
      When I actually moved, I found that a large room had been created in the middle of the tunnel. The light and sound were coming from within it.
    

    
      A few furnishings, including a desk, were on fire.
    

    
      And inside, several people lay bleeding.
    

    
      The one who had groaned was a middle-aged woman in fancy clothes.
    

    
      “Judging by her attire, she seems to be Madam Jeong.”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon checked the pulses of the other people, but.
    

    
      “The others are gone.”
    

    
      Their clothes were also quite high-quality.
    

    
      It seemed they were Madam Jeong’s family.
    

    
      “Madam Jeong is also critically injured. Still, let’s take her out first.”
    

    
      Behind the fallen Madam Jeong, a burning desk caught my eye.
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon and I exchanged glances. He quickly stuffed the documents from inside the desk into his clothes.
    

    
      “Brother Jang, you go out first.”
    

    
      “And you, Sword Hero?”
    

    
      “I’ll go to the end of the tunnel. There probably won’t be anyone, but I have to check.”
    

    
      “I understand.”
    

    
      He took both the documents and Madam Jeong and returned to the complex.
    

    
      I ran along the tunnel.
    

    
      Judging by its length, it was definitely connected to the outside of the complex.
    

    
      Tuung, the place I emerged from was the inner courtyard of a small house in an alley outside the complex.
    

    
      “Wait, this alley?”
    

    
      Isn’t this the alley where the Rogues’ Guild Leader was said to have been attacked?
    

    
      I remember looking around it separately with Hansanha’s guidance.
    

    
      “Branch Leader Han?”
    

    
      Was it a coincidence, or not.
    

    
      I could see Hansanha’s figure at the end of the alley.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The Association Leader bent down and looked.
    

    
      “Madam Jeong.”
    

    
      “Ugh……”
    

    
      When Jang Gangcheon came out of the burning residence, the Association Leader had already arrived with the family warriors.
    

    
      She had borrowed a pavilion from a nearby residence and brought Jang Gangcheon and Madam Jeong there.
    

    
      At the Association Leader’s feet lay the dying Madam Jeong.
    

    
      Even someone who didn’t know medicine could see that she was already gone. She had several stab wounds and had inhaled flames and smoke.
    

    
      “Ah……”
    

    
      Madam Jeong had regained consciousness for a moment due to Jang Gangcheon’s acupoint pressure, but her mind had not returned clearly.
    

    
      Her blurry eyes turned to the Association Leader.
    

    
      “Association Leader?”
    

    
      The Association Leader had mentioned execution. Without even going that far, Madam Jeong was dying before her eyes.
    

    
      But there is an unresolved question.
    

    
      “Why? Why did you do this?”
    

    
      Madam Jeong, in her daze, or perhaps because of it, answered the Association Leader’s question nonchalantly.
    

    
      “Ugh… our family… is ruined…”
    

    
      The honorifics had disappeared.
    

    
      “Ruined?”
    

    
      The Association Leader was also speaking informally.
    

    
      What was surprising was the words the Association Leader brought up.
    

    
      “I know that. It’s been a while since anyone passed the civil service examination. The family business has also almost collapsed.”
    

    
      “…You know?”
    

    
      “Yes. I was waiting for you to ask for help. But since you didn’t, I thought you were still holding on.”
    

    
      Heh, a hollow laugh escaped from Madam Jeong.
    

    
      “Help? If I had asked?”
    

    
      “I would have helped.”
    

    
      “You?”
    

    
      “Believe it or not, it’s up to you. Anyway, now…”
    

    
      Now you will die.
    

    
      Madam Jeong was also feeling that keenly. Facing death so close, words stripped of all pretense flowed out.
    

    
      “Ah… I should have tried asking for help… no, no. I hated it then… then… I would have had no choice but to be pushed out… because…”
    

    
      Inside the complex where the noble families gathered.
    

    
      It’s a natural thing, but if you’re not a noble family, you can’t remain.
    

    
      If she confessed the ruin of her family, would she really receive help, or would she be urged to leave?
    

    
      In Madam Jeong’s view, it was obvious.
    

    
      “That’s right… I had to listen to the Demonic Cult… they gave me funds, and they promised me a future.”
    

    
      “A future?”
    

    
      “They said they would control the complex… they said they would give me that control…”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “What’s the reason for controlling it anyway? It’s to succeed, isn’t it? And among them, I should be the one to succeed… right?”
    

    
      She was rambling.
    

    
      Still, her meaning was clear.
    

    
      Why control the children?
    

    
      She couldn’t think of anything other than the goal of success.
    

    
      At least, that’s how Madam Jeong felt. And in that state, she was on the verge of being pushed out.
    

    
      The Demonic Cult had extended a hand.
    

    
      Let’s take control of the complex. Then we will give you the control.
    

    
      The Association Leader answered Madam Jeong vaguely.
    

    
      “How foolish. Perfect control wasn’t about that. Really, it was just for protection…”
    

    
      She stopped in the middle of her sentence.
    

    
      Protection.
    

    
      Has what she had done until now really stopped at protection?
    

    
      The smell of burning from Madam Jeong’s residence rushed into her nose.
    

    
      It was a choking, yet empty smell.
    

    
      “Still, not the Demonic Cult. The end is bound to be terrible.”
    

    
      “Ah? It’s already terrible.”
    

    
      To Madam Jeong, the situation of being on the verge of being pushed out was more palpable.
    

    
      The end that would come from joining hands with the Demonic Cult was a matter for the future anyway.
    

    
      Avoiding the present was more urgent.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      Terminal Lucidity.
    

    
      Just before death, as her energy returned for a moment, a question rushed in.
    

    
      A question about the result of her choice.
    

    
      “My husband? The children?”
    

    
      The memory from just before she regained consciousness.
    

    
      The whole family had gone down to the basement together.
    

    
      ‘That beast’ had said.
    

    
      - You are no longer needed.
    

    
      That beast, a big shot in the Demonic Cult, had turned its back.
    

    
      She had reached out her hand, but the beast had continued to walk out of the tunnel.
    

    
      And Demonic Cult members with swords had blocked her view.
    

    
      “Ah? Ah? Ahhhhh! My husband? The children? Association Leader, tell me! Tell me!”
    

    
      The Association Leader could not say anything.
    

    
      “Ahhhhhh! Ahhh! The beast! That beast bastard!”
    

    
      Until the terminal lucidity ended.
    

    
      And until Madam Jeong’s screams ended.
    

    
      She could not convey that harsh price.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “Ink Sword Hero, isn’t it? How did you come out of there?”
    

    
      Hansanha approached Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      A question arose on his old face.
    

    
      “Branch Leader, what brings you here?”
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong asked in return.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      And silence flowed.
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      My and Hansanha’s silence was broken unexpectedly.
    

    
      Because a group of people leaped out from the houses in the alley all at once.
    

    
      “To interfere with the great work!”
    

    
      “Die!”
    

    
      “Tear apart the shackles of humanity with the fangs and claws of a beast!”
    

    
      They were Demonic Cult bastards.
    

    
      Buuuuk, the sound of clothes tearing was heard, and the sweet scent of demonic arts wafted over.
    

    
      The Demonic Cult members had transformed in mid-air.
    

    
      Thud, thud, thud, thud.
    

    
      By the time they landed in front, behind, to the left, and to the right, they were already in the form of half-beasts, no longer human.
    

    
      “Krrrrrr.”
    

    
      “Uwoooo.”
    

    
      The alley was filled with the cries of beasts.
    

    
      In the midst of it, my and Hansanha’s eyes met.
    

    
      Hansanha took out two short, curved blades from his sleeves and shouted.
    

    
      “Sword Hero, be careful!”
    

    
      A wolf-humanoid lunged at him.
    

    
      “Branch Leader! Be careful!”
    

    
      Thump, thump, thump.
    

    
      I heard the sound of hooves from behind me.
    

    
      I whipped around to see a humanoid with deer antlers charging at me.
    

    
      “Wolves, deer, bears, goats, these animal friends are so close!”
    

    
      I waited until the humanoid got close and then slightly twisted my body.
    

    
      The creature tried to accelerate and pass by, but.
    

    
      I didn’t miss.
    

    
      I cut the neck of the humanoid whose side was exposed with Mukheun.
    

    
      The severed head flew into the air.
    

    
      The head, propelled by the acceleration, flew for a while before its antlers stuck into the ground, and it stood upside down.
    

    
      Due to the elasticity of the antlers, the head swung back and forth.
    

    
      Paak, the large hand of the bear-humanoid swatted the head away. Blood and brain matter scattered and flew into the alley.
    

    
      The moment the bear-humanoid tried to retract its hand.
    

    
      “Too late.”
    

    
      The creature’s eyes widened for a moment.
    

    
      I flew in in an instant with the Xun Trigram Technique and brought Mukheun down.
    

    
      “Guwak.”
    

    
      Naturally, the creature’s head was split vertically.
    

    
      “Branch Leader!”
    

    
      After taking down two of them, I had a moment to look at Hansanha again.
    

    
      “You bastards! Don’t underestimate the martial arts of the Rogues’ Guild!”
    

    
      He deflected the sharp claws of the wolf-humanoid and then dug into its embrace, delivering a series of strikes.
    

    
      The way he moved his feet briskly and wielded the short blades in both hands.
    

    
      It was undoubtedly a martial art from the south.
    

    
      Many of the Rogues’ Guild’s branch leaders were not skilled in martial arts, but fortunately, Hansanha was skilled enough not to worry about.
    

    
      If so.
    

    
      Woooong—, Mukheun cried out with all its might.
    

    
      “Yes, let’s go!”
    

    
      The beasts, as if they had heard my battle cry, rushed in one after another.
    

    
      But they were nothing more than fourth-grade demonic beasts, the lowest of the four grades in the Demonic Beast Illustrated Guide.
    

    
      I am the one who fought against even the highest-grade demonic beasts!
    

    
      I hooked Mukheun on the horn of the charging goat-humanoid and spun it around.
    

    
      Then, I mercilessly brought it down and cut off another horned head.
    

    
      A wolf, a tiger, and a snake followed, but it was the same.
    

    
      “You came together, so go together!”
    

    
      Paak!
    

    
      The tiger’s head was the last.
    

    
      The floor of the alley was filled with severed heads.
    

    
      Then, I looked around the alley.
    

    
      “Huh? Where is he?”
    

    
      I couldn’t see Hansanha.
    

    
      “Branch Leader, where are you?”
    

    
      “H-here. Heok, heok, heok…”
    

    
      From under the corpse of the goat-humanoid, a curved blade suddenly appeared.
    

    
      It seems he was pinned down while fighting.
    

    
      “Heave-ho. Are you alright?”
    

    
      As I moved the corpse, Hansanha got up.
    

    
      Red blood was dripping onto his white hair.
    

    
      “Wh-what is all this?”
    

    
      “Congratulations on becoming a Beast Meridian Hunter (獵師).”
    

    
      Whether he was pinned under a corpse or had blood splattered on his head, he had achieved victory.
    

    
      But Hansanha waved his hands.
    

    
      “Beast Meridian Hunter? What are you saying to a bookstore owner. Heok, heok… Let’s just say the Sword Hero did all this. I don’t want to get involved with the Demonic Cult. Heok…”
    

    
      He caught his breath for a moment.
    

    
      “Sword Hero, what is really going on?”
    

    
      “How did you end up here, Branch Leader?”
    

    
      “My members reported that a group of people came out of this alley and scattered quickly. Since it was the alley where the Guild Leader disappeared, I didn’t take it lightly and came to see for myself.”
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      “And there was the Sword Hero, standing with a sword. And then the Demonic Cult members appeared. What is all this?”
    

    
      He had come to investigate and had been caught up in a fight.
    

    
      “Before that, just a moment. Where did the people who came out of here go?”
    

    
      “It was very sudden, and they also scattered in different directions. My members are looking for them, but we haven’t found out where they headed yet.”
    

    
      I looked around the alley, it was deserted and quiet.
    

    
      It was not much different from when I had come to inspect this place before.
    

    
      It was a perfect place to hide secretly.
    

    
      “What’s going on is—”
    

    
      I told him about what had happened inside the complex.
    

    
      “Is that true? The Demonic Cult tried to take over the entire complex?”
    

    
      “It’s true. If we hadn’t found out now, they would have actually taken it over.”
    

    
      “Heo, Sword Hero, that is truly a great achievement. The prestigious families inside the complex will surely revere you as a benefactor.”
    

    
      Ah, is that so?
    

    
      Not just the Han family, but everyone?
    

    
      “But that’s for later. I couldn’t find the Guild Leader in Madam Jeong’s residence.”
    

    
      “You couldn’t find him? Does that mean—”
    

    
      “It seems the Demonic Cult took the Guild Leader with them when they fled.”
    

    
      Hansanha’s face contorted.
    

    
      “The information the Guild Leader knows is so vast……. They won’t let him go easily.”
    

    
      “That’s right. But if they eventually think he is a hindrance to their escape, they might take action.”
    

    
      “No, no! Sword Hero, I will go to my members right away.”
    

    
      “I will also keep moving. If there is any new news, please let me know. If you can’t find me, please tell Jayeong.”
    

    
      “I understand!”
    

    
      Hansanha left immediately, without even tending to his wounds.
    

    
      “Huu……”
    

    
      Who could be the commander-in-chief?
    

    
      They sent a rare pangolin to the selection tournament.
    

    
      Now, they used fourth-grade demonic beasts, but with quite deep demonic arts, as a way to buy time.
    

    
      Only someone at the level of an elder in the Beast Meridian could pull off something like this.
    

    
      “Mukheun, we might have a hard time this time.”
    

    
      Woooong—, my friend says it’s fine, no matter what.
    

    
      As it always has been.
    

    
      “Sword Hero!”
    

    
      At that moment, my old comrade-in-arms, Jang Gangcheon, came running out of the tunnel.
    

    
      No, have we become comrades-in-arms again?
    

    
      “The fire at the residence? How did you appear from the tunnel?”
    

    
      “The Virtuous Mothers' Association is well-prepared for fires. They put it out in no time.”
    

    
      So perfect control is good in that respect.
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon looked at the Demonic Cult members in the alley.
    

    
      “This is?”
    

    
      “Those Demonic Cult bastards were buying time. It seems the main force has already escaped from the alley.”
    

    
      “Really? If so, then please entrust the search to our Beggar’s Gang.”
    

    
      “The Beggar’s Gang will step up?”
    

    
      “Isn’t it obvious? In Kaifeng, where our main headquarters is located, how dare they! This is a matter of pride!”
    

    
      That’s right.
    

    
      If they let them get away here too, the Beggar’s Gang wouldn’t be able to hold their heads up for a while.
    

    
      Seeing the fire in Jang Gangcheon’s eyes, it seemed I could entrust the search to him.
    

    
      “Wait, but there are a few things to be careful about. There’s something that’s bothering me too. Let’s ask for this as well.”
    

    
      After hearing all my words, Jang Gangcheon looked at me with a strange expression.
    

    
      “Why are you looking at me like that?”
    

    
      “Sword Hero, how do you know all this? You’re not someone from twenty years ago, but you’re incredibly skilled in fighting the Demonic Cult.”
    

    
      Not the past, but the future, not twenty years ago, but we will fight in the future.
    

    
      But it’s the same for Jang Gangcheon.
    

    
      “You will soon become skilled too.”
    

    
      “Me?”
    

    
      “I guarantee it.”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon tilted his head, but there was no time to linger.
    

    
      He soon headed to the Beggar’s Gang for the search.
    

    
      Now, the Demonic Cult’s tail has been stepped on.
    

    
      If they had been hiding completely underground, it would have been different, but they have been spotted by people.
    

    
      And the Rogues’ Guild and the Beggar’s Gang have started the search at the same time.
    

    
      It won’t be long now.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      “Hey, but did you stop by the house? Shouldn’t you be leaving right away?”
    

    
      Jayeong asked me.
    

    
      After sending the Rogues’ Guild and the Beggar’s Gang on the search.
    

    
      I was also thinking of searching within Kaifeng City.
    

    
      “I have to deliver the news to you too. So that you won’t be surprised when someone from the Rogues’ Guild or the Beggar’s Gang comes. I told them to tell you if they can’t find me.”
    

    
      “That’s true.”
    

    
      Jayeong’s face was flushed.
    

    
      Today is the fourth day since we arrived in Kaifeng.
    

    
      Now that we are finally on her brother’s trail, she must want to go out herself.
    

    
      “They say the Demonic Cult is on the loose, so I can’t leave Taebok alone.”
    

    
      “I met Elder Pao earlier. The three elders all said they would guard this place. And the Beggar’s Gang members will be guarding it too.”
    

    
      “If anyone breaks through, they will get a taste of my steel abacus.”
    

    
      “Hmm, that’s right.”
    

    
      Taebok was lying on the bed.
    

    
      He looks at the pieces hanging from the bed with a peaceful face.
    

    
      It’s a toy made of animal-shaped wooden pieces tied to a stick and balanced.
    

    
      Tock, when I turn it, the toy spins round and round.
    

    
      I can’t tell if he’s concentrating on the rotation or just staring blankly.
    

    
      One thing is for sure, it’s lovely.
    

    
      “The animal pieces are fun, right? When you grow up, you won’t have to see hideous things like the Beast Meridian Demonic Cult. Because your father will have put them all away somewhere.”
    

    
      For example, the underworld.
    

    
      Jayeong chuckled and came to my side.
    

    
      “Or should I make this toy with the heads of the Beast Meridian demonic beasts?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “What do you think, Taebok?”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      No, that’s a bit too much…
    

    
      Banggeut—, Taebok smiled.
    

    
      His eyes crinkle, and his small, toothless mouth opens slightly.
    

    
      “You smiled? Does it seem like a good idea, Taebok?”
    

    
      “W-wait a minute. Just because he smiled, it doesn’t mean that…”
    

    
      Baaanggeut—, Taebok’s smile grew wider.
    

    
      So pretty.
    

    
      It is pretty, but.
    

    
      Taebok, if you smile like that now, your mother is going to do something amazing.
    

    
      “I’m kidding, I’m kidding. Why are you so stiff?”
    

    
      “Ah, a joke. Huu.”
    

    
      It was a joke.
    

    
      I still have a long way to go with both curses and jokes.
    

    
      And most of all.
    

    
      ‘Given your personality in your prime, I thought you might actually do it.’
    

    
      “Right, of course it has to be a joke. It’s horrifying just to think about it.”
    

    
      “What are you thinking? Why would I make something like that?”
    

    
      While we were deliberately trying to ease the tension like this.
    

    
      Thump, thump, thump.
    

    
      A knock was heard on the door.
    

    
      Someone has come.
    

    
      We looked at each other.
    

    
      “Stay by Taebok’s side.”
    

    
      “Yes, please call me if there’s news about my brother.”
    

    
      I headed towards the main gate.
    

    
      “Who is it. The Beggar’s Gang? The Rogues’ Guild? Or?”
    

    
      The Demonic Cult?
    

    
      “It’s the Association Leader.”
    

    
      “Ah?”
    

    
      The Association Leader?
    

    
      Isn’t she busy taking care of things inside the complex right now?
    

    
      First, I opened the main gate and let her in.
    

    
      “I won’t go inside the house. I just came to say hello and leave.”
    

    
      “Say hello?”
    

    
      “Yes, the greetings of the noble families inside the complex, and my own greetings.”
    

    
      The day had now completely set.
    

    
      She said she would return right away, but we couldn’t talk in the dark.
    

    
      I lit a torch and placed it in the torch holder in the yard.
    

    
      Hwareuk, the wind shook it once and passed by.
    

    
      “First, on behalf of the prestigious families, I would like to extend my greetings.”
    

    
      The Association Leader got to the point.
    

    
      “Thank you. Great Hero Jin Yeomyeong is now the benefactor of our Kaifeng prestigious families.”
    

    
      She bowed deeply.
    

    
      Hansanha had said earlier that the prestigious families would revere me as a benefactor.
    

    
      And now, before a day had even passed, the Association Leader had come to find me and lowered herself.
    

    
      “If it weren’t for the Sword Hero, our Virtuous Mothers' Association would have lost all the children we so cherished to the Demonic Cult.”
    

    
      Since what she said was true, there was no need for me to say words of modesty.
    

    
      Whether they relied on the Magic Pill or learned demonic arts.
    

    
      Either way, the children of the Kaifeng prestigious families would have been subjugated by the Demonic Cult.
    

    
      “From now on, the Kaifeng prestigious families will all step forward for Great Hero Jin’s requests. It will be the top priority of the Virtuous Mothers' Association.”
    

    
      I had only followed the children before my eyes.
    

    
      And now, the gratitude of the Kaifeng prestigious families followed me.
    

    
      Several things I could do with their power come to mind.
    

    
      The Association Leader’s greetings were not over.
    

    
      “My greetings are also words of gratitude. Not as the Association Leader, but as Hahou Seojin, thank you. This is not a mere formality, but my sincere heart.”
    

    
      Even without adding that it was sincere, I could feel the sincerity in her voice.
    

    
      It was a voice filled with a mother’s gratitude, not the dignity of the Association Leader.
    

    
      There is something I want to ask her.
    

    
      “Will the policy of the Virtuous Mothers' Association change now?”
    

    
      Perfect control.
    

    
      Will the policy that had so many cracks now change?
    

    
      “Well. I don’t know.”
    

    
      “Then will you still continue with that policy—”
    

    
      “I’m not the Association Leader anymore.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      I looked at her face again.
    

    
      “I’m thinking of asking Madam Yang, Handangyudo’s mother, to be the Association Leader. I believe she can lead the new Virtuous Mothers' Association well.”
    

    
      Hwareuk, the torch was pushed by the wind, and its light cast upon Hahou Seojin.
    

    
      Something had changed.
    

    
      The face that had been filled with majesty, dignity, and sternness is now.
    

    
      “You’ve let go, and become free.”
    

    
      “What did you say?”
    

    
      “I said you’ve become free.”
    

    
      Yes, before, her face was filled with so many things.
    

    
      Now all those things have gone.
    

    
      Some might say she has lost her energy.
    

    
      But in my view, it’s different.
    

    
      “Perfect control. I can imagine how much you must have worried and been tense for that. Haven’t you let go of everything now?”
    

    
      “Ha. You can see that?”
    

    
      “I have my own story too.”
    

    
      Because I too have lived with a heavy burden.
    

    
      The mirror I looked into then and the mirror I see now, the same person, yet a different person is reflected.
    

    
      My face, free from the taut tension and fatigue.
    

    
      I like how it is now.
    

    
      “Really? Well, everyone has a story.”
    

    
      She smiled faintly.
    

    
      “Then I’ll be on my way. I won’t take up any more of your time. You should spend time with your cute son.”
    

    
      Hahou Seojin turned her body.
    

    
      Did she really just come to say hello?
    

    
      “You could have come slowly.”
    

    
      “I give my thanks right away. Moreover, since you’re a martial artist, you might leave.”
    

    
      Hmm.
    

    
      The image that comes to mind when you think of a martial artist includes one who roams the world.
    

    
      But I cannot leave.
    

    
      “I came to Kaifeng because there is someone I want to find. I cannot leave until I find him.”
    

    
      “Someone you want to find? Please tell me. Our Kaifeng prestigious families will do our best to help.”
    

    
      “No. The search will soon—”
    

    
      Thud.
    

    
      The door of the main house behind me opened.
    

    
      “My lady?”
    

    
      Jayeong came out of the house, holding Taebok.
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      She slowly, little by little, approached us.
    

    
      Hwareuk, the torch flickered in the wind, and the flame grew for a moment.
    

    
      That light shone on me, Jayeong, and Hahou Seojin.
    

    
      And after a moment, Jayeong said a word to Hahou Seojin.
    

    
      “…Mihyang unnie?”
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      Mihyang unnie.
    

    
      An unknown name came up.
    

    
      “It is you, right? Kwak Mihyang unnie! It is you!”
    

    
      “My lady, you’ve mistaken her. This person’s name is Hahou Seojin.”
    

    
      “No. It’s impossible that I’m mistaken. Her face is exactly the same as when she was young!”
    

    
      Jayeong was adamant.
    

    
      Hahou Seojin’s name is Kwak Mihyang?
    

    
      It is extremely rare for a prestigious family to change both their surname and given name.
    

    
      They would only do so if their family was exterminated.
    

    
      Why would someone like Madam Hahou, who is living well, change even her surname?
    

    
      In the first place, Jayeong, who grew up in the marketplace, and the wife of a prestigious family have no point of contact.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      “You, are you Guseul? Yeom Jayeong?”
    

    
      Hahou Seojin called out not only Jayeong’s name but also her childhood nickname.
    

    
      What is this?
    

    
      “Mihyang unnie!”
    

    
      “Jayeong!”
    

    
      The two were about to embrace each other, but since Taebok was in her arms, they only reached out one hand and held each other’s.
    

    
      “Unnie! Why did you suddenly disappear!”
    

    
      “Uung! Yes, I suddenly disappeared. I left without even saying goodbye!”
    

    
      Not only were their hands held, but tears welled up in their eyes.
    

    
      “My lady, could she be the unnie who often took care of you and your brother when you were young?”
    

    
      “That’s right. It’s her. It’s Mihyang unnie.”
    

    
      Tears finally streamed down her face in her joy.
    

    
      Hahou Seojin, Kwak Mihyang, reached out her other hand and wiped the tears from Jayeong’s face.
    

    
      “Yes, back then, I often looked after you and your brother.”
    

    
      “I asked Papa Kwak, but he wouldn’t answer. He just said you went to a good place.”
    

    
      A neighborhood unnie, Kwak Mihyang, who used to play well with the Jayeong siblings when they were young.
    

    
      But one day, she suddenly disappeared.
    

    
      “What on earth happened?”
    

    
      I was curious too.
    

    
      Jayeong and I waited for Kwak Mihyang’s answer.
    

    
      But Kwak Mihyang answered nonchalantly.
    

    
      “It’s a common story. It turned out I was the abandoned daughter of a high-ranking family.”
    

    
      Common?
    

    
      Well, if you search the whole world, it might be a common story.
    

    
      Still, isn’t it a surprising thing to happen to oneself?
    

    
      “Is that so? Just as Papa Kwak said, you really did go to a good place.”
    

    
      Jayeong didn’t mind that Kwak Mihyang spoke of it as if it were no big deal.
    

    
      “Unnie, that’s great. I was curious all this time, but if you’ve lived happily, that’s all that matters. You always used to envy the daughters of prestigious families.”
    

    
      She seemed simply happy that Kwak Mihyang had lived well.
    

    
      But Kwak Mihyang, who had been calm about the question, flinched upon hearing Jayeong’s words.
    

    
      “Don’t misunderstand. It’s not that I lived well and forgot my old ties. I couldn’t go to that neighborhood.”
    

    
      “I don’t misunderstand, but…. Why couldn’t you come?”
    

    
      Hwareuk, the torch flickered again.
    

    
      The joyful expression from just a moment ago had disappeared from Kwak Mihyang’s face.
    

    
      “In my family, you see. They found me because the daughter who was supposed to have a political marriage had died of an illness. To maintain the political marriage.”
    

    
      A political marriage.
    

    
      The time she had experienced flowed from her mouth.
    

    
      The reason her family had sought Kwak Mihyang was not out of familial affection.
    

    
      High-ranking families strengthen their ties through marriage. That bond sometimes becomes the foundation for maintaining the family.
    

    
      Kwak Mihyang was a necessary tool for such a marriage.
    

    
      “For me, who had lived an ordinary life, to become the daughter of a prestigious family, there was so much to learn.”
    

    
      It was even more so because the wedding date had been set.
    

    
      The family did not want to postpone the wedding date because of Kwak Mihyang.
    

    
      “…Unnie.”
    

    
      “The life I had longed for was different when I actually experienced it.”
    

    
      A sudden change in her surroundings, but there was no time to adapt.
    

    
      She cut back on sleep and took lessons to become the wife of a prestigious family.
    

    
      She said that when she came to her senses, she had already been married.
    

    
      “I went to look for the village after I had established myself as Madam Hahou. But you know, it wasn’t even a place you could call a village. It was just a place where wanderers gathered. It was already all gone—”
    

    
      Kwak Mihyang caressed Jayeong’s head with both hands.
    

    
      Jayeong had grown up and was taller than Kwak Mihyang, but it was a touch as if caressing a younger sibling’s head.
    

    
      The hands continued to stroke Jayeong and came down to gently cup her cheek.
    

    
      “You two were gone too.”
    

    
      Even for a prestigious family, it was difficult to find the siblings who had followed the Rogues’ Guild Leader.
    

    
      Kwak Mihyang was left alone.
    

    
      Thrown into the proud and splendid life of a prestigious family.
    

    
      I suddenly remembered what Kwak Mihyang had said as the Association Leader, that she wanted to give only obstacles that wouldn’t cause frustration.
    

    
      No, before that, I could see where the idea of controlling experience itself had begun.
    

    
      A powerful current of life that was difficult to handle.
    

    
      After being swept away by that current and coming to her senses, all the people she had known before were gone.
    

    
      She had come to live a new life, with a new identity.
    

    
      But on the other hand, a resentment towards the current of life that had sent her here had grown.
    

    
      That resentment became a vow to not let her own children have such an experience.
    

    
      “The control of experience, so that was why.”
    

    
      I had said it abruptly without explanation, but Kwak Mihyang understood.
    

    
      “That’s right. That was why.”
    

    
      Then she chuckled.
    

    
      “That was why. But how far have I gone. How foolish.”
    

    
      Whoooosh.
    

    
      A gust of autumn wind blew.
    

    
      The person in front of me now was not the Association Leader, nor Hahou Seojin.
    

    
      It was Kwak Mihyang, confused about where she was.
    

    
      “That’s a relief.”
    

    
      “What? A relief?”
    

    
      She quickly looked at me.
    

    
      “Because you can turn it back.”
    

    
      “…Turn it back?”
    

    
      “Yes. There are things you can turn back and things you can’t. What you have done, Madam, is something you can turn back.”
    

    
      “Do you think so?”
    

    
      “Of course. I’m certain.”
    

    
      Certain.
    

    
      I saw it clearly with my own two eyes.
    

    
      “Your son said that the education of the Virtuous Mothers' Association was difficult. But even in that moment, I did not see any anger towards you.”
    

    
      As far as I know, it’s normal for that age to be in a state of anger.
    

    
      But he was rather sorry for saying such things to her.
    

    
      “And what about Uhye? She was a sharp and clear child who got along well with her friends.”
    

    
      Even the child who was struggling with turbid energy had listened to Yeom Uhye’s words.
    

    
      That one thing says a lot.
    

    
      “Of course, you will have to apologize to children like Kang Yoohun. You will have to help them. You can’t leave that out.”
    

    
      It won’t be easy, but.
    

    
      “But everyone is still here. The children haven’t gone anywhere. You can go and apologize, and you can help. You have a chance to do something, don’t you?”
    

    
      I too had seized that one chance.
    

    
      Kwak Mihyang can do it.
    

    
      If she remembers the time she spent with the Jayeong siblings, and if she stood tall as Madam Hahou, she would be better than anyone at correcting her mistakes.
    

    
      “Go.”
    

    
      “…Great Hero.”
    

    
      “I will come to greet you when the matter is finished. And since you’ll have a lot to talk about with Jayeong, I should do so even more.”
    

    
      It won’t be long.
    

    
      When news of the Demonic Cult members comes in.
    

    
      I will go out with Mukheun, and then it will be over soon.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      “Just a moment.”
    

    
      Kwak Mihyang raised her hand.
    

    
      “Just a moment. I was so flustered to meet Jayeong. Is the Ink Sword Great Hero Jayeong’s husband?”
    

    
      “That is correct.”
    

    
      “Ah, then the son the Great Hero got is the one you gave birth to, Jayeong?”
    

    
      “That’s right, unnie.”
    

    
      Her mind seemed to be returning to its place.
    

    
      Her gaze surveys Taebok.
    

    
      “To come out with such a young baby. The autumn wind is too chilly.”
    

    
      It seems she was too surprised to notice until now. As her mind returned, the child came into her view.
    

    
      I pointed to the Black Tiger Skin that Jayeong was wearing.
    

    
      “This is a treasure that cold and external wind cannot penetrate. Taebok, who is being held, is also fine.”
    

    
      Moreover, there is also the Cotton Armor Master.
    

    
      Ah—, Taebok just looked at Kwak Mihyang with his mouth open.
    

    
      He just looks comfortable.
    

    
      “Right. Then that’s fine. But.”
    

    
      Even the explanation about the Black Tiger Skin could not calm her fluster.
    

    
      What is it?
    

    
      Why is that?
    

    
      “Then is the person you’re looking for perhaps Gasang?”
    

    
      “Yes! It seems the Demonic Cult has kidnapped my brother.”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Hmm?
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Kwak Mihyang said firmly.
    

    
      “He’s at our house.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Hey, what?
    

    
      “He’s at our house. The retainer said he hasn’t woken up from an internal injury caused by demonic arts. Anyway, he’s at our house.”
    

    
      I realized in that moment.
    

    
      So that’s what it was.
    

    
      “Your brother knew. He knew that you were Kwak Mihyang.”
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      Jayeong seemed to have realized too.
    

    
      He is the leader of the Rogues’ Guild, who handles all the information in the world.
    

    
      Whether he found out recently, or knew all along and kept it to himself, her brother had known.
    

    
      He hadn’t just gone into the noble family complex for nothing.
    

    
      In a moment of desperation, when all his guards were dead and he himself was injured by demonic arts.
    

    
      The Rogues’ Guild Leader had gone to find someone who could help him.
    

    
      Someone who could perfectly control the complex, prevent any news from leaking out, and mobilize the family warriors and retainers as the mistress of a powerful family.
    

    
      The leader of the Kaifeng Virtuous Mothers' Association.
    

    
      The older sister he used to play with when he was young.
    

    
      “Indeed.”
    

    
      It was no coincidence that Jayeong had met Kwak Mihyang in this place today.
    

    
      “Jayeong, let’s go right away. Let’s meet your brother.”
    

    
      “Yes, yes, yes.”
    

    
      The corners of Jayeong’s eyes, which had been holding up well, became moist.
    

    
      Her brother, whose life was uncertain, is alive.
    

    
      And he is being protected at the house of a dear older sister she has met after a long time.
    

    
      It was a situation that would naturally bring tears.
    

    
      “If it’s an injury from demonic arts, I can do something about it. Let’s go right away. Madam Hahou, will that be okay?”
    

    
      “Call me sister-in-law too.”
    

    
      “Uh. …Is it okay if I just call you Madam Hahou for a while?”
    

    
      “Huhu. Of course, brother-in-law.”
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      My mind became a little confused at the sudden change in title.
    

    
      Right, it might be good to control overly excessive experiences a bit.
    

    
      “Now, let’s go.”
    

    
      Jayeong, who had come out of the house, quickly got dressed.
    

    
      “Are you taking Taebok too? Not leaving him with Elder Jeong?”
    

    
      “Well. I have a feeling I should take him.”
    

    
      A feeling.
    

    
      Whether one is a martial artist or a commoner, one should not ignore such feelings.
    

    
      “If so.”
    

    
      Now we can go.
    

    
      We can go, but.
    

    
      “There are people I need to inform of our destination. Exactly where in the residence is he?”
    

    
      I heard the detailed location of the detached building from Kwak Mihyang.
    

    
      And I immediately jumped over the wall and told the people who needed to be told.
    

    
      However, since I had scattered with Hansanha earlier, I had to deliver the message to him separately.
    

    
      “Sword Hero! I’ve come to deliver news!”
    

    
      Just in time, he appeared with news.
    

    
      “Is there news of the Demonic Cult?”
    

    
      “That’s right. They say the bastards are leaving Kaifeng City and heading west.”
    

    
      I also told him the news I had heard from Madam Hahou.
    

    
      “Oh! Is that so? The Guild Leader is safe!”
    

    
      “I will go right away and rescue the Guild Leader. Branch Leader, please continue to track the Demonic Cult members. I will track them when I return.”
    

    
      Now it’s really the end.
    

    
      We can go.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      We immediately entered Madam Hahou’s residence.
    

    
      The family warriors were on high alert, and although not visible, the presence of the retainers could also be felt.
    

    
      It was indeed a place to be at ease.
    

    
      The rear garden was very large, and there were several detached buildings.
    

    
      “It’s here.”
    

    
      Madam Hahou opened the door of the detached building with a key (開金).
    

    
      As we entered, a man who looked like a bandit was lying on a bed.
    

    
      “Brother!”
    

    
      “Brother.”
    

    
      Jayeong and I rushed forward.
    

    
      A face with a thick beard like Zhang Fei’s had its lips firmly closed.
    

    
      “Honey, my brother’s face…”
    

    
      He was deathly pale.
    

    
      It wasn’t due to a lack of breath or cold.
    

    
      It was so pale that it was tinged with a light purple.
    

    
      “It’s okay, Jayeong. It’s not as serious as it looks.”
    

    
      If the injury were serious, the color would be darker and a stench would rise.
    

    
      Sometimes, there would even be an inexplicable sense of ominousness.
    

    
      The Rogues’ Guild Leader was not at that level.
    

    
      If so.
    

    
      “I might be able to do something about it.”
    

    
      “You?”
    

    
      The Eight Trigram Unity Technique uses natural energy to offset demonic arts.
    

    
      It might be difficult to do in the middle of a duel, but now that it’s quiet and safe, it’s worth a try.
    

    
      “That’s right. And I think we should do it quickly.”
    

    
      Something that had been bothering me since earlier.
    

    
      Because of that, we have to proceed quickly.
    

    
      “Jayeong, please stand guard. Madam Hahou, please step back and keep an eye on the surroundings.”
    

    
      The two immediately did as I instructed.
    

    
      And I immediately mobilized the natural energy and began to offset the demonic energy in the Rogues’ Guild Leader’s body.
    

    
      I wasn’t sure if I could take a long time, so I just did enough for him to be able to open his eyes for now.
    

    
      “Ugh…”
    

    
      “Brother, are you conscious?”
    

    
      “Brother!”
    

    
      Jayeong approached, holding Taebok.
    

    
      Her brother still couldn’t control himself.
    

    
      “Ngae.”
    

    
      He heard Taebok’s cry.
    

    
      “Huh? Ngae?”
    

    
      He raised his head even in his confusion.
    

    
      “Ngae-ae.”
    

    
      Taebok let out another cry to wake him.
    

    
      “Ngae-ae? A baby is crying?”
    

    
      His large, blinking eyes turned to our family of three.
    

    
      “Uh, Jayeong, brother-in-law. Uh, that baby. Huh?”
    

    
      Jayeong carefully stepped forward.
    

    
      “Brother, say hello. This is the child I gave birth to.”
    

    
      “Oh!”
    

    
      The Rogues’ Guild Leader tried to sit up but seemed to feel a pain and fell back onto the bed.
    

    
      Cough, cough, a series of coughs followed.
    

    
      He struggled to turn his head to prevent his cough from reaching Taebok.
    

    
      “Ah, the baby. Be careful with the baby. Wait, where am I? How is my nephew in front of me…?”
    

    
      For a moment, his words stopped.
    

    
      “Hansanha.”
    

    
      A name flowed out.
    

    
      “The traitor.”
    

    
      Along with his identity.
    

    
      So I told him.
    

    
      “I know. Please hold Taebok first.”
    

    
      Because I have prepared everything to welcome the traitor.
    

    
      So first, the cute Taebok.
    

    
      “Uung-ung-ae.”
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      Han Sanha quietly looked ahead.
    

    
      He couldn't see anything.
    

    
      It was only natural.
    

    
      This was a tunnel with not even a torch lit.
    

    
      Crunch, crunch, crunch.
    

    
      Only the sound of crumbling dirt echoed.
    

    
      The Bunseo ( a type of mole) Demonic Cult members were digging at the very front, and the Beast Meridian Demonic Cult members filling the tunnel were carrying the dirt away.
    

    
      This tunnel would lead to a suitable location beneath the annex where the Rogues' Guild Leader was lying.
    

    
      After that, they would break through in an instant, rush in, and kill the Rogues' Guild Leader.
    

    
      ‘Then, with the support of the Demonic Cult, I will ascend to the position of Rogues' Guild Leader.’
    

    
      What Han Sanha was looking at now was not a dark tunnel filled with the stench of beasts.
    

    
      It was the grand road that would take him to the seat of the Rogues' Guild Leader.
    

    
      “Hmph.”
    

    
      He gripped the curved blade in his bosom.
    

    
      He would become the head of these fools, who, despite having the world's information in their hands, only used it to protect the guild members.
    

    
      Earning immense wealth, manipulating the faction from behind.
    

    
      Yes, if necessary, even running an organization of assassins.
    

    
      He would become one of the masters of the world.
    

    
      “Heeheeheehee. Han Sanha, I wonder what your face looks like right now.”
    

    
      A shrill voice cut through Han Sanha's thoughts.
    

    
      “My face, you say.”
    

    
      Han Sanha turned his body precisely toward the ‘beast’.
    

    
      Even if he couldn't see anything, he could tell its location just by the foul stench.
    

    
      Han Sanha answered quietly.
    

    
      To the beast that lent him the power to execute this grand plan and would now make this final assault a success.
    

    
      “I, too, am curious about my own face, but…. It is probably a face joyous to have torn the shackles of a human and found the desires of a beast.”
    

    
      The answer seemed to satisfy the beast. The heeheehee laughter erupted again.
    

    
      “Indeed, a man worthy of submitting to the Beast Meridian.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      “Just because one is old, does that mean they have no desire? They just lack the time and power. Isn't that right, Han Sanha?”
    

    
      The last words of the former Guild Leader and the trust of the new Guild Leader.
    

    
      Things he was supposed to protect as long as he lived as a human.
    

    
      “That is correct. Before desire, all else is trivial.”
    

    
      Han Sanha chose desire.
    

    
      ‘The beast is right. Just because one is old, does that mean they have no desire? It's just that it cannot be achieved.’
    

    
      But if the Demonic Cult was with him.
    

    
      He had not yet touched the demonic arts, but if he took the seat of the Rogues' Guild Leader and even learned demonic arts.
    

    
      He would be able to enjoy it for a long time to come.
    

    
      His eyes flickered in the dark tunnel.
    

    
      Not the gentle eyes of a bookstore owner, nor the sharp eyes of a Rogues' Guild branch leader.
    

    
      Only desire.
    

    
      They were eyes filled with the desire to kill the Rogues' Guild Leader and take his place.
    

    
      “We have arrived.”
    

    
      They were here.
    

    
      They had come to the spot beneath the annex Jin Yeomyeong spoke of.
    

    
      “Hehehehe.”
    

    
      A laugh escaped him once again.
    

    
      Although he faced a crisis after failing the first assault, he had tricked the Ink Sword Hero and seized another chance.
    

    
      That fool had naively told him the Rogues' Guild Leader's location.
    

    
      Even in the urgent situation, he had kindly and meticulously explained which annex it was and where.
    

    
      “Now, listen, everyone.”
    

    
      Han Sanha gave orders as if he were a member of the Demonic Cult.
    

    
      The beast watched Han Sanha but did not stop him.
    

    
      “You’ve all seen the sketch of his face. Kill the bandit-looking Rogues' Guild Leader first. Once he is dead, you will all fight to the death to buy time so that Lord Cheonsalsirang can leave. Understood?”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      “Now, break through at once! Bunseo, you go up first!”
    

    
      Go! Go!
    

    
      For the seat of the Rogues' Guild Leader!
    

    
      As if Han Sanha's heart had been conveyed.
    

    
      Paaaaak!
    

    
      Five Bunseo Demonic Cult members created a large hole and powerfully leaped upward.
    

    
      “Yes! Just like that, follow right behind them-”
    

    
      Thud, Thuuud, Thump, Plop, Splat.
    

    
      The Bunseo Demonic Cult members fell back down just as quickly as they had gone up.
    

    
      All with their heads split open.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “Just as expected.”
    

    
      Pop, pop, I struck down the mole heads coming up with Mukheun.
    

    
      Five of them.
    

    
      The feeling in my hands was quite something.
    

    
      Even before I regressed, my friends and I enjoyed catching moles.
    

    
      - Get it! Get it! Another one’s popping up! Jeheon, what are you doing!
    

    
      - Zhuge Sheng, you do remember that the plan you devised was an infiltration mission, right? Jin Yeomyeong, we can’t get distracted by catching these things!
    

    
      - This is too much fun…….
    

    
      In the Beast Meridian Demonic Beast Illustrated Guide, they were a rare species ranked as Grade A, and the thrill of striking the popping heads at the right moment was exhilarating.
    

    
      Even I, who had little interest in games, was quite engrossed.
    

    
      ‘That’s why I knew as soon as I saw the tunnel at Madam Jeong's residence.’
    

    
      It was the same kind of tunnel I had charged into countless times during the Demonic Cult's outbreak.
    

    
      I could recognize its traces and demonic energy.
    

    
      Furthermore, I could also estimate the speed at which they dug.
    

    
      No matter how fast a Bunseo was, it couldn't match the speed of someone moving above ground with lightness techniques.
    

    
      Thanks to that, I was fully prepared.
    

    
      “Now, everyone! This is it!”
    

    
      Kwaaaang!
    

    
      Starting with the Divine Fist Beggar's exhilarating punch, one annex was demolished in an instant.
    

    
      Now, we could face the Demonic Cult members without any obstacles.
    

    
      Following that.
    

    
      Just in case they tried to flee after being discovered, I threw out the bait.
    

    
      “Shout!”
    

    
      “The Rogues' Guild Leader, Yeom Gasang, is here! If you came for my head, come out now!”
    

    
      He had not yet recovered his energy, but he shouted with all his might.
    

    
      Did you not come for the Rogues' Guild Leader? He is here. Come out.
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon came up beside me at some point and asked.
    

    
      “Will they come out? Won't they run?”
    

    
      “They will.”
    

    
      They had lost too much by failing the operation.
    

    
      A failure of this magnitude would warrant execution, even for an elder-level figure.
    

    
      Their only chance of survival was to at least cut down the Rogues' Guild Leader here.
    

    
      So, they couldn't possibly retreat.
    

    
      Just as I expected.
    

    
      Fwahaak.
    

    
      The Demonic Cult members burst out, collapsing another area besides the hole made by the Bunseo.
    

    
      Simultaneously, the clan warriors and Beggar's Gang members rushed forward.
    

    
      “You White Path bastards!”
    

    
      “Exterminate the Demonic Cult!”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon also leaped in.
    

    
      The Dog-Beating Staffs of the Beggar's Gang clashed with the weapons of the Demonic Cult members all around.
    

    
      But I still held my position.
    

    
      “Han Sanha. Are you in there? The Guild Leader is awake, and everyone knows you are the traitor. It’s useless to run, so show your face!”
    

    
      From the tunnel that had been quiet for a while, Han Sanha came up.
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      Even after coming up, he looked around for a long time.
    

    
      The annex was demolished.
    

    
      Nothing could shield the traitor.
    

    
      “Jin Yeomyeong, did you trick me?”
    

    
      He finally grasped the situation.
    

    
      “Wait, wait.”
    

    
      After asking the question, he raised his hand again to stop my words.
    

    
      “So, you told me a different annex and had troops waiting like this, which means you already suspected me when you told me about the annex.”
    

    
      When the Virtuous Mothers' Association Leader told me my brother-in-law's location, after hearing the details of the place, I told Han Sanha something different.
    

    
      To come here, to this place.
    

    
      “You, who only seemed naive? Me, who has weathered all storms in the Rogues’ Guild?”
    

    
      Han Sanha seemed dumbfounded and then asked another question.
    

    
      “Since when?”
    

    
      I shook my head.
    

    
      “Since when did I suspect you? That’s not it.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      “You never earned my trust in the first place.”
    

    
      “Ha?”
    

    
      Han Sanha let out a dumbfounded sound.
    

    
      “Of course, mentioning the former Guild Leader's last wish was excellent. I heard the former Guild Leader had a good eye for people.”
    

    
      Han Sanha, whom he had chosen, should have been a trustworthy person.
    

    
      “But I’ve seen enough betrayal and defection to be sick of it.”
    

    
      I had seen far too many instances of a predecessor's last wish, one's own beliefs, and the trust of those around being shattered to pieces.
    

    
      Adding to that the fact that I knew this old man would become the next Rogues' Guild Leader.
    

    
      I couldn't let go of my suspicion.
    

    
      “It was subtly strange. First, the way you spoke of the selection tournament as if it were some great secret.”
    

    
      The selection tournament was the talk of Kaifeng.
    

    
      Everyone knew about it, to the point of placing bets.
    

    
      Meaning, I would have known even if he hadn't told me.
    

    
      “Why would you exaggerate something so trivial? You must have wanted to gain something through it. For instance, our trust.”
    

    
      “Hmm. Was I overdoing it from the start.”
    

    
      “It didn't end there.”
    

    
      I continued speaking.
    

    
      “The tunnel leading to Madam Jeong's residence. No matter how deserted the alley, could they have really dug a tunnel and gone in and out without anyone knowing?”
    

    
      “Th-that is…”
    

    
      “Right. The Demonic Cult’s resourcefulness is great, so it could be possible. But if you think about it more simply, it seems more likely that someone was controlling that alley.”
    

    
      It's possible that for that one moment when my brother-in-law was attacked, there were no Rogues' Guild members in the alley.
    

    
      But after that, shouldn't guild members have been coming and going?
    

    
      They dug a tunnel and openly used it as a hideout and passage, yet they remained unnoticed?
    

    
      “It was the same when I came out of the tunnel and met you. The Demonic Cult members hadn't even killed anyone, yet the alley was quiet with no one passing through. Isn't it more correct to think this was due to control?”
    

    
      I couldn't just pass by without suspecting a cover-up.
    

    
      “And the way you kept appearing before me at the right time without any real information.”
    

    
      “No real information? Didn’t I say the Demonic Cult went west?”
    

    
      “The Beggar's Gang had no such word.”
    

    
      “……”
    

    
      It might be unknown if they were hiding, but for only the Beggar's Gang to be unaware of them moving openly.
    

    
      That also didn't make sense.
    

    
      “It seems you tried to gloss it over amidst the urgent flow of the situation. You should have just said you came to check. Considering all that nonsense, I couldn't possibly trust you.”
    

    
      “Heo.”
    

    
      Han Sanha turned his head and looked for my brother-in-law in the distance.
    

    
      The Virtuous Mothers' Association Leader's residence had a vast rear garden as well. There were several annexes and the flowers were well-tended.
    

    
      My brother-in-law and Jayeong were standing safely near the door leading from the main building to the rear garden.
    

    
      His gaze and my brother-in-law's met.
    

    
      After a long moment, the words he spoke contained neither regret nor guilt.
    

    
      “My dream…”
    

    
      He was only lamenting the frustration of his own desire.
    

    
      “Were you trying to become the Rogues' Guild Leader? Throw away such an absurd dream. The face and name of the traitor Han Sanha will now spread.”
    

    
      In his life before regression, it was a dream that came true.
    

    
      The Demonic Cult had probably seized control of the Rogues' Guild through that man.
    

    
      And they would have used it as another one of their information networks.
    

    
      Elders Pao, Du, and Yang would have all fallen to the Demonic Cult's evil clutches.
    

    
      Jayeong and I had grieved, making ominous assumptions when we lost contact back then, but we never knew this was the truth.
    

    
      “From now on, there will be no place in the world where you can rest your body in peace.”
    

    
      I didn't know why the Demonic Cult had acted so early this time.
    

    
      But it was for the best.
    

    
      I would crush their conspiracy right here.
    

    
      “Huh, huhu, huhuhu.”
    

    
      He laughed blankly.
    

    
      But then.
    

    
      “Huhu, ha, hahat, hahaha! Jin Yeomyeong, you foolish bastard!”
    

    
      His laughter turned into a roar.
    

    
      “If you knew that much, you should have run! You’re just a pretender! Did you think this old man came here without any measures!”
    

    
      Desire poured from his eyes.
    

    
      “The power to set everything right even if things get a little twisted! It is because of that power that I came here!”
    

    
      Wooooong-, Mukheun cried out.
    

    
      It began to prepare for battle.
    

    
      “That must be it. There must be someone.”
    

    
      “Hah? And you still waited?”
    

    
      “I have to clean up. The Demonic Cult must always be exterminated.”
    

    
      “So that was it. How confident.”
    

    
      “It doesn't matter who comes out. Why aren't they coming? Are they looking for a chance to ambush? As long as I stand here, that’s impossible, so tell them to just come out.”
    

    
      Han Sanha shut his mouth.
    

    
      He quietly gazed at the hole leading underground.
    

    
      And soon.
    

    
      “Heeheeheehee.”
    

    
      Laughter that shook the underground.
    

    
      A shrill laugh that gasped for air.
    

    
      A beast revealed itself.
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      Seeing him, I thought.
    

    
      ‘We'll have to fight this one together.’
    

    
      A bigger fish than I expected has shown up.
    

    
      Why is the sworn brother of the Water Demon here?
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      That's right.
    

    
      I had killed him before.
    

    
      - Heeheeheehee! Jin Yeomyeong!
    

    
      The flames, raised by pushing the Li Trigram Technique that handles the natural energy of fire to its limit.
    

    
      Thanks to the oil and rice straw I had scattered everywhere, it gained more strength and blazed high.
    

    
      We were fighting inside the fire.
    

    
      - Sword Hero! Get out! If you don't come out now, you'll be in danger too!
    

    
      - The Lord of Heavenly Slaughter is not someone you can cut down now! Live to fight another day!
    

    
      Voices laced with inner energy shouted for me to get out.
    

    
      - What do you say? Why don't you listen to them? Are you planning to burn to death with me?
    

    
      I was facing the vanguard of the Beast Meridian, Lord of Heavenly Slaughter Gihakcheon.
    

    
      He was protecting himself with demonic arts.
    

    
      I, too, was pushing away the fire and smoke by manipulating natural energy.
    

    
      But it seemed difficult to maintain the manipulation of natural energy while fighting the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter.
    

    
      Still.
    

    
      By the time I set this trap, I had passed through five villages that he had massacred.
    

    
      Five was just the beginning.
    

    
      After the Demonic Cult rose, the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter, as the vanguard of the Beast Meridian, burned and killed wherever he went.
    

    
      He was doing so even now, which was how his line of advance was read and how we caught up to him.
    

    
      If I let him go here, there was no telling how many more people would die in the future.
    

    
      - Let's have a go.
    

    
      - What? Are you serious? You want to fight me here?
    

    
      - Whether we die by each other's weapons, or our strength gives out and we burn to death, let's see this to the end.
    

    
      - Heeheeheehee. Is that so? I'd love that! I heard you’ve been a nuisance here and there anyway!
    

    
      His spear flew through the flames.
    

    
      I advanced forward with Mukheun.
    

    
      In the end, I killed him.
    

    
      Thanks to the great merit I achieved, I was even able to obtain a spiritual medicine said to have been acquired in Chang'an.
    

    
      At that time, that was enough.
    

    
      A large, indelible burn scar was left on my back.
    

    
      And as Jayeong applied a poultice to it, she wept silently.
    

    
      At that time, that was enough.
    

    
      It was enough, and yet.
    

    
      “Aaaaaargh! I’m so angryyyyyy!”
    

    
      Thinking about it makes me angry.
    

    
      Back then, I had told the Alliance that I needed more forces.
    

    
      I know there was a reserve unit.
    

    
      Why didn't they send them, letting a man get his back burned?
    

    
      If I had missed that bastard back then, what would they have done about the sacrifices that followed?
    

    
      “I’m so angryyyyyyaaaargh!”
    

    
      It's something that hasn't even happened yet, but to me, it has happened.
    

    
      A directionless anger that I can't even speak of to anyone surges up!
    

    
      “What, what's with him?”
    

    
      As I suddenly shouted, the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter, who had been walking out majestically, stopped in his tracks and asked Han Sanha.
    

    
      “I'm not sure. He was speaking to me perfectly fine just a moment ago.”
    

    
      “I heard that. I was listening while waiting to see if I could ambush him. Wasn't he the one who told me to come out?”
    

    
      “That's right. But he's suddenly acting like this.”
    

    
      Because you suddenly appeared, I suddenly remembered the past, and I’m suddenly angry.
    

    
      Do you know this feeling?
    

    
      “Uuuugh! Just thinking of the Alliance makes me fume! I told them to send more forces! They don't even listen to the people working in the field!”
    

    
      They should listen to the voices of those in the field.
    

    
      But the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter heard my words and then.
    

    
      “Alliance… send more forces… I see!”
    

    
      He suddenly had a look of realization.
    

    
      “No wonder you were foiling our cult's plans so easily.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      “The Alliance was behind you!”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      What…, the Alliance?
    

    
      If you say Alliance to me right now, a fire rages inside me.
    

    
      “Uh, wait a moment.”
    

    
      Could I… use this?
    

    
      “I knew it!”
    

    
      I couldn't answer for a moment while I was thinking, which seemed to the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter as if I was speechless after being hit on the mark.
    

    
      “Yes, that's right. I thought it was strange when some swordsman suddenly started causing a ruckus in Luoyang. The Alliance secretly instigated it.”
    

    
      The Lord of Heavenly Slaughter's head was spinning furiously.
    

    
      I can see it.
    

    
      I can see the gears turning in his eyes.
    

    
      “If so, then all those other things make sense. You must be-”
    

    
      The conclusion was drawn from the ultimate brain-rotation.
    

    
      He pointed his finger at me and declared.
    

    
      “The Alliance's Secret Inspector. You must be the Alliance Leader's right-hand man.”
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      He missed the mark.
    

    
      He missed it by a mile.
    

    
      And here I am, on childcare leave.
    

    
      “You must have nothing to say now that your cover is blown! Since you were in charge of the Alliance's internal purges, you must be an inspector, and a direct subordinate of the Alliance Leader. Ha, what are the other guys doing? They couldn't even figure this out!”
    

    
      The other martial artists seemed busy fighting, but Han Sanha stood next to the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter, staring at me with his mouth agape.
    

    
      “The Alliance’s Secret Inspector…? Does that mean I was also within the Alliance's sights?”
    

    
      No, there's no way I'm a Secret Inspector, and there's no way the Alliance has a grasp on you right now.
    

    
      The Alliance isn't that competent.
    

    
      “Precisely. Since it has come to this, I will reveal it. The Hwangbo Alliance Leader is an extremely competent man. He has a grasp on all of you.”
    

    
      If it had been just an elder and not the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter, I wouldn't need to do this.
    

    
      The Demonic Cult's eyes might focus on me too much.
    

    
      If I spin it as the Alliance making a direct move at this point, I should be able to disperse their attention.
    

    
      …Aside from that, I want to put some pressure on the Alliance.
    

    
      It feels like that would cool my anger a bit.
    

    
      “The Murim Alliance has dispatched Secret Inspectors to every region to monitor you.”
    

    
      “Indeed. It wouldn't be just Luoyang and Kaifeng.”
    

    
      “Lord of Heavenly Slaughter, I know your identity as well. Are you not the sworn brother of the Water Demon?”
    

    
      “Keuk! That far?”
    

    
      The Lord of Heavenly Slaughter was more than an elder of the Beast Meridian.
    

    
      He was the younger of the Water Demon's two sworn brothers, a man who had been with the Water Demon since their youth.
    

    
      There was a reason he was in charge of the Beast Meridian's vanguard.
    

    
      “I was wondering why my sworn brother was rushing things so much. So the Alliance was involved. There must have been an unavoidable reason.”
    

    
      But right now, vanguard or not, he was playing right into my hands.
    

    
      He seemed to be convinced of something on his own.
    

    
      “M-My Lord…”
    

    
      Han Sanha, with a look on his face as if he were being choked, said to the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter.
    

    
      “I-I will retreat for now. I will return and prepare for the next grand plan.”
    

    
      It was obvious he wanted to get out of here.
    

    
      From the looks of it, rather than preparing for any grand plan, he was about to bolt.
    

    
      But I wasn't the only one who thought so.
    

    
      Thwack.
    

    
      The Lord of Heavenly Slaughter threw a punch at Han Sanha. Han Sanha crumpled to the ground on the spot.
    

    
      “Shut up. You've been exposed as a traitor, what use could you possibly have to prepare a grand plan? Get into the fight.”
    

    
      “What? Me?”
    

    
      “Go cut down the Rogues' Guild Leader who's standing over there like bait. You need to at least cause some chaos in the Rogues' Guild, hm? If you don't even have that much merit, the cult's punishment will fall upon you.”
    

    
      At the words 'cult's punishment,' Han Sanha's body trembled.
    

    
      “M-me, the Guild Leader… Then, My Lord, you will…”
    

    
      “I will join you after I defeat this Alliance Inspector.”
    

    
      “How could you…”
    

    
      But there was no other choice.
    

    
      In the end, Han Sanha drew his curved blade with trembling hands and threw himself into the fight.
    

    
      The Lord of Heavenly Slaughter watched his back and laughed, then turned to me.
    

    
      “Now, I must capture you. I need to confirm how much the Alliance knows about us.”
    

    
      His eyes scanned the surroundings.
    

    
      “Where is the Grand Elder with Divine Ear? He should be the top master left in the Beggar's Gang right now?”
    

    
      “Didn't you send Demonic Cult members all over Kaifeng? He is likely dealing with them.”
    

    
      “Damn it. You know our methods inside and out.”
    

    
      Then he glared at me fiercely.
    

    
      “All the more reason I must capture you.”
    

    
      I glared back at him.
    

    
      The Alliance is the Alliance, but my grudge against you is also deep.
    

    
      Wooooong-, the drawn Mukheun cried out.
    

    
      What is his level of martial prowess right now?
    

    
      He didn't suppress the physical changes caused by his demonic arts.
    

    
      It's not as much as when we fought in the past, but even now, he's no different from a beast walking on two legs.
    

    
      His snout, which had already transformed into a long, beast-like shape, opened.
    

    
      “I will make you pay the price for ruining the cult's work!”
    

    
      Shuuuuuk.
    

    
      The spear shot out straight.
    

    
      “You are the ones who must pay the price!”
    

    
      I moved quickly, parrying the spear.
    

    
      A battle between a long weapon and a short one.
    

    
      Each has its own advantageous distance.
    

    
      He tries to maintain the spear's distance, and I try to close it.
    

    
      Xun Trigram Technique.
    

    
      I moved, imbuing my footwork with the Xun Trigram Technique.
    

    
      The ink-black sword rode a single gust of wind to strike the beast.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      “Grrrr.”
    

    
      With a small growl, the spear flew like the beast's fangs.
    

    
      It tore through the wind and pushed Mukheun away.
    

    
      “Hmph!”
    

    
      In the brief exchange of techniques, we both realized the other was not an opponent to be taken lightly.
    

    
      “Tear apart the shackles of man with the fangs and claws of a beast.”
    

    
      A cold murmur, different from just moments ago.
    

    
      The demonic arts began to bloom in earnest.
    

    
      Chwahahak.
    

    
      The afterimages of the spear covered all directions.
    

    
      It was clearly a spear thrust aiming for a single point, and yet.
    

    
      Countless attacks dominate the plane.
    

    
      No matter which direction I move, I cannot avoid the beast's fangs.
    

    
      “Sword Hero!”
    

    
      “Be careful!”
    

    
      The shouts of martial artists, without distinction, could be heard.
    

    
      Forward.
    

    
      I slashed Mukheun down between the points.
    

    
      A single ink-black line.
    

    
      My reliable friend Mukheun secures that space.
    

    
      And.
    

    
      “Hoh?”
    

    
      From that single line of space, the sword extended.
    

    
      It erased the beast's fangs that had embroidered the surroundings in an inky color.
    

    
      Kaang, kaang, kaang, the spear thrusts and sword strikes clashed in succession, a shrill sound ringing out.
    

    
      The beast used swift footwork to move outside Mukheun's range.
    

    
      “You have the skill to be a secret inspector.”
    

    
      The Lord of Heavenly Slaughter's eyes watched me as he launched another attack with his spear.
    

    
      An attack where he infused demonic arts even into the iron shaft of the spear and swung it in a long arc.
    

    
      If before it was a point.
    

    
      This time, it dominates the line.
    

    
      Dominating the plane with a line.
    

    
      “The Alliance Leader didn't just appoint me as an inspector for nothing!”
    

    
      I spat a lie and thrust a sharp strike with Mukheun.
    

    
      I go the complete opposite way.
    

    
      If before it was a line, this time, it's a point.
    

    
      Thrusts aimed at the spear exploded one by one.
    

    
      Chaeng, chaeng, with a metallic clang, the line wavered.
    

    
      “Hmph.”
    

    
      He once again slipped out of Mukheun's range.
    

    
      “Well, well.”
    

    
      Then he looked at me again.
    

    
      “You… aside from being an inspector, you’re quite skilled.”
    

    
      “The same goes for you, Lord of Heavenly Slaughter.”
    

    
      I thought his level of demonic arts wouldn't be high since it was before the Demonic Cult's great outbreak.
    

    
      But this was a considerable level.
    

    
      “That must have required many sacrifices.”
    

    
      “Heeheeheehee.”
    

    
      He laughed as if he found it amusing.
    

    
      “Is that a bad thing? Hm? Isn't that how it's supposed to be?”
    

    
      He looked around.
    

    
      He wasn't watching the fight.
    

    
      His gaze was further away. He was looking inside this complex.
    

    
      “Look. See how disgusting it's become from making rules. Perfect control? The moment I heard it, I felt nauseous.”
    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    
      “Humans, you see, are beasts. We should live following our instincts. Hm?”
    

    
      A smirk, and killing intent spread across his face.
    

    
      “It's hard because you can't do that. You can't do it because you're weak. Isn't that right?”
    

    
      “To me, your side sounds more nauseating. So what are you trying to say?”
    

    
      “Heeheeheehee. If you're strong, you can do whatever your instincts tell you. So, here, I'm going to do as I please. Take this.”
    

    
      With those words, his demonic arts began to surge violently.
    

    
      A sweet stench first hit my nose.
    

    
      Followed by an ominous and dangerous energy.
    

    
      Even though there was a considerable distance, it felt like he was right beside me.
    

    
      Dangerous.
    

    
      My instincts warned me of danger.
    

    
      Wooooong-, Mukheun cried out as well.
    

    
      That will be difficult to block.
    

    
      No.
    

    
      Dodge it.
    

    
      I took a deep breath.
    

    
      Against that bastard.
    

    
      I had entered the flames.
    

    
      I had not dodged.
    

    
      And I had won.
    

    
      If so, this time too-
    

    
      “I don't want to.”
    

    
      The words came out on their own.
    

    
      I don't want to, no.
    

    
      It's different from back then.
    

    
      To play with Taebok properly, my body needs to be healthy.
    

    
      “A new life, a new fight.”
    

    
      Prrrr- I loosened my lips.
    

    
      Prrr, prrrr, prrr.
    

    
      “What are you doing?”
    

    
      “I am not afraid of your demonic arts.”
    

    
      “What? Such bravado-”
    

    
      I have the memories of the past.
    

    
      Meaning, I know what words get him the most riled up.
    

    
      “Because you are the weakest of the three Water Demon sworn brothers.”
    

    
      A moment of silence fell, and then.
    

    
      “What? What did you just say?”
    

    
      The 'taunt' had exploded.
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      During the battle with the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter.
    

    
      The Lord of Heavenly Slaughter did not fall easily into the ambush.
    

    
      He entered the village entrance but sensed something amiss and tried to withdraw, and our ambush squad thought the operation had failed.
    

    
      At that moment, those who called themselves the Murim Alliance's strategists shouted at the top of their lungs toward the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter's back.
    

    
      - Lord of Heavenly Slaughter, you're just a lackey the Water Demon drags around!
    

    
      - Not sworn brothers after all, you're just dead weight in the end!
    

    
      - Go cry to your sworn brother! Tell him, "I was the weakest link, so I had no choice but to run away, boo-hoo!"
    

    
      I wondered what meaningless thing they were doing.
    

    
      - What did you say? Who just said that? I'll rip your mouth open and kill you!
    

    
      I was surprised when the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter actually turned back at the provocation.
    

    
      And I was surprised again when the Murim Alliance's strategists, having succeeded in the provocation, immediately bolted.
    

    
      - Sword Hero! We leave it to you!
    

    
      - We're strategists!
    

    
      - Combat isn't our forte!
    

    
      No matter how much they were strategists, weren't they martial artists affiliated with the Murim Alliance? Zhuge Sheng always fought alongside when it was time to fight.
    

    
      At the time, I thought they trusted our ambush squad, but now that I think about it, I was an idiot. Weren't they just pushing it off and running?
    

    
      - Ambush squad! Let's go! Leave the other Demonic Cult members to us!
    

    
      - Charge! Follow the Demon-Subjugating Vanguard!
    

    
      - Exterminate the Demonic Cult! Go! Make sure the Demon-Subjugating Vanguard can fight the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter!
    

    
      It wasn't that the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter was foolish for returning to the trap. He simply had confidence in his own abilities and those of his subordinate Demonic Cult members.
    

    
      Our ambush squad faced that Lord of Heavenly Slaughter and his elite subordinates.
    

    
      That scene is still vivid in my eyes.
    

    
      The fleeing strategists.
    

    
      The Lord of Heavenly Slaughter pursuing them.
    

    
      Me, holding Mukheun and blocking the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter's path.
    

    
      Fires erupting from various places in the village.
    

    
      The ambush squad and Demonic Cult members clashing amid the flames.
    

    
      It might seem infuriating in retrospect, but it helped now.
    

    
      “The weakest of the Water Demon's three sworn brothers!”
    

    
      “Weakest? What do you mean by that? Who said such a thing!”
    

    
      The Lord of Heavenly Slaughter reacted this time as well.
    

    
      Even sworn brothers could have differences in their martial arts realms.
    

    
      That was the case with the Water Demon's three sworn brothers.
    

    
      Of course it was.
    

    
      The Water Demon's martial arts were so profound that he claimed the title of Demon King.
    

    
      His two sworn younger brothers were strong, but they could not compare to the Water Demon.
    

    
      It was never a big issue.
    

    
      He was just a reliable big brother.
    

    
      However, that was only when the sworn brothers got along well.
    

    
      “Isn't it the case that you're being pushed around like this by the Water Demon? I thought some elder or another would come here, but it's you. Being the weakest means you handle all the chores too.”
    

    
      I don't know how the three of them became sworn brothers, but the Water Demon exploited his two sworn younger brothers terribly, and the two sworn younger brothers eyed the position of sworn elder covetously.
    

    
      “Did you say he acts freely because his martial arts are profound? Try saying that in front of the Water Demon. Would he just snort? Lackey of the Water Demon.”
    

    
      “Lackey?”
    

    
      “Dead weight of the Water Demon, slave, whatever... anyway, weak.”
    

    
      The words I was saying now were actually the ones the strategists from my memory had shouted.
    

    
      They were excellent examples, good enough to serve as a textbook for provocation.
    

    
      All I had to do was follow them exactly, so how convenient was that.
    

    
      Even I, who wasn't yet accustomed to insults or provocations, could manage this much.
    

    
      “So who said such nonsense! Jin Yeomyeong, what do you know to say that?”
    

    
      In particular, unlike the second brother, the third brother, the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter, was extremely sensitive about his relationship with the Water Demon.
    

    
      Now, that Lord of Heavenly Slaughter was asking who called him the weakest.
    

    
      It was time to deliver the final blow.
    

    
      “That was.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      “The Murim Alliance's official investigation report.”
    

    
      “Wh-what? Official report?”
    

    
      “Official report. Among the Water Demon's three sworn brothers, the third is significantly inferior to the two above. He's the weak link. If you're going to target one, it's him right away.”
    

    
      If he was truly inferior, I wouldn't have struggled so much. Such a report never existed.
    

    
      But the combination of three words.
    

    
      The 'official' 'report' of the 'Murim Alliance' was powerful.
    

    
      “You ignorant fools dare to spout such nonsense....”
    

    
      I could feel it.
    

    
      He was shaken.
    

    
      The refined and dense demonic qi became disordered.
    

    
      How about that?
    

    
      I looked around.
    

    
      It would be nice if someone heard and told me if I did well or not.
    

    
      Jayeong was far away, worried that Taebok might be in danger.
    

    
      “Ah, everyone's busy fighting and didn't hear-”
    

    
      But.
    

    
      “Gueeeeh!”
    

    
      The Lord of Heavenly Slaughter himself let me know.
    

    
      That cry told me.
    

    
      Well done, it was a good provocation.
    

    
      “You pathetic swordsman!”
    

    
      Boom, his figure closed in in an instant.
    

    
      Chiiiing.
    

    
      The Pointed Spear and Mukheun clashed once more.
    

    
      “Urk!”
    

    
      The drawn-up demonic qi didn't go anywhere and reverberated down to my bones.
    

    
      Still.
    

    
      It wasn't the ultimate technique he had tried to unleash earlier by concentrating his demonic qi.
    

    
      It wasn't the ultimate technique that my instincts had warned me about.
    

    
      “Weakest? The Alliance's official report? What will you say when I sever your neck!”
    

    
      Pew pew.
    

    
      The spear tip flew in ferociously.
    

    
      The attack infused with demonic arts became even faster and fiercer.
    

    
      “Hup!”
    

    
      “Hah!”
    

    
      We shut our mouths and swung our respective weapons.
    

    
      The Lord of Heavenly Slaughter would soon regain his composure.
    

    
      He got excited easily but didn't stay swayed for long.
    

    
      I had to succeed with this attack now.
    

    
      “Here I go.”
    

    
      Once again becoming a gust of wind, I thrust Mukheun forward.
    

    
      “Where!”
    

    
      The Pointed Spear, like an animal's fang, tore the wind and deflected Mukheun.
    

    
      Our feet moved ceaselessly to seize advantageous positions,
    

    
      Our hands went back and forth between attack and defense even in fleeting moments,
    

    
      Our eyes scanned the opponent's entire body for weaknesses-
    

    
      Huh?
    

    
      What was he looking at?
    

    
      He was in a duel with me, so what was he looking at.
    

    
      “Heh heh.”
    

    
      He's laughing?
    

    
      In that instant, I could tell what was at the end of the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter's gaze.
    

    
      Without asking him, without turning around, I knew.
    

    
      “You bastard.”
    

    
      It was Jayeong and Taebok.
    

    
      At the end of that gaze were Jayeong and Taebok.
    

    
      “Heh heh heh heh. We haven't been idle all this time either. We've scouted enough to know.”
    

    
      They should clearly be far from the battlefield, standing beside while supporting my brother.
    

    
      Since it was already a place the Demonic Cult's hands had reached, she'd be holding Taebok out of anxiety.
    

    
      “Impossible. Your spear can't reach.”
    

    
      “Heh heh, who said spear?”
    

    
      Rising demonic arts.
    

    
      He leaped back sharply while reaching into his bosom.
    

    
      “Hidden weapons?”
    

    
      I hadn't seen them in our previous confrontation.
    

    
      “What will you do, Jin Yeomyeong!”
    

    
      He scattered hidden weapons while looking at me.
    

    
      The moment I turned my body to block those hidden weapons would be the moment the Pointed Spear pierced me.
    

    
      A move forcing me to choose between the lives of my wife and child, and my own.
    

    
      And my choice was.
    

    
      “Pathetic trick. You underestimated my wife too much.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      My ears understood.
    

    
      No matter where she was, they understood the sound made by Jayeong's unique poison weapon.
    

    
      Rattle rattle.
    

    
      The sound of the steel abacus's beads dancing excitedly.
    

    
      Also, my ears understood.
    

    
      No matter where she was, they understood her voice.
    

    
      “You dare scatter clumsy hidden weapons at me?”
    

    
      The mad cry of the martial artist Iron Bead Jayeong burst out.
    

    
      And cha-la-la-la-rang.
    

    
      The sound of Jayeong's abacus beads clashing with the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter's hidden weapons in midair reached my ears.
    

    
      “What, you blocked all my hidden weapons?”
    

    
      The Lord of Heavenly Slaughter's eyes were dyed with astonishment.
    

    
      Hidden weapons might not be his main weapon, but they were infused with demonic arts. Their power couldn't be ignored.
    

    
      And she was blocking them all.
    

    
      “What did you scout?”
    

    
      She was the younger sister of the Rogues' Guild Leader, and even superior to her brother.
    

    
      Moreover, Jayeong didn't stop at just blocking.
    

    
      Pew!
    

    
      One steel abacus bead pierced through the entire battlefield like a flash of lightning and struck the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter's body.
    

    
      “Argh!?”
    

    
      His scream contained not just pain, but astonishment that couldn't comprehend.
    

    
      “Mukheun, now!”
    

    
      The Lord of Heavenly Slaughter had revealed a massive opening.
    

    
      Even when he drew the hidden weapons, his stance had crumbled because he was certain I'd go to Jayeong.
    

    
      Now, he had been struck by Jayeong's Iron Bead.
    

    
      I became a fierce gale and flew into the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter's gap.
    

    
      Fiercely and swiftly.
    

    
      And my dear friend Mukheun flew as well.
    

    
      “Hic.”
    

    
      A laugh that escaped like a hiccup from sheer surprise.
    

    
      With that sound in my ear, I swung Mukheun and slashed past him.
    

    
      “....”
    

    
      “....Urk.”
    

    
      Through the brief silence that followed, his stifled scream leaked out.
    

    
      I turned my body and looked at the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter's back.
    

    
      “Urk?”
    

    
      He too turned his staggering body to face me.
    

    
      But looking at me was only for a moment; he looked down at his own chest and abdomen.
    

    
      A long gash from the left chest down to the right lower abdomen.
    

    
      It was a fatal wound.
    

    
      “Urk? Huh? For real?”
    

    
      As if he still couldn't comprehend, he asked.
    

    
      I raised Mukheun and showed him the bloodstains on the blade tip.
    

    
      This was the answer.
    

    
      “Ah? Urk? Ahh?”
    

    
      His eyes filled with confusion.
    

    
      It was real.
    

    
      The blood on Mukheun was real, the huge wound on his body was real,
    

    
      And death was real.
    

    
      “Ahh! No! No! Something's wrong here!”
    

    
      His body had already lost its strength.
    

    
      Thud, the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter's knees buckled.
    

    
      “Urk! No! This can't be! What? Where did it go wrong?”
    

    
      His body collapsed rapidly.
    

    
      This time, he propped himself up with one hand on the ground.
    

    
      Drip drip, things inside his body flowed out through the wound.
    

    
      “Huh? Huh? Was it that?”
    

    
      The Lord of Heavenly Slaughter glanced back.
    

    
      At the end of that was Jayeong.
    

    
      My beautiful wife-
    

    
      Thwack, raising her fist in a gesture of insult.
    

    
      “....”
    

    
      Well...
    

    
      Even a beautiful wife can curse.
    

    
      “Urk? This can't be right? Wasn't it supposed to be a one-on-one duel? Husband and wife teaming up on me?”
    

    
      The Lord of Heavenly Slaughter, his mind muddled, spouted nonsense.
    

    
      After throwing hidden weapons first, what was he saying.
    

    
      “A family is one.”
    

    
      The Lord of Heavenly Slaughter blinked at me and then.
    

    
      “What are you saying.”
    

    
      In the end, unable to comprehend, he slammed his head to the ground.
    

    
      And died like that.
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      Why couldn't he understand this?
    

    
      Well, anyway.
    

    
      “I slew the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter! The Water Demon's sworn brother is dead!”
    

    
      I declared it so it could be heard everywhere.
    

    
      My voice, infused with inner power, boomed out.
    

    
      “What? The Lord of Heavenly Slaughter?”
    

    
      “It's true! The Lord of Heavenly Slaughter has fallen!”
    

    
      “Retreat! Retreat!”
    

    
      The Demonic Cult members' hands and feet became frantic.
    

    
      They shouted retreat and tried to flee back into the burrow, but that wasn't easy.
    

    
      “Don't let them escape! Exterminate the Demonic Cult!”
    

    
      “They're the type to commit atrocities elsewhere anyway! Cut them all down without mercy!”
    

    
      “Block the burrow, block the burrow!”
    

    
      The Beggar's Gang members and clan warriors surged into pursuit all at once.
    

    
      The Demonic Cult members, thick with defeat, had their formations collapse, while our allies burrowed into their midst and began swinging their weapons.
    

    
      “Argh!”
    

    
      “Aaak!”
    

    
      “Long live the Water Demon King!”
    

    
      “With the beast's fangs and claws- urk!”
    

    
      The screams of the Demonic Cult members who had lost their leader were uncontrollable.
    

    
      It was already at the point where I could leave the rest of the fight to them.
    

    
      I leaped out and approached Jayeong.
    

    
      Beside her, my brother, who had lost his strength again, slept with his eyes closed, and Taebok was tightly hugged in Jayeong's arms.
    

    
      “Madam, as expected of Iron Bead. It was splendid hidden weapon technique.”
    

    
      “....”
    

    
      “The final strike was especially impressive. Thanks to it, landing the sword strike on the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter was much easier.”
    

    
      “....”
    

    
      “Hm? Still itching? Hahaha, if you hear what the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter said at the end, it might settle a bit. 'Husband and wife teaming up on me?' That's what he said.”
    

    
      I laughed as I said it.
    

    
      “....”
    

    
      But Jayeong was still silent.
    

    
      “Madam?”
    

    
      “...It wasn't.”
    

    
      “Hm? What did you say?”
    

    
      “It wasn't me.”
    

    
      She whispered into my ear, voice lowered so as not to wake my sleeping brother beside her.
    

    
      Truly astonishing words.
    

    
      “That last hidden weapon, it seems Taebok did it.”
    

    
      “...Huh?”
    

    
      Taebok?
    

    
      Taebok, who was quietly nestled against Jayeong.
    

    
      “...Taebok-ah?”
    

    
      Was he angry at the guy who attacked his mother?
    

    
      I was at a loss for words and turned my head from Taebok to look at the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter.
    

    
      Far.
    

    
      From here to where the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter lay, it was beyond crossing the entire battlefield.
    

    
      From this distance.
    

    
      He threw an Iron Bead using wind's natural path?
    

    
      I could only say one thing.
    

    
      “...Filial son?”
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      I had told the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter that a husband and wife are one, but it turned out the family was one.
    

    
      However, there was no time to think deeply about Taebok's filial piety.
    

    
      “Waaaaah!”
    

    
      “We won!”
    

    
      “We annihilated the Demonic Cult bastards!”
    

    
      Cheers erupted.
    

    
      All sorts of beasts lay fallen thickly across the entire battlefield.
    

    
      On the other hand, the diners, clan warriors, and Beggar's Gang members raised both hands in jubilation.
    

    
      The Demonic Cult members, whose formations had collapsed, were defeated individually. They fought fiercely by rampaging their demonic arts, but from the moment the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter died, the tide of battle was already decided.
    

    
      “Sword Hero!”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon appeared.
    

    
      His clothes were already filthy, with blood splattered here and there.
    

    
      “Brother Jang should prepare a clean set of clothes.”
    

    
      “Argh!”
    

    
      “How about a pristine white silk robe? Might as well change your alias to White-Clothed Beggar while you're at it.”
    

    
      “Stop it!”
    

    
      Though he groaned in distress at the teasing, he asked urgently, as if unable to contain his curiosity.
    

    
      “Sword Hero, was what you said earlier true?”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “That you're a secret inspector of the Murim Alliance.”
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      I thought no one had heard, but Jang Gangcheon had caught it amid the chaos.
    

    
      “It was just arbitrary boasting.”
    

    
      After saying that, I tilted my head to myself.
    

    
      Somehow, this explanation felt a bit lacking.
    

    
      There seemed to be a specific phrase for times like this.
    

    
      “Hm. I sowed some seeds on my own.”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon's mouth gaped open.
    

    
      “Sowed seeds...?”
    

    
      “That's right.”
    

    
      “And you were selling out the Alliance Leader?”
    

    
      “That too.”
    

    
      I'd rolled around like that before, so selling a name or two should be fine, right?
    

    
      Come to think of it, had my paternity leave been approved? It probably had.
    

    
      “But there's no reward for sowing those seeds.”
    

    
      I looked around the battlefield again.
    

    
      “With the Demonic Cult members annihilated like this, I was worried their eyes might focus too much on me, so I said that.”
    

    
      “Ah, so that's what it was.”
    

    
      Suddenly, Jang Gangcheon's eyes gleamed.
    

    
      “If that's the reason, leave it to us!”
    

    
      “To the Beggar's Gang?”
    

    
      He nodded vigorously.
    

    
      “Exactly! Rumors from inside the manor don't leak out anyway. We just need to spread them within the Beggar's Gang. That an unnamed secret inspector of the Murim Alliance felled the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter. How about it?”
    

    
      “Unnamed.”
    

    
      That was a good idea.
    

    
      Better than me being a secret inspector? I wouldn't even need to be revealed.
    

    
      “The Beggar's Gang gathers information but also spreads it. If we put our minds to it and blow the mouth trumpet, it'll spread across the world in three days. The reputation of Alliance Leader Hwangbo will only rise further.”
    

    
      “Keuk keuk keuk, since I've caused the Alliance Leader some trouble, that sounds good too.”
    

    
      “Then it's settled. No one escaped this battlefield, so it'll be perfect.”
    

    
      “Ha ha hat. Brother Jang, there's no such thing as perfect control. One got away.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      I'd been scanning the battlefield since earlier, but among the dead beasts, the white-haired old man was nowhere to be seen.
    

    
      Han Sanha.
    

    
      He had colluded with the Demonic Cult but was not a Demonic Cult member who had learned demonic arts.
    

    
      Rather than fighting to the end, he must have seized the chance to hurl himself into the burrow.
    

    
      “Then what do we do? Shouldn't we catch him?”
    

    
      “Don't worry. Three are over there.”
    

    
      “Hm? Well, the Sword Hero must have another plan.”
    

    
      “Let's say so.”
    

    
      At that moment, the Rogues' Guild Leader approached us, leaning on his staff.
    

    
      He seemed to have regained a bit of energy after dozing off briefly earlier. Of course, his body was far from recovered.
    

    
      Jayeong tried to support him from the side, but he extended a hand to stop her.
    

    
      “Hold the baby properly. Don't let our pretty nephew fall.”
    

    
      “I'm holding him well. Better than you, brother-in-law.”
    

    
      There's no way he'd fall.
    

    
      Your nephew can fly, he flies.
    

    
      Just now, he unleashed a fearsome hidden weapon because someone touched his mother, who is a martial arts master.
    

    
      If such a hidden weapon came flying, I'd dodge, but brother-in-law would get hit.
    

    
      A lot rose to my throat, but I swallowed it tightly.
    

    
      I should tell brother-in-law at an appropriate time, but not here.
    

    
      “Brother-in-law, thank you. How should I repay this grace.”
    

    
      “What grace between family.”
    

    
      “Is that so.”
    

    
      “But there will be many things you need to do for my nephew from now on.”
    

    
      “Hm? Of course I'll cherish my nephew. What are you saying.”
    

    
      Not just to that degree, I think.
    

    
      I just smiled faintly.
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon waited beside us, watching the family reunion, then stepped forward and clasped his hands toward the Rogues' Guild Leader.
    

    
      “Divine Fist Beggar Jang Gangcheon of the Beggar's Gang pays respects to the Rogues' Guild Leader.”
    

    
      “I am Yeom Gasang, Rogues' Guild Leader. Pleased to meet you.”
    

    
      The Beggar's Gang and Rogues' Guild seemed to overlap in their areas of activity but did not.
    

    
      Beggars and commoners lived on the streets together, but what they did was entirely different.
    

    
      But in this place, it was different.
    

    
      “Divine Fist Beggar, I've heard much that you're the foremost among the Beggar's Gang's rising stars. Thank you for stepping up in this matter.”
    

    
      “No, no. How could I not step up against the Demonic Cult, a public enemy of the martial world? It's only natural for any White Path martial artist.”
    

    
      Even those who usually eyed each other like cow and chicken would join forces before a common enemy.
    

    
      It was the Demonic Cult that made the Beggar's Gang and Rogues' Guild like that.
    

    
      “If the Demonic Cult had seized this place, it would have been a blade right at the Beggar's Gang's throat.”
    

    
      “If more time had passed, I too would have fallen into the Demonic Cult's hands. Probably wouldn't have died well.”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon and the Rogues' Guild Leader nodded at each other.
    

    
      Then.
    

    
      They both turned toward me.
    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    
      “Brother-in-law, no, Ink Sword Hero. Thank you once more. This is gratitude not as your brother-in-law but as Rogues' Guild Leader.”
    

    
      “Sword Hero, thank you. The Beggar's Gang has received grace this time too.”
    

    
      The two clasped their hands toward me at the same time.
    

    
      “The Rogues' Guild aside, what grace for the Beggar's Gang? Because you could capture Kaifeng's Demonic Cult members?”
    

    
      “That's not it. Do you remember we retrieved documents from the underground burrow beneath Madam Jeong's residence?”
    

    
      The burrow where Madam Jeong had collapsed had burning furnishings. Among them, we obtained documents from one desk.
    

    
      “We concealed them in various ways so they wouldn't be noticed, but Grand Elder with Divine Ear succeeded in deciphering. Thanks to that, we found the traitor. He's merely a three-knot beggar now, but he had good resourcefulness and was one the Grand Elder used.”
    

    
      Then I understood why Jang Gangcheon was grateful.
    

    
      It was good.
    

    
      The Beggar's Gang's traitor could join other conspiracies later. Sorting him out now meant at least the main branch of the Beggar's Gang could rest easy.
    

    
      “The Rogues' Guild will help with anything the Ink Sword Hero desires. This vow will not change until the waters of the Yangtze run dry.”
    

    
      “The Beggar's Gang will help with anything the Sword Hero desires. The beggars of the world will become eyes and ears for the Sword Hero.”
    

    
      The two's clasped hands turned toward me.
    

    
      Then I had no choice but to return the courtesy fully.
    

    
      To those who show me courtesy, I too would show courtesy as in the past.
    

    
      “Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong thanks you both for your goodwill. I too will become a friend of the Rogues' Guild and Beggar's Gang, and will not betray this righteousness.”
    

    
      We bowed deeply toward each other and rose.
    

    
      By then, the cleanup of the battlefield and evacuation of the wounded had all finished.
    

    
      The gathered people surrounded the three of us.
    

    
      Tomorrow, it would end with an unnamed Murim Alliance secret inspector having beheaded the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter.
    

    
      But in this place alone.
    

    
      “Praise the righteous sword of the Great Ink Sword Hero! Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong beheaded the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter and saved Kaifeng's famed families!”
    

    
      “The Great Ink Sword Hero exterminated Kaifeng's Demonic Cult members! He saved us from the crisis of the Beggar's Gang losing face!”
    

    
      “The Ink Sword Hero's ink-black sword shines in Kaifeng!”
    

    
      Whoooong-, I swung Mukheun once to respond to everyone's cheers.
    

    
      The cheers infused with the martial artists' inner power filled every direction.
    

    
      This cheering would echo beyond the residence, throughout the manor, and spread across all of Kaifeng.
    

    
      The conspiracy had been crushed.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “Huff, huff, huff!”
    

    
      Han Sanha kept looking back even as he ran with breaths catching at his jaw.
    

    
      The passed burrow was as dark as if to swallow him.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong's martial arts far exceeded expectations.
    

    
      That Lord of Heavenly Slaughter had died. The Water Demon's sworn brother had died. Not to a joint strike or formation, but simply in battle.
    

    
      “Jin Yeomyeong, that guy went that far...”
    

    
      Were the things heard from Luoyang accomplished based on that martial arts.
    

    
      If he had been the Rogues' Guild Leader, he could have accessed more related information. As it was, Kaifeng alone had its limits. That's why he couldn't be satisfied. Being the branch head of just one city didn't fill him.
    

    
      “Urk, but now what to do....”
    

    
      The Lord of Heavenly Slaughter's contemptuous gaze came to mind.
    

    
      Now that his face and name were revealed, how could he remain in the Rogues' Guild.
    

    
      If not the Rogues' Guild, he was nothing more than an ordinary martial artist, not even entrusted with one city.
    

    
      Nothing was left.
    

    
      No, now he would be pursued by the Rogues' Guild.
    

    
      The Demonic Cult might also pursue Han Sanha and make him pay for the failure.
    

    
      He had no place to go in this world.
    

    
      He would be dragged to either the Rogues' Guild or Demonic Cult and meet death.
    

    
      “Or not?”
    

    
      Suddenly, one escape route came to mind in Han Sanha's head.
    

    
      Information.
    

    
      Yes, information.
    

    
      The Demonic Cult's beast veins would want to know about the battle inside the manor.
    

    
      Wouldn't they be curious who beheaded the Water Demon's sworn brother.
    

    
      This was also a matter of the Water Demon's face.
    

    
      If he lost a sworn brother and didn't even know who the enemy was, he couldn't lift his head before the other demon heads.
    

    
      For the Water Demon who claimed to be Demon King, it was quite a loss of face.
    

    
      “Yes. It's Jin Yeomyeong, Jin Yeomyeong.”
    

    
      He just needed to shift all blame to that guy.
    

    
      No, it was that guy's responsibility from the start.
    

    
      He suddenly appeared in Kaifeng where things were going well and ruined both the seizure of the noble clans and the Rogues' Guild Leader matter.
    

    
      With the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter and his close aides all dead there, the Water Demon's side wouldn't know what relation Iron Bead and Jin Yeomyeong had with the Rogues' Guild Leader.
    

    
      He should inform them of that too.
    

    
      Moreover.
    

    
      “What was it he said? Alliance's secret inspector?”
    

    
      That guy was a secret inspector of the Murim Alliance.
    

    
      It was a bit strange thinking about it, but it didn't matter. He had to be a secret inspector.
    

    
      Let it be that Jin Yeomyeong stepped up and ruined everything.
    

    
      All responsibility to Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      After making this report, borrow the Demonic Cult's power to change his face and voice, then infiltrate the Rogues' Guild again.
    

    
      And rise again. This time even more secretly.
    

    
      Up to the Guild Leader's side.
    

    
      Then, at the decisive moment, the curved sword to that throat.
    

    
      “Heh heh heh heh. Then first, I should go far away. To the south. Zhejiang or Jiangsu.”
    

    
      Start from a warmer place.
    

    
      He heard minnow hotpot was famous there; wonder what it tastes like.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      “Zhejiang? Jiangsu?”
    

    
      A voice came from ahead.
    

    
      “Wh-who is it!”
    

    
      Han Sanha's heart sank.
    

    
      Fwoosh, torches lit up, revealing two people.
    

    
      “Pao Zhangliang! Du Xuewei!”
    

    
      Usually the dumpling vendor Pao and chef Du, now the Pao Elder and Du Elder of the Rogues' Guild appeared.
    

    
      Pao Zhangliang nodded toward Han Sanha.
    

    
      “The Sword Hero said to investigate without revealing identities to the end. That was right.”
    

    
      “The straightforward Sword Hero has become so meticulous these days?”
    

    
      “Indeed. Thanks to that, we run into the traitor like this. Heh heh heh.”
    

    
      Before Jin Yeomyeong entered Kaifeng, the elders had dismounted the carriage, disguised themselves separately, and scattered.
    

    
      Avoiding the eyes of Rogues' Guild members was extremely difficult, but as elders, they could manage it.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong had not let go of his suspicions toward Han Sanha.
    

    
      He had told the elders exactly that: keep an eye on Han Sanha's surroundings.
    

    
      Pao Zhangliang and Du Xuewei looked at each other's faces, then at Han Sanha.
    

    
      This time, Du Xuewei spoke.
    

    
      “What will you do? You brought the curved sword without discarding it. Will you fight us?”
    

    
      Shing.
    

    
      A short, wide kitchen knife emerged from Du Xuewei's hand.
    

    
      With that knife, he filleted beef, pork, lamb points, and even enemy flesh.
    

    
      Clack clack.
    

    
      Several iron dumplings clashed in Pao Zhangliang's hand.
    

    
      He threw those iron dumplings like light hidden weapons, embedding them in enemies' skulls.
    

    
      “Ah, no....”
    

    
      Han Sanha's curved sword couldn't oppose those two elders.
    

    
      “Look... that's not...”
    

    
      “Hm. Pao Elder, this fellow doesn't seem to want to fight?”
    

    
      “Looks that way. Shall we just let him go?”
    

    
      Let him go?
    

    
      To the bewildered Han Sanha who couldn't comprehend, Du Xuewei shouted.
    

    
      “If you're going to charge, do it quick! Otherwise, get lost!”
    

    
      “...?”
    

    
      “What are you doing!”
    

    
      “!”
    

    
      There was no time to hesitate.
    

    
      If he charged, he'd die.
    

    
      Whatever their scheme, weren't they telling him to pass.
    

    
      “Hah!”
    

    
      Han Sanha protected himself with the curved sword and kicked off the ground.
    

    
      He flew between Pao Elder and Du Elder. They did not try to grab Han Sanha.
    

    
      “Huff, huff, huff!”
    

    
      Han Sanha kept looking back at the two in the burrow while running forward.
    

    
      What was it.
    

    
      Laxity.
    

    
      Or sending him to track the Demonic Cult.
    

    
      Either way, it didn't matter.
    

    
      Once out of the burrow, he would use all means to hide-
    

    
      “Huh.”
    

    
      The panting breath stopped in an instant.
    

    
      His body craved air, but fear gripped his throat, making him unable to breathe.
    

    
      In the darkness.
    

    
      A man standing hazily.
    

    
      “....”
    

    
      Even within the Rogues' Guild, that man was not well revealed.
    

    
      Because he spoke little and met people rarely, his presence was extremely faint.
    

    
      But those who committed crimes could not forget him.
    

    
      “Discipline Elder... Undertaker Yang Samhae...”
    

    
      The elder who executed punishments on sinners.
    

    
      Yang Samhae untied his tool belt and threw it to the ground.
    

    
      Rattle.
    

    
      The various tools in the tool belt clashed, making noise.
    

    
      Tools for cutting and stitching corpses,
    

    
      And also tools for dismantling enemies alive.
    

    
      “Ugh... ugh... no...”
    

    
      Yang Samhae, who had only listened to Han Sanha's words, finally opened his mouth.
    

    
      “No need to choose.”
    

    
      As he said that, he bent down toward the tool belt on the ground.
    

    
      When he stood again, he held a pair of scissors with a saw blade.
    

    
      “You'll experience them all anyway.”
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      I raised my head.
    

    
      Flutter.
    

    
      In front of the silk canopy, flags fluttered.
    

    
      The characters embroidered in gold thread clearly indicated for whom this banquet was.
    

    
      [Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong Hwansong Yeon]
    

    
      …It was me.
    

    
      And the flags were not just one.
    

    
      [Kaifeng Mingga's Benefactor Jin Yeomyeong Hwansong Yeon]
    

    
      [Elementary Class's Best Instructor Jin Yeomyeong Hwansong Yeon]
    

    
      Embarrassing, but up to there was fine.
    

    
      [Clean Teeth, Clean Martial Arts, Ashwae Hyeop Jin Yeomyeong]
    

    
      Whose idea was that, really!
    

    
      Jayeong saw my expression and approached laughing.
    

    
      “I asked them to make that one too.”
    

    
      “Hm, is that so? You did very well.”
    

    
      Thinking again, having just one of those flags was fine.
    

    
      Jayeong even meticulously took care of fulfilling the contract I had forgotten.
    

    
      If the Geumun Trading Company did well, it was good for me too.
    

    
      Mm mm.
    

    
      Just then, a noble clan's servant approached with a tray.
    

    
      “Here, please have some of this first. It's simple refreshments.”
    

    
      The simple refreshments were quite luxurious.
    

    
      They had removed the seeds from jujubes and filled them with honey. What was sprinkled on the outside seemed like gold dust.
    

    
      “Jayeong, have you ever eaten something like this?”
    

    
      “No. Where would I eat something like this.”
    

    
      We reached out and put one in our mouths each.
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      “Mm.”
    

    
      As fancy as it looked, the taste was good too.
    

    
      The honey was fresh, and because it was concentrated honey, the fragrance lingered fully in the mouth.
    

    
      Mm.
    

    
      We looked at each other's faces.
    

    
      “Brother-in-law left early for no reason and missed out on such delicious things.”
    

    
      “Would brother-in-law have eaten something like this?”
    

    
      “Probably?”
    

    
      Brother-in-law had only greeted us and the Hyeonmo Hoeju before disappearing soon after.
    

    
      He said he could not stay long with his identity revealed.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      “His identity is already revealed too clearly, so he should have stayed longer.”
    

    
      “He was quite self-reproachful. He seemed to have known the high-ranking people in the Beggar's Gang, so that's fine, but otherwise, he said too many people saw him.”
    

    
      “He'll travel in disguise for a while?”
    

    
      “Yes. Who knows. He might even change his face completely.”
    

    
      “Ah. That could be.”
    

    
      His body was not yet recovered, but with the three elders accompanying him, it was reassuring.
    

    
      Pao Elder and Du Elder laughed heartily, while Yang Elder was silent as usual, and they disappeared into the streets.
    

    
      Before Yang Elder left, I asked about Han Sanha. At that moment, he smiled a grim smile just once.
    

    
      It was a smile better buried deep in the recesses of memory....
    

    
      Shiver, I shook my body once.
    

    
      Thinking about brother-in-law again, entering the noble clan's manor in Kaifeng was exactly as we had guessed.
    

    
      Brother-in-law said he had only recently learned that Kwak Mihyang had become Hahou Seojin.
    

    
      Much time had passed since they had lived together, and now none of them were the kids from back then.
    

    
      He was not confident whether he could visit her, who had become the mistress of a noble clan.
    

    
      However, at the moment when his life hung by a thread, the person he thought to go to was still the neighborhood big sister.
    

    
      “Yes. Gasang-i is still the same. Even as a child, she was strong in responsibility. She lived trying hard to raise you well, Jayeong.”
    

    
      Hahou Seojin approached the round table where Jayeong and I were sitting.
    

    
      “Mihyang unni.”
    

    
      “I came after watching the kids play.”
    

    
      Looking toward where she came from, the children were in the midst of running around playing. Giggling laughter burst out, reaching even here.
    

    
      It was not just the elementary class. Children of all ages had come out and were engaged in their respective plays.
    

    
      “Is the academy really closed for the whole day today?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “And the Hyeonmo Hoe all agreed?”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      In just one day, the Hyeonmo Hoe had changed.
    

    
      Not only had Hahou Seojin stepped down from being the hoeju, but they had also revised their policies overall.
    

    
      The noble clan heirs would still need to learn various things in the future, but the process would now be very different.
    

    
      The change applied to Hahou Seojin as well.
    

    
      Her face had become even more at ease.
    

    
      She had not only let go of being hoeju but also completely abandoned the policy of perfect control, even applying makeup lightly.
    

    
      The dignified and aloof face had now become a bright and clear face.
    

    
      She had regained her original face.
    

    
      “Unni, what's in the box you're holding?”
    

    
      “Ah, this.”
    

    
      Clatter, she opened the box.
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      Inside were old clothes. They were so worn that rather than being kept in a box, they should have been thrown away.
    

    
      “Unni, this is-”
    

    
      “Do you recognize it?”
    

    
      “Of course. It's the clothes you wore when you were young. Back then, we didn't even have clothes, so we always wore the same ones.”
    

    
      Roughly made black clothes from coarse fabric.
    

    
      I knew them well because I had worn such clothes too. Clothes that did not show dirt even when stained.
    

    
      Moreover, they were patched in places.
    

    
      “When I wore this, I didn't even know what control was.”
    

    
      Kwak Mihyang stroked the clothes with her hand.
    

    
      “Yes, unni. There was no one to control anyway.”
    

    
      Jayeong also brought her hand to the clothes.
    

    
      The two reminisced about that time for a moment.
    

    
      “Looking back now, I experienced my surroundings changing in an instant. And after that....... I didn't realize it myself, but it seems I was trying to prevent such things from happening to the children.”
    

    
      “Unni....”
    

    
      “I was viewing the children through my own painful experiences. It was wrong thinking.”
    

    
      Then she smiled at me.
    

    
      “You told me to think about how such a person as me would raise children....... It was really funny.”
    

    
      “No, madam. I felt a sense of caution too. I should think about it in advance.”
    

    
      Because of her own experiences, she had instead gone too far in the direction of over-control.
    

    
      That did not mean there was a need to stop thinking about how to raise children.
    

    
      Wasn't it the opposite.
    

    
      I should keep worrying about it.
    

    
      “Hmm. But.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “You should call me chehyang?”
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      “Jayeong is like a younger sister to me, so Sword Hero is my brother-in-law too. Try calling me chehyang.”
    

    
      “No, a bit slowly....”
    

    
      But suddenly, hearty laughter rang out.
    

    
      “Hahaha, then to me, you're my wife's younger sister's husband, so brother-in-law it is.”
    

    
      “Ahh.”
    

    
      It was Yeom Jaehaeng, Hahou's husband.
    

    
      Along with Hansagwang, he was one of the two great clan heads of the Kaifeng noble clan manor. Such a person was approaching calling me brother-in-law.
    

    
      “Brother-in-law..., you say?”
    

    
      Family relations were expanding at a rapid pace.
    

    
      Feeling a bit dizzy, I had no choice but to pick up another honey-filled jujube and eat it.
    

    
      But another voice appeared.
    

    
      “Our Han clan has a benefactor, but suddenly becoming brother-in-law to Yeom clan's head feels like a loss.”
    

    
      It was Hansagwang.
    

    
      He was truly making a dissatisfied expression.
    

    
      “We in the Han clan seem to have recognized what kind of person Great Hero Jin is first. How can Yeom clan head become brother-in-law without any merit.”
    

    
      “What can we do. He's my wife's younger sister's husband. If you're aggrieved, form a marriage relation!”
    

    
      “Hm, indeed!”
    

    
      Indeed, my foot.
    

    
      What did he plan to do.
    

    
      “Great Hero Jin! Have a daughter soon! We'll send our Dangyu to marry. Let's become in-laws.”
    

    
      “Urk.”
    

    
      Family relations were expanding without limit or end.
    

    
      And getting entangled with noble clans at that.
    

    
      No, but.
    

    
      It was not the end.
    

    
      “Then I'll have one more son and send him as a groom candidate. That would be fine, right, Great Hero Jin?”
    

    
      Another man interjected.
    

    
      Who was this.
    

    
      I looked at his face and suddenly thought of Kang Yoohun.
    

    
      The son of Madam Hyeong, the heir who had almost caused a big incident by eating the madan.
    

    
      “Kang Seokjwa. Thank you for saving our Yoohun. The Kang family will not forget Great Hero Jin's grace.”
    

    
      He grabbed my hand and bowed his head deeply. Sincerity was in his voice.
    

    
      From the side, Hahou Seojin smiled and threw a frightening remark.
    

    
      “We should open a class at the academy to prepare weddings with Great Hero Jin's children.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “Hohohohoho.”
    

    
      With things like this, not only the Yeom, Han, and Kang clans but also the heads and madams of other clans approached.
    

    
      “The Kaifeng noble clans will regard Great Hero Jin as benefactor and family.”
    

    
      “We will never forget blocking the incident our children almost faced.”
    

    
      “If it's something Great Hero Jin desires, we will help with anything.”
    

    
      Everyone clasping hands in greeting, I was busily responding.
    

    
      “Is there nothing you need right away?”
    

    
      Hansagwang asked.
    

    
      “Uh....”
    

    
      I had already asked them to find spiritual medicine.
    

    
      Then, hmm....
    

    
      “This jujube.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      “Could you pack some? It's incredibly delicious.”
    

    
      Yeom Jaehaeng burst into loud laughter.
    

    
      “Hahahahaha, tell me the location of the Luoyang residence. We'll keep sending cuisine and local specialties!”
    

    
      Something like this was fine to accept.
    

    
      Without hesitation, I recited the residence location.
    

    
      “Dear, you don't have greed for eating.”
    

    
      “There are people I want to pack for.”
    

    
      Just the faces that came to mind were plenty.
    

    
      Yeom Jaehaeng listened to our conversation and held out a box.
    

    
      “If there's nothing to request right away, at least take this.”
    

    
      “What is this?”
    

    
      “Open it.”
    

    
      It was a low and wide box, perfect for fitting plates inside.
    

    
      “This is....”
    

    
      The box was filled to the brim with tokens.
    

    
      “Gratitude Tokens....”
    

    
      Even martial artists used gratitude tokens.
    

    
      They were marks indicating that a sect or clan had received grace, and the request of the bearer of the gratitude token had to be fulfilled without fail.
    

    
      “You saved us from the crisis where our clans almost collapsed, so of course we must repay the grace in the name of our clans. These are gratitude tokens containing the thanks of us Kaifeng noble clans. Please accept them.”
    

    
      Not only Yeom Jaehaeng but the gathered noble clan people nodded.
    

    
      Their hearts were contained here.
    

    
      With gratitude tokens from so many clans, it could overwhelm most clans.
    

    
      “Then I will not decline.”
    

    
      “Oh! The Sword Hero accepts!”
    

    
      I was the one receiving the gift, but the noble clan people were the ones rejoicing.
    

    
      After that, I could only extricate myself after individually responding to the throng of noble clan elders who approached.
    

    
      Phew.
    

    
      Still, there were people left to greet.
    

    
      This time, not adults but children.
    

    
      “Teacher!”
    

    
      The elementary class children had been watching this way since the adults gathered.
    

    
      I could not just stay still after noticing their gazes.
    

    
      I headed toward the children first.
    

    
      Pat pat, the lined-up kids.
    

    
      Bright eyes gathered toward me.
    

    
      “Yes, were you playing well.”
    

    
      “Yes! It's our first time like this!”
    

    
      “It's so much fun playing all together!”
    

    
      “I want to play like this again!”
    

    
      The children's answers burst out in a rush. They looked as happy as their vigorous responses.
    

    
      “Now there will be many such days. The adults decided so.”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      “Wow!”
    

    
      “Let's play!”
    

    
      Now the adults of this place would spend much more time with you all.
    

    
      They would go to various places, play together, and hold you in their arms.
    

    
      “Play a lot, a lot.”
    

    
      What kind of adult would I remain to these children.
    

    
      I had only seen them for a day or two, so to most children, I would be a passing memory.
    

    
      But it would remain deeply in the heads of some children.
    

    
      I hoped it would be a form that made them feel good when recalled.
    

    
      “Teacher. If you go now, you won't come?”
    

    
      Handangyudo looked up at me.
    

    
      “How could that be. I plan to visit here often.”
    

    
      To receive the help of the Kaifeng noble clans, because there was the Beggar's Gang main branch, and also just to see these kids.
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      “Martial artists do not speak falsehoods.”
    

    
      For someone like that, I had lied too much recently...
    

    
      Thinking I wanted to be a good adult, and then lying.
    

    
      “Martial artists do not speak falsehoods! So cool!”
    

    
      Ugh.
    

    
      My conscience stung.
    

    
      But Handangyudo looked up at me with a face full of brightness.
    

    
      “Then you'll see me every time you come?”
    

    
      “Of course. I'll always stop by.”
    

    
      “Waaah!”
    

    
      To be this happy at the words that we could meet.
    

    
      Somehow, to this little one at least, I had remained as a good adult's form.
    

    
      I exchanged greetings with the children and sent them back to play.
    

    
      Yeom Uhye had not left. She was with her older brother Yeom Usu.
    

    
      Hahou Seojin's son and daughter.
    

    
      “Uhye, right. And you are Usu, Uhye's older brother?”
    

    
      “Yes. We came to give thanks.”
    

    
      Yeom Uhye answered crisply.
    

    
      Yeom Usu, who held her hand tightly, was also looking at me with bright eyes.
    

    
      “We truly thank you.”
    

    
      “It was what I ought to do as a martial artist.”
    

    
      “Even so, thank you.”
    

    
      Then he mumbled the latter part.
    

    
      “For making our mother at ease.”
    

    
      Mother, Hahou Seojin.
    

    
      She who had led the Hyeonmo Hoe and strived for perfect control.
    

    
      At the end of Yeom Usu's gaze, she was visible smiling and talking with Jayeong.
    

    
      “So that's why the siblings came separately.”
    

    
      “Yes. This is because the two of us wanted to give thanks.”
    

    
      It was absurd.
    

    
      Such straightforward siblings.
    

    
      New chehyang, far from control, even if you do nothing, the children seem like they'll grow up well.
    

    
      The siblings' gazes toward their mother contained affection.
    

    
      Mother and children were connected by affection.
    

    
      Until now, studies or life must have been hard, but if connected by affection, it would be fine.
    

    
      It would be fine.
    

    
      There was enough time to change.
    

    
      “Yes, you two go play now.”
    

    
      I sent the siblings off.
    

    
      Hmm.
    

    
      I took a deep breath.
    

    
      When I first came in, for some reason even the air felt stifling.
    

    
      Now it was refreshingly clear.
    

    
      Looking at the sky, it was clear, so clear.
    

    
      Now it was fine to return to Luoyang.
    

    
      To our home.
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      While the banquet at the Kaifeng noble clan manor was in full swing.
    

    
      In other parts of Kaifeng as well, they were sharing stories about the previous night.
    

    
      “Remarkable. You mean the Ink Sword Hero overwhelmed the Water Demon's sworn brother?”
    

    
      In the back alleys of Kaifeng's great market, right at the Beggar's Gang headquarters.
    

    
      The Grand Elder with Divine Ear was receiving a report from Divine Fist Beggar Jang Gangcheon.
    

    
      They had exterminated all the Demonic Cult members who had tried to cause disturbances throughout Kaifeng the previous night. He had only received a brief report then, and now he was hearing the details.
    

    
      “Yes, the Ink Sword Hero's swordsmanship was truly profound.”
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon explained the course of the duel.
    

    
      “The wife's hidden weapon struck the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter?”
    

    
      “Yes. The Lord of Heavenly Slaughter, who was being pushed back by the Ink Sword Hero, threw hidden weapons first, but the wife blocked them all and even counterattacked.”
    

    
      “So the wife's martial arts are also profound.”
    

    
      “Indeed. The momentum of the hidden weapons was extremely fierce, so the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter couldn't dodge in time. Her inner power must be deep.”
    

    
      These two people had no way of knowing.
    

    
      That the one who had thrown the hidden weapon at the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter was not Jayeong.
    

    
      The expert who had hidden in the darkness—no, hidden in the swaddling clothes and thrown the hidden weapon did not put herself forward.
    

    
      That expert, Taebok, was just wriggling and crying wah-wah today as well.
    

    
      “A heroine indeed. Thanks to her, we saved face too.”
    

    
      “A conspiracy was unfolding right under the Beggar's Gang's nose. We had no idea even in our dreams.”
    

    
      The very fact that Demonic Cult members had infiltrated was a loss of face.
    

    
      But since the Beggar's Gang had stepped up and wiped them out, it was like cleaning up their own house.
    

    
      “It was a matter of face now, but it could have grown bigger. What if the Demonic Cult members had succeeded?”
    

    
      It could be called complacency.
    

    
      He had been concerned because he couldn't obtain information due to the Hyeonmo Hoe's strict management.
    

    
      But only to that extent.
    

    
      He had not paid more attention than that.
    

    
      Because he had considered it unrelated to the martial world.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      “The Demonic Cult could have used the manor as a base to assault the headquarters.”
    

    
      The Demonic Cult crawled into places like cockroaches here and there.
    

    
      Any place seized by the Demonic Cult inevitably turned into a harm to the martial world.
    

    
      “Tsk tsk tsk. We owe the Ink Sword Hero our thanks.”
    

    
      “We already told him the Beggar's Gang would help with anything.”
    

    
      “Well done. You lending a hand was also very good.”
    

    
      “Would I have helped on my own? I went because he called.”
    

    
      Even so, it was a good deed.
    

    
      The Beggar's Gang had assessed that even within the beast meridians, the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter had high demonic arts.
    

    
      And he had beheaded that Lord of Heavenly Slaughter.
    

    
      In Luoyang, they called the Ink Sword Hero the foremost swordsman.
    

    
      At this level, it was not limited to Luoyang.
    

    
      There was nothing better than becoming friends with such a martial artist for the Beggar's Gang.
    

    
      Moreover, it was not just inaction.
    

    
      Jang Gangcheon tilted his head.
    

    
      “The Ink Sword Hero is not just great in martial arts; he's extremely mysterious. He finds Demonic Cult members and even guesses what beast they are. He detects turbid energy or demonic pills and treats them. Even though the Beggar's Gang has many with special abilities, it's rare for one person to accomplish all this.”
    

    
      The various feats he had shown since entering Kaifeng were not things that could be done just by being strong in martial arts.
    

    
      In particular, his ability to handle qi was such that even the Grand Elder with Divine Ear could only marvel upon hearing it.
    

    
      The search and operation of energy sounded almost freewheeling. It was questionable whether even high-generation masters could do that.
    

    
      He had met him when he visited the headquarters, but he hadn't recognized him as this level then.
    

    
      There was another harvest that Jin Yeomyeong had brought.
    

    
      He had uncovered the traitor who had infiltrated the Beggar's Gang.
    

    
      They were quite capable people, so if he hadn't known, their knot counts would have gradually increased.
    

    
      Who knows how much harm they would have caused.
    

    
      Now it seemed he was someone the Beggar's Gang must definitely keep as a friend.
    

    
      “What did he request?”
    

    
      “He doesn't like the Demonic Cult's eyes focusing too much on him, so he asked to make this incident one done by a secret inspector of the Murim Alliance.”
    

    
      “Indeed. If he fights the Demonic Cult again, the Ink Sword Hero will surely establish great merit as a martial artist. It's right to hide him for now.”
    

    
      He was someone the Beggar's Gang must keep as a friend, and as a treasure of the White Path martial world, someone who must be protected.
    

    
      “You, from now on, execute two things.”
    

    
      “Two things? His request was one.”
    

    
      “That request is the first. Spread rumors through the branches across the world. That there's a secret inspector of the Alliance skilled in both hidden weapons and swordsmanship. Like that.”
    

    
      “Yes. Then what's the other one?”
    

    
      “Reinforce the branches in Luoyang. Especially, have the elites among them focus on the safety of the Ink Sword Hero's family.”
    

    
      “I see. He would be pleased with that.”
    

    
      “You go back and forth often too.”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong was a treasure of the White Path martial world.
    

    
      His wife was also an expert.
    

    
      But he had heard there was still a young baby.
    

    
      Fighting while protecting a baby was difficult.
    

    
      It was only right for the Beggar's Gang to help.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “Taebok-ah, shall we throw a hidden weapon?”
    

    
      There was no sign of that.
    

    
      Taebok in the swaddling clothes stared at me, his father, with wide eyes.
    

    
      Of course, he couldn't yet recognize the shapes of things.
    

    
      Still, I didn't want to make a frowning face. I looked at Taebok with a smiling face and brought up the words again.
    

    
      “Taebok-ah, throw the hidden weapon-”
    

    
      “Stop it, dear. What's with hidden weapons to a baby.”
    

    
      Jayeong stopped me from the side, but I couldn't let go of my regret.
    

    
      Hidden weapons, weren't they cool.
    

    
      “I'm saying it because he actually threw it. That long distance, with such force.”
    

    
      “But still. Now, no matter how much I ask, he doesn't do it.”
    

    
      “Hm. Back then, you didn't forget to throw the hidden weapon, did you?”
    

    
      “Say something that makes sense.”
    

    
      How surprised she must have been on the battlefield.
    

    
      After that, while recovering his tired body and attending the banquet in between, I had asked Taebok to throw a hidden weapon like then.
    

    
      But there was hardly any reaction.
    

    
      “Did father's intent get conveyed clearly?”
    

    
      I had said it inwardly and said it again, so resonance must have occurred.
    

    
      This, I had to admit.
    

    
      Now, it wouldn't work.
    

    
      “Perhaps back then, it was because his mother, you, were under attack. Yes, before that, he barely lifted a piece of paper, but suddenly throwing a hidden weapon would be a bit much.”
    

    
      “Is that so? I wasn't scared or anxious at all?”
    

    
      Jayeong smiled broadly.
    

    
      “Oh, our Taebok, did you think mother was in crisis? So you protected mother?”
    

    
      Hm.
    

    
      Protected his mother.
    

    
      “No, why are you crying again?”
    

    
      “Sniff. Taebok's feelings are grateful....”
    

    
      “Grateful, yes. But is it something to cry about? Lately, you've been tearing up easily.”
    

    
      If you went through the same time as me, you would be the same, Jayeong.
    

    
      He was the child you and I had struggled for ten years to save.
    

    
      But he still hadn't fully shaken off the sickly constitution.
    

    
      And now?
    

    
      Because someone attacked his mother, he throws hidden weapons deftly.
    

    
      “Wahh.”
    

    
      “Aigoo, really.”
    

    
      Hoo, hoo.
    

    
      With deep breaths, I barely calmed the tear glands.
    

    
      Then I tried holding Taebok's small hand.
    

    
      “Taebok-ah, you were surprised, right?”
    

    
      He was a baby whose eyesight hadn't fully developed yet.
    

    
      I thought about how he had aimed at the distant Lord of Heavenly Slaughter and thrown the hidden weapon.
    

    
      He could move things with natural paths, but he wouldn't yet be able to sense the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter at that distance.
    

    
      The conclusion was resonance.
    

    
      First, he must have felt his mother was different from usual.
    

    
      He must have received the inner power and emotions I raised while drawing the hidden weapon.
    

    
      He must have first felt Jayeong's competitive spirit and confidence as she faced the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter's hidden weapons.
    

    
      The Iron Bead of the Rogues' Guild holding the steel abacus had no retreat.
    

    
      “Mother is a strong person. As a martial artist, she traveled the world. It's old news, but she even fought with father once.”
    

    
      Taebok, who resonated with his mother, also resonated with me, who was in Jayeong's line of sight.
    

    
      “When father and mother combine strengths, there is no enemy they can't defeat.”
    

    
      In truth, there are many enemies we can't defeat, many, but.
    

    
      Now, I wanted to say it like this.
    

    
      At this moment, in front of Taebok, I wanted to be the world's best.
    

    
      “But you know.”
    

    
      Earlier, mother said she wasn't scared or anxious, but.
    

    
      “I think even such a mother had a thread of anxiety.”
    

    
      Because you were in her arms.
    

    
      Hidden weapons that couldn't even reach her, but still, because of you, she must have had a thread of anxiety.
    

    
      “Isn't that right?”
    

    
      Jayeong realized what anxiety I was talking about and just smiled.
    

    
      Taebok reacted to such a mother's heart.
    

    
      “In truth, father was the same.”
    

    
      When I saw the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter throwing hidden weapons—not even his main weapon—at Jayeong, I thought there was no way.
    

    
      I trusted Jayeong, and in the next moment, I pictured in my head the path Mukheun would advance.
    

    
      But there was exactly one thread of anxiety.
    

    
      That Taebok was behind.
    

    
      Taebok resonated with such a father's heart too.
    

    
      That's how it was.
    

    
      Parents love their child, so they become anxious and worried.
    

    
      Even knowing nothing will happen, the heart just worries.
    

    
      The heart worries a lot.
    

    
      “Did you feel such a heart of father and mother.”
    

    
      Taebok, who resonated with both of us, shared even our senses.
    

    
      At that moment, the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter, who entered my senses, was also detected by Taebok.
    

    
      The root that caused anxiety to father and mother.
    

    
      In other words, the first enemy in life.
    

    
      “Were you very angry at the enemy.”
    

    
      And.
    

    
      This tiny fellow inflicted the punishment he could.
    

    
      A fellow with small hands that couldn't even grasp one of my thumbs.
    

    
      He had thrown a steel abacus bead across the entire battlefield with tremendous force.
    

    
      He struck at the enemy of father and mother, the enemy of our family.
    

    
      “That heart is grateful.”
    

    
      Fiddle.
    

    
      I counted Taebok's fingers.
    

    
      Soft and small.
    

    
      He wasn't even big enough to hold an abacus bead yet.
    

    
      “Father is fine.”
    

    
      Because he was becoming stronger even faster than before.
    

    
      Not only the achievement of the Eight Trigram Unity Technique, but the operation of inner power was developing day by day.
    

    
      “If someone threatens mother again, do like then.”
    

    
      Jayeong smiled faintly.
    

    
      I also smiled faintly.
    

    
      “Of course, I won't give you, Taebok, a chance to step up. This father will resolve it first.”
    

    
      Protecting is our share,
    

    
      Not yours, Taebok.
    

    
      Grow up being protected.
    

    
      And when you have someone you must protect, protect them then.
    

    
      By continuing the heart of protecting someone like that, that is enough.
    

    
      I still smiled and met the fellow's eyes.
    

    
      “Got it?”
    

    
      Taebok, whether by coincidence, looked at me and hee, smiled.
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      If he got it, that was enough.
    

    
      “Madam, now let's go to Luoyang.”
    

    
      It was time to return home.
    

    
      Shall we float lightly and go home, Taebok-ah?
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      The next day.
    

    
      In front of Kaifeng's city gate.
    

    
      Into this place still endlessly bustling with people, a man entered leading his subordinates.
    

    
      On the white clothes he wore, the character for Alliance was clearly visible.
    

    
      “The Ink Sword Hero came here?”
    

    
      Hwangbo Daejin, the inspector the Alliance Leader had sent to investigate the Hwangbo Gak incident, entered.
    

    
      He had not met Jin Yeomyeong in Luoyang.
    

    
      He had first investigated the personnel of the Luoyang branch and hurriedly moved to Kaifeng.
    

    
      “Yes. The head of the Murim Alliance Kaifeng branch sent a letter.”
    

    
      “Did he say he met him in person?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Hwangbo Daejin smiled slyly.
    

    
      He could guess the inside story.
    

    
      The Kaifeng branch head was closely tied to the Hwangbo Clan.
    

    
      He would not want to get involved at all with Jin Yeomyeong, who had crippled Hwangbo Gak's dantian and caused a scandal.
    

    
      Once he met him, he would have to either scold or show courtesy.
    

    
      Scolding was a bit scary,
    

    
      And showing courtesy might lead to misunderstanding him as favorable to him.
    

    
      So he decided not to meet at all.
    

    
      But Hwangbo Daejin was an inspector.
    

    
      He had no qualms about meeting Jin Yeomyeong. By position, he had to meet him.
    

    
      “Find out where he's staying first!”
    

    
      He sent his subordinates out in high spirits.
    

    
      And thanks to his capable subordinates, he soon received a report.
    

    
      “He returned to Luoyang.”
    

    
      “....”
    

    
      It was an accurate report.
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      “What? He returned to Luoyang?”
    

    
      Hwangbo Daejin raised his voice.
    

    
      He had stayed up all night in Luoyang to wrap up the inspection and then came straight to Kaifeng.
    

    
      It was a schedule that would make even a martial artist feel fatigued.
    

    
      Yet the Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong had returned to Luoyang, as if playing hide-and-seek.
    

    
      “Then why did he come here!”
    

    
      “That's what's strange.”
    

    
      His capable subordinates all tilted their heads at once.
    

    
      “First, he sold toothbrushes.”
    

    
      “Toothbrushes?”
    

    
      “Clean teeth, clean martial arts, Golden Cloud Toothbrush with the Ink Sword Hero.”
    

    
      “What. That catchy phrase that sticks in your ears?”
    

    
      “It's called advertising. Thanks to that, apparently in Kaifeng now, the Luoyang Golden Cloud Trading Company's toothbrushes, tooth powder, and tooth floss are selling like hotcakes.”
    

    
      At the completely unexpected report, Hwangbo Daejin tilted his head.
    

    
      “He came to do business?”
    

    
      “Then, he got hired as an instructor at the noble clan's residential complex in Kaifeng.”
    

    
      “Hired as an instructor? What does that mean. Alliance members are prohibited from holding concurrent positions.”
    

    
      They could potentially use their Alliance member status for corruption.
    

    
      That was why concurrent positions were prohibited for Alliance members as a principle, and only with the Alliance Leader's approval in absolutely necessary cases could they hold them.
    

    
      “But he openly revealed himself and got hired.”
    

    
      “If he got hired as an instructor, did he teach martial arts?”
    

    
      “What he actually did was treat the students.”
    

    
      “....”
    

    
      It was getting more and more confusing.
    

    
      If he taught martial arts, that would be understandable. But what treatment?
    

    
      There was no mention in the Murim Alliance's personnel documents that the Ink Sword Hero was skilled in medicine.
    

    
      “Shall we go find out?”
    

    
      “No. Noble clan complexes in any city are wary of outsiders.”
    

    
      “But, they've been holding a recent open district event.”
    

    
      “Huh, the noble families of Kaifeng must have an open family tradition. Then let's go take a look.”
    

    
      However, there was something more important than investigating the Ink Sword Hero's medical skills.
    

    
      The inspection.
    

    
      He had to meet the Ink Sword Hero and inspect the full details of the Luoyang incident.
    

    
      “If he became an instructor, he must intend to settle in Kaifeng? He brought his whole family, so probably.”
    

    
      “He retired.”
    

    
      “Retired? After just a few days of work?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “He probably didn't even receive his monthly salary.”
    

    
      “Well, he received a reward and loaded gold and silver onto a carriage.”
    

    
      “?!”
    

    
      The surprised Hwangbo Daejin cast his gaze toward the Kaifeng castle.
    

    
      What on earth had he done so well in just a few days to receive that much reward.
    

    
      “Whew. Let's go in. It seems there are many things we need to find out.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Stop by the branch, and go ask the Beggar's Gang too.”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      Hwangbo Daejin had no idea that a fake rumor from the Beggar's Gang was waiting for him.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      And.
    

    
      Another Hwangbo was sitting in his seat right now with an unpleasant mood.
    

    
      “Alliance Leader. Will you keep postponing the punishment for Hwangbo Gak?”
    

    
      It was none other than the Murim Alliance Leader Hwangbo Gihyeok.
    

    
      He was now receiving protests from an elder from the Namgung Clan.
    

    
      The elders lined up before him now were all those dissatisfied with the Hwangbo Clan's influence.
    

    
      The friendly elders had clearly been deliberately excluded.
    

    
      It was a petty trick.
    

    
      Chief Military Strategist Soon Yeong opened his mouth in place of the Alliance Leader.
    

    
      “We have already dispatched an inspector. Once his investigation results arrive, we will surely impose the appropriate punishment, so why are you in such a hurry?”
    

    
      “In a hurry? You said in a hurry?”
    

    
      “Isn't that so?”
    

    
      “It's the remnants of the Demonic Cult. It's said that a clan member colluded with the Demonic Cult remnants!”
    

    
      The elder from the Namgung Clan put the essence of the situation into words.
    

    
      From then on, elders from other clans or sects added their words one after another.
    

    
      “How can you not prioritize this matter. Rather, it's already late.”
    

    
      “Immeasurable mercy. The Demonic Cult can be called the great enemy of this Alliance.”
    

    
      “The colluder is not just any simple clan member. He is the branch head of one city and-”
    

    
      Branch head and.
    

    
      The elders looked at each other and continued the latter part.
    

    
      “He is someone from the Alliance Leader's own clan whom the Alliance Leader personally appointed, isn't he.”
    

    
      Thud.
    

    
      One word was fired toward the Alliance Leader.
    

    
      It was said that someone from the clan whom he personally appointed had colluded with the Demonic Cult.
    

    
      There was no better way to shake the Alliance Leader.
    

    
      Silence hung in the office for a moment.
    

    
      “Well, well.”
    

    
      The one who broke the silence was an elder from the Sima Clan.
    

    
      “The atmosphere seems a bit overheated.”
    

    
      He looked at the other elders with a benevolent smile.
    

    
      As if soothing them and temporarily taking the Alliance Leader's side.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      Chief Military Strategist Soon Yeong was not fooled.
    

    
      Vile usurper bloodline, he muttered inwardly and waited for the elders' next words.
    

    
      “Then, Elder Sima, are you saying it's fine to postpone this matter?”
    

    
      When one elder threw a question, Elder Sima waved his hand.
    

    
      “How could that be. I'm just saying, as the Chief Military Strategist said, we cannot impose punishment without waiting for the inspection results. Isn't that so?”
    

    
      It was words invoking principle.
    

    
      Soon Yeong was convinced inwardly.
    

    
      Now it was time for what they really wanted to come out.
    

    
      “But there is such concern. We cannot leave the successor branch head of Luoyang vacant-”
    

    
      Personnel authority.
    

    
      They were stepping into personnel authority.
    

    
      A gap had arisen in the personnel authority that the Alliance Leader had exercised almost entirely based on achievements until now.
    

    
      They were trying to intervene right away in the appointment of the successor Luoyang branch head.
    

    
      “Indeed!”
    

    
      One elder clapped his hands and took up Elder Sima's words.
    

    
      “Since Hwangbo Gak committed such an outrage, the Hwangbo Clan cannot be the successor branch head. The Alliance members who are already shaken, what would they think inwardly if they saw a branch head from the Hwangbo Clan. That would not be a measure to soothe the hearts of the Alliance members.”
    

    
      “Indeed. You speak well.”
    

    
      “Wise judgment.”
    

    
      The elders pushed and pulled each other's opinions, tightening around the Alliance Leader.
    

    
      Soon Yeong observed the Alliance Leader.
    

    
      A face with no emotions showing, as always.
    

    
      But Soon Yeong felt that he did not want to yield here.
    

    
      It was his turn.
    

    
      “You speak of Demonic Cult remnants.”
    

    
      To those using the Demonic Cult as a pretext, likewise with the Demonic Cult as pretext.
    

    
      “Have you not heard of the beheading of the one called Lord of Heavenly Slaughter from the Demonic Cult's beast meridians?”
    

    
      The Beggar's Gang's news had spread quickly across the world.
    

    
      It had not even taken a day to reach Hubei, where the Murim Alliance headquarters was located.
    

    
      That news was this.
    

    
      “The secret inspector appointed by the Alliance Leader has established such merit.”
    

    
      So.
    

    
      The fake news requested by Jin Yeomyeong had entered the Murim Alliance headquarters.
    

    
      “The elders must have all heard it. Or did you hear but deliberately not mention it? Since someone personally appointed by the Alliance Leader has established merit in subjugating the Demonic Cult.”
    

    
      Soon Yeong quickly scanned the elders' faces. A slight look of dismay was evident.
    

    
      Why had they come in such a rush.
    

    
      Because the more merit those appointed by the Alliance Leader established, the more the influence of the Hwangbo Gak incident faded.
    

    
      If merits in subjugating the Demonic Cult kept piling up, it would become difficult to shake the Alliance Leader with the Hwangbo Gak incident.
    

    
      So they had come in haste.
    

    
      “But.”
    

    
      The elder from the Namgung Clan interjected with a suspicious voice.
    

    
      “What is this secret inspector? You operated an inspector secretly even from us?”
    

    
      As expected, they were not easy.
    

    
      If he agreed with that, it would be treating the elders with contempt, and if he denied it, the existence of the inspector itself would disappear.
    

    
      “No. There was intelligence on Demonic Cult remnants, so we hastily appointed a nearby expert as a secret inspector and infiltrated. In a situation racing against time, such improvisation was unavoidable, wasn't it.”
    

    
      “Hm.”
    

    
      Soon Yeong was no different in not being easy.
    

    
      He had preserved the existence of the secret inspector while also making it an unavoidable display of flexibility.
    

    
      The elders trying to use the Hwangbo Gak incident.
    

    
      The Chief Military Strategist trying to minimize the influence of that incident.
    

    
      “....”
    

    
      “....”
    

    
      Silence flowed briefly between the two sides.
    

    
      Neither side opened their mouth rashly first.
    

    
      “Elders.”
    

    
      Then, the Alliance Leader, who rarely spoke as usual, started.
    

    
      And the words that followed were enough to disconcert the elders.
    

    
      “I have not considered someone from the Hwangbo Clan for the successor branch head of Luoyang.”
    

    
      “Hm? Even if not necessarily the Hwangbo Clan, if it's someone from a close clan, it would be the same in the end.”
    

    
      “Not someone from a close clan either.”
    

    
      “Then who did you have in mind?”
    

    
      The Alliance Leader slowly looked around at the elders and put one name in his mouth.
    

    
      “Gong Pil-sang.”
    

    
      The shock that name gave was tremendous.
    

    
      “...Who?”
    

    
      “Who is it?”
    

    
      “Gong what?”
    

    
      “First time hearing it?”
    

    
      Soon Yeong was also extremely surprised, but he pretended to be calm on the outside.
    

    
      Gong Pil-sang?
    

    
      Wasn't he someone whose martial arts were mediocre, whose capacity was narrow, and who had no particular reputation in the Luoyang martial world.
    

    
      Of course, he had the advantage of being familiar to the Alliance members of the Luoyang branch, but that alone was not enough for a branch head position.
    

    
      Moreover, there were reports that he put more effort into flattery than branch affairs.
    

    
      He had been like that even with Hwangbo Gak-
    

    
      Hm?
    

    
      Flattery?
    

    
      Suddenly, he imagined Gong Pil-sang flattering the Alliance Leader.
    

    
      - He he he het, Alliance Leader. You are wise. I am simply in admiration. He he he het.
    

    
      It fit too well.
    

    
      Soon Yeong smiled with satisfaction.
    

    
      He was someone without power and manipulable.
    

    
      Alliance Leader, you are truly wise.
    

    
      He opened his mouth vigorously.
    

    
      “Indeed. He is without flaw for taking the branch head position.”
    

    
      There were many flaws, but he decided to let it pass.
    

    
      “No, I mean, who the hell is that.”
    

    
      “Gong what? Gong Sang-pil?”
    

    
      “Someone capable?”
    

    
      Soon Yeong nodded with a smile.
    

    
      “He is the deputy branch head of Luoyang, and the one who established merit in the recent Luoyang Black Path subjugation and the pursuit of Hwangbo Gak.”
    

    
      Only then did the elders understand.
    

    
      “Ah! The deputy branch head of Luoyang? The one who held onto Hwangbo Gak until the Luoyang martial artists came charging in?”
    

    
      Even though Jin Yeomyeong had told him to hide, he went to the branch for something and nearly died needlessly to Hwangbo Gak.
    

    
      “And after Hwangbo Gak fell, wasn't he the first to step forward and proclaim the justice of that matter?”
    

    
      He had sided with Jin Yeomyeong, overcome with emotion.
    

    
      “So his name was Gong Sang-pil.”
    

    
      It was just Gong Pil-sang.
    

    
      The Alliance Leader concluded.
    

    
      “He would be appropriate for tidying up the Luoyang branch. What do you think, elders?”
    

    
      The elders' gazes went back and forth.
    

    
      What about this Gong Pil-sang.
    

    
      Since he had helped expose the wrongdoing of the Hwangbo Clan, he would not become close to the Hwangbo Clan.
    

    
      Yet he did not have separate fame or have formed his own power.
    

    
      He was just right for the elders to approach.
    

    
      At a glance, it seemed like the Alliance Leader's compromise.
    

    
      It would hurt his face to appoint someone the elders recommended, so he appoints himself, but in the form of seating someone the elders would be satisfied with.
    

    
      In the end, the elders nodded.
    

    
      “The Alliance Leader's judgment is extremely wise. The steadfastness and sense of justice that did not yield to his superior branch head. A fine person.”
    

    
      “Indeed. Gong Sang-pil, he seems like he would do well.”
    

    
      “Wasn't it Gong Pil-sang? Whatever, it doesn't matter.”
    

    
      “What matters is that he would do well, heh heh heh.”
    

    
      Soon the elders observed formalities and left.
    

    
      In the place they left, only empty praises piled up.
    

    
      “Soon Yeong.”
    

    
      Only then did the Alliance Leader call the Chief Military Strategist.
    

    
      “Alliance Leader, that was truly an excellent move. That Gong Pil-sang is not someone who could defy the Alliance Leader.”
    

    
      “Hm. That matter is that matter.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “But you see.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Have you ever appointed a secret inspector with prior approval?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Soon Yeong's expression became strange.
    

    
      “Wasn't it appointed by the Alliance Leader?”
    

    
      “I have never done such a thing.”
    

    
      “...Yes?”
    

    
      The mouth of the Chief Military Strategist, who knew the affairs of the world like the palm of his hand, gaped open.
    

    
      And the eyes of the Alliance Leader, who showed no emotional fluctuation, wandered idly in the air.
    

    
      Then who on earth was that?
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      “Ait, why this sudden chill.”
    

    
      Gong Pil-sang shivered.
    

    
      He had been fine until just now, but suddenly a cold wave hit.
    

    
      Both ears were itching fiercely too.
    

    
      “Someone talking about me?”
    

    
      If it was someone who put him in their mouth and at the same time made him shudder.
    

    
      He suddenly jumped up and looked around.
    

    
      “The Ink Sword Hero? Ink Sword Hero, are you here?”
    

    
      Even as he did, he found it absurd himself.
    

    
      Hadn't he gone to Kaifeng.
    

    
      With his whole family.
    

    
      There was no way he would be here-
    

    
      “That me?”
    

    
      “Kkieeek!”
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong's voice was heard.
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      Gong Pil-sang clung to his senses just before fainting.
    

    
      No, right?
    

    
      It was an auditory hallucination.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong was not here.
    

    
      Only the [Presented by Jin Yeomyeong] inscription carved on the desk was looking at him.
    

    
      Ugh. Just thinking about that friend makes my mind go strange. I should go out and get some fresh air.
    

    
      Gong Pil-sang turned his body and looked out the window.
    

    
      The front yard of the main hall came into view.
    

    
      Haa. Look at that mess.
    

    
      He shook his head lightly and went out to the front yard.
    

    
      Wahaha. Well, so-
    

    
      This is really delicious. You guys should have some too!
    

    
      Please kick the ball to me!
    

    
      Even though the late autumn wind was quite chilly, people didn't mind at all.
    

    
      They brought out tables, drank liquor, drank tea.
    

    
      On one side, they weren't practicing martial arts.
    

    
      The kids were playing with a ball.
    

    
      This place, open wide to everyone.
    

    
      Was the Murim Alliance Luoyang branch.
    

    
      How did this place become like this...
    

    
      Gong Pil-sang strolled through the front yard with a somewhat sorrowful expression.
    

    
      Aigoo, Elder Go.
    

    
      Go Dangseong, the chairman of the Tiger Construction Alliance, had brought out one of the Alliance-supplied desks and was looking at documents.
    

    
      Of course, it was Gong Pil-sang himself who had entrusted the expansion of the Alliance building to them.
    

    
      But why review documents here? Why?
    

    
      As he was thinking such thoughts, a kicked ball from the children flew in.
    

    
      Thud.
    

    
      It hit his head.
    

    
      Even Gong Pil-sang could dodge such a ball with ease, but the thought to dodge didn't come.
    

    
      They were children taken in by the Golden Cloud Trading Company, so why play ball here.
    

    
      The house given by the trading company was good too.
    

    
      Kids, kick it gently.
    

    
      No! I'm going to kick it hard.
    

    
      ...Is that so?
    

    
      I was wrong to tell kids to play gently.
    

    
      Gong Pil-sang continued strolling.
    

    
      This time, a dining table appeared. A dining table was placed squarely in the front yard of the main hall.
    

    
      Kuh. Kwak Daebang.
    

    
      This guy, with a belly like a mountain, Kwak Daebang, had set out all sorts of dishes on the table and was in the midst of a meal.
    

    
      Beside him, a guy named Yang Cheonjo was holding chopsticks and interjecting, clamoring for just one bite.
    

    
      Gong Pil-sang approached near the table and threw a word.
    

    
      Kwak Daebang, is this your house's inner chamber?
    

    
      Before Kwak Daebang could answer, Yang Cheonjo interjected.
    

    
      Branch Head, how have you been!
    

    
      It's temporary branch head. Yes, you're the same as ever.
    

    
      The same?
    

    
      Only then did Kwak Daebang answer.
    

    
      Well, it's as comfortable as the inner chamber. Everyone here is the same, aren't they. All thanks to the reputation of Temporary Branch Head.
    

    
      Reputation? Well, I do have some of that..., no, that's not it.
    

    
      The inspection was the problem.
    

    
      Because of receiving the inspector's investigation, they had been coming and going for several days, and now they had settled here entirely.
    

    
      The reason was that the guest hall rooms were comfortable, and it was convenient to buy food from the famous eateries within Luoyang Castle.
    

    
      Whew. What's the use of talking.
    

    
      So what did the inspector say?
    

    
      What would he say. He said he'd go to Kaifeng and meet the Ink Sword Hero in person.
    

    
      How...
    

    
      It seems his interest in investigating the Ink Sword Hero is greater than us?
    

    
      In that matter, we're just a feather, aren't we. Well, the Sword Hero will handle it himself. He must have met by now.
    

    
      Yes. I hope this whole investigation ends in Kaifeng.
    

    
      Hm...
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      Something's off.
    

    
      Kwak Daebang's gaze was directed at one place.
    

    
      Gong Pil-sang also followed that gaze and discovered a person entering in front of the main hall.
    

    
      A somewhat honest face, a tall and broad-shouldered build, a sword with a sheath as dark as ink.
    

    
      Ink Sword Hero?
    

    
      Gong Pil-sang rubbed his eyes. Auditory hallucination followed by visual hallucination? He opened his well-rubbed eyes wide.
    

    
      It's him.
    

    
      This time, it was not a visual hallucination.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong was entering.
    

    
      Everyone doing well? I'm back.
    

    
      He greeted with a smile.
    

    
      Oh, Ink Sword Hero! You went to Kaifeng on a family trip!
    

    
      Was it fun?
    

    
      You should have rested fully before coming. We're glad to see the Sword Hero, but isn't it too early?
    

    
      The people in front of the main hall swarmed toward him.
    

    
      Gong Pil-sang suddenly realized.
    

    
      It wasn't his reputation that gathered these people in front of the Alliance main hall.
    

    
      Not because the city air was good, nor because the branch grounds were spacious.
    

    
      Ink Sword Hero.
    

    
      Because that person came and went here.
    

    
      Ha. Maybe I should quit everything and play the hero too.
    

    
      Gong Pil-sang let out a hollow laugh.
    

    
      He, who would have no time to rest from now on, did not know how vain those words were.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      Temporary Branch Head. The branch atmosphere has brightened.
    

    
      After mingling with the people and exchanging greetings, Jin Yeomyeong requested a private meeting with Gong Pil-sang.
    

    
      It has brightened?
    

    
      It looks good.
    

    
      Hm. If you say so, then it has.
    

    
      ?
    

    
      Gong Pil-sang seemed somewhat detached.
    

    
      Did you request the meeting because of the inspection?
    

    
      Inspection?
    

    
      You didn't come back after meeting the Hwangbo Daejin inspector sent from the Alliance?
    

    
      Pardon? I didn't meet him. Did the inspector go to Kaifeng?
    

    
      What?
    

    
      After detachment came immediate confusion.
    

    
      Then why did you return to Luoyang so quickly? Wasn't it after meeting the inspector?
    

    
      I just finished my business in Kaifeng and returned.
    

    
      You requested a meeting with me first?
    

    
      Because I have something to ask.
    

    
      Something to ask?
    

    
      Gong Pil-sang's instinct cried out something.
    

    
      ...This feels ominous.
    

    
      But he couldn't say not to ask.
    

    
      Ask away.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong smiled and asked the question.
    

    
      So, what happened with my paternity leave?
    

    
      ....
    

    
      Why did he request a meeting first thing.
    

    
      He should have recalled what Jin Yeomyeong prioritized most.
    

    
      He was looking at Gong Pil-sang himself now with an innocent smile. As if he couldn't imagine any outcome other than approval.
    

    
      Gong Pil-sang blankly looked out the window.
    

    
      In the bright atmosphere, people eating, talking, laughing...
    

    
      Branch Head Gong?
    

    
      Hm.
    

    
      Escape from reality failed.
    

    
      His mind returned to the present and looked at Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      It was time to face reality.
    

    
      It was denied.
    

    
      ...Denied?
    

    
      Gong Pil-sang's hand picked up one document.
    

    
      The document thrust right in front of Jin Yeomyeong's face was the leave application previously attached to the report.
    

    
      On it, in clear writing.
    

    
      [Impossible不可]
    

    
      - was written.
    

    
      Impossible?
    

    
      The small writing below it read as follows.
    

    
      [No precedent for the reason, nor has it been discussed]
    

    
      Precedent? Discussion?
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong looked at Gong Pil-sang.
    

    
      Then am I still affiliated with the outer hall?
    

    
      Yes. Outer hall affiliation.
    

    
      But I'm not doing any duties.
    

    
      Right. So officially, you are-
    

    
      ?
    

    
      Gong Pil-sang pulled out the personnel document.
    

    
      In a state of dereliction of duty.
    

    
      ...Dereliction of duty?
    

    
      He didn't want to say it, but after all, outer hall affiliation yet not performing Alliance duties.
    

    
      It was officially dereliction of duty.
    

    
      I requested paternity leave, but dereliction of duty?
    

    
      Gong Pil-sang looked at Jin Yeomyeong, who was starting to heat up.
    

    
      This guy heats up over such things. The problem was that he exploded better than before.
    

    
      Whoooong-, that annoying ink-black sword was also humming. That thing was egging Jin Yeomyeong on too, that thing.
    

    
      Calm down! Please calm down! So I thought about it in various ways too!
    

    
      Pardon? What thoughts?
    

    
      I thought about a way to get the paternity leave approved!
    

    
      Your explosion, a way not to see it right in front of my eyes.
    

    
      I've seen it several times already, so seeing it again wouldn't be good for my heart!
    

    
      Th-that, why, there was an incident in Kaifeng where a Demonic Cult executive was repelled by the secret inspector. You were in Kaifeng, so you've heard of it?
    

    
      An executive...
    

    
      It's an executive. That's tremendous merit!
    

    
      Heh heh.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong agreed.
    

    
      He didn't know why he was agreeing with such a strange smile, but anyway, he agreed.
    

    
      If you had established that merit, the leave would probably have been approved in one go.
    

    
      Merit leads to leave approval? Is that proper thinking? It's strange, but?
    

    
      No, no. Not that. It's adding one line after the leave reason.
    

    
      One line?
    

    
      Something like, injury occurred in the process, so recuperation is needed. Isn't treatment always an approved leave reason?
    

    
      Oh.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong looked at Gong Pil-sang with a peculiar gaze.
    

    
      Why look like that.
    

    
      Because it's unexpectedly a good idea.
    

    
      Unexpectedly? What do you mean.
    

    
      You have considerable resourcefulness. You could be Luoyang branch head right away.
    

    
      Gong Pil-sang frowned.
    

    
      Would they give me the branch head position. And I don't want it. After going through various things recently, I want to rest a bit. When the new branch head comes, I'll submit my own leave application.
    

    
      You've changed a lot.
    

    
      It's your fault.
    

    
      Such words rose to his throat, but he just held them back.
    

    
      Well, anyway, I've made my thoughts clear, so try that.
    

    
      Lend me some writing materials.
    

    
      Hm? Why writing materials?
    

    
      Temporary Branch Head's idea seems excellent. I'll try that. I need to submit a report.
    

    
      Why submit a report? You need to go out and find Demonic Cult members. An executive level one.
    

    
      Where do you find a Demonic Cult executive.
    

    
      To find such a person, even Jin Yeomyeong would be busy without a moment's rest for a while. There wouldn't be Gong Pil-sang being hounded over paternity leave issues.
    

    
      So he should go out quickly and chase the Demonic Cult.
    

    
      Wh-why are you smiling like that again.
    

    
      The secret inspector in Kaifeng.
    

    
      Hm.
    

    
      Keep it to yourself, Temporary Branch Head.
    

    
      ?
    

    
      That was me.
    

    
      It was the moment the word [Illegal Impersonation] floated in Gong Pil-sang's head.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Where is Branch Head Gong?
    

    
      I lightly answered Kwak Daebang's question.
    

    
      He fainted.
    

    
      Is that so?
    

    
      He must have thought it was a boring joke, as he didn't ask again.
    

    
      I looked at the spread of dishes he had prepared.
    

    
      Brother Kwak, are you eating all this alone?
    

    
      Originally, but this Cheonjo keeps interjecting.
    

    
      I have a lot of dishes I've never seen before. How can I not be curious.
    

    
      Jin Yeomyeong smiled while looking at Kwak Daebang's belly.
    

    
      Somehow it hasn't gotten bigger.
    

    
      Eh? How much Twin Sword I've practiced, it won't get bigger here. And I was diligently doing the task you entrusted.
    

    
      The task I entrusted? What's that?
    

    
      Th-that, why, you said to learn martial arts from the miners. Especially, that elder.
    

    
      Elder Dang Yang, who was in one corner of the yard, slowly approached.
    

    
      Elder. Were you here too, Elder?
    

    
      Heh heh, it seemed people were gathering, so I came slowly on purpose.
    

    
      You did well. What if you got hurt in the crowd for no reason.
    

    
      At that moment, Kwak Daebang burst into loud laughter.
    

    
      Elder Dang, show it to the Ink Sword Hero once!
    

    
      Shall I? It's embarrassing.
    

    
      Dang Yang waved his hand and naturally stood.
    

    
      Well. Watch.
    

    
      Kwak Daebang raised one corner of his mouth crookedly and pointed at Dang Yang.
    

    
      And the next moment.
    

    
      Ugh? What is this!
    

    
      I couldn't help but be startled.
    

    
      This Elder Dang Yang had done backward somersaults three times!
    

    
      He's quite good for his age. It was fun to teach.
    

    
      Ek?
    

    
      As Yang Cheonjo clapped vigorously and approached, Dang Yang scratched his head embarrassedly.
    

    
      The exhortation for long life without illness had brought an unexpected result. The elder's spine was reaching the peak of its life.
    

    
      ...It's dizzying.
    

    
      But it's a good thing, isn't it.
    

    
      That's true, but Brother Kwak, you didn't have talent for instructing martial arts?
    

    
      Eh, is that so? I've never instructed anyone.
    

    
      Kwak Daebang scratched his belly nonchalantly and picked up another chopstick of food.
    

    
      Didn't you meet Inspector Hwangbo Daejin in Kaifeng?
    

    
      I didn't.
    

    
      He went looking for you, so maybe you crossed paths.
    

    
      Kwak Daebang frowned.
    

    
      Then when they investigate you, I might get called again. They said after investigating you, they'd escort Hwangbo Gak away.
    

    
      Was it bothersome?
    

    
      Quite.
    

    
      Hm.
    

    
      Is that so?
    

    
      I might get bothered when investigated too.
    

    
      Right. You'd be more bothered. They'd investigate thoroughly.
    

    
      Ha hat.
    

    
      Why laugh like that.
    

    
      Since he couldn't meet me, he'll come back to Luoyang, right?
    

    
      Probably.
    

    
      But what if I'm not here then?
    

    
      Eh?
    

    
      He looked at me.
    

    
      Because it seems I have to go to Chang'an.
    

    
      The next destination was already decided.
    

    
      The spiritual medicine is there.
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      To Chang'an.
    

    
      “Chang'an?”
    

    
      “To Chang'an?”
    

    
      Kwak Daebang and Yang Cheonjo answered simultaneously.
    

    
      “Yes. This time, I have business in Chang'an.”
    

    
      As soon as I returned to Luoyang, a message came from the Rogues' Guild.
    

    
      One of the spiritual medicines I sought was in Chang'an, and they would bring more detailed information soon.
    

    
      As expected, it wouldn't take long.
    

    
      “Huh.”
    

    
      Kwak Daebang let out a sigh of admiration.
    

    
      “You're really busy. Is the family going together this time too?”
    

    
      “No. I plan to go back and forth with lightness skill.”
    

    
      Chang'an was closer than Kaifeng.
    

    
      I would let Jayeong and Taebok stay comfortably at home, and only I would go back and forth at night.
    

    
      Why else would I have learned the Xun Trigram Technique first.
    

    
      I learned it to quickly go home no matter where I was.
    

    
      The Xun Trigram Technique accelerated lightness skill through the wind's natural path.
    

    
      For Chang'an, it was entirely possible.
    

    
      “So, Brother Kwak, would you like to come with me this time?”
    

    
      “Eh? Me?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      In my thinking, there was currently 'some kind of contest' unfolding in Chang'an.
    

    
      To obtain the spiritual medicine, I had to step into that contest.
    

    
      Considering the nature of the contest, Kwak Daebang's face came to mind.
    

    
      To be precise, that plump belly he was scratching came to mind.
    

    
      “Do you need my martial arts?”
    

    
      “E....... Let's say so.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      Whether his belly could shine in action would be known once in Chang'an.
    

    
      “Anyway, good. This is perfect timing!”
    

    
      Kwak Daebang picked up a dish and tossed it heartily into his mouth.
    

    
      “Perfect timing?”
    

    
      “The inspector. Since he couldn't meet you, he'll return to Luoyang, right? But if he misses you again this time? They have to pretend to do something, so they'll call us again. It's obvious without seeing!”
    

    
      He waved his hand as if fed up and added.
    

    
      “I know all the eateries, inns, and taverns in Chang'an like the back of my hand. I'll take you on a gourmet tour of Chang'an this time.”
    

    
      “But why are you licking your lips. You plan to tour the famous restaurants nominally for me.”
    

    
      “Hm? What do you mean.”
    

    
      “It's not?”
    

    
      “No. Of course it is. If I give you a gourmet tour, doesn't that mean I'm on a gourmet tour too? Ha ha hat!”
    

    
      He was an incorrigible glutton.
    

    
      Watching the dynamic movement of his jiggling belly.
    

    
      “Uwaaa! Take me too! You can't leave me out!”
    

    
      Suddenly, Yang Cheonjo interjected.
    

    
      “Hm? You too, Cheonjo?”
    

    
      “Yes! Show me around Chang'an too. I've never been to Chang'an.”
    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    
      This Chang'an spiritual medicine trip was not fighting enemies or exploring dangers.
    

    
      Probably.
    

    
      So, it seemed fine to bring Yang Cheonjo.
    

    
      “If your senior allows it, I'll bring you.”
    

    
      “Yeehaw! If we three go together, Mother will allow it no problem!”
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo's face flushed with excitement.
    

    
      But now that I thought about it.
    

    
      “Cheonjo, have you heard about your ancestor?”
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo was the grandson of Taehang Manyeop-su, one of the Five Eccentrics. When he learned that fact not long ago, Yang Cheonjo had been full of vigor.
    

    
      But when I asked while entering the Wind God Sword's stone tomb, he said he hadn't heard anything.
    

    
      “Well....... He doesn't tell me well. He said he'll tell when the time comes.”
    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    
      He still hadn't said much. What happened to that bloodline after Taehang Manyeop-su?
    

    
      Anyway, if it was a story he wouldn't bring up first even to his son Cheonjo, there must be a good reason.
    

    
      “It seems there's some entangled story, so don't press your mother more. As he said, he'll tell when the time comes.”
    

    
      “But I'm curious.......”
    

    
      “You can look into the Eccentrics' activities yourself.”
    

    
      “That much should be fine?”
    

    
      “Ask about that too.”
    

    
      “Ait, geez!”
    

    
      It was strange that he hadn't looked into it.
    

    
      Somehow, he's listening to his mother more and more.
    

    
      Is he maturing?
    

    
      A chuckle escaped.
    

    
      “Why are you laughing?”
    

    
      “Nothing.”
    

    
      The guy who used to call for beatings had somehow.
    

    
      Still, I just shook my head. It was still too early to praise him for maturing.
    

    
      “Refine more.”
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      “Brother Kwak, then when the Chang'an trip is confirmed, I'll contact you, and we'll meet then. You too, Cheonjo.”
    

    
      “Sounds good!”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Before leaving for Chang'an, I had something to do too.
    

    
      Whoooong-
    

    
      Mukheun cried.
    

    
      “Yes. I need to train. Shall we go to the training hall? Or to the mountains?”
    

    
      The one who answered was not Mukheun but the autumn wind.
    

    
      The wind that blew on my back for a moment told me to go outside the city.
    

    
      Thud.
    

    
      I propelled my body with inner power.
    

    
      Jumping from building to building inside the city, and in a moment, outside the city.
    

    
      Entering an unnamed mountain, I suddenly looked to the side,
    

    
      And countless fallen leaves were running with me.
    

    
      Whoooosh.
    

    
      The wind blowing through the mountain urged the fallen leaves on.
    

    
      And urged me on.
    

    
      Run, Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      Like time, run.
    

    
      As fast as possible, as slow as possible, but without stopping.
    

    
      Half a month in Luoyang.
    

    
      Half a month going back and forth to Kaifeng.
    

    
      It had been only a month since I regressed, since Taebok was born.
    

    
      Despite the numerous events flowing quickly, only a month had passed.
    

    
      Fast yet slow.
    

    
      But it doesn't stop.
    

    
      I too don't stop.
    

    
      Flutter, one fallen leaf flew in front of me,
    

    
      And without hesitation, I placed my foot on it.
    

    
      There was no rustling sound.
    

    
      Because I lightly stepped on the fallen leaf and jumped.
    

    
      Regardless of the level of martial arts achievement, extremely minute inner power operation made it possible.
    

    
      Next fallen leaf, another fallen leaf, stepping continuously on the fallen leaves flying toward me, I headed to the sky.
    

    
      The deep blue sky looked down at me.
    

    
      Whoooong-, I drew Mukheun and greeted toward that sky.
    

    
      This is Swordsman Jin Yeomyeong.
    

    
      Could you spare some time?
    

    
      I wish to divide that time finely.
    

    
      Today's training was not to obtain something new.
    

    
      Because I couldn't even properly utilize what I had obtained in the processes so far.
    

    
      In the recent fight too, I still mainly utilized the Xun Trigram Technique. It was originally the trigram technique I used most, and that too was an excellent way of fighting.
    

    
      Just a little more, just a little more, no, actually endlessly more.
    

    
      I want to become stronger.
    

    
      Stepping on the last fallen leaf.
    

    
      I leaped to the sky with all my strength.
    

    
      The sound of wind brushing my ears suddenly quieted, and the moment I stood at the peak of the leap.
    

    
      Below my feet, the mountain where the season was waning, and far away, Luoyang where life was blooming, came into view.
    

    
      Whoooong-.
    

    
      Mukheun cried.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      I unfolded the perfect sword containing the time I realized while preparing for the assembly.
    

    
      I had only realized it but hadn't used it in a confrontation yet.
    

    
      Blink.
    

    
      My body fell.
    

    
      The sound of falling wind reached my ears.
    

    
      In that interval, the sword flowed slowly.
    

    
      I pictured the weapons of the strong enemies I fought before regression.
    

    
      How they approached me.
    

    
      How they wounded me.
    

    
      And I inserted the flowing sword between those weapons.
    

    
      Strange.
    

    
      Even though it flowed this slowly, it passed through the imaginary weapons without obstruction.
    

    
      Blink.
    

    
      The body fell even faster.
    

    
      The wind at my ears howled fiercely.
    

    
      The weapons too became exceedingly fast.
    

    
      Yet in that interval, the sword still flowed slowly.
    

    
      Through the numerous weapons, following one path.
    

    
      That path was visible.
    

    
      Against the enemies' strong and fast weapons, I too had competed strongly and quickly.
    

    
      I searched for paths to be fast and honed and honed the sword.
    

    
      If wind, Xun Trigram Technique, Wind God Sword made me exceedingly fast.
    

    
      There was another path.
    

    
      The path to approach enemies like time.
    

    
      Seeming fast, seeming slow, but without stopping, the path where the sword suddenly approached close.
    

    
      The path such a sword took.
    

    
      “The path to be slow.”
    

    
      Blink.
    

    
      The falling body, the passing wind at my ears, all felt as if stopped.
    

    
      Blink.
    

    
      I had slowed down.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “Eh, you?”
    

    
      Jayeong's eyes widened round upon seeing me enter the house.
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “Something's a bit different?”
    

    
      “Is that so? What?”
    

    
      But Jayeong couldn't answer and just peered into my face.
    

    
      “?”
    

    
      “It's hard to pinpoint exactly. Something's different, but.”
    

    
      “Is that so? If you say so, then it is.”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      Whoooong-, Mukheun cried.
    

    
      “See. I told you.”
    

    
      “Only I can resonate with Mukheun.”
    

    
      “Whoo, no. I'm right.”
    

    
      At Jayeong's words, I just smiled.
    

    
      Even that, if you say so, then it is.
    

    
      “Where's Taebok?”
    

    
      “Koong, sleeping.”
    

    
      He was now a one-month-old baby.
    

    
      He still couldn't hold his head up, so when holding him, I had to support the back of his neck firmly.
    

    
      If I put a finger in his hand, he would reflexively grip it tightly, such a baby.
    

    
      No matter how much he stirred the wind, in essence, he was just a one-month-old baby.
    

    
      “Dear, why?”
    

    
      “Unless I reverse time again, I won't see this one-month Taebok again.”
    

    
      “Reverse time?”
    

    
      “Ah, slip. Just, without reversing time. Anyway, that's not important, I want to remember this one-month Taebok. This tiny face now will become hazy after he grows, right? Now when I hold him, he fits perfectly in my arms, but after he grows, this sensation will blur too? One day suddenly, aigoo, I don't remember well, and regret it, right?”
    

    
      I couldn't cast the great law again to see the young Taebok.
    

    
      Before regression, among senior martial artists who were parents, they said.
    

    
      The baby's early childhood passes too quickly, and it's regrettable that I can't see that time again.
    

    
      I didn't know then. Like those senior martial artists, I regretted only after it passed.
    

    
      I didn't know life flowed this quickly.
    

    
      “If I could entrust memories or sensations instead of money to the battlefield. So I could take them out again each time.”
    

    
      “Hmm. You've been saying strange things a lot lately.”
    

    
      I just laughed.
    

    
      “In that sense, let's go in and see Taebok.”
    

    
      “Let's go in quietly together.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      We held hands and entered the room.
    

    
      In the dim room with light adjusted by the cloth over the window, Taebok was sleeping soundly, snoring.
    

    
      We talked in lowered voices.
    

    
      “Lovely.”
    

    
      “Right? Isn't he handsome?”
    

    
      “Is he? He's still young, so I don't know.”
    

    
      “In my eyes, he's the handsomest in the world.”
    

    
      “Actually, me too.”
    

    
      We looked at Taebok for a long time.
    

    
      In my Eight Sensations, far away, the sound of knocking on our house's front gate was heard, but I ignored it.
    

    
      It takes time to come from the front gate to here.
    

    
      It would be fine to look a little more before going out.
    

    
      “Taebok-ah, you really-”
    

    
      “Wahahahat! Where is our pretty nephew!”
    

    
      Ugh?
    

    
      That voice, my elder brother-in-law the Rogues' Guild Leader?
    

    
      “Ta-da! Uncle is here! I brought tons of toys!”
    

    
      He wasn't just bandit-faced, his voice was booming too.
    

    
      Because he was eager to see his nephew quickly, as soon as the front gate opened and he revealed his identity, he rushed in with lightness skill.
    

    
      Since he entered laughing and shouting so loudly.
    

    
      “Wah!”
    

    
      The well-sleeping Taebok woke up.
    

    
      “Kuh!”
    

    
      Jayeong's furious cry.
    

    
      She too quickly went to the guest hall with lightness skill.
    

    
      While I lightly picked up Taebok and put him back to sleep.
    

    
      It was heard in my enhanced hearing of the Eight Sensations.
    

    
      - Shh! Taebok woke up.
    

    
      Along with a hushed scolding.
    

    
      Swish, pew pew, pa pat.
    

    
      The sound of Jayeong throwing guest hall items like hidden weapons.
    

    
      - Urk, ack, ow.
    

    
      The Guild Leader's scream, unable to dodge and taking the hits squarely, for the great sin of waking the baby.
    

    
      “Taebok-ah, sleep well again. When you wake, a bandit will appear, but don't worry. He got subdued by Mother.”
    

    
      Taebok, with his head on my shoulder, whined, grunted, and soon the crying subsided, and he fell asleep again.
    

    
      Looking at that face stealthily, it was exceedingly peaceful.
    

    
      Entrusting himself to his father's arms, he departed to dreamland.
    

    
      I carefully laid Taebok down and came out. Jayeong entered the room as if switching with me.
    

    
      “Brother-in-law.”
    

    
      “Brother-in-law. Sniff.”
    

    
      Brother-in-law, having received harsh punishment, wiped under his nose.
    

    
      “I thought you'd send someone, but you came yourself. Is Kaifeng sorted?”
    

    
      Right after I rescued him in Kaifeng, he had disappeared, saying it wasn't good for his identity to be revealed too much.
    

    
      He said he would tidy up the confusion in his absence and come to Luoyang.
    

    
      “That place is running well even without me.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “The traitorous Han Sanha only used the organization, he didn't involve others. He wanted to keep it secret. The Rogues' Guild itself really had no big issues. Thanks to that, only the Guild Leader's presence became precarious or something.”
    

    
      He burst into a hearty laugh.
    

    
      No big issues, my foot.
    

    
      Originally, after brother-in-law disappeared, the Rogues' Guild faced a crisis. In the end, it fell to Han Sanha.
    

    
      “Anyway, I looked into it.”
    

    
      “Hm.”
    

    
      Seeing his pretty nephew was private business.
    

    
      Gathering information requested by the sect's benefactor was public business.
    

    
      “There is Fiery Yang Carp in Chang'an.”
    

    
      The material for the spiritual medicine to bring fire's natural path to Taebok was confirmed.
    

    
      “But, it seems we need to hurry a bit.”
    

    
      Hm?
    

    
      Hurry?
    

    
      At brother-in-law's words, I perked up my ears.
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      Chapter 98: Going to Buy Fire
    

    
      “First, everything you said has been confirmed as true.”
    

    
      The information I asked to verify was as follows.
    

    
      [Is there a Hwarye Pill containing the spirit of Fiery Yang Carp in the Po Clan Manor near Chang'an?]
    

    
      The information contained in this question had three parts.
    

    
      First, Fiery Yang Carp.
    

    
      Fiery Yang Carp was a spiritual being containing extreme yang, especially fire energy.
    

    
      A rare carp that grew in places where extreme yang energy burst forth, like the crater of a dormant volcano.
    

    
      In principle, it had to be consumed right where it was caught to avoid wasting its energy.
    

    
      How could there be Fiery Yang Carp in Chang'an, where there was no land of extreme yang?
    

    
      The secret lay in elixir refining.
    

    
      “For them to attempt making a soul-transformation pill with Fiery Yang Carp, which is hard even to obtain and eat raw. That nameless Daoist must have been quite confident in elixir refining.”
    

    
      Second, Hwarye Pill.
    

    
      Fiery Yang Carp had to be consumed immediately in principle.
    

    
      But if there was a principle, there were always those who tried to twist it.
    

    
      One Daoist skilled in pill-making attempted to turn the carp into a pill.
    

    
      The result was success.
    

    
      He had created a Hwarye Pill that preserved the energy of Fiery Yang Carp intact.
    

    
      “I heard he made a total of three pills.”
    

    
      “The handed-down words say so. Of the three, one was eaten by the Daoist himself, and the other two became mysterious after the Daoist's death. But who would have thought one of them had been passed down to the Po Clan Manor. If you hadn't asked us to look into it, even the Rogues' Guild would have remained ignorant forever.”
    

    
      “I knew because someone told me before.”
    

    
      Third, Po Clan Manor.
    

    
      The Alliance had told me.
    

    
      They gave me numerous missions, and I completed them all. It was around then that I fought the Lord of Heavenly Slaughter and got burned.
    

    
      Even after that, they didn't give me the spiritual medicine, and when I thought about it, they brought the Hwarye Pill.
    

    
      The Alliance was like that.
    

    
      They gave rewards when I was about to quit.
    

    
      And gave rewards again when I was about to quit.
    

    
      But they never gave satisfying rewards.
    

    
      Anyway, back then, they said the place where they obtained the Hwarye Pill was the Po Clan Manor.
    

    
      Now, I didn't wait for the Alliance to obtain it. I could get it myself first.
    

    
      Right, Taebok-ah?
    

    
      Father will bring the spiritual medicine without getting burned. I'll carry you on my unscarred back.
    

    
      I knew what was where.
    

    
      “By any chance, the reason to hurry is because of the old manor lord's illness?”
    

    
      “Hm? You knew?”
    

    
      “I heard he had fallen ill.”
    

    
      The son and daughter-in-law of the Po Clan Manor lord had passed early.
    

    
      The old manor lord had been supporting the Po Clan Manor, but in the end, he couldn't overcome age and fell ill.
    

    
      As a result.
    

    
      “The old master appointed his young grandson as the successor manor lord. But there are many in the clan who don't follow that decision. Because of that, the Po Clan Manor seems quite chaotic.”
    

    
      The Po Clan Manor was a great kitchen supplying ingredients to Chang'an. Enormous interests were at stake.
    

    
      Even family could stand on the opposite side of the old master depending on interests.
    

    
      “Hm, that was the case.”
    

    
      “Was the case? You speak like it's old news.”
    

    
      “It's a recent habit, don't mind it.”
    

    
      Brother-in-law nodded and continued.
    

    
      “You've met the old master a few times, and he treated you favorably, right? Then you should ask for the Hwarye Pill while the old master is still around. Who knows who will take over the Po Clan Manor afterward.”
    

    
      It wasn't the Murim Alliance, but me, Jin Yeomyeong personally, asking for the Hwarye Pill.
    

    
      The new person who seizes the Po Clan Manor might not hand over the Hwarye Pill.
    

    
      “But about that. Aren't they currently holding a contest for the successor management rights in the Po Clan Manor?”
    

    
      “Hm? You know that too?”
    

    
      Brother-in-law tilted his head.
    

    
      “It's not a secret, but brother-in-law, you've become more knowledgeable about worldly affairs than before? Previously, you were only interested in martial world matters.”
    

    
      “After living, I saw that martial world matters don't stay as martial world matters. All worldly affairs are connected.”
    

    
      As long as one was human, one couldn't exist detached from the world.
    

    
      When something happened in the world, the martial world was affected, and when something happened in the martial world, the world was affected.
    

    
      How could I not know now.
    

    
      “I'm trying to take interest in worldly affairs now too.”
    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    
      Brother-in-law's bandit-like face broke into a wide smile, and he burst into loud laughter.
    

    
      “Ha ha hat. Right? The power of our Rogues' Guild comes from worldly affairs too! If you're curious about anything, ask! Ha ha hat ha.”
    

    
      [Is there a Hwarye Pill containing the spirit of Fiery Yang Carp in the Po Clan Manor near Chang'an?]
    

    
      Brother-in-law had verified it to the best of his ability.
    

    
      He even sent people midway to inform me, and once the information's truth was confirmed, he came personally.
    

    
      “This is sufficient. Thank you.”
    

    
      Of course.
    

    
      He also came to see Taebok.
    

    
      “What's this!”
    

    
      Brother-in-law's laughter grew bigger.
    

    
      “Shh.”
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      Quiet, quietly.
    

    
      Inside, Jayeong was putting Taebok back to sleep.
    

    
      If he woke him one more time, brother-in-law would be chased out without seeing Taebok.
    

    
      The bandit-like face of brother-in-law hurriedly shutting his mouth was a bit funny.
    

    
      Before regression, that face had been tear-streaked after learning of Taebok's Severed Meridian.
    

    
      Jayeong and I had discussed whether to tell him about the Severed Meridian. At first, we planned to tell him right away, but one thing bothered us.
    

    
      “But brother-in-law, this time in Kaifeng, your identity was revealed too much, wasn't it?”
    

    
      “Uh, uhm.... Yes.”
    

    
      I was concerned that he had been revealed.
    

    
      It could be said that it damaged the Rogues' Guild's tradition. The Rogues' Guild itself was a secretive sect, and the Guild Leader even more so.
    

    
      “I need to be careful for a while. I plan to hide.”
    

    
      “You should disguise too.”
    

    
      “Of course. I'll have to live in disguise for a long time.”
    

    
      “Right?”
    

    
      Since he was revealed, he had to hide.
    

    
      In Kaifeng, he had already been attacked by the Demonic Cult. Brother-in-law needed to be cautious for a while.
    

    
      But what if we told him about Taebok.
    

    
      He would step forward shedding tears again, saying to leave it to him.
    

    
      After hearing, he wasn't the type to quietly hide.
    

    
      Jayeong and I decided to delay telling brother-in-law a bit.
    

    
      However, instead, we would ask a favor.
    

    
      “Brother-in-law, I've been shown a path in martial arts, so I need to obtain spiritual medicines.”
    

    
      “Is that so? That's congratulations. What spiritual medicine are you obtaining? Is the Hwarye Pill insufficient?”
    

    
      “The Hwarye Pill is the start. I'll tell you the spiritual medicines I seek each time. Please help.”
    

    
      “What favor between us! Moreover, you are beyond family to me, you are the benefactor who prevented the rebellion. If it's just finding, the Rogues' Guild can help as much as needed.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      “Of course. Of course. That's how it is.”
    

    
      He laughed heartily for a long time after that.
    

    
      Then suddenly, he made a jingling motion with his fingers.
    

    
      “But gathering spiritual medicines requires a lot of money, doesn't it. I heard you made a lot recently, but that won't be enough?”
    

    
      “Yes, probably. Even the Hwarye Pill would require a thousand gold to buy.”
    

    
      Brother-in-law stroked his chin.
    

    
      “Don't worry, if our Rogues' Guild gathers, quite a bit of money.......”
    

    
      “No. No need for that.”
    

    
      “But you need money?”
    

    
      “About that.”
    

    
      I cast my gaze toward the front gate beyond the guest hall.
    

    
      “Now is the time when the person lending the money should arrive.”
    

    
      In my enhanced hearing of the Eight Sensations, thud thud thud, the sound of knocking on the front gate was heard.
    

    
      - Is the Ink Sword Hero inside? Announce that Zhu Hochong has come. Quickly!
    

    
      A faint smile formed.
    

    
      You've come, my vault.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      “Ink Sword Hero! Why didn't you come straight to me!”
    

    
      Not only Unit Leader Zhu Hochong, but even Vice Superintendent Yang entered.
    

    
      Unlike brother-in-law, they didn't know lightness skill, yet their movements were as if flying.
    

    
      “Eh, you have a guest?”
    

    
      “It's fine. Family. My wife's brother.”
    

    
      “Aigoo, pleased to meet you. I am Zhu Hochong of the Luoyang Golden Cloud Trading Company.”
    

    
      “Pleased. I've heard of your reputation. I am Yeom Gasang.”
    

    
      After simple greetings, the unit leader turned his head back to me.
    

    
      “Wa ha ha ha! My best investment! Ink Sword Hero!”
    

    
      Vice Superintendent Yang chimed in from the side.
    

    
      “I was blind! After the Sword Hero went to Kaifeng and returned, orders are flooding in like a tidal wave.”
    

    
      According to Vice Superintendent Yang's words, orders for Golden Cloud Toothbrushes, tooth powder, tooth floss, etc., were exploding.
    

    
      Probably, the trading companies and shops under the Kaifeng noble clans were placing orders.
    

    
      The unit leader smiled gladly.
    

    
      “It's not just joy from selling goods. What's important is establishing a foothold in a commercial city like Kaifeng. It's hard to get a foot in, but once in, no one can stop this Zhu Hochong!”
    

    
      “Congratulations.”
    

    
      The gazes of Unit Leader Zhu and Vice Superintendent Yang crossed in the air.
    

    
      As expected of merchants. They didn't just come.
    

    
      “So, have you thought about it? Wearing a martial robe embroidered with Golden Cloud Trading Company?”
    

    
      “Ugh, that is a bit.”
    

    
      Ahem.
    

    
      With a small cough, Jayeong entered the guest hall right on time.
    

    
      “That's fine. A small embroidery of Golden Cloud Trading Company on the chest wouldn't be bad, right?”
    

    
      She must have heard Unit Leader Zhu's words.
    

    
      Small embroidery on the chest.
    

    
      No, even that is a bit.
    

    
      I wasn't the only one negative. Unit Leader Zhu waved his hand.
    

    
      “Madam, that might be a bit much. It has to be large on the back.”
    

    
      No, that's even more.
    

    
      “Shall we? On the back?”
    

    
      “Then it would be visible well.”
    

    
      “That's true.”
    

    
      At a glance, Jayeong seemed to agree with Unit Leader Zhu.
    

    
      But.
    

    
      The next moment, Jayeong's strike flew.
    

    
      “So which trading company's name should be embroidered?”
    

    
      “Hm? Which trading company?”
    

    
      “It's not an exclusive contract.”
    

    
      “!?”
    

    
      Everyone in the room except Jayeong gaped open their mouths.
    

    
      “Eh?”
    

    
      “Exclusive?”
    

    
      “Madam.”
    

    
      “Younger sister.”
    

    
      Amid words that were admiration or sighs, unknown.
    

    
      “The tea is ready.”
    

    
      Pat pat, Jeong-i entered. In her hands, a tray with a teapot and teacups.
    

    
      Even in the midst of surprise, I reached out to take the tray.
    

    
      “Isn't it heavy?”
    

    
      “This much is fine. I grew up helping at the estate.”
    

    
      Jeong-i placed the teacups neatly in front of us and poured the tea.
    

    
      Then she didn't go out but watched for cues.
    

    
      “Jeong-i, come sit beside me.”
    

    
      “Yes, madam!”
    

    
      Jayeong sat Jeong-i next to her.
    

    
      What is it, early education?
    

    
      Vice Superintendent Yang continued the briefly interrupted atmosphere.
    

    
      “Not exclusive, what do you mean? Who else asked the Ink Sword Hero for advertising?”
    

    
      “No. Nothing like that happened.”
    

    
      “Then?”
    

    
      “You're asking the obvious. We can take the achievements from Kaifeng and go to other trading companies.”
    

    
      “But, the connection between Unit Leader and Sword Hero...”
    

    
      Jayeong's eyes flashed.
    

    
      “Business is ruthless.”
    

    
      Vice Superintendent Yang, too surprised, looked at Jayeong like a yokai.
    

    
      Actually, I too was sometimes surprised.
    

    
      Seemed accustomed, but sometimes surprised.
    

    
      “Pu ha ha hat!”
    

    
      But Unit Leader Zhu Hochong burst into loud laughter.
    

    
      “I was too complacent. Even after getting badly beaten last time, I was complacent. To Madam, I always lose. Keu ha ha hat!”
    

    
      Unit Leader Zhu's laughter subsided.
    

    
      Unconsciously, I glanced inside the house.
    

    
      No issue. As long as it wasn't brother-in-law's unusually loud voice, this much was fine.
    

    
      “Madam.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Jayeong and Unit Leader Zhu's conversation had already become negotiation.
    

    
      “So, how much do you want exactly?”
    

    
      “Jeong-i.”
    

    
      Jeong-i hopped up and brought the steel abacus to Jayeong.
    

    
      Rattle, the abacus beads moved in Jayeong's hand.
    

    
      Jeong-i carefully carried it and placed it in front of Unit Leader Zhu.
    

    
      Seeing that, Vice Superintendent Yang's eyes widened.
    

    
      “Ah, no... isn't this too much...”
    

    
      “Vice Superintendent, you said that last time too? But what was the result?”
    

    
      “Well...”
    

    
      He looked at Unit Leader Zhu with a flustered look.
    

    
      But Unit Leader Zhu was smiling slyly.
    

    
      “Does this include the martial robe?”
    

    
      No! I hate embroidered martial robe!
    

    
      “I think my husband would be too embarrassed. I can't make him do something he dislikes.”
    

    
      Jayeong.
    

    
      I trembled with surging emotion.
    

    
      “Dear, you talked with brother-in-law? We're going to Chang'an?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “You heard? This is the cost for promotion in Chang'an. But exclusive. And we'll provide priority negotiation rights afterward.”
    

    
      Priority negotiation. That means there will be more such negotiations.
    

    
      As I unconsciously looked at Jayeong, she smiled slyly.
    

    
      “Unit Leader will make world goods led by Golden Cloud Toothbrush, right? To me, you are the world good.”
    

    
      Me-
    

    
      World good?
    

    
      Before becoming a world-class martial artist, I was being merchandised.
    

    
      “Hoo ha ha hat! Sword Hero as world good? Madam's magnanimity is great.”
    

    
      Unit Leader Zhu placed his hand on the abacus.
    

    
      “Good. I too believe he will become a martial artist commanding the world. If advertising for our goods comes from him, nothing better.”
    

    
      Unit Leader Zhu and Jayeong's gazes crossed sparks in the air.
    

    
      “I'll pay this amount in full!”
    

    
      “I'll give my husband as the billboard!”
    

    
      Wait a moment, Jayeong.
    

    
      The last part is a bit strange.
    

    
      At least say advertiser-
    

    
      No, that's strange too.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      - Please allow Jeong-i to visit the trading company sometimes.
    

    
      - Oh ho?
    

    
      - She has great interest in commerce.
    

    
      - Most welcome.
    

    
      With Jayeong's that condition, the negotiation ended.
    

    
      Right before my eyes, the contract was written swish swish, and before I knew, I stamped the seal.
    

    
      Unit Leader Zhu left the seat smiling contentedly despite paying a huge sum.
    

    
      Jeong-i went out too.
    

    
      Now, only I, Jayeong, and brother-in-law remained.
    

    
      “They called you two heroines in Kaifeng. Isn't this a husband-wife scam duo?”
    

    
      “Hmph.”
    

    
      Jayeong snorted.
    

    
      Brother-in-law shook his head and looked at me.
    

    
      “My younger sister aside, what about you? You just stayed quiet? Is it because you need money to buy spiritual medicines?”
    

    
      That too.
    

    
      And it changed too.
    

    
      Brother-in-law had been unconscious throughout Kaifeng, waking only for the last fight. Even then, low on energy, he dozed intermittently.
    

    
      He had no chance to see the changed me.
    

    
      “It's a new life.”
    

    
      “Hm? Why new life?”
    

    
      “Because I met Taebok.”
    

    
      “Hm. Can I go in and see now? I caught a glimpse then and have been anxious since.”
    

    
      I pointed at Jayeong with my hand. She nodded and took brother-in-law's hand.
    

    
      He would see the cute sleeping Taebok in the inner room.
    

    
      Left alone, I lifted the teacup.
    

    
      I took a sip of the still warm tea.
    

    
      It was decided.
    

    
      Trip to Chang'an.
    

    
      “Shall I step into the contest.”
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      Chapter 99: Po Clan Contest
    

    
      It was an old memory.
    

    
      - Are you saying not to intervene in the Po Clan Manor?
    

    
      I think I had asked something like that.
    

    
      Before regression, I had gone to the Po Clan Manor earlier than now.
    

    
      The situation was the same.
    

    
      The manor lord who led the Po Clan Manor had collapsed from old age illness.
    

    
      His only son and daughter-in-law had short lives, leaving only one grandson. He was appointed as manor lord but was still a child.
    

    
      The old master had appointed a superintendent to assist his grandson.
    

    
      Naturally, or so it seemed. A contest broke out over who would become the superintendent.
    

    
      Whoever became superintendent could seize control of the Po Clan Manor.
    

    
      Furthermore, one could even aim for replacing the manor lord.
    

    
      The manor lord old master hoped the Alliance would observe and maintain order.
    

    
      - Since it's an internal matter of the Po Clan Manor, the order is not to intervene.
    

    
      - Even though Manor Lord Old Master wishes for intervention? If we leave, only the ailing Old Master and young grandson will remain.
    

    
      - The superintendent candidates are all Po clansmen, aren't they. The one who becomes superintendent will take good care.
    

    
      - That's true, but.... 
    

    
      An ominous premonition rose.
    

    
      The greedy eyes of the leading candidate for next superintendent bothered me sorely.
    

    
      I thought of staying alone, but that too was not feasible.
    

    
      The Alliance wouldn't leave me alone.
    

    
      - Sword Hero, the Alliance has decided to dispatch you northeast for a while. Go there first.
    

    
      I went to the northeast and returned.
    

    
      At home, a letter from the Old Master had arrived.
    

    
      [Ink Sword Hero, please be the observer for the contest over the superintendent position.]
    

    
      A letter calling not the Alliance, but me alone.
    

    
      But it was too late.
    

    
      By the time I read the letter, word had come that Manor Lord Old Master had passed away.
    

    
      At the Po Clan Manor I visited belatedly, the child left alone said to me,
    

    
      - I will become a great person as Grandfather wished. So he can rest easy in the afterlife.
    

    
      - ...If there's difficulty, contact me at least.
    

    
      And not long after, that child too passed away from illness.
    

    
      Even the naive me felt suspicion then.
    

    
      Was it really illness? Wasn't it removing the child with legitimacy as successor?
    

    
      The Alliance did not intervene then either.
    

    
      The Po Clan Manor remained a quiet affiliate of the Alliance, paying tribute funds. The Alliance seemed satisfied with that.
    

    
      I thought of that child for a long time after.
    

    
      The lips pressed tight saying he would become a great person.
    

    
      In contrast, the fist he clenched was so small.
    

    
      By then, everything had already passed.
    

    
      In my life back then, many things flowed away like that.
    

    
      “I was going to go even without the Hwarye Pill.”
    

    
      The Hwarye Pill had been in the Po Clan Manor from that time too, they said.
    

    
      So, was there more to think about.
    

    
      Visit the Po Clan Manor, help the Old Master and child,
    

    
      At the same time, have them sell me the Hwarye Pill as reward.
    

    
      “This time-”
    

    
      I would make everything that happened in the Po Clan Manor flow rightly.
    

    
      I had even established one principle for that.
    

    
      “Active intervention. Whether the Alliance wants it or not, I will actively intervene.”
    

    
      Whoooong-, Mukheun cried softly in agreement with me.
    

    
      It was a journey dedicated to the child who was left alone and eventually vanished.
    

    
      Now, it wasn't too late.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      Preparation for departure was quick too.
    

    
      “Hraaap! Famous eateries of Chang'an, wait for this Kwak Daebang! It's been three months since the last tour!”
    

    
      “Subtly, isn't it recent?”
    

    
      “What do you mean. It's three months since holding back on dishes I want to eat.”
    

    
      “You enjoy Luoyang's famous eateries plenty even usually.”
    

    
      Kwak Daebang could go anywhere anytime if he wanted.
    

    
      “Heh heh heh heh. Chang'an, Silver Dragon Divine Hero comes!”
    

    
      “At least drop the Divine. It's embarrassing for me.”
    

    
      “Silver Dragon Hero Yang Cheonjo comes!”
    

    
      “Then shall we drop Silver and Dragon and Hero too?”
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo easily received permission.
    

    
      As the guy said, with us accompanying, don't cause trouble and broaden horizons, she said.
    

    
      “You two are excited. For me, it's death.”
    

    
      Looking at us like this, Pilsang looked at us with a deeply furrowed face.
    

    
      Because of one request I made to him.
    

    
      “It's just a request. You don't necessarily have to go in person.”
    

    
      “Not go in person? Deliver the head of the Blood Path Guest who harmed a Huashan Disciple. For such a big matter, don't go in person?”
    

    
      The Blood Path Guest was a Black Path Expert captured when striking the Luoyang Black Path Base, one who had harmed a Huashan Disciple and was hiding.
    

    
      No matter how much called, the Black Path King didn't support, so in the end, he lost an arm to me and was captured.
    

    
      He feared being escorted to Huashan and hanged himself in the Thunder Prison.
    

    
      “How lax must the management be to not prevent suicide. Don't you have to take responsibility for that much.”
    

    
      “Kuh. Responsibility.......”
    

    
      “Isn't it Temporary Branch Head. Who else takes responsibility.”
    

    
      With his weakness stabbed, he floundered then finally wailed.
    

    
      “Ugh....... Treating people so roughly. Who on earth did you learn such things from?”
    

    
      That wail was so absurd.
    

    
      Who did I learn from?
    

    
      “Are you serious?”
    

    
      “Hm? Of course serious.”
    

    
      That face with not a shred of doubt.
    

    
      “I'm just following how the Alliance used me. And among those who used me-”
    

    
      Swish, I raised my palm up toward Pilsang.
    

    
      “Temporary Branch Head, you especially come to mind.”
    

    
      “Ah?”
    

    
      Pilsang momentarily recalled the past.
    

    
      Then.
    

    
      “Ahh?”
    

    
      He gaped vacantly.
    

    
      “Do old memories return a bit? It's not that long ago.”
    

    
      “Ahh.......”
    

    
      Seeing him slowly nod, it seemed to have returned.
    

    
      “So consider this my small revenge. Or do you want another revenge method? Mukheun or something?”
    

    
      “.......Thinking about it, it's reasonable. I'll handle it well.”
    

    
      Thinking of future fights with the Demonic Cult, being friendly with the Nine Sects One Gang wasn't bad.
    

    
      Pilsang was seasoned as an administrator and negotiator.
    

    
      While delivering the head to Huashan, he would create a favorable atmosphere toward me.
    

    
      “I trust you.”
    

    
      “Don't.......”
    

    
      I left him and turned.
    

    
      “Well then.”
    

    
      I looked at Kwak Daebang and Yang Cheonjo with their packs on.
    

    
      “Let's go. To Chang'an.”
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “Why... why won't you... accept...!”
    

    
      Po Clan Manor's old manor lord Po Horang, Po Gong, spat out an angry roar.
    

    
      Since collapsing once and rising, his left half didn't obey at will.
    

    
      His mouth was stiff and hard to move.
    

    
      Yet.
    

    
      The current situation was utterly unbearable.
    

    
      “I... I... decided... how dare you all...”
    

    
      Even in illness, only his eyes were fierce.
    

    
      Those receiving Po Gong's gaze, the clan people without exception, lowered their heads.
    

    
      “As I... say... appoint Po Sogun... as superintendent...!”
    

    
      But to this decision of Po Gong, it seemed hard to agree, as the clan people raised their heads again.
    

    
      “Uncle, Po Sogun is branch family, isn't he.”
    

    
      “Moreover, he's still young. It's not long since he passed twenty. A bit much to lead Po Clan Manor as superintendent.”
    

    
      “Po Sogun won't do. Please reconsider.”
    

    
      The clan people's attitudes weren't confident.
    

    
      But they were clearly opposing Po Gong's decision.
    

    
      “You bastards... now... my ho... hooot...”
    

    
      Po Gong tried to roar again.
    

    
      But his mouth wouldn't open well, unable to finish.
    

    
      At that moment, the clan people exchanged glances.
    

    
      That glance exchange was well visible in Po Gong's eyes too.
    

    
      ‘These bastards who couldn't say a word before my body collapsed.'
    

    
      A sigh flowed inwardly.
    

    
      Because of age, he had anticipated the limit of flesh soon.
    

    
      But it came too abruptly without omen. One day, waking up, the left half wouldn't listen.
    

    
      From then.
    

    
      The retainers who had been obedient to Po Gong's words began harboring other thoughts.
    

    
      Yes, as people, they had opinions, and also greed. He had nothing to say about that.
    

    
      However, the problem was the retainers' capacities.
    

    
      “You bastards... if you had ability... you do superintendent... but... ability... cough, cough.”
    

    
      He had entrusted various tasks to the retainers multiple times to test.
    

    
      Regrettably, none had the capacity to lead Po Clan Manor.
    

    
      It was a great kitchen supplying ingredients to Chang'an. The business scale was enormous.
    

    
      It wasn't something for the incapable to handle.
    

    
      Rather, it was fortunate that even branch family Po Sogun showed promise.
    

    
      These bastards didn't even know how much of a blessing that was.
    

    
      “Aigoo, Uncle. Stop talking and lie down.”
    

    
      “Your cough is severe. Quickly bring the herbal medicine.”
    

    
      Now the retainers tried to ignore the ailing Po Gong's words.
    

    
      “Th, these bastards... if not Po Sogun, who...”
    

    
      Who has ability?
    

    
      But.
    

    
      As if responding to Po Gong's inner thoughts.
    

    
      “Ha ha ha ha ha ha! Isn't there this Po Yugwang here!”
    

    
      A hearty laugh echoed in the Great Hall.
    

    
      The clan people all turned their bodies to look at the owner of the laugh.
    

    
      One youth with a sly smile overflowing on his face.
    

    
      Po Yugwang was just crossing the Great Hall door.
    

    
      “That's right! Great Grandfather!”
    

    
      The retainers also welcomed him.
    

    
      “Isn't there Po Yugwang. As the eldest son of Third Uncle, he can surely handle it.”
    

    
      “Yes. That child Po Yugwang is smart and eloquent, isn't he. After a few words, you can tell he's clever.”
    

    
      “That's right. Among our clan, the most outstanding is Po Yugwang.”
    

    
      Po Gong swallowed a groan inwardly.
    

    
      Hearing the retainers all praise Po Yugwang at once, it seemed they had aligned opinions beforehand.
    

    
      Everyone flocked around Po Yugwang, who kept laughing and greeting.
    

    
      ‘Yugwang, this young bastard has won over the clan people.'
    

    
      Of course, he was much older than his own grandson Po Yunhwan.
    

    
      Po Yunhwan was only twelve yet, while Po Yugwang in mid-twenties was better in age alone.
    

    
      Hadn't they just criticized Po Sogun for just passing twenty.
    

    
      The retainers who didn't even know they spoke inconsistently.
    

    
      No good.
    

    
      That Po Yugwang was a child whose words came first.
    

    
      If they knew inner workings, they wouldn't trust Po Yugwang, but the retainers lacked such eyes.
    

    
      The momentum turned unfavorable.
    

    
      Even if Po Gong now appointed Po Sogun as superintendent and died, afterward the clan could just oust him.
    

    
      Po Gong's grand plan was capable and diligent Po Sogun as superintendent, and young but clever grandson succeeding as manor lord upon reaching adulthood.
    

    
      “Now stop. Appoint Po Yugwang as superintendent.”
    

    
      “Superintendent? Actually, even as manor lord...”
    

    
      “Ahem, that's a bit later.”
    

    
      They weren't even trying to pass the manor lord to the glib Po Yugwang.
    

    
      Not knowing it was the path to ruining the clan.
    

    
      “Shut up!”
    

    
      Po Gong shouted.
    

    
      It was a clear tone, rare lately.
    

    
      The retainers flinched and cowered,
    

    
      “Ha ha ha ha! Great Grandfather! I won the contest too, didn't I? Yet you consider branch family Po Sogun?”
    

    
      Only Po Yugwang was unperturbed.
    

    
      With the same sly face, he mentioned the contest.
    

    
      “Contest...”
    

    
      It was the contest Po Old Master had commanded.
    

    
      That was.
    

    
      [Enter Chang'an's restaurant industry and produce results]
    

    
      Using the position of Po Clan Manor supplying ingredients, try establishing a business.
    

    
      He judged that the difference in ability between Po Sogun and Po Yugwang would be revealed, allowing him to seize justification and momentum.
    

    
      Surprisingly, Po Yugwang himself accepted the contest with that big laugh.
    

    
      He thought it was bravado then.
    

    
      “Yes, in the contest, I'm ahead, aren't I? This is plain fact.”
    

    
      “You bastard...”
    

    
      Po Yugwang used foul tricks with dirty backs.
    

    
      Po Gong wasn't deaf to rumors because of illness.
    

    
      It was exasperating how vile his nephew-grandson was being.
    

    
      ‘But now I can't stop it anymore.'
    

    
      Recently, he had invited the Murim Alliance to request observation.
    

    
      - Old Master, appointing a superintendent from close blood kin would avoid unrest, wouldn't it.
    

    
      The Alliance just wanted the Po Clan Manor quiet.
    

    
      Now the contest was at a critical point too.
    

    
      “No... must ensure... fairness of contest...”
    

    
      “Ha ha ha ha ha, what will you do? Even the Murim Alliance acknowledged it?”
    

    
      “I'll invite... observer...”
    

    
      Po Gong drew his last card.
    

    
      “Observer? Again? Who?”
    

    
      Po Gong closed his eyes.
    

    
      “Luoyang's...”
    

    
      Someone with skill not to be pushed by the martial artists Po Yugwang borrowed power from.
    

    
      Above all, someone who would ensure fairness.
    

    
      Among those Po Gong had seen in life, frustratingly faithful to principles and diligent.
    

    
      “Ink Sword Hero Jin Yeomyeong, invite him.”
    

    
      Above all, he was a hero. 
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      Right after Po Old Master declared he would invite Jin Yeomyeong as observer, Po Yugwang led the clan people out of the main residence.
    

    
      Ha ha, Great Grandfather is doing something utterly meaningless too.
    

    
      The clan people nodded together.
    

    
      Indeed. What does he intend to do now.
    

    
      What do you mean. Don't you know? His mind has dulled from illness.
    

    
      Indeed. That makes sense. How can he appoint branch family Po Sogun as superintendent when he has the clan.
    

    
      The first reason the clan people supported Po Yugwang was bloodline.
    

    
      No matter how talented Po Sogun was, they couldn't entrust him with superintendent. At most, up to vice superintendent. Po Sogun was already vice superintendent, so he had risen as far as he could.
    

    
      Arrogant bastard. Clinging to Uncle because he has some ability, daring to aim for superintendent.
    

    
      That's not just any superintendent. Until the young manor lord comes of age, he's the guardian. He can manipulate the Po Clan Manor as he pleases.
    

    
      Absolutely not! How can we allow that!
    

    
      Po Yugwang puffed his chest, satisfied with the atmosphere.
    

    
      So that's why I had no choice but to step forward. If you continue supporting me like this, once I become superintendent, I'll ensure everything proceeds reasonably.
    

    
      The clan people smiled at Po Yugwang's subtle words.
    

    
      The second reason the clan people supported Po Yugwang was so-called 'reasonable matters.'
    

    
      They had already agreed on what those matters were.
    

    
      'He said he'd give a large share of the lumberyard. No matter how much I begged Old Master, he wouldn't yield, but this is the chance.'
    

    
      'He said he'd entrust the orchard to my second son. I was worried because second son is useless, but with the orchard in hand, no worries.'
    

    
      'Huang bastard, that tenant farmer refusing to give his daughter? When Yugwang becomes manor lord, I'll immediately give him a beating and take the daughter. Even if he cries and apologizes then, it will be too late.'
    

    
      Wa ha ha hat! Yugwang, don't worry. We all support you!
    

    
      Indeed! Of course!
    

    
      Ho ho ho, if not Yugwang, who would become next superintendent... no, manor lord?
    

    
      A smile spread across Po Yugwang's mouth.
    

    
      Po Clan Manor lord.
    

    
      That position would soon be in his hands.
    

    
      A new observer? Jin Yeomyeong, was it?
    

    
      He wouldn't be an obstacle.
    

    
      That martial artist Jin Yeomyeong, wasn't he among the people the Alliance sent last time?
    

    
      Right, yes.
    

    
      I didn't see him then, but they said he had no power?
    

    
      Under the person sent from headquarters, he couldn't say a word. When the Alliance withdrew, he followed without complaint.
    

    
      See.
    

    
      He couldn't be an obstacle, could he.
    

    
      No way a person changes that drastically in the meantime.
    

    
      But lately, they say he's making a name in Luoyang.
    

    
      They say he quite aggressively exterminated the Black Path.
    

    
      From what I heard, the one who detained the Murim Alliance Luoyang branch lord was the Ink Sword Hero.
    

    
      Those who had seen the Ink Sword Hero pictured him in their minds.
    

    
      Pfft, that's just a rumor.
    

    
      Right. No matter how I think, it doesn't make sense. We saw him, didn't we?
    

    
      Exactly! No need to say more!
    

    
      One of the clan people went further.
    

    
      Anyway, isn't he Alliance affiliated. Even if the Murim Alliance officially withdrew, what could he dare do? Just give him some money, and it'll be done.
    

    
      Right, martial artists are all the same. Even Alliance people eventually withdrew, didn't they?
    

    
      They didn't care what kind of person Jin Yeomyeong was.
    

    
      A famous hero from Luoyang or whatever, he couldn't defy the Murim Alliance.
    

    
      Even if not.
    

    
      “We'll prepare an appropriate gift. An apple box should suffice.”
    

    
      No one couldn't be reached with gifts.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “Chang'an.”
    

    
      We who left Luoyang soon entered Chang'an.
    

    
      Wow! So many people from the outer regions!
    

    
      Exclamations flowed from Yang Cheonjo's mouth.
    

    
      The court's isolation policy couldn't change Chang'an's atmosphere.
    

    
      Including the Saibok people who came a long way from the Western Regions, the Zhang people who came down from the marketplace, the Man people who came up through Sichuan, etc., the place was full of people not seen in the Central Plains usually. Dressed in their own ethnic clothing, they were clearly distinguishable from Central Plains people.
    

    
      Somehow, the aftermath of the Gansu famine felt in Luoyang wasn't felt much in Chang'an.
    

    
      Rather, there was one person licking his lips here.
    

    
      Hmm! That's why the eateries are diverse too. Not only Central Plains food, but outer region food can be tasted. Where there are diverse people, there are diverse foods, that's the saying!
    

    
      Kwak Daebang spoke with full force, as if stating a life lesson.
    

    
      That much meant he was sincere.
    

    
      Couldn't tell such a person to skip a meal.
    

    
      Brother Kwak, when we arrive at Po Clan Manor, mealtime might be awkward. Let's fill our stomachs first and move.
    

    
      Is that okay? Aren't we going to the Po residence inside the city first?
    

    
      The Po Clan Manor was in the outskirts outside Chang'an city.
    

    
      For business, the Po family had many occasions to enter Chang'an, so they had a large mansion inside the city.
    

    
      Right now, Po Old Master would be staying at the mansion for treatment.
    

    
      Most clan people would be there too.
    

    
      Still, mealtime would be awkward the same.
    

    
      It was his turn to step forward. Kwak Daebang snorted vigorously.
    

    
      Really? Then leave it to me! Restaurants, eateries, inns, taverns, I know them all like the back of my hand. I'll lead. In this area-
    

    
      His large round body rotated smoothly.
    

    
      He took a vigorous step toward the western main street.
    

    
      I took Yang Cheonjo and followed behind him.
    

    
      Cheonjo, be careful not to get separated from me and Brother Kwak.
    

    
      Pardon? I'm not a kid.
    

    
      Even adults find it complicated here. Don't let your guard down.
    

    
      Chang'an was a well-gridded city.
    

    
      Even if lost, just go to a main street, and position was easy to know.
    

    
      The problem was people.
    

    
      All main streets were packed with people, easy to get swept away.
    

    
      No way! No matter how many people, losing companions because of that?
    

    
      You've only lived in a slum village, so you don't know the terror of crowds. In a moment, companions are lost.
    

    
      Eh eh, really? Brother Kwak, is it true?
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo turned the large build of Kwak Daebang.
    

    
      Hm? Who are you? I'm not from the Kwak family.
    

    
      Eh?
    

    
      Not Kwak Daebang.
    

    
      Where did he disappear to.
    

    
      The unknown person glanced at us and went his way.
    

    
      Where's Brother Kwak?
    

    
      Brother Kwak?
    

    
      Waggling, murmuring, the crowd flowed without stopping.
    

    
      We looked around in the flow, but Kwak Daebang was not seen.
    

    
      This is absurd.
    

    
      Where did this guy go.
    

    
      Yeah... absurd.
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo's speech was strangely off.
    

    
      The guy narrowed his eyes and looked at me.
    

    
      What. Do you have complaints.
    

    
      You said be careful of the crowd? But you lost Brother Kwak?
    

    
      Hm.
    

    
      In a way, yes.
    

    
      ...No, blatantly yes?
    

    
      Hrm. This is Brother Kwak losing us.
    

    
      Eh?
    

    
      The leader should look after companions, right. Not my fault.
    

    
      ...Sword Hero.
    

    
      I ignored Yang Cheonjo.
    

    
      A bit embarrassing, but this much could be ignored.
    

    
      Aren't you getting more brazen?
    

    
      The small voice heard.
    

    
      Ignored that too.
    

    
      Well! Anyway! I didn't hear which eatery Brother Kwak was going to, so hard to follow.
    

    
      Changing topic abruptly. Yeah, then what to do.
    

    
      If I infuse inner power and call, Kwak Daebang wouldn't hear, but no desire to do so on the street.
    

    
      Anyway, since we're going to Po mansion, it's fine. We'll gather there no matter the time.
    

    
      Since the destination was clearly shared, no worry.
    

    
      But meals we'll have to do ourselves.
    

    
      Hm. Can we find famous restaurants just us?
    

    
      You too need famous ones?
    

    
      Since came to Chang'an, I want to eat delicious things.
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo's face worried, uncharacteristic.
    

    
      But no need to worry.
    

    
      I've come to Chang'an several times too. I remember famous restaurants Luoyang Alliance people living here guided me to.
    

    
      Ah, right!
    

    
      Can't even do one meal. Let's go eat Zhang people's dumpling soup.
    

    
      Yay!
    

    
      Brother Kwak was right.
    

    
      Chang'an was where world's tastes gathered.
    

    
      No matter what, I knew one or two famous restaurants.
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      Sword Hero, it's not tasty?
    

    
      Hm. Hm. Hm.
    

    
      Pretending to savor. It's not tasty.
    

    
      Kng.
    

    
      How did this happen.
    

    
      This eatery was a place Zhang people who entered Chang'an frequented often, and Central Plains people of Chang'an came to enjoy dumpling soup.
    

    
      I too had come several times to Chang'an and remembered eating deliciously.
    

    
      But why has the taste changed.
    

    
      Changed for sure? Originally not a tasteless place?
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo looked at me with suspicious eyes.
    

    
      You bastard. I guided for you.
    

    
      I quickly reached out and grabbed the guy's crown.
    

    
      Eh?
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo only rolled his eyes up to look at my hand above his head.
    

    
      If I lower like this, won't you inhale the dumpling soup deliciously?
    

    
      I applied slight force and lowered Yang Cheonjo's face near the soup bowl. Hot steam moistened his face damply.
    

    
      Aigoo, suddenly appetite comes. Let go. Even if let go, I think I can eat well.
    

    
      Enough, you bastard.
    

    
      My appetite gone, how eat well.
    

    
      But really, why has the taste become like this.
    

    
      Do other people find this tasty?
    

    
      I put down the spoon for a moment and looked around.
    

    
      Here and there empty tables.
    

    
      Though earlier than lunch time, usually around now it was packed?
    

    
      And the wooden board hung on the wall was strange too.
    

    
      Food prices lowered.
    

    
      Prices cheapened, taste dropped.
    

    
      Thinking of eating at that price, somewhat satisfactory?
    

    
      At that time.
    

    
      Clack, sound of putting down spoon.
    

    
      Eh, can't come here anymore.
    

    
      There was a group of customers with same thought as us.
    

    
      Taste is meh. Right?
    

    
      But prices didn't drop? Eating for cheap isn't bad again?
    

    
      Don't say that. Then why come here on purpose.
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo and I met eyes and raised spoons. Pretending to eat dumpling soup, we listened to the customers' conversation.
    

    
      Haa, miss the owner. Good person.
    

    
      It was thanks to the owner that the dumpling soup was tasty.
    

    
      But so regrettable. Haa.
    

    
      Sighs continuously flowed from customers' mouths.
    

    
      Oh no.
    

    
      Seems like.
    

    
      The owner had passed away.
    

    
      I spoke to the customers.
    

    
      Did the owner of this place pass away?
    

    
      Hm? No. He's hale and hearty.
    

    
      ...?
    

    
      What? What's-
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo yelled louder than me.
    

    
      Uncles, sighing like someone died! Alive and well, why do that?
    

    
      What, this kid.
    

    
      Youngster yelling first.
    

    
      There are circumstances, circumstances.
    

    
      Yes, tell us those circumstances.
    

    
      Yang Cheonjo and I listened to the customer who mentioned circumstances.
    

    
      However.
    

    
      There. Don't speak carelessly.
    

    
      Someone blocked the customer's words.
    

    
      Warriors with swords at waists had just entered the restaurant.
    

    
      It was what they said, grabbing a table and sitting.
    

    
      On the martial robe chest, Po (包) was embroidered.
    

    
      Ah? Did this place fall to Po Clan Manor?
    

    
      Po Old Master's last measure for his chosen superintendent candidate: the restaurant contest.
    

    
      But the contest's direction had flowed strangely.
    

    
      Another aiming for superintendent had pressured and bought up Chang'an's eateries.
    

    
      Since Alliance prohibited intervention, couldn't confirm exact method, but rumors weren't good.
    

    
      Right. Fell to Po Clan Manor. Don't heed strange rumors, eat dumpling soup deliciously and go.
    

    
      The Po warriors laid threats with fishy smiles.
    

    
      The restaurant quieted.
    

    
      Clack clack.
    

    
      Only sounds of playing with chopsticks.
    

    
      Customers' heads all stared only at dumpling soup bowls.
    

    
      Cheonjo-ya.
    

    
      Yes!
    

    
      Don't you feel stuffed.
    

    
      Already full.
    

    
      Eating and getting indigestion.
    

    
      Seeing Po warriors' actions, seemed not first or second time.
    

    
      To avoid indigestion, what to do.
    

    
      Need to move the body a bit.
    

    
      Scrape.
    

    
      We kicked back chairs and stood.
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