[image: Cover Image]
  Chapter 0: Prologue

    The sky is clear, and the wind is cool.

    I hold a cup of tea in my hand and quietly take a deep breath.

    The fragrant tea scent brushes my nose, calming my mind.

    In this moment, I wish I could throw away all the chaos of the martial world, the power struggles, and all the troublesome matters.

    How peaceful it is.

    Truly, it is so peaceful.

    It’s been 35 years since I was reincarnated into this martial world.

    Joining the Mount Wudang sect was purely by chance.

    Like a beggar—no, wait, not a beggar, I was wandering through the mountains thinking about maybe gathering wild herbs to eat, when a Wudang Taoist saw my potential and took me in. 

    From then on, I started learning martial arts.

    Even now, martial arts still feel so mysterious.

    I can fly through the sky? 

    Shoot a palm strike and shatter a cliff?

    I haven’t been able to shake off my modern sensibilities, and I’m still amazed by the traces I leave behind.

    Well, in my younger days, I did cause a bit of trouble with my overflowing youthful energy.

    Thanks to that, I’ve already been far from the power structure of the Wudang sect, but now, luckily, I’m living well as an elder.

    Though I’m an elder in name only, with no real authority.

    Anyway, these days, this martial world doesn’t seem so bad after all…

    Except for one thing.

    I have a problem.

    Lately, my disciples have been acting strangely.

    I set my teacup down and sighed.

    The disciples I took in are good-hearted.

    Really, perhaps it’s because they’re my disciples, but they’re all kind and diligent.

    However… recently, they’ve been saying things I don’t understand.

    In the past, they would have been noisy, either joking around or fighting with each other, but these days, their attitude towards me has become unnervingly cautious.

    Of course, it’s a good thing that they respect me.

    But isn’t this level of reverence unnecessary?

    Is this how a father raising a daughter feels?

    When a grown-up daughter calls him not “dad” but “father,” is this the feeling?

    And there’s also some strange tension between them.

    Not long ago, Chohee was staring at Seorin and smiling, but the look in her eyes was somehow chilling.

    Then, Hwaran tries to subtly push my hand away every time Seorin hands me a teacup, and Sowol suddenly tries to sit right next to me.

    Something feels off, but… well, maybe they’re just getting along well.

    And… sometimes, there are moments when they seem to hesitate to say something.

    When Seorin almost says something and stops, when Chohee absentmindedly mutters “this time…” and when Hwaran makes a serious face every time she looks at me, and even when Sowol suddenly kneels in front of me and swears loyalty…

    Have they seen some strange rumors or something?

    “Hm…”

    I picked up my teacup again and fell into deep thought.

    I don’t really understand why they’re acting like this lately.

    They’re all such good kids, so there must be some reason for it.

    But as their teacher, I don’t think it’s necessary to dig into it.

    I’ll just enjoy another cup of tea in this peaceful atmosphere.

    “Should I just keep an eye on them for a bit longer?”

    I lifted my teacup again and looked outside.

    As expected, peace is the best.

  Chapter 1: My Disciples Are Acting Strange

    The morning air is refreshing. 

    It’s still before dawn, but the sound of birds fills the mountain.

    I stretch my arms and get up.

    Living under the same roof as young disciples isn’t as easy as it seems.

    The oldest, Jin Seorin, is now twenty-two, past her prime years.

    The second, Baek Chohee, is now nineteen, reaching the age of maturity.

    The third, Noh Hwaran, is seventeen, in the prime of her youth.

    The youngest, Lee Sowol, is sixteen, just beyond her adolescence.

    They are all at an age where they’ve passed through puberty and have their own personal worries. 

    And since I’m a man, I don’t know much about young girls.

    If I had at least experienced love, maybe I’d understand, but after 30 years in my past life and 35 years here, a total of 65 years, I’ve never once been in love.

    Also, I, Jin Un, was a troublemaker at that age.

    When Sowol was that age, I had already broken the arm of Dae Sa-hyeong, who is now a great master. 

    When Hwaran was that age, I dug a hole two layers deep in the practice ground and broke the leg of the youngest disciple.

    At Chohee’s age, I ran away from the Wudang sect, not wanting to be trapped in this small place, and when Seorin was her age, she came back to the Wudang sect.

    A lot has happened in between, but looking back now… half of it might just be memories?

    If my teacher saw me now, he might even praise me, saying I’ve turned out well.

    He always protected me when I was out there causing trouble.

    Anyway, is it time to wake up the disciples?

    One of the most enjoyable moments in raising disciples is this one.

    The process of waking them up one by one before the morning training and forcing them out of bed.

    Chohee always struggles under the blanket. 

    Seorin quietly gets up but still rubs her eyes, still in a sleepy state. 

    Hwaran just sits there blankly, then eventually lies back down. 

    Sowol, even when woken up, would just go back to sleep.

    “Looks like it’s time to scold the disciples for their laziness again today.”

    I smiled contentedly as I headed toward their rooms.

    But…

    As soon as I opened the door, I was momentarily stunned.

    All four of them were awake.

    No, not just awake— they had already washed their faces and were fully dressed in their training uniforms.

    Seorin was sitting up straight, her back perfectly straight. 

    Chohee, as always, looked at me with a bright smile.

    Hwaran was quietly pouring tea, and Sowol, with her arms crossed, looked at me with an expectant expression.

    I asked in a dazed voice.

    “…What’s going on? Why are you all up so early?”

    Chohee smiled brightly and answered.

    “It’s only natural to get ready before the master wakes us up!”

    Seorin nodded.

    “I won’t be lazy anymore.”

    Hwaran also spoke gently.

    “Master, everything is ready.”

    Maybe…?

    Sowol snorted and wrinkled her nose before speaking.

    “I won’t cause any more trouble, Master.”

    …Something feels off.

    I suddenly felt a strange sense of disappointment.

    It felt like something was missing.

    The process of waking up my disciples, forcing the ones who grumbled to get up, and sighing as we all headed to the training ground was always a small pleasure for me.

    But why have they suddenly become so diligent?

    I closed my mouth and looked at my disciples one by one.

    But for some reason, they all had slightly tense expressions.

    I crossed my arms and spoke.

    “Well, everyone’s being diligent. Very commendable.”

    At that moment, all four of my disciples subtly looked at each other.

    It was brief, but there was definitely a noticeable shift in the air.

    …Something’s up. 

    But I’m not sure what.

    Did they get into a fight?

    Could it be…

    The morning sunlight slowly began to warm up the practice ground.

    I led my disciples out to the practice ground.

    As always, the cold mountain breeze brushed past my clothes, clearing my mind.

    From beyond the distant mountains, the faint sound of birds echoed, and gentle sunlight filtered through the branches.

    This peaceful air wrapped around my body, refreshing the feeling of starting a new day.

    “Today, we begin with morning training. First, we’ll focus on building inner strength.”

    I raised my hands behind my back and slowly surveyed my disciples. 

    As always, they were quietly looking at me, dressed neatly in their training uniforms.

    But today, something was different about them.

    In the past, Chohee would have cracked a light joke, and Sowol might have lazily rolled her eyes, bored. 

    But today, they were all silent.

    And it was unusually silent.

    I tilted my head and continued speaking.

    “I’ve said it many times before, but the morning is when inner strength gathers the best. So, everyone, focus.”

    But something felt off.

    Before I could finish speaking, they were already deep in meditation.

    Seorin had her eyes closed, as if releasing a heavy energy from within. 

    Chohee was so absorbed that I couldn’t even hear her breathing.

    Hwaran was calmly breathing in and out, maintaining steady and controlled breaths. 

    Even Sowol, who would usually get bored after a short period of focus, was now completely lost in a meditative state.

    I shut my mouth in disbelief.

    ‘…Have they always been this focused?’

    In the past, someone’s posture would have slipped, or someone would have opened their eyes to sneak a glance at me, or Sowol would have sighed and shifted her body. 

    But today, all four of them seemed like entirely different people.

    I slowly walked around, carefully examining each of their faces. 

    Their expressions were serene. 

    Too serene.

    It was as if they were seasoned monks, naturally controlling their energy.

    Even their breathing was steady, and the flow of energy was smooth.

    Normally, to reach this level, at least years of consistent practice would be needed…

    This… no matter how I think about it, it feels strange.

    Have I underestimated them all this time? 

    No, but this sudden change…

    I crossed my arms and sighed, looking at them.

    Yesterday, they didn’t show this kind of focus.

    But now, it felt awkward to call this change strange.

    Isn’t this a good thing? 

    Shouldn’t I be happy as a teacher that my disciples suddenly had a rapid improvement in their skills and were so focused on their training?

    Then why… do I feel uneasy?

    I looked over my disciples again.

    At that moment, Seorin’s eyebrows twitched ever so slightly.

    In an instant, a chill ran down my spine.

    ‘What… what was that just now?’

    She was still in a deep meditative state.

    But when my gaze met hers just now, it felt as if she had reacted consciously, as if aware of me.

    And in that moment, it was as if the others had received some kind of signal, as they too reacted ever so subtly.

    When I looked at them, Chohee’s fingertips flinched for a brief moment, Hwaran’s breathing was momentarily disrupted, and Sowol slightly shifted her chin and adjusted her posture.

    This… isn’t a coincidence.

    I slowly opened my mouth.

    “…You all.”

    The four disciples didn’t move a muscle.

    I slowly began walking as I continued speaking.

    “Something… you’re hiding, aren’t you?”

    For a brief moment, their breathing faltered.

    But still, none of them opened their eyes.

    I narrowed my gaze, staring at them.

    Did they cause some kind of trouble? 

    Something major?

    What kind of serious situation could they have gotten involved in, that they were acting so nonchalant while hiding their true feelings?

    I crossed my arms and sighed. 

    Let’s think about this.

    I don’t remember them causing any trouble recently.

    They didn’t get into any incidents in the village, nor did the head of the Wudang sect call me and scold me. 

    But…

    Even so, this feels strange.

    Usually, when they cause trouble, they either look guilty or try to get away with it by acting cute, saying, “Oh, it’s nothing, really.”

    But now? 

    There’s not a hint of that.

    What exactly are they hiding?

    The morning air flowed refreshingly through the practice ground. 

    I nodded as I looked at my disciples.

    “Alright, let’s begin martial arts training.”

    Before I even finished speaking, the disciples naturally assumed their stances.

    They lowered their bodies, firmly centered themselves, and adopted the foundational postures suited to their respective martial arts.

    I carefully observed them.

    ‘Hmm. Their stances have improved.’

    There were no unnecessary weaknesses in their form, and their balance was solid.

    Without any instability, they maintained their center and naturally executed their martial arts techniques.

    I nodded in satisfaction and drew my sword.

    “Azure Wind Sword Technique, First Form—Boundless Sky.”

    The moment I spoke, all four disciples raised their swords in unison.

    Their blades sliced through the air, sending a gust of wind scattering.

    Their sword trajectories were flawless, cutting through the air with precise, seamless movements.

    I flinched for a brief moment.

    It was too smooth.

    This wasn’t just the result of diligent training…

    My disciples had always been diligent in their practice, but…

    Had their movements ever been this refined?

    This wasn’t just the natural flow that came from building a strong foundation—it was the kind of refinement that came from real experience.

    Of course, their strength and endurance weren’t yet at a level to fully support their techniques.

    I could see where they failed to exert their full power and where their swords wavered slightly after a smooth motion.

    But still…

    ‘This… isn’t just normal growth.’

    I narrowed my eyes and studied my disciples once more.

    Now I finally understood.

    Their breathing had become slightly erratic.

    It wasn’t because they were straining themselves too much, like they sometimes did in training.

    This was different—it was the result of their minds reacting first and their bodies struggling to keep up.

    ‘These kids… they went outside without my permission.’

    They must have left Wudang Mountain and experienced real combat.

    A strange chill ran through my chest.

    They went outside? 

    When? 

    And where?

    If they faced actual battles somewhere, then who were their opponents?

    This wasn’t just sparring in the practice grounds.

    The swordplay they were displaying now belonged to those who had truly faced life-and-death battles.

    And yet, they were acting like nothing had happened.

    They’re trying to deceive me.

    I slowly sheathed my sword and let out a sigh.

    The disciples still kept their gazes lowered, calm and composed.

    There wasn’t a hint of emotional disturbance, as if they had coordinated this beforehand.

    I kept my mouth shut and stared at them for a long time.

    ‘Alright. Let’s see how long you can keep this up.’

    They maintained their composed expressions.

    But that composure only made them seem more unnatural.

    ‘A master must uphold his duty.’

    I sighed internally.

    It was clear they were hiding something.

    Not only had they experienced real combat, but it was very likely that it wasn’t just any fight—it could have been a battle where their lives were at stake.

    Still, if they weren’t willing to tell me, maybe it wasn’t my place to pry.

    ‘A teacher’s duty sometimes means pretending not to know.’

    Forcing a neutral expression, I nodded.

    Tsk. No wonder things felt strange this morning.

    As I swung my sword mid-motion, I clicked my tongue softly.

    I knew I should feign ignorance, but for some reason, I felt strangely disappointed.

    Shouldn’t they at least confide in their master?

    What if they were in danger?

    What if they encountered a powerful opponent when I wasn’t there?

    I sighed, suppressing my frustration, and continued the training as if nothing had happened.

  Chapter 2: Jin Seorin. (Final Version)

    Morning training had ended, and Seorin, leaving only the eldest behind, gave the other disciples a short break.

    I stood with my arms crossed.

    It might sound like bragging, but I think I have a good sense for these things.

    No.

    It’s not just “good.” I’ve almost never been wrong.

    And yet, they’re trying to deceive a teacher like that.

    It’s a little insulting.

    A gentle breeze stirred, lightly scattering the fallen leaves on the ground.

    “Jin Seorin.”

    When I called her, she quietly stood up.

    She stood before me in silence, slightly bowing her head.

    She’s always been calm, but today she was especially composed.

    I took a breath and thought for a moment.

    How in the world should I bring this up?

    I’m not the type to scold harshly.

    I’ve always taught with discipline, but when it comes to scolding, I find it difficult.

    Rather than that, I believe it’s better to let them realize things on their own.

    It’s not easy.

    I suppose this is how a parent feels.

    You want to scold them sternly, but when you see them like this, your heart softens.

    I slowly picked up my sword.

    “Pick up your sword.”

    Seorin flinched ever so slightly. 

    But she soon raised her head and quietly took hold of her sword.

    A swordsman speaks through their sword.

    Jin Seorin quietly picked up her sword.

    Her teacher’s voice was as calm as usual. 

    But for a moment, she felt her fingertips tremble slightly.

    Did Teacher notice?

    During training, during meals, and even just a moment ago.

    He had been observing her more sharply than usual.

    Jin Seorin steadied her breath and gripped her sword firmly.

    ‘It’s not perfect yet.’

    In her past life, she had already mastered this sword technique.

    She had refined it for decades and wielded it countless times in real combat.

    And… there’s no way Teacher wouldn’t notice that.

    If it’s Teacher, he could see everything from even the smallest movement.

    Jin Seorin raised her sword, pretending to be indifferent.

    ‘I have to stay calm.’

    But it felt like her teacher’s gaze was piercing right through her.

    What if he noticed—and was disappointed?

    Suddenly, Jin Seorin felt her chest tighten.

    Her teacher was strong, upright, and more righteous than anyone.

    What if he remembered something from her past life… and saw her as a traitor?

    What if he no longer acknowledged her as his disciple?

    If that happened… she wouldn’t be able to bear it.

    “You’re distracted.”

    With a cold voice, the sword came flying at her.

    Jin Seorin reflexively raised her sword in an instant, but her teacher’s sword was already breaking through her defenses.

    ‘So fast…!’

    Jin Seorin twisted her body instinctively into a defensive stance. 

    But her teacher’s sword effortlessly pushed hers aside.

    “A sword isn’t used with the head. Your body must respond first.”

    The tip of his sword brushed past her shoulder and stopped.

    Jin Seorin held her breath.

    Her teacher paused for a moment.

    Jin Seorin quietly steadied her breathing. 

    But her heart was racing. 

    Was she making it too obvious?

    He withdrew his sword and looked at her.

    “You come at me first.”

    In that instant, an overwhelming killing intent burst forth.

    Jin Seorin’s mind went completely blank.

    This wasn’t the simple pressure one felt in the sparring grounds.

    Even on the battlefield, when facing the enemy, she had never felt such a vivid sense of death.

    Before her body could react, her heart tightened first.

    She was already moving.

    In that instant, Jin Seorin’s feet shifted lightly.

    Her sword drew a natural arc. 

    A fierce gust of blade wind grazed the training hall.

    This was, ‘Azure Wind Sword Technique, Thirteenth Form.’

    The sword technique she had perfected in her past life.

    Jin Seorin’s sword shot forward like lightning.

    It was a skill she had completed in her previous life.

    For a moment, the air sank, and the sword split the sky. 

    Movements without a hint of hesitation.

    A killing-edge scraped the floor as it surged ahead.

    A strike forged through countless battles, honed amidst blood and flesh.

    Her instincts screamed.

    Even Teacher wouldn’t be able to block this easily.

    But.

    Clang.

    With a sharp metallic sound, the sword strike was blocked effortlessly.

    “So this is what’s been troubling you.”

    Her teacher smiled calmly, as if he had known everything all along.

    Jin Seorin’s heart sank.

    ‘That’s impossible.’

    Even if it wasn’t in perfect form, that strike shouldn’t have been blocked so easily.

    Even if she hadn’t refined it to perfection like in her past life.

    Teacher had deflected it far too easily.

    Jin Seorin’s mind went completely blank.

    ‘Just who… is Teacher really…?’

    Now I understand.

    Why this child had been so anxious.

    Why she went out and experienced real combat without even telling her teacher.

    The moment Seorin’s sword flew toward me, I could feel the urgency within it.

    The Azure Wind Sword Technique is originally a gentle and flowing style.

    A technique meant to subdue the opponent by riding the flow, rather than using brute force.

    But the strike she just showed was different.

    It didn’t follow the flow—it pushed through with force.

    There was a clear intent to overpower the opponent by force in that momentary strike.

    I lifted my sword lightly and blocked her attack. I didn’t even need to use strength.

    Clang.

    Seorin’s sword stopped.

    Her eyes trembled.

    I let out a faint chuckle and lowered my sword.

    “So this is what’s been troubling you.”

    Seorin looked at me, unable to say anything.

    I slowly glanced at her sword.

    The Azure Wind Sword Technique isn’t supposed to be like that.

    But Seorin wasn’t just using what she had learned—she had added her own color to it.

    I let out a quiet laugh to myself.

    ‘Yes, this is just like you.’

    I mean no offense to the other disciples, but when it comes to talent with the sword, Seorin is the best.

    Even I wasn’t able to add my own flair to the sword at her age.

    “But, that is the wrong path, Seorin.”

    The path Seorin is heading toward is a fast one.

    It’s the path of the outlaw—cutting down, breaking, and destroying everything in the way.

    That path isn’t right.

    I know it better than anyone, because I’ve walked it once myself.

    There’s no helping it.

    I don’t want to scold her, but as her teacher, I can’t just stand by while she walks the wrong path.

    I’ll have to apply a bit of pressure.

    I looked at her.

    “Seorin.”

    Seorin kept her stance, watching my expression.

    I chuckled softly and raised my sword once again.

    “If you’re confident, prove it to me.”

    As I got into position, the sword in Seorin’s hand trembled slightly.

    She must have a thousand thoughts running through her head right now. 

    But, A swordsman speaks through their sword.

    I took a step forward.

    “Come.”

    Seorin’s sword flew at me like lightning.

    This time, there was no hesitation.

    It was a movement that declared: if this is the path of the outlaw, I will prove it with my sword.

    In that case, I swung my sword gently.

    Just before her sword could pierce me, mine lightly deflected her trajectory.

    Though her sword carried strength, it was diverted like a leaf pushed by the wind.

    Seorin’s eyes wavered in surprise.

    But I didn’t stop.

    Following the path of her sword naturally, I disrupted her center.

    She tried to strike down with the force of the outlaw’s path, but my sword didn’t receive that force.

    It didn’t block, nor did it clash. 

    It simply.

    Let it flow.

    Her sword was neutralized so perfectly, it gave the illusion that it had broken.

    I burst into laughter.

    “This is the true Azure Wind Sword Technique.”

    Seorin froze in place.

    The sword in her hand.

    The power she had believed in without question until just now.

    Felt as if it had sliced through thin air, collapsing into emptiness.

    That’s what you must be feeling.

    This teacher knows it all.

    I lowered my sword and spoke slowly.

    “The path you’re walking is one that pushes forward with force. But the wind doesn’t blow that way. The wind embraces everything—it sometimes avoids, sometimes redirects, and flows back to where it belongs. Your sword right now isn’t like the wind. It’s closer to a storm.”

    Seorin pressed her lips together and stared at me.

    Her expression showed she hadn’t yet accepted the reality of her sword being denied.

    I slung my sword across my back and gave her a small, amused smile.

    There was a time I was like that.

    I sought a path that was fast and strong.

    I believed that if I just broke through the wall in front of me, everything would be solved.

    But even I, “…still…” I left the sentence unfinished.

    Hoping that Seorin would come to understand the rest on her own.

    “Now. Pick up your sword again.”

    The teaching continued.

    Jin Seorin stood blankly.

    The sword in her hand was still trembling.

    Was he always this strong?

    No—was he always like this?

    In her past life, She had faced countless strong opponents.

    Ghost-like old swordsmen, archdemons who ruled an entire era, Even assassins who rampaged through endless battlefields.

    But none of them.

    None of them had ever so lightly, so effortlessly deflected her sword like the man before her now.

    It wasn’t strength—it was flow.

    Not suppressing, but accepting naturally.

    She understood now.

    Her teacher wasn’t simply strong.

    She drew in a breath.

    “Seorin.”

    Her teacher’s voice was the same as always.

    Calm and unwavering.

    But now, she realized that calmness was not ordinary.

    Without thinking, Jin Seorin looked at her teacher.

    In that moment, a deep shadow fell over her.

    The sword moved.

    Her body reacted on instinct, but it wasn’t an attack.

    The sword softly brushed past her shoulder, flowing like the wind.

    Jin Seorin stepped back.

    Her heart pounded rapidly.

    ‘I didn’t see it.’

    The sword’s path, its flow—she couldn’t see any of it.

    Just moments ago, they had crossed swords, but this time, she couldn’t read a thing.

    Her teacher sheathed his sword and looked at her.

    “Whatever path you choose to walk, wherever it may lead, the choice is yours. But.”

    He gave a small smile. 

    It was relaxed, yet somehow chilling.

    “I can’t stand by and watch my disciple lose her way on the wrong path.”

    With those words, his sword moved again.

    This time, it was different.

    Like rippling waves spreading wide, it felt asif the very space was being swayed by his sword.

    Jin Seorin instinctively raised her sword to block.

    Clang!

    The sword in her hand was knocked away.

    A deep shock rippled through her shoulder.

    Her teacher’s sword remained utterly steady.

    Jin Seorin staggered, gasping for breath.

    The path of the outlaw—Pado.

    The path she walked in her past life.

    Breaking, crushing, and pressing down on her opponents.

    But this—this was something else.

    Jin Seorin couldn’t understand.

    “How… how can a sword like this…”

    Her teacher gave no answer.

    He simply looked at her.

    And that gaze, that sword.

    Felt like an even deeper wall.

    For the first time, Jin Seorin realized.

    That even at the height of her strength in her past life.

    There existed a realm she had never reached.

    And, At the end of that path, her teacher was standing.

  Chapter 3: Lee Sowol. (Final Version)

    Jin Seorin tried to say something.

    Her voice trembled slightly.

    “Teacher… I…”

    But at that moment, I quietly cut her off.

    “Think on it a little more.”

    I kept my expression calm.

    But my gaze, as I looked at her, held warmth.

    “This teacher will always accept you—whenever you’re ready.”

    Upon hearing that, Jin Seorin couldn’t say anything more.

    She lowered her head slowly and replied in a quiet voice.

    “…Thank you.”

    She withdrew her sword and stepped back.

    She seemed to be trying to calm the emotions stirring in her chest.

    After quietly retreating, she bowed deeply toward me once more and left the training hall.

    A brief silence passed.

    Then suddenly, loud footsteps echoed as a small figure came charging toward me.

    “Teacher!! Look at me too!”

    It was Sowol.

    With sparkling eyes, she lunged into me like a headbutt.

    I instinctively caught her and let out a sigh.

    “Sowol, I told you not to run.”

    “Aw, that’s not fair! You only looked at Seorin unnie! Teach me too!”

    She puffed up her cheeks and bounced up and down in front of me.

    I chuckled and lightly tousled her hair.

    “Alright. Let’s see how much you’ve improved, then.”

    Sowol’s eyes sparkled.

    She quickly picked up her sword, a confident smile on her face.

    In that moment, I felt a faint chill behind me.

    I turned my head slightly.

    The other disciples were glancing this way from afar.

    Their gazes were oddly cold.

    They weren’t openly expressing dissatisfaction, but there was clear discomfort in the air.

    ‘What’s with that…?’

    Was it that I’d focused too much on Seorin?

    Or was Sowol’s sudden interruption rubbing them the wrong way?

    I swallowed a sigh and looked forward again.

    For now, it was better to let it go without comment.

    Sowol stood in front of me, holding her sword.

    She was brimming with energy, but it was clear at a glance.

    Just like Seorin, her Azure Wind Sword Technique was off balance.

    The flow of her sword bounced lightly and quickly.

    Instead of softness and fluidity, nimble tricks and unpredictable movements stood out.

    It was as if she wasn’t riding the wind, but breaking the flow to carve out a new path.

    However, she was different from Seorin.

    Seorin had tried to forge her own path.

    But Sowol felt like she was using an entirely different martial art.

    Her sword followed the forms of the Azure Wind Sword Technique, and yet something felt off.

    It was too direct, and the edges were overly sharp.

    It felt as if the Azure Wind Sword Technique had been forcibly layered on top of a completely different martial art.

    I quietly watched her.

    “Sowol.”

    Sowol blinked, seeming nervous—but quickly flashed a confident smile.

    “Yes! Teacher! I’m doing great, right?”

    I let out a small chuckle and slowly shook my head.

    “That’s not it.”

    A flicker of confusion passed over Sowol’s face.

    I raised my sword and added gently,

    “Let me see for myself. Pick up your sword.”

    Sowol flinched and looked up at me.

    But soon bit her lip and took her stance.

    I pointed my sword forward and said briefly, “Come at me.”

    Sowol’s eyes sparkled.

    As if she had been waiting for that moment, her sword sprang up sharply.

    However, from the very start, her footwork faltered.

    Instead of the smooth flow of the Azure Wind Sword Technique, it seemed another martial habit reacted first.

    Her sword path was misaligned, and her center was unstable.

    It was like the trajectory of someone who had lost their way.

    I didn’t even need to raise my sword.

    I simply moved one step and hooked her leg.

    Sowol lost her balance in an instant and fell forward.

    Thud.

    She caught herself with her hands and looked up at me with startled eyes.

    I slowly lowered my sword and said, “Before fixing your sword, you’ll need to fix your footwork.”

    Sowol’s gaze trembled.

    Her lips pushed out in a slight pout, looking like she’d been provoked.

    Her expression was playful—but behind it burned a flicker of competitive fire.

    “Saying I need to fix my footwork first is too harsh, Teacher!”

    She took a sharp breath in, Then suddenly threw aside the sword she was holding.

    I raised an eyebrow slightly. 

    That was unexpected.

    “Hmph, I don’t need a sword anyway!”

    Before she even finished speaking, Sowol launched herself forward.

    Without her sword, she charged straight at me.

    In that moment, her movements changed.

    They were different from when she held a sword.

    The angles of her arms were natural, and the way her feet touched the ground felt completely different.

    When she swung a sword, there were many awkward moments where she lost the flow.

    But now, her body was instinctively adapting to the fight.

    I let out a small laugh and took a step back, but then furrowed my brow slightly.

    This was rougher—and more serious—than I expected.

    This wasn’t just playful movement.

    Sowol moved without hesitation.

    She lowered her upper body, used her waist to generate power, and closed the distance in a quick spring, then drove her shoulder forward.

    Despite her small frame, there was no hesitation in her movement.

    ‘What is this? Her footwork is more refined than when she’s holding a sword.’

    I lightly stepped to the side to evade, letting her attack flow past.

    But Sowol reacted swiftly and changed direction.

    When she held a sword, she awkwardly tried to follow the flow.

    Now, she was creating the flow of her attack on her own.

    When did she learn this hand-to-hand technique—or no, was it some kind of fist art?

    Did she pick something up while at the main sect?

    Or maybe… on the day she experienced real combat?

    These were movements remembered by the body.

    They were far more natural than when she held a sword, and there was no hesitation.

    When she used a sword, there were many moments where she didn’t know where to place her strength.

    But now, she was using her strength precisely and moving her body correctly.

    I didn’t fully understand it, but ridiculously enough, this suited Sowol better than the Azure Wind Sword Technique she had trained in for years.

    Still, she had a long way to go.

    I twisted my body slightly, easily dodging her attack, and then raised my hand, and gave her a flick on the forehead.

    Smack!

    “Ow!”

    Sowol clutched her head and stepped back, looking up at me with wide eyes.

    I crossed my arms and gave her a small smirk.

    “You’re much better without the sword. But you’re still not there yet, Sowol.”

    She puffed up her cheeks, pouting with an indignant expression.

    But I was already convinced.

    This girl… fits fists more than swords.

    Even I was a bit startled by that thought.

    To think that hand-to-hand combat suited her better than the sword she’d trained with for years.

    Sowol had spent countless hours holding a sword.

    She had practiced the forms, built up her basics, and worked hard to make the Azure Wind Sword Technique her own.

    Had I misunderstood Sowol all this time?

    If so, then when did she learn to move like this?

    And if that’s the case—what should I be teaching her?

    Does Sowol truly need the sword?

    Or… is there another path for her?

    Sowol charged at me again and again.

    Even when she was knocked down, she got back up.

    She never gave up, even while gasping for breath.

    Her palms were scraped, and her clothes were dirtied with soil, but she didn’t care.

    It was surprising.

    Not just her martial arts—but her determination.

    But there were limits to stamina.

    At last, she lunged forward one final time.

    And collapsed to the ground, having sliced through empty air.

    Heavy breathing followed.

    I quietly looked down at her.

    Should I scold her for learning a different martial art behind my back?

    Or should I scold her for being so clumsy about it?

    “Still… you’ve got real grit, Sowol.”

    The words I chose were praise.

    That too, is a kind of talent.

    At Sowol’s tenacity, I couldn’t help but smile.

    Sowol looked up at me, breathing hard.

    But her eyes were still shining.

    Sowol had stepped forward without realizing it.

    Her heart had begun to pound as she watched Seorin sajeo exchange sword strikes with Teacher.

    The tense atmosphere in the moment their swords clashed, the effortless technique of Teacher’s sword, and Seorin sajeo striving to break through it, everything about it made her envious.

    She wanted to learn like that too.

    To be taught directly by Teacher—sword to sword.

    But before she could even open her mouth, her body had already moved.

    “Teacher!! Look at me too!”

    By the time she realized her voice had come out too loudly, it was already too late.

    Everyone’s attention turned to her for a moment, and Sowol flinched.

    But she couldn’t back down.

    Teacher’s gaze landed on her.

    A deep and weighty gaze.

    It made her nervous—but also made her heart race.

    She couldn’t turn back now.

    But the sword she hadn’t wielded in so long didn’t move the way she imagined.

    From the moment she took her stance with the sword, everything felt off.

    She had practiced these moves countless times, yet when she tried to execute them with her body.

    The timing was off.

    The flow of her sword twisted, and her footwork wavered.

    It was only natural.

    In her past life, after Teacher died, she never held a sword again.

    She had thrown the sword away and used her fists to survive.

    She didn’t think that choice had been wrong.

    But because she had lived for so long without the sword, it no longer felt familiar in her hands.

    And Teacher didn’t miss that opening.

    It happened in an instant.

    Before she could even thrust her sword forward, her balance collapsed.

    Teacher’s sword lightly brushed aside her blade’s tip, and at the same time, tapped at her ankle as if sweeping it away.

    “Ah—”

    She lost her balance in a flash.

    The next moment, her body hit the ground.

    Thud.

    She collapsed face-first.

    Before she could even process what had happened, she was already on the floor.

    Sowol blanked out.

    She had fallen too easily.

    Teacher looked completely unfazed.

    As if he had known from the beginning that she would end up on the ground.

    In that moment, her stubbornness surged.

    ‘I can’t let it end like this.’

    Sowol clenched her teeth and pushed herself up.

    She discarded the sword and lowered her stance.

    If the sword won’t work—then there’s another way.

    The method most familiar to her.

    She gathered power into her fingertips.

    Shifted her center of gravity to her feet.

    The Overlord Fist (패왕권, Paewanggeon) she had mastered in her past life.

    Strong inner strength flowed into her arms, and in an instant, her body launched forward like a spring.

    “Haaap!”

    A powerful downward strike.

    A fierce blow thundered toward her teacher.

    But.

    The wind brushed past.

    Sowol’s fist tore through empty air.

    And in the next moment.

    A cold sensation touched her back.

    Teacher’s hand was resting precisely on her shoulder.

    “…What?”

    Sowol’s eyes trembled.

    She had thought she had taken the lead.

    She had poured in her strength and struck with precision.

    But, it had been so easily, so perfectly countered.

    And it looked as if Teacher hadn’t even taken a single step.

    ‘That can’t be…’

    This was a technique she had used countless times in real combat.

    A power she had relied on after discarding the sword to survive.

    It was the fist that had carried her through so many battles.

    And then, in that moment.

    Smack!

    A sharp flick landed on her forehead.

    “Uwah!”

    It was a forehead flick.

    Sowol squeezed her eyes shut and clutched her head.

    It stung. It felt unfair.

    But more than anything—it was embarrassing.

    Teacher crossed his arms and gave her a small smirk.

    “You’re much better than when you held a sword. But you’ve still got a long way to go, Sowol.”

    Sowol puffed up her cheeks and clenched her teeth.

    Teacher’s reaction made it feel even worse.

    Not only had he casually brushed her off, but he was treating her like a child.

    Sowol felt confused.

    But more than that, the thought of how pathetic she must seem in front of her teacher made her uneasy.

    So Sowol charged again.

    Sword or fists—it didn’t matter.

    She fell and got back up again.

    As her strength began to fade, her movements became rougher, and her breath grew heavier.

    But she couldn’t stop.

    Even just once—just once, she wanted to catch a gap in her teacher’s defenses.

    But in the end, not even once did she manage to land a single touch.

    She couldn’t even graze the hem of her teacher’s robe.

    Every time she attacked, it was deflected with ease.

    Every time she tried to counter, her movement was blocked.

    It felt like everything was unfolding in the palm of her teacher’s hand.

    Sowol clenched her teeth and rushed in again.

    Just this once—!

    But Teacher remained composed.

    As if he could see through her every move.

    Whether she swung her sword or threw her fist, all she struck was empty air.

    Suddenly, her knees buckled.

    Her breath was caught high in her throat.

    Her stamina had completely run out.

    She tried to squeeze out one last burst of strength.

    But her body no longer obeyed.

    Her legs gave out, and she collapsed.

    The cold floor caught her back.

    Her breathing was ragged.

    Her chest rose and fell without pause.

    She no longer had the strength to move.

    Her entire body felt like it was sinking.

    Only then did the spar come to an end.

    With hazy vision, Sowol looked up.

    There stood Teacher, his posture still steady and unshaken.

    Then, a low and firm voice reached her ears.

    “You really do have spirit, Sowol.”

    Sowol stared blankly at her teacher.

    It wasn’t what she expected to hear.

    She thought she would be scolded.

    Told she was lacking—told she was hopeless.

    But that one short sentence, somehow, it made her feel relieved.

  Chapter 4: Worries

    “Try to get your stance right from the beginning.”

    At my words, Sowol raised her sword again and adjusted her stance.

    I crossed my arms and watched her for a while before slowly approaching.

    “Sowol.”

    “Yes, Teacher.”

    “Your front foot is out of place. If your weight is shifted too far back, it turns your stance into a defensive one, not an offensive one. Try again.”

    Sowol bit her lip slightly and corrected her stance.

    But the balance still felt a little off.

    I sighed and gently pressed down on her shoulder.

    “Loosen up. It’s not your body that should lead, but the sword finding its path.”

    Sowol nodded and adjusted her stance again, but this time, her arms tensed up.

    I gently pushed the tip of her sword and said, “See? When you put strength into the sword, the flow is cut off like this. When wielding a sword, the flow is what matters. Relax and let it move smoothly.”

    But the correction wasn’t easy.

    Every time she swung the sword, it still felt stiff and rigid.

    I lightly grabbed her wrist and changed the direction of her movement.

    “How about now?”

    Sowol hesitated for a moment, then tilted her head.

    “It feels… a little awkward.”

    “It’s because you’re not used to it. Keep practicing slowly.”

    I stepped back and watched her repeat the motion.

    But then, I felt eyes on me from the side.

    I turned my head slightly, and the other disciples were glancing over at us secretly.

    Seorin was pretending to be indifferent, but she was clearly paying attention. 

    Chohee was standing with her arms crossed, watching with interest.

    Hwaran, quietly drinking tea, threw a subtle glance my way, and when I glanced back at her, she quickly turned her head.

    I smiled faintly and turned my attention back to Sowol.

    “Alright, one more time. This time, completely relax, and let it flow naturally.”

    Sowol frowned slightly and raised her sword, taking her stance again, but it still felt unnatural.

    I scratched my head and sighed.

    This wasn’t going to be easy.

    They say it’s hard to break a bad habit, and Sowol… I never expected this.

    It’s really harder than I thought.

    If the movements are this stiff, it might not just be a matter of correcting her stance.

    There’s a chance that I might have to give up on teaching her the Azure Wind Sword Technique altogether.

    I spent the entire morning trying to help Sowol, but I couldn’t find a way to correct her movements.

    Normally, I wouldn’t want to ruin her free-spirited nature, but this situation is serious.

    Maybe I can fix it slowly, but if I can’t correct it completely…

    When things get this frustrating, it’s time to find someone to talk to.

    I sighed deeply and turned my steps toward the main sect of Wudang.

    For some reason, Elder Zhangmun was serving tea on the verandah.

    I approached him casually and sat down.

    “Elder.”

    Zhangmun glanced at me and smiled lightly.

    “Jin Un, you’re the one coming to see me first? Is the sun rising in the west today?”

    “I’m not exactly a frequent visitor. But, there’s a problem.”

    Zhangmun took a sip of his tea and leisurely asked,

    “Alright, what kind of trouble did you get into this time?”

    “I don’t cause trouble every day, you know. This time, it’s a problem with my disciples.”

    Zhangmun nodded, then casually responded,

    “That’s odd. No matter how strange your disciples are, they should still be better than you, right?”

    I squinted and asked in return, “What do you mean?”

    “Think about all the messes you’ve caused. One day you split a mountain in half,
another time, you burned down half of a temple during training.”

    I opened my mouth but stopped, then closed my eyes tightly.

    “…That was an unavoidable situation.”

    “Yeah, you always say ‘it was unavoidable,’ don’t you?”

    Zhangmun leisurely took another sip of tea.

    I sighed and got to the point.

    “Anyway, something is off with my disciples. They suddenly seem more calm than usual, and there’s this feeling of distance between us.”

    Zhangmun listened with interest, then tilted his head and asked, “Is that necessarily a bad thing?”

    I fell silent for a moment, unable to answer.

    It definitely feels awkward.

    But it’s hard to say for sure that it’s a problem.

    Zhangmun saw my expression and smiled lightly.

    “You’re quite something, aren’t you? As a teacher, you’re getting flustered just because your disciples have changed a bit? Aren’t you the one who’s more unpredictable?”

    I scratched my head and muttered.

    “Maybe you’re right. But…”

    I sighed and looked at Elder Zhangmun.

    “After they experienced real combat, they picked up some strange habits.”

    Elder Zhangmun took a sip of tea and nodded slowly, as if interested.

    “So?”

    “Because of those habits, everything they were learning properly has fallen apart. It’s not that they’ve developed a real combat sense, it’s more that the flow of their techniques has gotten all tangled up.”

    Elder Zhangmun slowly stroked his beard and said, “Why is that a bad thing?”
I was momentarily speechless.

    “What?”

    “Bad habits? That’s your view. Those disciples’ bodies reacted to real combat. It’s just a result of trying to survive.”

    I opened my mouth but closed it again.

    Elder Zhangmun watched my reaction with a relaxed expression.

    “So, you’re saying that’s the wrong direction? The Azure Wind Sword Technique isn’t meant to be used that way?”

    “Well, you created the Azure Wind Sword Technique, so of course you’d think that. But your disciples, the ones you taught, probably feel that it doesn’t quite fit them, so they’re making changes to adapt.”

    I crossed my arms and sighed deeply.

    “So, you’re saying I should just leave it be?”

    “No. But why do you see it as wrong?”

    I couldn’t answer and furrowed my brows.

    Elder Zhangmun chuckled and shook his head.

    “Maybe you’re the one putting them into a box. Maybe your disciples are actually adapting the technique you created into a form that’s more suited for them.”

    “…If that were the case, the foundation would be all wrong from the start.”

    “Well, well, you stubborn fool!”

    Elder Zhangmun suddenly yelled out, then shrugged his shoulders and took another sip of tea.

    “Have you ever taught any other martial arts?”

    I hesitated for a moment before replying in a low voice.

    “I’ve taught the Three Strikes Sword Technique before.”

    Zhangmun snorted and shook his head.

    “That’s just the basics to teach the Azure Wind Sword Technique. It’s natural. Have you ever taught a completely different martial art?”

    I was momentarily speechless.

    Come to think of it… no, I haven’t.

    “No, I haven’t.”

    Zhangmun nodded as if he had been expecting that answer.

    “That’s the problem. Just because something fits you perfectly doesn’t mean it will fit your disciples. You’ve been teaching them without realizing that, so it’s natural for them to seek something that suits them better.”

    I fell into deep thought without saying anything.

    Have I been doing this wrong all this time? Am I ruining the disciples with my own selfishness?

    Zhangmun glanced at me and chuckled, adding, “Think about it carefully. How long are you going to stubbornly stick to your own thoughts?”

    I was still lost in thought, unable to sort things out. Then Zhangmun sighed quietly and said, “Have a cup of tea before you leave. Tch, these days, no one comes to have tea with this old man.”

    I stared blankly for a moment, then smiled faintly and muttered, “Well, that’s because you’re so stubborn, Elder…”

    “Hey, you brat!”

    Zhangmun’s knuckles lightly flicked my forehead.

    I jerked my head back and grabbed my face with both hands.

    “Ugh! How old am I, and you’re still hitting me!”

    Zhangmun chuckled and took another sip of tea.

    “Don’t do things that deserve a slap. You used to be such a cute kid… sigh.”

    As we took a break and had tea, I suddenly felt a presence from afar.

    I absentmindedly put down my teacup and turned my head.

    Someone was approaching us.

    Their footsteps were orderly, but there was a hesitation for a moment.

    When they saw me, their expression immediately stiffened.

    I quietly placed my teacup down and stood up.

    “Mm. Thank you for the tea.”

    I slowly turned and began to walk away.

    From behind, I heard Elder Zhangmun’s voice.

    “Don’t be like that. You’re not the only one living trapped in the past. At your age now, you should understand.”

    I didn’t stop. I pretended not to hear and continued walking.

    A silence hung over the quiet courtyard.

    The figure who had been watching Jin Un’s retreating figure carefully opened his mouth. His voice was laced with hesitation.

    “Is Elder Jin Un still…?”

    Elder Zhangmun lifted his teacup, then slowly set it down with a bitter smile.

    He gently traced the edge of the teacup with his fingertip, his expression reminiscent of someone lost in a distant memory.

    “It’s just the greed of this old man.”

    He sighed as he gazed at the empty air. It was a deep and heavy sigh.

    “That great Peng (mythical bird) should have soared and flown freely long ago, but it’s still trapped in this tiny cage.”

    A moment of silence passed. 

    The wind blew softly, shaking the leaves in the courtyard.

    The figure spoke cautiously again.

    “Is that how you truly feel, Elder Zhangmun?”

    Zhangmun didn’t answer right away. 

    He raised the teacup again, but this time, he didn’t drink from it; instead, he set it back down.

    “Jin Un is a free spirit. He’s always been like that. But…”

    Zhangmun cast his gaze out the window. 

    It seemed as though the shadow of Jin Un leaving was still lingering in his sight.

    “A Peng that can’t fly on its own will only blame the cage. That’s the saddest thing.”

    He raised his teacup again, then let out a slight chuckle.

    “Anyway, what brings Elder Jibeop to this old man’s humble abode? If there were no reason, you wouldn’t have come all the way here.”

    Without hesitation, Elder Jibeop responded.

    “There’s a letter from the Martial Alliance.”

    Zhangmun rolled the teacup between his fingers and let out a faint chuckle.

    “Oh, how unfortunate. I didn’t want to see that.”

    Despite Zhangmun’s dismissive attitude, Elder Jibeop didn’t mind and continued with the business at hand.

    “There seems to be a major event happening within the Martial Alliance.”

    Zhangmun slowly unfolded the letter and began reading.

    His eyes scanned the letter a few times before he raised his teacup again.

    Then, with a sudden click of his tongue, he smiled.

    “Hmm, if things go well, maybe Jin Un can help resolve this problem.”

    Zhangmun slowly folded the letter and set it down.

    His gaze drifted beyond the courtyard, towards the direction where Jin Un had already disappeared.

    “I wonder what Jin Un will do in the end.”

    He raised his teacup again, smiling faintly.

    The wind grew colder.

  Chapter 5: Noh Hwaran

    I am still not accustomed to this martial world.

    Even though I have lived 35 years, 5 years longer than my previous life, I still haven’t fully adapted to this world.

    The “chivalry” they speak of is different from justice, and the boundary between good and evil is blurry.

    Under the name of romance, barbarism breathes rather than reason and intellect.

    The strong hold everything and shake it, while the weak must live in silence.

    The laws of the martial world are simple and clear, but that only makes me more uncomfortable.

    I should have gotten used to it by now, but I still don’t understand the ways of this place.

    At least in the Wudang Sect, I was able to live like a human.

    At first, I thought this place was the most reasonable in the martial world.

    It was a misunderstanding.

    Wudang was also part of the martial world, and within it, power struggles and schemes never ceased.

    Among those who valued face and reason, truth was sometimes buried.

    Of course, there were people in the Wudang Sect who understood me.

    If it weren’t for Zhangmun Sa-hyeong, I would have left Wudang long ago.

    On the outside, he seemed peaceful, but inside, he was someone who thought more deeply than anyone.

    If he said something, it was never wrong.

    I pondered his words as I slowly turned toward the disciples’ quarters.

    The sun was setting, and the air in the mountains had grown cooler.

    That’s when I heard it.

    The sound of light footsteps approached, and I naturally turned my body.

    And then, I faced a familiar face.

    “Teacher. Tea. I don’t dislike being refused.”

    A short and monotone voice. It sounded like emotion had been excluded, yet somehow there was a playful certainty to it.

    It was my third disciple, Noh Hwaran.

    Hwaran had liked tea for as long as I could remember. 

    It wasn’t just a simple preference; she enjoyed the process of selecting and preparing the tea.

    She had always been a quiet child, but when it came to tea, her eyes subtly changed.

    The scent that spread as boiling water embraced the tea leaves, the warm sensation flowing through her fingertips, and the small warmth when holding a teacup.

    For Hwaran, tea wasn’t just a drink; it was almost like a ritual.

    Even during her time in Wudang, it was the same.

    Despite the busy training, she always made time to brew tea, and drinking it alone while quietly contemplating became part of her daily life.

    I smiled softly and looked at Hwaran.

    “Alright. What tea have you prepared?”

    Hwaran slightly lifted her head to look at me, then silently turned and walked ahead.

    “The answer’s already been given, Teacher.”

    Her voice was neat and filled with confidence. 

    She acted as though the result had already been decided.

    I chuckled quietly and followed her, walking behind her figure.

    When we opened the main door and entered, the subtle fragrance of tea had already filled the entire house.

    Had she finished the basic preparations before I arrived?

    Without a word, Hwaran began organizing the tea utensils and preparing the tea.

    With delicate hands, she arranged the teacups and slowly poured hot water from the teapot.

    Steam rose, and the subtle fragrance spread.

    I quietly watched her movements.

    Her gestures were precise and without excess. 

    Even the flow of water was balanced, controlled.

    It wasn’t just about pouring tea; it felt as if she was calmly building something up.

    Her skill had improved once again.

    A moment later, Hwaran pushed a teacup toward me.

    “Teacher.”

    It was a short but weighty call.

    I picked up the teacup and took a sip. 

    The warmth spread in my mouth, and a subtle bitterness followed by a gentle sweetness filled my senses.

    As it slid down my throat, the light fragrance spread, gently warming me from within.

    I put the teacup down with a slight smile.

    “It’s good.”

    Hwaran quietly looked at me and then spoke in a calm voice.

    “You like it. I like it too.”

    And so, we silently drank our tea.

    Hwaran silently cleared the teacups and then asked, “Teacher. More?”

    I gently waved my hand and answered.

    “That’s enough. This amount of tea is plenty.”

    I set the teacup down and looked at her.

    Hwaran still had a calm expression, but there was a brief flicker in her eyes, as if there was something she couldn’t say.

    I folded my arms and leaned slightly against the table, then spoke.

    “Well then, what’s bothering you? What brings you to me today?”

    In the quiet room, the subtle fragrance of tea settled.

    Hwaran turned the teacup with her fingertips and hesitated for a moment.

    Her lips slightly parted and then closed again. 

    Then they parted once more.

    “Teacher.”

    Her voice was short but full of weight.

    I set the teacup down and looked at her.

    “I…”

    Hwaran swallowed her words for a moment, then opened her mouth again.

    “I…”

    “Stop.”

    I lightly raised my hand.

    Hwaran’s words were cut off. She stared at me for a moment.

    I slowly picked up the teacup and spoke in a calm voice.

    “I already know.”

    Hwaran blinked. 

    Then, she quietly tilted her head.

    Even if she went out and experienced real combat without telling me, there’s no way I wouldn’t know.

    If things suddenly change like this, even a fool would notice.

    Still, I appreciate that she’s the first to come and tell me.

    It would have been better if she had told me before going out, though.

    “Do you know, Teacher?”

    I set the teacup down and asked her, looking at her.

    “So, what did you feel?”

    Hwaran paused for a moment. She gently ran her fingertips over the surface of the teacup and then quietly spoke.

    “I was scared.”

    It was a short but honest answer.

    I nodded and asked again.

    “And then?”

    Hwaran lowered her eyes slightly. Her fingertips softly stroked the surface of the teacup.

    “It felt suffocating.”

    I quietly stared at her. 

    Hwaran continued in a soft voice.

    “I couldn’t touch it. The opponent was coming closer, but my body didn’t move.”

    I rolled the teacup between my fingers and asked calmly, “And then?”

    Hwaran took a very short breath.

    “And then… I thought of you, Teacher.”

    I set the teacup down. 

    Hwaran still maintained a calm expression, but her eyes were shaking.

    I quietly looked at her and asked, “What if I had been there?”

    Hwaran subtly widened her eyes. Her lips parted slightly, then closed again. 

    A short silence passed.

    She gripped the teacup tightly and answered in a low voice.

    “If you had been there… I wouldn’t have been scared.”

    It was a short answer, but it contained a lot.

    Zhangmun Sa-hyeong’s words were right.

    I wondered if I had tried to force an ill-fitting role on the children.

    I gave them strength, but that strength didn’t protect them in the end.

    Even though they learned the swordsmanship I taught them and honed the martial arts I taught, they never truly felt my presence beside them.

    The fact that my disciples felt fear while remembering me as their teacher was proof that I hadn’t taught them properly.

    I prided myself on being a teacher, but perhaps I had only placed another burden on them.

    I gave them swords, but I never showed them how to wield them, or for what purpose they should swing them.

    I taught them how to grow stronger, but I never taught them how to overcome fear.

    No, I didn’t even teach them how to become truly strong.

    I sighed deeply.

    What had I been doing all this time?

    At this rate, I could only say I was unqualified as a teacher.

    “I’m sorry I couldn’t be there for you.”

    Hwaran quietly looked at me, then slightly tilted her head.

    Her expression seemed to show confusion, as if she didn’t quite understand.

    “Then, Teacher… Check my pulse?”

    Hwaran spoke softly.

    “Would you?”

    I looked at her, then raised an eyebrow.

    “You know how to do medicine as well?”

    Hwaran tilted her head once again.

    Her response was as if she were asking something obvious.

    I couldn’t help but let out a small chuckle.

    When did this child start acting like this?

    “Go ahead, try it.”

    I gave a broad smile and extended my hand.

    Hwaran quietly approached and grabbed my wrist.

    Her cold fingertips pressed gently as they felt for my pulse.

    At first, her fingers moved quietly and precisely, but soon they hesitated.

    Hwaran’s pupils subtly shook.

    Her gaze fixed on my wrist.

    Then, little by little.

    Her head tilted.

    I watched her.

    Hwaran seemed to deeply ponder for a moment before slowly tilting her head even further.

    Little by little.

    I furrowed my brows.

    Her head…

    Was it really going to.

    Her head tilted to an angle where it felt like the neck would snap if pushed any further.

    I couldn’t help but speak up in disbelief.

    “Hwaran, what on earth are you doing?”

    But Hwaran didn’t answer.

    After a long pause, she quietly spoke.

    “Teacher. A bet.”

    I narrowed my eyes and looked at her.

    “A little slip, and…?”

    I thought for a moment before slowly nodding.

    “Alright.”

    As soon as I agreed, Hwaran’s bet seemed to seep into me.

    I felt her energy flow through my body, following the pathways of my veins and meridians.

    It flowed in with precision, passing through my organs and, eventually, reaching my dantian.

    I quietly closed my eyes, feeling the flow.

    Hwaran’s energy carefully scanned my dantian, then slowly withdrew.

    A quiet stillness filled the room.

    I opened my eyes and looked at Hwaran.

    She stared at me without saying a word.

    Hwaran fell into silence for a long while.

    Her expression was one of deep contemplation.

    Finally, she quietly spoke.

    “Teacher. I will leave.”

    I watched her and nodded.

    Without another word, Hwaran turned her body and walked out the door.

    The door closed quietly, and once again, silence returned.

    No matter how long I’ve had her as a disciple, girls are still difficult to understand.

    I quietly sighed and set the teacup down.

    Third Disciple – Noh Hwaran’s Diary.

    Teacher is mine.

    Teacher is mine.

    Teacher is mine.

    Teacher is mine.

    Teacher is mine.

    Teacher is mine. 

    Teacher is mine. 

Teacher is mine.

    Teacher is mine.

    Teacher is mine.

    Teacher is mine. 

    Teacher is mine.

    Teacher is mine.

    Teacher is mine. 

    Teacher is mine.

    Teacher is mine.

    Teacher is mine.

    Teacher is mine.

    Teacher. 

    Changed, but mine.

    Before the poison, equality.

    Even the seniors, even the juniors.

    Everyone seems to not know.

    It must be difficult.

    To claim the teacher.

    Because…

    Teacher is Mine

  Chapter 6: Baek Chohee.

    After Chohee left, I continued my walk slowly, taking my time with each step.

    The disciples, who seemed to have grown up so quickly. 

    The youthful faces from the first day I began teaching were now hard to recall, as they had matured so much.

    And as I thought about it, I couldn’t shake the heavy feeling that I hadn’t been able to truly understand the worries inside their hearts.

    Was being a teacher simply about silently teaching swordsmanship? 

    That question was settling deeper in my mind.

    Had I truly been a good teacher to my disciples?

    I had always believed that the answer was in the Qingfeng Sword Technique.

    A swordsmanship that had been honed through all the real battles I experienced. 

    The way of naturally and fluidly overpowering an opponent by following the flow—it seemed like the best choice to me.

    But was it truly the best choice for each of my disciples?

    Seorin was already stepping onto a dangerous path. 

    It was a road where her mind could easily become twisted, leading her in the wrong direction.

    Sowol’s spear technique, Hwaran’s footwork, Chohee’s secret assassination skills, and Seorin’s overwhelming martial arts—they were all so far from the Qingfeng Sword Technique.

    Each of them was following their own path, finding their own way based on their talents.

    In fact, Sowol, Hwaran, and Chohee had completely left the boundaries of swordsmanship and were walking different paths altogether.

    I didn’t even know when or how they had grown so much.

    But thanks to today’s events, I could clearly see it now.

    The path that suited each disciple might not be the one I had shown them.

    I made my way to the deepest part of Mount Wudang.

    As I walked, I found myself unknowingly heading there.

    On the way, I passed by a few other Wudang disciples, but I had no desire to face them.

    No, to be honest, there was never a time when I wanted to see their faces.

    I deliberately chose a quiet path. 

    As long as I didn’t have to interact with them, that was enough.

    It didn’t take long to reach my destination.

    In the stillness of the night air, the deepest part of Wudang was even quieter. 

    The only sound was the soft rustling of the wind.

    I stopped for a moment in front of the door, catching my breath and sensing any movement from inside.

    At that moment, a calm and composed voice came from inside.

    “Come in, Jin Un.”

    I stopped abruptly. 

    The voice, as usual, was calm and composed, but it carried an air of knowing I would come, as if it had been anticipated.

    I quietly pushed the door open and entered the room. 

    Even so, I couldn’t help but show a somewhat awkward expression as I spoke.

    “Did you not sleep, Zhangmun Sa-hyeong?”

    Zhangmun Sa-hyeong chuckled softly and nodded his head.

    “Heh heh heh. When you get old, you don’t sleep as much.”

    He leisurely took a sip of tea. 

    Then, turning his gaze toward me, he spoke.

    “So, what brings you all the way to my place?”

    I shrugged my shoulders slightly and replied.

    “Well, I couldn’t sleep.”

    “Ah, you rascal.”

    Zhangmun Sa-hyeong scolded me playfully. 

    However, his gaze seemed to have seen through everything.

    I hesitated for a moment before opening my mouth.

    “It’s just… because of my disciples.”

    I sighed and set my teacup down. 

    Before the warmth from the cup disappeared, I took another deep breath.

    “Hah… It’s just that, disciples are never as easy as they seem.”

    Zhangmun Sa-hyeong quietly watched me. 

    His eyes carried understanding and calmness. 

    I didn’t shy away from his gaze and continued.

    “If they just learned what I taught them, that would be nice, but they always find their own paths. When I give them a sword, they throw it away; when I teach them swordsmanship, they learn other martial arts. What I tried to teach has been pushed aside.”

    I shook my head and let out a small laugh.

    “If this is the case, why would they even need a teacher?”

    At my words, Zhangmun Sa-hyeong lightly laughed and set his teacup down.

    “You worry about everything, don’t you? So, did you follow your teacher’s words without question?”

    For a moment, I was at a loss for words. 

    Zhangmun Sa-hyeong smiled and raised his teacup again.

    “The worries you’re having right now… they’re so familiar. I remember when your teacher used to say the same things about you. ‘If he had just followed my teachings, he would have become a great master by now. Why is this guy so stubborn?’ he’d say.”

    I awkwardly laughed. 

    But as Zhangmun Sa-hyeong’s words continued, my expression gradually hardened.

    “Jin Un, just as you found your path, your disciples are finding theirs as well. Throwing away the sword or learning other martial arts—these are just the paths they’ve chosen to improve themselves. But just because they’re not following the path you envisioned, doesn’t mean they’re wrong, does it?”

    I couldn’t find the words to respond. 

    Zhangmun Sa-hyeong smiled and took another sip of tea.

    “I understand why you’re anxious. You believe the path you’ve walked was definitely right, and that it’s the best method. But you see, a teacher is someone who shows the way, not someone who forces others to walk that path. Just because your disciples aren’t walking the path you want them to, doesn’t mean you’ve taught them wrongly.”

    I let out a deep sigh. 

    My mind was in turmoil. 

    Could it really be that way? 

    But…

    Zhangmun Sa-hyeong quietly watched me, then spoke again.

    “Jin Un, just as you have mastered an excellent sword, your disciples will one day complete their own martial arts. You didn’t just sit in this position from the beginning, did you? It was because your teacher believed in you that you were able to reach this point.”

    At his words, memories of my childhood suddenly came to mind.

    In my foolish years, I held the sword and half-listened to my teacher’s lessons, letting them go in one ear and out the other. 

    In the end, I learned the sword my own way and found my own path.

    And now, aren’t my disciples walking the same path?

    Zhangmun Sa-hyeong chuckled softly and added his final words.

    “Trust your disciples. Just as you grew into what you are now, your disciples will grow in their own way.”

    I quietly inhaled. 

    Zhangmun Sa-hyeong’s words weren’t wrong. 

    In fact, they felt almost too obvious.

    But…

    “I understand, Sa-hyeong. But… it’s still not easy.”

    I honestly admitted it. 

    I understood that I had to trust my disciples with my mind, but my heart couldn’t settle.

    Zhangmun Sa-hyeong chuckled lightly and set his teacup down.

    “It wouldn’t be easy. That just means you care about them.”

    I said nothing and just stared at my teacup.

    That’s when I felt a presence approaching.

    I instinctively tensed my face.

    Soon, I heard the sound of someone knocking on the door. 

    It was rhythmic and without hesitation.

    I slowly stood up.

    “The tea was delicious.”

    After a brief greeting, I immediately went to open the door.

    I passed by the man standing at the door without even giving him a glance.

    From behind, Zhangmun Sa-hyeong’s voice called out to me.

    “Don’t be so harsh. You’re not the only one living in the past. Don’t you think your disciple is old enough to understand now?”

    I didn’t stop. 

    I pretended I hadn’t heard and continued walking.

    Silence filled the room.

    The person who had been watching Jin Un’s retreating figure cautiously opened his mouth. His voice was filled with hesitation.

    “Do you think… Elder Jin Un still…?”

    Zhangmun Sa-hyeong picked up his teacup, then slowly set it down with a bitter smile.

    He traced the rim of the teacup with his finger, wearing an expression as if searching through an old memory.

    “This old man is being greedy.”

    He sighed as he gazed into the air. 

    It was a deep and heavy sigh.

    “The Great Peng should have soared long ago. But here it is, still trapped in this narrow cage.”

    A brief silence followed. 

    The wind gently blew, causing the leaves in the courtyard to rustle.

    The person spoke carefully again.

    “Do you really think so, Zhangmun Sa-hyeong?”

    Zhangmun Sa-hyeong remained silent for a long while.

    He raised his teacup again, but set it down without drinking.

    “Jin Un is a free spirit. He’s always been that way. But…”

    Zhangmun Sa-hyeong cast his gaze out the window. 

    It was as though the shadow of Jin Un leaving still lingered in his sight.

    “A Great Peng that cannot fly on its own will eventually blame the cage. That is the most pitiful thing.”

    Zhangmun Sa-hyeong picked up his teacup again and let out a small laugh.

    “Anyway, what brings the House Law Elder all the way to this old man’s place? If it weren’t for something important, you wouldn’t have come this far.”

    The House Law Elder answered without hesitation.

    “A letter has come from the Martial Arts Alliance.”

    Zhangmun Sa-hyeong rolled the teacup between his fingers and chuckled.

    “Ah, how unfortunate. I wasn’t really eager to see it.”

    Despite Zhangmun Sa-hyeong’s attitude, the House Law Elder continued without concern and proceeded with the matter.

    “The Martial Arts Alliance is planning a major event.”

    Zhangmun Sa-hyeong slowly unfolded the letter and began reading.

    His eyes scanned the letter several times before he raised his teacup again.

    He clicked his tongue softly and laughed.

    “Hm, if things go well, Jin Un might even solve his problems.”

    Zhangmun Sa-hyeong slowly folded the letter and set it down.

    His gaze turned toward the direction where Jin Un had disappeared, beyond the courtyard.

    “I wonder how Jin Un will handle this.”

    He picked up his teacup again and chuckled softly.

    The wind had grown even colder.

  Chapter 7: Resolve. Sparring. (Finalized)

    I slowly closed my eyes, then opened them again.

    I had returned from my conversation with Zhangmun Sa-hyeong, but my mind was still tangled.

    It’s only natural for disciples to find their own paths.

    However, there were still things that needed to be resolved.

    Was it okay to just leave things as they were?

    Or should I guide them back onto the right path once more?

    I stood from my seat and looked out the window.

    Before dawn arrived, the darkness of night still blanketed everything.

    In the past, this would’ve been the time I’d go wake up my disciples.

    But yesterday’s events resurfaced in my mind.

    Until just recently, waking the disciples had been one of the joys of my daily routine.

    Chohee would wriggle around in her blanket, Seorin would rub her eyes as she got up, Hwaran would often sit blankly before lying back down, and Sowol, even when awakened, would fall back asleep.

    But yesterday morning, all four of them were already awake and ready.

    That strange feeling from then came rushing back again.

    I let out a small laugh and sighed.

    “I can’t leave things like this any longer.”

    I had made up my mind.

    It was time to set things straight.

    With movements that had become second nature, I headed toward the training yard.

    As always, it was time to begin morning training.

    Standing in the yard, I spoke in a low but firm voice, filled with strength.

    “Everyone, gather.”

    My voice spread into the cool air of the night.

    Before long, the disciples gathered one by one in the center of the yard.

    They were neatly dressed in their training robes, and tension was clearly written on their faces.

    I slowly looked over the four of them.

    Seorin, Sowol, Hwaran, Chohee.

    “Today will be different from usual.”

    At my words, the disciples’ eyes focused on me.

    “Training will be postponed for now.”

    A brief silence followed.

    The disciples, who had expected another round of training as always, showed subtle expressions at the unexpected announcement.

    Seorin’s gaze, in particular, trembled.

    She opened her mouth as if to speak but closed it tightly again.

    I took a step forward.

    “It’s time we talked.”

    I crossed my arms and looked at the disciples.

    “I know you’re hiding something. And I’m sure you also know that I’ve noticed it.”

    In that moment, a subtle tension flowed as all four glanced at one another.

    So they really had discussed it among themselves.

    I slowly inhaled and exhaled before continuing.

    “No matter what you’ve learned, no matter what martial arts you’ve practiced—even if it’s not the Azure Wind Sword Technique…”

    I looked at each of the four disciples one by one, slowly and deliberately.

    “I am your teacher.”

    At those words, the expressions of the disciples changed.

    Surprise, confusion, and a sense of relief.

    Seorin bit her lip tightly.

    Sowol quickly averted her gaze.

    Hwaran’s pupils trembled, and Chohee took in a small, sharp breath.

    I spoke again.

    “There’s no need to hide it. I already know.”

    Once more, the look in their eyes shifted.

    I slowly began to walk, finishing my words.

    “From this moment on, show me the path you’ve chosen.”

    I drew my sword.

    “If you wield a sword, draw your sword. If you use your fists, clench them. If you must hide, then watch me from the shadows.”

    Lifting the tip of my sword lightly, I delivered my final words.

    “—And before me, prove that your path is the right one.”

    After all, a swordsman speaks through the sword.

    I slowly raised my sword.

    The cold air of dawn blended with my breath.

    The disciples all lowered their stances at once.

    Like a single, living organism, they exchanged glances and synced their breathing.

    “Come.”

    Before my words had even fully left my lips.

    Seorin’s sword cut through the air, charging at me with fierce momentum.

    The sharp, untamed energy of the Path of the Outlaw grazed across my skin.

    Seorin’s attacks grew fiercer with every passing moment.

    Right after, Sowol kicked off the ground with explosive power, leaping into my range in an instant.

    The condensed inner strength gathered at her fist surged like a crashing wave.

    At that very moment, from my side, a heavy, cold force rushed in from Hwaran’s fingertips.

    Her inner strength was both precise and powerful.

    And behind me, from the shadows—Chohee slipped silently into my blind spot.

    Her presence was faint, barely noticeable, but to me, it was clear as day.

    I took a slow breath and moved with the slightest motion.

    My sword flowed like water, smoothly and fluidly, redirecting Seorin’s wild attack with ease.

    The moment her sword sliced through the air, I lightly redirected Sowol’s fist with the back of my hand.

    Her inner strength grazed my skin with a sharp jolt, but it wasn’t enough to shake me.

    As Hwaran’s heavy force surged toward me, I spun the tip of my sword and unfolded a powerful ring of inner strength.

    The two forces collided, resonating with a loud hum, and the shock stirred the air around us.

    Then, predicting Chohee’s stealthy movement, I quickly stepped aside into a space untouched by her presence.

    As if on cue, the disciples reorganized their formation, then launched a simultaneous wave of attacks.

    Seorin’s strikes grew even sharper, Sowol’s movements became more agile.

    Hwaran aimed precisely for my weak points, and Chohee continued to vanish and reappear behind me, targeting my openings.

    I smiled once more.

    The more refined their attacks became, the more my chest burned with pride.

    Watching them grow beyond what I had taught, realizing things on their own—it was a joy beyond words.

    But as their teacher, I still couldn’t afford to lose.

    I swung my sword, clashing hard against Seorin’s blade, then immediately cut off Sowol’s movement and gently struck her wrist.

    While skillfully redirecting Hwaran’s inner power, I never lost track of Chohee’s presence.

    Before I knew it, I was surrounded by a storm of powerful energy and sharp attacks.

    I inhaled deeply and raised my sword high again.

    “You’re all impressive. But you still have a long way to go!”

    I struck down with my sword, pressing them harder with even faster, sharper movements.

    The sparring continued without pause, until the light of dawn began to brighten the sky.

    This was the moment I desired most as a teacher.

    Seorin had stepped forward first, but a part of her heart felt uneasy.

    She had always wanted to be the first to learn from her teacher, to be acknowledged by him.

    But today, the other three showed a passion just as strong—if not stronger.

    It wasn’t just from competitiveness.

    It was also the fear—that the position she had always held in front might start to waver.

    She wanted to be the only one to break through her teacher’s defenses, but she knew too well.

    The others were thinking the same thing.

    ‘I have to land the first strike on Teacher.’

    But Sowol was thinking the same thing.

    Just before Seorin swung her sword, Sowol kicked off the ground and charged forward.

    Crossing swords was Seorin’s way.

    Sowol, on the other hand, planned to break the teacher’s balance by diving in faster and striking with her fists.

    ‘If I break Teacher’s center before Sa-jeo does, I’ll gain the upper hand in this fight—over Seorin!’

    Her goal was to reach him before Seorin did.

    But at that moment, Hwaran began gathering her inner strength from a position where she couldn’t be seen.

    While Seorin and Sowol drew the teacher’s attention from the front,
Hwaran quietly gathered her power.

    If she aimed for a single, decisive moment—
she could break through the teacher’s defense faster than anyone else.

    ‘I’ll be the first to land a strike in this fight.’

    Chohee had already melted into the shadows.

    While everyone else unleashed their full power from the front, she waited for the perfect moment.

    Now that she had slipped from the teacher’s line of sight, the most advantageous position belonged to her.

    ‘While everyone’s making noise, it’s my role to end it with a silent, decisive blow.’

    This wasn’t just a simple contest.

    The four disciples were using one another—and at the same time, supporting each other.

    When Seorin slashed from the front, Sowol slipped through the gap.

    When Sowol threw her punch, Hwaran adjusted the flow.

    When Hwaran condensed her inner strength, Chohee quietly closed in.

    It was cooperation, but within it, clear competition.

    Who would be the first to break through their teacher’s defense?

    Seorin grit her teeth.

    She couldn’t afford to be even a moment late.

    As she swung her sword, she felt Sowol’s presence draw near.

    Hwaran’s inner energy spread outward, and Chohee’s presence vanished completely.

    ‘Now!’

    At the exact moment Seorin moved, Sowol, Hwaran, and Chohee moved in perfect sync.

    This wasn’t just a fight— it was a single, flowing rhythm.

    While the four cooperated, they each tried to outdo the others in secret.

    Within that delicate balance, the fight grew ever more intense.

    Even as Seorin’s sword slashed through the air, she could sense where Sowol’s fist was heading.

    Their movements weren’t separate.

    They moved in harmony—like dancers who had trained together for years.

    But none of them had any intention of backing down.

    ‘My sword must strike first.’

    Sowol gritted her teeth as well.

    Watching Seorin’s sword fly in, she felt it too.

    ‘At this speed, I can reach Teacher first.’

    She lowered her center of gravity as fast as she could and stomped forward.

    Her inner strength, condensed into her fist, surged forward with explosive power.

    Hwaran also pushed her inner strength to its peak.

    Having waited patiently for her moment, she was now fully prepared to deliver the most devastating strike at the perfect time.

    ‘I can’t miss this moment. I’ll be the one to strike first.’

    Chohee had already calculated everything.

    The exact moment Seorin and Sowol launched their attacks, the instant Hwaran released her energy— she slipped into her teacher’s perfect blind spot.

    ‘I’ll strike during the split-second when my Sa-jeos clash.’

    As Seorin’s sword sliced through the air with sharp precision, Sowol’s fist, infused with explosive inner strength, surged toward their teacher.

    Their attacks—fast and fierce like bolts of lightning—rushed toward the same point at the same time.

    Then, Hwaran’s inner strength erupted at the decisive moment, pressuring the space around their teacher.

    And at that very instant, Chohee’s hand emerged from a completely unexpected angle.

    But in the end.

    Jin Un effortlessly deflected all of it.

    With disarming ease, he redirected everything they had thrown at him.

    And so, the sparring continued—until the sunlight of dawn broke across the sky.

  Chapter 8: Conclusion. Check. Calling. (Finalized)

    By the time the sun had fully risen, the disciples were all sprawled across the ground, completely exhausted.

    Well, none of them managed to land a hit on me, but still—there were a few attacks that genuinely caught me off guard.

    Faster reactions than expected, sharper ambushes, and a clear sense for finding openings—these were things that clearly set them apart from before.

    I stood for a while, quietly looking down at them, and before I knew it, a small laugh escaped me.

    My body still felt light, and with one deep breath, I could feel the tension of the battle quickly fade away.

    ‘Still, I feel refreshed.’

    It had been a long time.

    Since I’d swung my sword this seriously, with all my heart.

    Sure, I practiced swordsmanship every day.

    But how often had I truly fought the disciples with sincerity like this?

    I had taken a step back, thinking it was part of being a teacher.

    But those kids—they had grown strong.

    Before I knew it, a gentle breeze stirred the dust on the training ground.

    The sound of the disciples’ ragged breathing filled the space, still damp with sweat.

    They were completely worn out.

    Understandable—not a single moment of rest since dawn.

    I slowly sheathed my sword.

    The light, satisfying sensation of it sliding into place filled me with contentment.

    My body and mind both felt refreshed.

    Seeing their skills with my own eyes had eased much of the unease I’d been holding inside.

    “Now I finally understand.”

    The words slipped from my mouth without thinking.

    Still lying flat on the ground, the disciples looked up at me.

    Their faces were marked with fatigue, but faint smiles tugged at their lips.

    I slowly looked at each of them and began to speak.

    “Seorin. There’s too much force in your sword. I’m not denying the path you’ve chosen, but remember—swordsmanship is meant to flow gently. It’s not about crushing with power.”

    Seorin nodded as she caught her breath.

    She looked exhausted, but her eyes remained steady.

    Next, I turned to Chohee.

    “Chohee, you focused too much on hiding. What matters more than being unseen
is appearing at the moment you choose. You need to train more in how to seize the right opportunity.”

    Chohee kept her lips tightly shut.

    Her expression showed a hint of regret, but she gave a quiet nod.

    “Hwaran.”

    I looked at her and continued.

    “Your use of inner strength was excellent. But if you take too long to gather it,
you might miss the right moment. Try developing a way to strike shorter and more sharply.”

    Hwaran closed her eyes and let out a long breath.

    She looked too drained to move, but it was clear my words had taken root in her heart.

    Finally, I turned to Sowol.

    “Sowol. It’s great to have so much power, but sometimes, you need to know how to let go of it. You tend to charge straight ahead— try approaching from more varied angles.”

    Still lying on the ground.

    Sowol grinned and raised her thumb with great effort.

    “Yes, sir!!”

    I looked over each of them again and let out a small chuckle.

    “You all did well. That’s enough for today.”

    Though the disciples were still sprawled across the ground, a faint sense of relief spread at my words.

    And with that, the morning sparring session came to an end.

    The morning sunlight gently shone down on the training hall.

    After the sparring ended, the disciples slowly began to rise, one by one.

    Fatigue weighed heavily on their bodies, but inside, emotions still swirled like a storm.

    Seorin was the first to leave the training hall.

    She wiped the sweat from her face and hands, quietly catching her breath.

    Though she silently took the lead, her gaze wasn’t fixed ahead—it lingered on the spot where her teacher had stood.

    The moment they had crossed swords just a short while ago kept replaying in her mind.

    “Sa-jeo Seorin, don’t rush so much.”

    Chohee appeared beside Seorin with a playful smile.

    But her eyes were anything but lighthearted.

    Chohee believed she was the one her teacher trusted most.

    That she was the one who could stay by his side and support him more than anyone else.

    And yet in today’s sparring match, the first to clash swords with Teacher had been Seorin.

    Seorin gave a short nod—but walked a step ahead, as if to say, “I go first.”

    Behind them, Hwaran followed.

    Quietly, with steady, unwavering steps, she trailed behind the two.

    She was always one of few words, but throughout the entire sparring match, she hadn’t missed a single movement of her teacher’s sword—nor a single word he said.

    She had been analyzing every motion, every correction, measuring just how much she needed to grow.

    She could feel the gazes of her fellow Sa-maes.

    She knew she was one of the later starters.

    But that didn’t mean she thought she was falling behind.

    If her inner strength deepened enough, then in the end, she believed she’d be the one to remain by Teacher’s side the longest.

    Sowol swung her arms wide and grinned.

    “Ah, you’re all way too serious! Wasn’t today’s sparring super fun?”

    At that, Chohee raised an eyebrow.

    “Fun? Did you get hit so hard you lost your mind?”

    Sowol burst out laughing, completely unfazed.

    But even she—deep down—could feel the undercurrent of competition.

    It wasn’t that she lacked strength.

    If anything, she possessed a stronger body than anyone else.

    But in terms of martial arts, she still had a long way to go.

    Even so, she didn’t think she was falling behind.

    “Well, either way, I’m clearly the one Teacher cherishes the most~”

    Sowol tossed out the words playfully—but in that moment, the atmosphere subtly shifted.

    Seorin stopped in her tracks, Chohee narrowed her eyes, and Hwaran quietly drew in a breath.

    Seorin was the first to speak.

    “Being cherished and being acknowledged are two different things. Think about who exchanged swords with Teacher the longest during today’s sparring.”

    Chohee shot back instantly.

    “Swordplay isn’t everything in martial arts, Sa-jeo Seorin. I’m the one who’s learned how to catch Teacher off guard. Striking from the shadows at the perfect moment—
isn’t that what real trust looks like?”

    Hwaran walked on without saying a word.

    She wasn’t one to enjoy verbal sparring, but inwardly, she was quietly thinking:

    ‘In the end, the one who remains by Teacher’s side the longest… will be me.’

    The four disciples each received their teacher’s guidance in different ways,
for different reasons.

    But one thing was the same for all of them.

    They acknowledged one another.

    And at the same time, they refused to concede.

    The one who stood closest to their teacher—the one who received his teachings most directly—had to be them.

    The disciples returned to the training hall after washing up by the stream.

    With their collars straightened and hair tidied, they looked much more composed.

    The fatigue from the early morning sparring seemed to have lifted somewhat.

    As always, I prepared the breakfast table myself.

    In the span of one sigan, a neat spread of rice and side dishes came together one by one.

    The disciples sat at their respective places, quietly waiting.

    “Alright, everyone—eat up.”

    Before I’d even finished speaking, the disciples naturally reached for their chopsticks.

    But in that moment, a curious tension filled the air.

    Seorin quietly picked up a small side dish plate and placed it in front of me.

    “Master, please eat.”

    She smoothly picked up a piece of fish and placed it on top of my rice bowl.

    “Hehe, thank you, Seorin.”

    I let out a soft chuckle and picked up my chopsticks—but strangely, there was something unusual in the atmosphere among the disciples.

    “Master! This namul tastes even better!”

    Chohee quickly reached out with her chopsticks and placed the seasoned greens onto my rice bowl.

    She smiled as she threw a quick glance at Seorin.

    Seorin didn’t change her expression and quietly set down her chopsticks, but her gaze shifted ever so slightly.

    “Master, still—you should eat some meat too.”

    Hwaran, usually the quietest one, placed a piece of meat gently on top of my spoon.

    Though she was typically reserved, there was something oddly forward about her today.

    Sowol gave a little snort through her nose, then eagerly picked up her own chopsticks.

    “Master! Take mine too!”

    One side dish after another began to pile up in front of me.

    I laughed heartily and raised my spoon.

    “At this rate, my rice bowl’s going to be full.”

    With a satisfied smile, I took a bite.

    “Truly, thank you, all of you.”

    But then, I suddenly noticed how quiet they had all become.

    When I lifted my gaze slightly, I saw the four disciples glancing at each other out of the corners of their eyes—each trying to appear casual.

    Chohee was smiling with ease, but her chopsticks moved with sharp precision.

    Seorin added another side dish in silence, steadily watching me as she did.

    Hwaran maintained a calm expression without a word, yet her hand didn’t stop moving.

    Sowol was still grinning brightly, but she, too, was strangely assertive in offering more food.

    I let out another hearty laugh and took another bite.

    “You’re all working so hard. To be looked after this much—what a joy it is to be your teacher.”

    The disciples remained silent, but kept placing more and more side dishes in front of me.

    And so, breakfast continued— in a warm, if slightly competitive, atmosphere.

    Just as we finished eating and the disciples were starting to clear the table,
a disciple from the main sect arrived.

    His uniform was neatly tied without a single crease, and though he wasn’t large in stature, his presence was far from ordinary.

    It seemed he had run from a distance—he exhaled heavily and bowed deeply.

    “Zhangmun Sa-hyeong requests your presence.”

    I raised an eyebrow slightly.

    The flow of his energy was solid—the kind you’d expect from someone who had refined their inner strength for many years.

    ‘This one’s no amateur.’

    Though he looked a little tired, his posture and balance were flawless.

    ‘Is this the disciple who’s said to be among the top of his generation?’

    Seorin glanced at him briefly.

    She quickly turned her gaze away, but her expression betrayed a faint sense of awareness.

    ‘If Seorin were to face him… that would be quite a match to watch.’

    I nodded and replied calmly.

    “Understood. I’ll head there shortly.”

    It had been years since Zhangmun Sa-hyeong last summoned me.

    Hmm.

    Well, it probably wasn’t anything too serious.

  Chapter 9: Dilemma, Comfort. (Finalized)

    The sun was rising toward its peak in the sky.

    As I stepped out of the training hall, I fastened my sword to my waist.

    Its weight—light and familiar as always.

    But today, it felt slightly heavier.

    “I’ll be back.”

    My farewell to the disciples was brief.

    Seorin quietly lowered her head.

    Chohee, as usual, added playfully, “Master, don’t be too late~” 

    Hwaran offered a silent bow, and Sowol simply grinned and waved.

    Leaving them behind, I slowly began walking.

    The Wudang main sect was on the other side of the mountain.

    The path led through an old stone stairway, moss and fallen leaves scattered along the way, telling the tale of passing time.

    As I climbed the mountain path, the disciples’ faces came to mind.

    Their movements during the spar, their unique martial arts—and the paths embedded in each of them.

    ‘Perhaps… I’ve been trying too hard to keep them within my own frame.’

    With that thought, I lifted my gaze.

    In the distance, the rooftops of the main sect came into view.

    It was a familiar sight.

    Yet, a part of my heart always felt uneasy here.

    The reason I left this place.

    And the day I swore I’d never return.

    Just then, three disciples from the main sect were coming down the stairs.

    They were students training in martial arts at the main hall.

    One of them spotted me and hesitated, then lowered his head in greeting.

    The other two whispered quietly and passed by me.

    I let out a silent breath as I watched them.

    ‘Yes… this place has never truly suited me.’

    Without a word, I resumed walking.

    Not long after, I arrived at the front gates of the main sect.

    The disciples standing as gatekeepers recognized me and bowed respectfully.

    “Elder Jin Un, Zhangmun Sa-hyeong is expecting you.”

    I gave a small nod and stepped inside.

    When I arrived at Zhangmun Sa-hyeong’s quarters, the door quietly opened from within.

    A subtle fragrance of incense filled the room.

    The familiar scent of tea gently wrapped around the air, and beyond it, his low, calm voice flowed out.

    “What’s got you running over so urgently?”

    I steadied my breath and bowed lightly.

    “It’s been years since you called for me personally, Sa-hyeong. Of course I had to come quickly, didn’t I?”

    Zhangmun Sa-hyeong gave a faint smile and nodded.

    With a familiar motion, he lifted the teacup and poured one for me as well.

    “Here, have a cup and let’s talk.”

    I quietly accepted the cup.

    The warmth seeped into my fingertips.

    Sharing tea with Zhangmun Sa-hyeong had always brought a sense of calm.

    But today—for some reason, the scent of the tea felt heavier.

    “If you’ve gone so far as to call me here yourself, I suppose this isn’t just a simple matter.”

    I carefully opened the conversation.

    Zhangmun Sa-hyeong took a sip of tea, then gazed out the window for a moment.

    The wind gently rustled the leaves.

    “I understand you prefer to live quietly here at the main sect. But sometimes, you need to step outside and get some fresh air, don’t you think?”

    I quietly set my teacup down.

    It was clear now—he was being more roundabout than usual.

    “Judging by how carefully you’re choosing your words, this must not be an easy matter.”

    Zhangmun Sa-hyeong gave a small chuckle, then quickly composed his expression and spoke calmly.

    “It’s nothing serious. Just take your disciples and pay a visit to the Murimmaeng.”

    For a moment, I just stared at him, stunned.

    Caught off guard, I carefully asked again.

    “You’re asking me to go to the Murimmaeng? With my disciples?”

    Zhangmun Sa-hyeong, still smiling faintly, set his teacup down on the table.

    “Yes. I’d like you to go.”

    I hoped it was a joke—but his face remained calm and serious.

    “Sa-hyeong, you know the Murimmaeng won’t sit quietly if I show up. And you’re asking me to bring my disciples, too?”

    Zhangmun Sa-hyeong casually took another sip of tea.

    “I know.”

    I let out a quiet sigh and ran a hand through my hair.

    The Murimmaeng—with my disciples in tow…

    “What’s going on at the Murimmaeng?”

    My tone had grown serious, and for a brief moment, his gaze grew thoughtful as well.

    “A major gathering is scheduled soon. Each sect has been asked to send a representative—and of course, Wudang must participate.”

    I nodded slowly.

    A Murimmaeng gathering usually meant discussions on the current state of the martial world, and adjusting the balance among the various sects.

    “But then… why me? Aren’t there plenty of capable elders here at the main sect?”

    My words carried a hint of sarcasm, but Zhangmun Sa-hyeong chuckled lightly and cut me off.

    “Yes, there are too many capable elders. That’s precisely the problem. And for this task—there’s no one more suitable than you.”

    I fell silent for a moment.

    It was easy to tell that his intentions were far from simple.

    “So… this gathering isn’t just an ordinary meeting.”

    Zhangmun Sa-hyeong slowly nodded.

    “Yes. Even within the Murimmaeng, opinions are divided. Lately, some sects have begun trying to check the alliance’s influence. Officially, it’s a peaceful gathering—
but in reality, there will be sharp tensions beneath the surface.”

    I furrowed my brows slightly.

    I had no desire to get entangled in political struggles.

    “Then that’s all the more reason I shouldn’t go. I dislike political conflict.”

    Zhangmun Sa-hyeong took another sip of tea, then spoke slowly.

    “That’s exactly why I’m sending you. Because I trust that you’re someone who won’t get caught up in those fights—someone who will firmly uphold Wudang’s position, and nothing more.”

    I silently mulled over his words.

    He wasn’t wrong.

    As an elder of the Wudang Sect, I had always kept my distance from political disputes.

    “Sa-hyeong… are you truly certain I’m the most suitable person for this?”

    Zhangmun Sa-hyeong gave a small smile.

    “To be honest, there are plenty of others I could send. But if I’m being honest… I just think it’ll be more interesting if you go.”

    I let out a long sigh and gently pressed my forehead.

    “Please don’t make decisions based on that, Sa-hyeong.”

    Zhangmun Sa-hyeong let out a hearty laugh and set his teacup down.

    “Don’t take it so seriously, Jin Un. Eventually, you were bound to face the Murimmaeng again. Now’s simply the time. Accept it.”

    I said nothing.

    But I kept his words in mind.

    Perhaps he was right.

    Still—facing that reality without feeling prepared made it feel all the heavier.

    “Understood, Sa-hyeong. I’ll go. But… must I really bring my disciples along?”

    Zhangmun Sa-hyeong nodded, his smile light but meaningful.

    “Yes. It’s time for your disciples to experience the world. And more importantly—”

    He looked directly at me, a knowing smile on his face.

    “Whatever you may face out there…it’s always less lonely when you’re not alone.”

    I couldn’t say anything in return.

    I quietly closed my eyes.

    I—Jin Un—left Zhangmun Sa-hyeong’s quarters and headed straight for my room.

    When I closed the door and leaned back against it, a quiet stillness settled throughout the room.

    The wind slipping in through the window was still cold, and it felt as if the scent of tea carried by that wind still lingered faintly at the tip of my nose.

    The Murimmaeng…

    Just the name alone brought a heavy weight to my chest.

    Within that place still remained unresolved ties from the past—entangled relationships, and memories I’d rather not face.

    But more than anything else…the fact that I had to bring my disciples along
was what truly complicated my thoughts.

    I closed my eyes briefly, trying to steady my breath, when suddenly, someone knocked gently at the door.

    “Master.”

    It was Seorin.

    Her voice was quiet and composed.

    The door opened slightly, and she stepped into the room with soft, measured steps.

    Her posture was flawless, not a crease out of place, and in her gaze was a quiet determination.

    Without turning my head, I spoke.

    “What is it, Seorin?”

    Without hesitation, Seorin walked up to me and carefully offered a teacup.

    Warmth touched my fingertips.

    A gentle aroma rose with the steam—it seemed she had brewed it herself.

    “Would you care for some tea? You haven’t looked well.”

    I accepted the teacup without a word and took a small sip.

    The warmth of the tea slowly seeped into my chest.

    But unlike the warmth in my hands, my heart was still in turmoil.

    “Can you tell what I’m thinking?”

    “I don’t know…But I’d like to.”

    I turned my head to look at her.

    She stood with a straight posture, unwavering.

    There was no hesitation in her eyes, and her tone, though careful, was firm.

    This side of her—was why she had always earned my trust.

    There was a reason she was my first disciple.

    Seorin paused briefly, then quietly sat down beside me.

    Her movements were cautious, but the distance she closed was natural.

    “Master, you always carry your worries alone.”

    “That’s what it means to be a teacher.”

    “…Even so, it’s okay to share a little.”

    At her words, I furrowed my brow slightly— but soon, a quiet laugh escaped me.

    Yes, this child had always been like this.

    Simple and honest, yet somehow always able to see straight into my heart.

    I set the teacup down and turned to look at her.

    The wind blowing in from outside rattled the window frame and brushed gently against her profile.

    “Still… just having you come here like this puts me at ease.”

    I gave a small smile—short and quiet.

    But even that small smile seemed to bring some relief to her expression.

    There was a warmth in it—something words couldn’t quite capture.

    Perhaps…this child was more mature than me in some ways.

    “Thank you, Seorin.”

    At those words, she simply nodded in silence and stayed by my side.

    She didn’t say much.

    She didn’t do anything grand.

    But she sat there quietly, beside me.

    And in that quiet warmth, the weight of my thoughts seemed to ease, just a little.

    Without a word, I sat beside her, soaking in that brief moment of calm.

    And just that— was enough to bring me comfort at the end of this long day.

  Chapter 10: Real Combat. Training. Training Like Real Combat. (Finalized)

    The next morning, before the sun had fully risen, the training yard was already alive.

    Cutting through the cold dawn air, the disciples gathered one by one.

    Seorin had already taken her place.

    Chohee, Hwaran, and Sowol followed soon after.

    Each of them wore their training robes neatly, and their eyes carried a seriousness deeper than usual.

    I looked at the disciples for a moment, then spoke.

    “Today, we’ll be doing things a bit differently.”

    Four pairs of eyes instantly turned toward me.

    I paused briefly, then quietly declared:

    “Two months from now, the Murimmaeng will be holding a gathering. Not only I, but all of you will be attending with me.”

    A brief silence passed between the disciples.

    Their gazes flickered.

    They tightened their lips and exchanged subtle glances.

    “This isn’t just a casual outing. It’s a gathering of the greatest martial artists in the entire Murim. To uphold the Wudang Sect’s honor there, we must sharpen your skills from the ground up.”

    I stepped forward, planting the tip of my sword firmly into the ground.

    “You have two months. In that time, you must become stronger than you are now.
Starting today, we begin a new kind of training.”

    The disciples swallowed hard.

    I slowly turned my head, meeting each of their eyes.

    There was something I had always wanted to say—at least once.

    Taking a small breath, I raised my sword.

    “From this moment on—kill each other.”

    Their expressions froze all at once.

    Shock, confusion, and even a hint of fear, filled their eyes as they stared at me.

    I watched their reactions in silence, then burst into laughter.

    “Hah! I’m joking. No need to get so tense, is there?”

    I could hear the sound of relieved breaths being let out all around me.

    Still smiling, I lowered my sword and continued.

    After a brief moment of silence, Seorin stepped forward.

    Her brow furrowed slightly as she spoke firmly.

    “Master, please don’t joke like that again.”

    At that, Chohee let out a small laugh, and Sowol muttered, “I really thought you wanted us to kill each other…”

    Hwaran remained silent as always, but the slight tension near her eyes didn’t go unnoticed.

    I nodded, holding back another laugh.

    “Alright, I understand. I’ll be more careful next time. But, remember this I was half-serious.”

    I slowly stepped in front of the disciples.

    All four of them quietly looked me in the eye.

    “From now on, you will spar as if it were real combat.”

    At those words, Sowol’s eyes widened, and Chohee tilted her head slightly.

    Seorin and Hwaran said nothing, but adjusted their postures in silence.

    I took a moment to steady my breath, then continued.

    “Starting today, for the next two months— no matter when, where, or under what conditions—fight.”

    Chohee opened her mouth to speak, then thought better of it.

    Hwaran’s gaze wavered slightly.

    “Whether it’s the training ground, the living quarters, or the courtyard, it doesn’t matter. There is no set time. If your eyes meet, that moment becomes the battlefield.”

    This time, Seorin exhaled softly.

    Her eyes had sharpened noticeably.

    “Even during meals, even right after waking up—there are no exceptions.”

    Sowol mumbled under her breath with a bit of a grumble, “…Can’t we at least spare meal times…”

    But I didn’t so much as crack a smile.

    “Test one another. Sharpen one another. It’s alright to make mistakes. It’s alright to get hurt. But do not stop.”

    Their expressions changed.

    What once felt like a joke was now taking root in their hearts as a solemn resolve.

    Finally, I raised the tip of my sword and spoke slowly.

    “And remember this—I will test you too.”

    A brief silence followed. 

    Chohee swallowed quietly.

    “There will be no warning. No matter when, where, or what form I appear in, be ready to respond.”

    “In these next two months, you will learn what true combat really means—through your bodies.”

    “A true warrior… is always awake.”

    At last, I slowly looked around at all four of them.

    “Two months from now…I look forward to seeing how far you’ve come.”

    No sooner had the words left my lips, than the disciples all moved at once.

    The first to move was Sowol.

    Without a sound, she kicked off the ground and launched a punch straight at the nearest person—Seorin.

    No warning.

    No hesitation.

    Seorin’s brow twitched for a split second, and she reflexively raised her arm to block the incoming fist.

    “What are you suddenly—”

    Before she could even finish, Chohee moved.

    From her fingertips, a hidden weapon—prepared who knows when—
shot through the air.

    Her target: Hwaran.

    But Hwaran didn’t even flinch.

    She twisted her body lightly to evade it, then immediately countered with a burst of inner energy launched straight toward Chohee.

    All four of them moved—and reacted—simultaneously.

    This was, quite literally, real combat.

    With arms crossed, I watched the scene quietly and gave a slow nod.

    “Yes… this is how it should be.”

    The spar between the four escalated in an instant.

    Sowol charged into Seorin’s space with bold, aggressive movement.

    Seorin blocked her with precise sword forms.

    Chohee zipped around, targeting Hwaran’s openings, and Hwaran responded with weighty strikes filled with inner strength.

    Swords clashed, energy burst, and the air itself seemed to tear with sound.

    In a flash, the entire training yard was engulfed in tension.

    But even within that intensity, I found myself oddly relieved.

    A content smile formed on my lips.

    “If it’s these children…no wind will ever break them.”

    Seorin was asleep, her body concealed atop a tree branch, a cloth mask over her face.

    She had long since passed the point of exhaustion.

    If she didn’t rest, even for a moment, she felt she might collapse.

    But it was never a deep sleep.

    She was always ready, to wake at any moment and grasp her sword.

    And then.

    The sound of a branch bending.

    A swift, sharp presence flew toward her.

    In that split second, Seorin twisted her body and fell from the tree to evade it.

    Her instincts responded.

    The pressure was enough to knock the wind out of her, but she managed to roll her body and land on the ground.

    Somehow, her sword was already in hand.

    Panting through the mask covering her face, Seorin glared at the figure who had ambushed her.

    “…Master.”

    The one who emerged from the shadows was none other than Jin Un.

    He wasn’t holding a sword, but a wooden training blade.

    His face revealed no expression.

    He stood in silence.

    Seorin grit her teeth, her jaw tight with tension.

    “Seriously…!”

    Before she could finish, she rushed in, slashing her sword toward Jin Un.

    Her eyes burned with fury, exhaustion, and an eerie, sharpened focus.

    But.

    Jin Un calmly shifted his body, avoiding the arc of her blade with minimal movement.

    Then, without missing the opening, he lightly tapped her on the head with his wooden sword.

    “Thwack.”

    At the sound, Seorin staggered slightly, losing her balance.

    “Too slow.”

    With only those words, Jin Un vanished, like a falling leaf, leaving no trace, no presence.

    Left alone, Seorin clutched her head and sank to the ground.

    A swirl of exhaustion and humiliation weighed on her chest, but her eyes, still burned fiercely.

    Chohee had stopped by the stream for a brief drink.

    Sunlight scattered between the leaves, and the water sparkled, clear and cold.

    It was the perfect place to cool her fatigue-soaked body.

    She knelt down, cupped her hands, and drank from the stream.

    The chill of the water touched her fingertips, and a short sigh escaped her lips.

    “I thought I could rest, just for a moment…”

    But at that very moment.

    A sudden splash erupted from the center of the stream.

    Through the flying droplets, a familiar silhouette emerged.

    Jin Un.

    “Master?!”

    Startled, Chohee lost her balance and fell backward.

    But Jin Un seized that brief moment— with just a flick of his fingertips, he skimmed the water’s surface in a sweeping motion.

    Splash.

    A wave of water fanned out, crashing directly over Chohee.

    Her training robes were soaked in an instant.

    Her footing slipped.

    Her body tumbled to the edge of the stream.

    “Aaaagh!”

    She sat up on the wet rocks, shouting furiously.

    Her eyebrows were furrowed, and her lips quivered with frustration.

    “Aren’t you going way too far?! Can you stop just—popping out of nowhere already?!”

    But Jin Un said nothing.

    He simply gave a light smile, and vanished into the water as if he’d never been there.

    Left behind, drenched and fuming, Chohee gritted her teeth and clutched at the soaked hem of her robe.

    “Seriously… One of these days, I’m gonna—!”

    Hwaran walked silently through a forest path.

    Her steps were cautious, not a single movement wasted.

    She didn’t snap a single twig.

    She moved like a shadow gliding through the underbrush.

    At her fingertips, she slowly gathered her inner energy.

    She had sharpened all her senses, refusing to miss even the faintest trace of her teacher’s presence, knowing he could attack at any time, from anywhere.

    And then.

    A presence from above.

    Hwaran turned on instinct.

    At the same moment, she thrust her palm forward, launching her gathered energy in a sharp, cutting strike.

    But before she could follow through.

    Jin Un, descending from the air, twisted his elbow and struck her wrist with swift precision.

    “Agh!”

    In that instant, a sharp jolt spread through her entire arm.

    Her fingertips went numb.

    Her body trembled.

    Hwaran instinctively retreated.

    Jin Un said nothing, he simply observed her reaction, then let out a short laugh.

    “Your senses were excellent… but you still have a long way to go.”

    Leaving just that single remark, he vanished again, slipping behind the leaves as if becoming one with them.

    Hwaran stood still, clutching her arm, her expression stiff.

    The fingers that had been channeling her inner strength were still trembling.

    A clear glint of fury flickered in her eyes.

    Sowol hadn’t had a single peaceful day lately.

    If she was walking.

    “Ack!”

    She’d suddenly trip over something, and go tumbling face-first into the dirt.

    By the time she gathered her senses, she’d catch the tail end of a black robe disappearing behind a tree.

    It was him again—her teacher.

    Morning, evening, even in front of the bathroom.

    He would appear out of nowhere, trip her up, smile, and disappear.

    Sowol ground her teeth.

    At first, she thought it made sense.

    Sure, once or twice, it was probably part of training.

    A way of teaching her not to let her guard down.

    But now.

    “This is just harassmentttttt!!”

    Sowol slammed her fist into the ground and yelled.

    Her clothes were covered in dirt, and as she stood back up, her face was filled with a mixture of anger, frustration, and a fierce resolve to overcome.

    “Just wait. Next time, I won’t fall for it. Seriously…”

    But deep down, she already knew.

    That was the third time she’d said that.

  Chapter 11: Coordinated Attack.

    Before the morning mist had even lifted, two figures clashed in the middle of the courtyard.

    Seorin was the first to leap in, drawing her sword.

    Sowol caught the strike after a short breath.

    A brief standoff followed. 

    Then, Seorin’s sword twisted and drove in toward Sowol’s side.

    “Ugh—!”

    Sowol barely managed to twist her body, but her foot slipped and she tumbled to the ground.

    The sandy ground struck her waist, and a sharp pain spread from her elbow.

    Seorin held her sword still, looking down at Sowol.

    “Lower your center next time. Your opening was way too big.”

    A firm voice.

    Though it was simple and calm advice, Sowol’s face turned a little red.

    “…I know.”

    As she pouted and got back up, she finally noticed something under her body.

    A small scrap of paper, half-pushed out from under her robe.

    It didn’t blow away in the wind, landing exactly where she could see it.

    She carefully unfolded it with her fingertips.

    The paper felt soft, and the handwriting was neat.

    A familiar style.

    Sowol stared at it for a moment.

    Her eyebrows twitched slightly, but that was all.

    She slowly looked around.

    But Seorin was already walking off in the distance, putting away her sword.

    Her hair fluttered, her steps unhurried, as if nothing had happened at all.

    Sowol watched her back for a moment, then quietly folded the paper and tucked it into her clothes.

    She stepped forward once, twice, drawing in a small breath.

    Her eyes remained clear, and her steps seemed lighter than before.

    The heat from just moments ago had vanished, and in its place, a strange tension began to spread through her body.

    Around noon, in a corner of the courtyard, Hwaran and Chohee faced off.

    In the cool shade, the two of them naturally adjusted their distance, almost as if planned.

    One step, one breath, a crossing of gazes.

    Their movements weren’t aggressive, but the tension in the air was thicker than usual.

    Hwaran gathered energy into her fingertips.

    Her inner strength wrapped around her like a thin stream of water following her pulse—quiet, yet steady.

    In contrast, Chohee moved without a trace.

    Her movements were like the wind, and even the moment she slipped out of sight felt smooth.

    After exchanging a few attacks, the two stopped at the same time.

    In the calm silence broken only by their breathing, Chohee raised one eyebrow slightly.

    “You’re especially quiet today, sah-mae.”

    Instead of replying, Hwaran slowly took a step forward.

    Her steps were clearly aimed toward Chohee, but there was a faint hesitation in her movement.

    A look in her eyes that seemed deep in thought.

    Then, she stopped exactly one step away.

    And very carefully, she reached out her hand.

    Chohee instinctively looked at it, and in that brief moment, Hwaran placed something small and light into her hand.

    A breeze passed through.

    A single leaf brushed through the air and fell between them.

    Without a word, Chohee clenched her hand.

    The feel of thin paper.

    Smooth and unwrinkled, like it had just been folded.

    Hwaran gave a small nod, as if nothing had happened, and turned away.

    Chohee watched her back, then slowly brought her hand to her chest.

    She unfolded the paper.

    Inside, neatly folded, was a short and simple sentence.

    After reading it, Chohee smiled softly without a sound.

    Only the corners of her lips lifted, a smile no one else could notice.

    These days, for some reason, each day feels joyful.

    Something I never could’ve imagined before.

    Teaching my disciples always came with responsibility, and that weight was sometimes suffocating.

    But now, it’s different.

    The kids have changed.

    No, they’ve grown.

    Their eyes have become steady, and their movements, confident.

    Once, they focused only on swinging their swords.

    Now, they’ve found their own flow, they think as they fight.

    Watching them like that, that’s my greatest joy lately.

    Some days, they come at me head-on, trying to knock me down.

    Some days, they move like shadows, slipping in unnoticed.

    Some days, they strike at my blind spots with completely different martial arts.

    Me, at first, I was on guard.

    I thought something was strange, even suspicious.

    But now— I just find it fun.

    When I hear Sowol’s footsteps closing in and sweep her legs with a quick move.

    When Chohee jumps out of the water and splashes me, and when Seorin swings her sword with a serious expression, and I block the tip just beneath my chin,
only to see the surprise on her face. 

    Every time, I end up smiling.

    I wonder if it’s okay for me to be like this, but somehow, my heart feels warm.

    Sometimes, I can’t help myself and end up teasing them.

    Honestly, it’s probably really annoying for the kids.

    But.

    Even so, I can feel that the disciples are gradually catching up to me.

    The ones who used to get pushed back and fall without landing a single hit, can now hold their ground for a few moves.

    Sometimes, they even strike with blows I can’t ignore.

    Maybe that’s why I surprise them more often now.

    Because if not now, there might come a day when they truly surpass me.

    So today again, I walk slowly across the courtyard, thinking about who might be hiding behind a tree, waiting to strike.

    Alright, come at me.

    I was enjoying this, too—just a little.

    Before the sunlight had fully reached the courtyard, I was hiding behind a tree, holding my breath in silence.

    It was Sowol.

    As always, she looked completely relaxed.

    Just like every other day, she sat beneath the tree holding a bowl, picking at something.

    Her back wasn’t even straight—just sitting there with the most peaceful face in the world.

    I smiled quietly to myself.

    ‘Heheh… Today’s fall better be a graceful one.’

    Just as I was creeping up.

    The wind split ever so slightly.

    A faint presence behind me.

    I turned my head on reflex.

    It was Seorin.

    Sword in hand, she charged forward, kicking up dust.

    Fast.

    The burst of speed, the flawless footwork, no hesitation at all.

    I narrowed my eyes and raised my arm to block the strike.

    Tak.

    But that wasn’t all.

    In the moment I stopped Seorin’s blade, a breeze shot in from the other side.

    —Throwing weapon.

    It was Chohee.

    At some point, she had hidden herself, and now she took advantage of my blind spot.

    I flicked my arm to deflect the weapon and was just about to shift my stance—

    —Above.

    I looked up.

    —Hwaran.

    That quiet girl was dropping down from a tree branch without making a sound.

    Both hands charged with energy, using the impact of the fall itself as a weapon.

    And at the center of all those attacks.

    Sowol, who had crawled up to my feet, moved.

    I had no idea when she slipped in like that.

    Her center was low, aiming right behind my knee.

    Fast and low.

    This wasn’t just a punch.

    It was clear from her stance and footwork, she intended to take me down.

    ‘Whoa now, this is a little dangerous.’

    I was momentarily at a loss for words.

    In that moment, all four of my disciples came at me at once.

    All at once.

    Without a single moment of hesitation.

    Seorin’s sword.

    Chohee’s throwing weapon.

    Hwaran’s drop.

    And, Sowol’s low charge.

    I burst out laughing.

    “Hahahahaha…!”

    I laughed from the bottom of my heart.

    And as that laughter escaped, my body spun into action.

    Tak. Puck. Chwak!

    Just three movements.

    I rolled my foot once to push Sowol back.

    Twisted my body to redirect Hwaran’s falling strike.

    Reached back and flicked away Chohee’s weapon.

    And finally, caught Seorin’s sword with my sheath.

    I steadied my breathing in place and turned my head.

    All four disciples were circling around me.

    Each one with serious eyes.

    “Yes… You’ve grown well. At this level… I’m truly satisfied.”

    I slowly shifted my gaze.

    Four disciples.

    Seorin, Sowol, Hwaran, and Chohee.

    Each in their own style, it was a coordinated attack close to perfection.

    The timing, the positioning, the angles and flow—everything moved in perfect unison, like it had been rehearsed.

    For a moment, I silently looked at the kids.

    Then—one by one, I gave them a smile.

    To Seorin, I nodded with a smile.

    To Sowol, a short snort.

    To Hwaran, a soft expression with relaxed eyes.

    And to Chohee, a faint smile lifting just one corner of my mouth.

    They looked confused for a moment.

    And in that moment, I spoke again.

    “Well done. Truly, well done.”

    It sounded like my words were trailing off—but I quickly continued.

    “But… you’re still not there yet.”

    I raised my arm.

    I didn’t draw my sword.

    Because one palm was more than enough.

    “From this point on—”

    The moment those words left my lips, I stomped the ground.

    The earth rumbled.

    First, Sowol.

    She was the closest.

    I launched myself at her.

    Just before she could reflexively raise her arms, I shifted in midair and pushed her shoulder.

    Tang.

    Sowol rolled to the ground.

    But I didn’t send her flying too far.

    Next was Chohee.

    She was already trying to retreat into the shadows.

    But.

    “There.”

    I flicked a small stone with my fingertip.

    It struck right next to her foot.

    “Ah!”

    Chohee yelped and revealed herself.

    I quickly closed the distance.

    Tok.

    I lightly tapped her forehead with my palm.

    She fell backward with a pouty, indignant look.

    Hwaran tried to read the flow of my inner strength and respond.

    A solid stance, precise balance.

    But now it was time to shake that balance.

    As I spun my foot through the air, the airflow shifted.

    In that moment, her footing wavered slightly.

    I grabbed her wrist and twisted.

    Tok.

    Hwaran’s body spun and tumbled to the ground.

    Dust swirled in the air.

    And finally.

    Seorin.

    Always the calmest, always the one who faced me head-on.

    Seorin’s sword gleamed.

    This time, she was serious.

    But so was I.

    The moment her sword came flying toward my neck, I drew my sheath and deflected its path.

    As the blade missed its mark, I struck her abdomen with the edge of my hand, laced with a subtle vibration.

    “Urgh…!”

    Seorin was pushed back.

    All four of them gathered again in a circle.

    Breathing heavily, their bodies covered in dust.

    I hadn’t even drawn my sword.

    “Only now can we say… the real training has finally begun.”

    After those words, I slowly turned and walked away.

    The sound of my disciples breathing behind me—felt unusually vivid today.

  Chapter 12: The Wrap-Up. The Departure.

    That evening.

    In a quiet corner of the courtyard, beneath a small pavilion no one usually visited.

    Seorin sat with her back against a pillar, while Chohee sat cross-legged, absentmindedly fiddling with a small stone.

    Hwaran silently held a teacup, and Sowol had her arms wrapped around her knees, staring at the ground.

    No one spoke, but the air felt strangely heavy.

    Sowol sighed first and muttered.

    “Even with a coordinated attack… it was useless.”

    At those words, everyone’s gaze dropped to the floor.

    No one could answer right away.

    After a brief silence, Chohee carefully spoke up.

    “…You all know, right?”

    All eyes turned to her.

    Chohee gave a faint smile and added.

    “That we’ve all… come back.”

    Seorin’s fingers paused ever so slightly, and Hwaran quietly set down her teacup.

    It was a moment where no one could easily speak.

    This time, Sowol murmured softly.

    “Was Master… always that strong?”

    Though her tone was one of complaint, there was a mix of surprise and a strange relief in her voice.

    Another moment of silence passed, then Seorin slowly opened her mouth.

    “I knew he was strong. Before… and even now.”

    But I didn’t expect this level.

    Even if I brought the strongest version of myself from my past life here…

    Could I really win?

    Seorin felt a flicker of doubt, but it wasn’t an unpleasant feeling.

    Their master was strong.

    Stronger than anyone she had ever known.

    Hwaran quietly nodded.

    “I’ve… never once thought I’d beaten Master. I’ve always just been trying to keep up.”

    She didn’t raise the cup to her lips, just gently held it in her hands.

    “I ran all this way hoping to grasp even just his shadow… But today, he didn’t feel like a shadow, he felt like a mountain. One that can never be climbed.”

    Chohee smiled quietly.

    “I never really went all out before. But… even with the four of us working together, I didn’t think the difference would be that big.”

    Chohee let the stone in her hand drop with a small tock.

    “But weirdly, I’m not upset about it. Seeing him exactly the way he used to be… It actually makes me feel relieved, somehow.”

    Sowol gave a small nod.

    “I think I took it all too lightly. I only ever saw it as fun—messing with Master… But today was the first time I truly went at him seriously.”

    She hugged her knees even tighter.

    Seorin spoke last.

    “So the place we’ve returned to, in the end…”

    She slowly raised her head, gazing beyond the lodgings into the deep darkness.

    “…is still the place where the tallest mountain stands before us.”

    No one objected to her words.

    All four of them were thinking the same thing.

    They would now begin preparing again, each in their own way—to climb that mountain, or to get just a little closer to it.

    The morning sunli,ght gently lit the courtyard.

    I stood before the pavilion, gazing at the center of the yard with familiar footsteps.

    There, four disciples stood side by side.

    Their uniforms were in tatters—ripped in places, stained with mud and dust.

    But their eyes were clear and steady.

    Sweat clung to their foreheads, some had bruises on their arms, and scratch marks lined their legs.

    Yet not one of them complained.

    They simply stood, looking forward, radiating silent determination.

    It was a sight that filled me with pride.

    I slowly nodded and spoke.

    “You’ve all worked hard.”

    Even before I finished speaking, their shoulders eased.

    A breath of relief, as if tension had finally lifted.

    I looked to Seorin first.

    “Seorin. As always, you stayed calm and composed. Your ability to make quick decisions and hold your ground, it’s truly impressive.”

    Seorin quietly bowed her head.

    There was a slight tremble in her eyes, but her lips remained firmly closed.

    Her hands were clasped tightly behind her back, the veins on the backs of her hands faintly raised.

    I turned next to Chohee.

    “Chohee. Your movements in the shadows were impressive. Your ability to hide your presence has become far more refined than before. And that unwavering focus until the very end—you deserve praise for it.”

    Chohee smiled brightly, but tears shimmered faintly in her eyes.

    I pretended not to notice.

    She lowered her head and played with the hem of her robe using her fingertips.

    That small trembling gesture conveyed even deeper emotions.

    Next was Hwaran.

    “Hwaran. Your steady and solid inner strength, and your ability to focus precisely at the right moment—those are your unique strengths. You don’t act recklessly, and your perseverance never wavers. Well done.”

    Hwaran closed her eyes in silence.

    The way she nodded without a word made her look especially mature.

    Her breathing was calm and even, and there wasn’t a hint of disturbance on her face.

    She was probably thinking more than anyone on the inside.

    Last was Sowol.

    “Sowol. You surprised me the most. Your quick and unpredictable movements, and your refusal to give up until the very end, all of that has helped you grow. Well done, Sowol.”

    Sowol lowered her head, the tip of her nose turning red.

    Then she quietly murmured,

    “…I’ll knock you down one day, Master. One day for sure.”

    I couldn’t help but smile and nodded.

    Yes.

    That’s how they should grow.

    These kids…

    They were growing into something truly incredible.

    Their bodies were tired, their uniforms in tatters, but in this moment, they looked stronger than anyone.

    Their eyes, their stances, their presence, it was all unshakable.

    I slowly looked forward again and spoke.

    “Today, we depart for the Martial Arts Alliance.”

    My disciples’ expressions instantly hardened.

    The touching atmosphere from just a moment ago vanished, and tension filled the air once more.

    I continued.

    “All training is suspended. No luggage is needed. We leave as we are. Leave behind weapons, money—everything. Starting today… we depart.”

    At those words, Seorin furrowed her brow slightly, Sowol stared at me wide-eyed,
Chohee pressed her lips tightly together, and Hwaran set her teacup down with a quiet exhale.

    I turned my head and looked at each of my four disciples, one by one.\

    “From here on, each of you will go your own way. No luggage, no companions needed. I’ll leave first. Whether you come together or separately, come to Kaifeng, in your own way.”

    And with that, I said no more and turned away.

    In the next instant, I vanished down the mountain path at a speed none of them could follow.

    The disciples stood frozen in place, blank expressions on their faces as they stared after me.

    A strange silence settled between them, none sure who would move first.

    At that moment, from far down the path where I was disappearing, I smiled faintly and murmured to myself,

    “With this…I’ll forgive you for secretly leaving Mount Wudang to go get real combat experience.”

    Of course, I made sure no one could hear me.

    Silence.

    The disciples, still gazing at the end of the mountain path where Jin Un had vanished, slowly turned to look at one another.

    Their training uniforms were torn and filthy.

    Calling them ‘training robes’ was generous, in their current state, they looked more like beggars.

    Tattered sleeves flapped in the wind, their shoes were worn through in places,
and scratches covered their hands and knees.

    “…He’s serious.”

    Seorin was the first to speak.

    Her tone was as calm as usual, but there was clear confusion beneath it.

    She leaned against one of the pavilion’s pillars, a slight furrow between her brows.

    “To just leave like that with no warning… Was he always like this?”

    Chohee gave an awkward smile and plopped down on the ground.

    She tapped at the dirt with her fingers and sighed softly.

    “I mean, I guess that fits Master’s personality, but still, this feels a bit much, doesn’t it?”

    Sowol looked down at her bare, battered feet before suddenly stomping on the ground.

    “This is seriously ridiculous! We’re in rags, no weapons, no money, and now we’re supposed to walk all the way to Kaifeng like this? How is that even reasonable?”

    She threw her hands up toward the sky, then let them fall with a grumble.

    “Master, this is too much! Why drop this on us out of nowhere?! At least let us change clothes, eat something, prepare a little!”

    That’s all.

    Seorin quietly brought her hand to her forehead, as if cradling her head, and muttered, “…Just what changed his mind so suddenly?”

    A brief silence followed her words.

    During that moment, Hwaran silently brushed the dirt off the edge of her robe that had fallen to the ground, then stood.

    “…Let’s go.”

    She spoke shortly and gazed out toward the distant mountains below.

    The wind passed by, and a strange stillness hung in the air.

    “Yeah, we should go. We’re Master’s disciples. If he says go, then we go.”

    Seorin straightened her back as she spoke.

    Chohee finally stood as well, raising one eyebrow.

    “Still, I’m not letting this slide. I’ll get payback. Definitely, someday.”

    Sowol crossed her arms, grumbling. 

    “When we get to Kaifeng, I’m gonna put a bug by Master’s pillow on the first night.”

    That’s what she said, but she, too, began walking forward.

    The four of them stood silently, looking down the path.

    Kaifeng.

    Their master would be waiting for them there.

  Chapter 13: Seorin, Sowol.

    “Let’s each go separately.”

    The other three turned to look at her at the same time.

    With a firm expression, Seorin continued.

    “We’re skilled enough. We know the roads. There’s no need to go together.”

    Chohee narrowed her eyes and raised the corner of her lips.

    “Why the sudden change? Wouldn’t it be better to stick together?”

    Seorin shook her head briefly.

    “Maybe… going separately is what Master wants.”

    No one could easily argue with that.

    A quiet breeze passed through.

    The leaves at the edge of the courtyard rustled.

    And in that wind, all four of them recalled their master’s final words.

    —From now on, each of you will go your own way.

    The message had been clear.

    Not just in words, but in action.

    He had left without warning, and they had simply stood there, watching his back.

    Seorin spoke again.

    “We don’t have weapons or money. We weren’t given any time to prepare. But maybe… that was part of the plan too. To make us decide for ourselves.”

    Hwaran quietly nodded.

    Chohee let out a small sigh and shrugged her shoulders.

    Sowol, arms crossed, fell into thought for a moment, but then, without a word, began walking in a different direction.

    Seorin didn’t say anything more.

    She just gave a slight nod, then quietly turned and began walking as well.

    Steps that moved before words.

    That was her way, and at the same time, a silent answer to them all.

    “First, I’ll head to Yangyang.”

    Seorin muttered to herself as she started walking.

    She would take a boat from Yangyang.

    Then follow the Han River northward by water to Nanyang.

    From there, she’d pass through Yeo Mountain and reach Kaifeng.

    It would be the fastest route.

    With that thought, she began descending the familiar mountain path of Mount Wudang.

    The wind was still cool, and the leaves rustled with a soft sound.

    But all of it felt strangely unfamiliar.

    No, more precisely, the scene overlapped with memories from the past.

    The last time she walked down this path, it had been very different.

    Her training robes had been soaked in blood.

    Her body was covered in wounds, large and small.

    Her left arm hadn’t moved, and her legs barely held her up.

    But still, she had to walk.

    Back then, even the idea of stopping to get up after falling felt like a luxury.

    She had gritted her teeth and forced herself down Mount Wudang.

    Just surviving had been enough to be thankful for.

    Recalling that memory, Seorin let out a faint, dry chuckle.

    Now, it was different.

    There were no wounds.

    And her heart—was steady and strong.

    The ironic thing was, there was no longer a sword at her waist.

    That empty space felt oddly out of place.

    As a swordswoman, she had carried a blade for decades.

    How did she end up like this—unarmed?

    A small, involuntary chuckle escaped her lips.

    She wouldn’t make the same mistakes again.

    She had no intention of repeating the failures of her past life.

    And so, with that firm resolve, she set off.

    Only for Seorin to stop after just one gak (15 minutes).

    “…Ah.”

    Her eyes were fixed forward, but her thoughts were somewhere else entirely.

    “…I don’t have any money.”

    She had to take a boat.

    And boat fare wasn’t cheap.

    But at the moment, she had nothing in her hands.

    Because of her master’s orders, she hadn’t been allowed to bring anything.

    All she had was the old, worn-out training robe on her back.

    That was it.

    “…So how am I supposed to board a boat?”

    Again, she let out a small laugh.

    “…I thought things would be different this time.”

    Seorin placed her hands on her hips and lowered her head.

    A quiet sigh followed.

    Reality always has a way of testing one’s resolve.

    Seorin is, at this very moment, starving.

    On the day she left, she had been in high spirits.

    She still had her pride, and she felt like she could do anything.

    But after wandering through mountain trails and open fields for five days without a single proper meal, pride no longer mattered.

    Nothing did.

    On the first day, she proudly avoided all wild animals.

    On the second, she tried chewing on grass from the field… and spat it out immediately.

    On the third, she found herself eyeing a squirrel—and immediately felt disgusted with herself.

    On the fourth, she seriously tried to bite into an acorn, and nearly broke a tooth.

    And now, on the fifth day.

    Seorin stood on a hill just outside of Yangyang, deep in serious contemplation.

    ‘Can I even get through the city gates looking like this?’

    Her hair was a mess.

    Her training robe was torn, exposing one knee completely.

    Her face was caked in dust.

    On top of that, her back was hunched, and her steps resembled more of a zombie’s shuffle than a warrior’s stride.

    Just a moment ago, a little girl passing by had tossed her a coin and run away.

    That coin was now sitting in Seorin’s hand.

    After a moment of thought, she muttered,

    “…Where did it all go wrong?”

    With those words, a hollow laugh burst out.

    She felt pathetic for laughing, but even that, she couldn’t stop.

    The gates of Yangyang were far in the distance.

    Laborers were hauling loads, vendors bustled about with carts, and the streets were crowded with movement.

    Seorin straightened her back and lifted her head.

    “…Still, I made it.”

    With those words, she carefully tucked the coin into her robe.

    One way or another, she’d arrived.

    Even if she looked like a beggar.

    As soon as she stepped into the city, she headed straight toward the harbor.

    She needed information first.

    When the next boat would depart, where it was going, and most importantly—how much the fare was.

    And before she could even finish that thought.

    “Hey, you. Yeah, you.”

    A shadow stepped in front of her.

    When she looked up, three men stood there, clearly thugs.

    Greasy hair, tattered clothes, and expressions that screamed trouble.

    “Don’t see many girl beggars around here, huh?”

    The one in front sneered as he spoke.

    Behind him, the other two chuckled crudely.

    Seorin simply stared at them blankly.

    As if there wasn’t even a reason to reply.

    “Hey, say something. What, you mute or what?”

    She glanced toward the harbor for a moment, then looked back at them.

    And then, she smirked.

    A little while later.

    “AAAAAAGHHHH!!”

    The alley behind the harbor echoed with screams.

    The three thugs were plastered to the wall like frightened cats, their bodies covered in bluish bruises.

    Their clothes were torn, their hair disheveled, and one of them had both hands raised, crying in earnest.

    “We’re sorry… we just… we just wanted a few coins, that’s all…”

    In front of them stood Seorin, holding a wooden club.

    Her training robes were completely torn, her face covered in dust and dirt, and her cheeks slightly sunken from hunger, but her eyes burned with cold, sharp life.

    Seorin slowly leaned the club against her shoulder and spoke.

    “I’m guessing you bully people like this all the time.”

    The three thugs clenched their eyes shut, shaking their heads vigorously without saying a word.

    “Hah, so you’re not even gonna answer, huh.”

    Seorin smirked and tapped the club against the ground.

    At the sound, all three thugs flinched at once.

    “Alright then. Starting now, I’m going to turn you into proper human beings.”

    At that, one of the thugs spoke up in a near-sobbing voice.

    “No, please… we’re really fine just the way we are—”

    Just then, a loud and mighty sound echoed from Seorin’s stomach.

    Grrrrrowl.

    In an instant, the mood twisted in a strange way.

    All three thugs’ eyes shifted simultaneously to her stomach.

    Seorin very slowly turned her head to look at them, and with a completely straight face, without a hint of embarrassment, asked.

    “…You guys got any money?”

    Her face was full of genuine sincerity.

    On the fifth day since their departure, Sowol appeared confidently in front of the city gates of Hyeongju.

    Her training robes were torn and dirty in places, but her face was spotless, and her hair was surprisingly neatly tied back.

    In fact, she looked not just fine, she looked like she had even gained a little color in her cheeks.

    Holding a twig in her hand, she casually waved to the guards at the gate.

    “Hello there~ Just passing through~”

    One of the guards blinked at her in confusion, then, stunned by her brazenness, simply stepped aside and let her through.

    She looked so completely at ease that he just assumed she must be a local beggar girl.

    Sowol hummed a tune as she walked into the city.

    There wasn’t a trace of hesitation in her steps.

    And for good reason.

    The entire journey, she hadn’t gone hungry.

    In fact, she hadn’t even had time to skip a meal.

    On the first day, she ran into a plump mountain rabbit in the forest.

    She didn’t hesitate—threw a stone, and caught it cleanly.

    On the second day, she spotted fish by the riverside.

    Catching them by hand was difficult, but with a stick and some stones, she crafted a makeshift spear, and surprisingly, it worked.

    On the third day, she foraged for plants in the fields.

    They were a bit bitter, but the scent was familiar.

    She remembered sneaking them behind Master’s back once, and getting a stomachache.

    This time, she cooked them. 

    They were edible.

    On the fourth day, she found some strange-looking mushrooms.

    A few bites made her dizzy, but she recovered quickly.

    The taste was pretty good, and she didn’t mind the warming sensation in her body.

    And now, on the fifth day.

    She stood in front of Hyeongju’s gates, her face full of energy.

    Stretching lightly, she murmured,

    “Mmm~ Ate well, slept well… Maybe I’ll look around Hyeongju a bit, then head toward Hankou?”

    She glanced around briefly, then headed straight for the market.

    Her eyes were focused, her steps light and nimble.

    “Wonder if there’s anything tasty around here~?”

    Strangely enough,
the word training had long since disappeared from her thoughts.

    Half an hour later.

    In a back alley on the outskirts of Hyeongju, where old warehouses were gathered in a dusty row.

    Sowol leaned against a wall, quietly chewing on a dried sweet potato.

    One of the locals—feeling pity after watching her drool over food at a cart, had handed her the sweet potato.

    And now, as she snacked peacefully, a few beggars approached her.

    Wearing ragged robes, faces covered in grime.

    The one in front gave her a once-over and spoke.

    “You don’t know this is our turf, do you?”

    Sowol didn’t respond.

    She simply kept chewing on her sweet potato, and slowly raised her gaze.

    “You’d better scram. If you’re new, learn your place—”

    “…Hmph.”

    Sowol finished chewing, then let the dry twig she had been holding fall to the ground with a soft thud.

    And slowly—very slowly—she stood up.

    She didn’t lower her stance.

    She didn’t flare her aura.

    She just smiled, coldly.

    And the moment that smile spread across her face, the beggars’ expressions began to stiffen, ever so slightly.

  Chapter 14: Hwaran. Chohee.

    Sowol was in a great mood.

    Even when she stayed still, fortune had a way of walking right up to her.

    In a cloud of dust and dirt, figures rolled around on the ground, clutching their bodies and screaming in chaos.

    Three beggars were sprawled out, writhing in pain.

    “Gaaah! Y-You crazy witch…!”

    One of them staggered to his feet, grinding his teeth.

    Blood streamed from his nose, and the skin around his eye was swollen and red.

    “D-Do you even know who we are?! We’re from the Beggar’s Sect—”

    Before he could finish that sentence, Sowol’s knee came flying straight into the center of his vision.

    Thwack.

    Her knee struck his jaw squarely, and his words were instantly swallowed back down his throat.

    He spun once in the air before crashing down to the ground with a solid thud.

    Sowol slowly turned her neck, looking at the remaining two beggars.

    A faint smirk played across her lips.

    “The Beggar’s Sect, so what?”

    With just that one line, the other two immediately dropped to their knees.

    One of them wiped at his bloody nose with both hands raised, the other frantically bowed his head.

    “We’re sorry! We didn’t know! T-This is our turf, but, uh, we didn’t really mean it—!”

    Sowol stepped toward them slowly.

    Bruised faces, torn clothes, trembling hands, but there was still a faint glint of hostility in their eyes.

    Sowol lifted the chin of one of the kneeling beggars with the tip of her foot and asked.

    “Alright then. Tell me what you’re good for.”

    The beggars looked at each other, stumbling over their words.

    “W-We’re just beggars, what good could we possibly be—”

    Before the sentence could finish.

    Sowol’s knee came up again.

    Thud.

    This time, it landed square on his face, and the beggar collapsed like he’d been launched.

    The last one flinched, then quickly waved both hands and shouted,

    “I’m useful! I swear! I know a shortcut to the docks! I’ve got a bit of money! I can carry your bags too—!”

    Only then did Sowol ease her brows slightly.

    “Good. That’s enough to make you worth keeping alive.”

    She raised her chin again and smiled, that strange, crooked smile.


    “From now on, you two follow me and earn your meals. Otherwise, it’s knee time again. Got it?”

    The beggar nodded furiously.

    “Yes, ma’am! Absolutely! We’ll totally earn our keep!”

    And just like that, Sowol’s strange little entourage began.

    On the outskirts of Bangju, someone was quietly making their way down a steep mountain path.

    Footsteps so calm they didn’t raise a speck of dust.

    An expression untouched even by the wind brushing through the grass.

    Hwaran had, before she knew it, arrived at the border of Bangju, five days since she’d set out.

    She hadn’t encountered a single person.

    Hadn’t spoken a single word.

    She simply walked, regulated her breath,  checked the flow of her inner strength,
and refined herself.

    She rinsed her mouth in puddles by the roadside, chewed a few leaves to dull her hunger.

    Sometimes, she placed moist stones in her mouth just to push through the hunger with her saliva.

    But her steps had never once faltered.

    At night, she slept right on the rocks.

    At dawn, she rose before the first light.

    Dust had settled on her back, and branches had scratched her training robes, but Hwaran didn’t care.

    This was training.

    Even walking, even breathing—was part of it.

    When the rooftops of Bangju finally appeared in the distance, Hwaran quietly stopped.

    She took a steady breath and looked around.

    The wind brushed past the leaves, and a faint sound of water trickled from far away.

    Taking in all those sounds, she softly murmured,

    “…I’ve arrived.”

    No one heard her words, but to her, that one line was enough.

    Without anyone knowing.

    Without anyone able to interfere.

    Hwaran quietly began walking toward Bangju.

    When night fell, Hwaran silently slipped out through the alleys of Bangju and headed toward the rear mountain.

    To the eye, it was just an ordinary patch of grass.

    But there, she stopped, and moved a small stone on the ground.

    Click.

    A faint sound of a hidden mechanism unlocking.

    The ground sank down, revealing a deep, dark staircase below.

    “…As I thought. Still being used at this hour.”

    It was exactly as she remembered from her past life.

    This place had once been the very hideout she personally managed for the assassins under her command.

    She didn’t know who used it now, but she could tell.

    The energy inside.

    The faint signs of organization that seemed careless, but were clearly intentional.

    Someone was still using this place.

    Hwaran quietly descended the stairs.

    Inside the hideout, it was cold and dark.

    But her gaze didn’t waver.

    She hid in the shadows near the entrance, and waited.

    Tap, tap, tap.

    Three sets of footsteps approached.

    The moment they stepped into the hideout, Hwaran moved.

    Her hand struck the nape of the first man’s neck.

    The second had no time to react before her fingers pierced his chest, he collapsed without even a breath.

    The third man instinctively dodged, but Hwaran swept his ankle out from under him, then brought her fingertips down hard on the back of his head.

    Thud.

    All three dropped to the ground.

    A short, clean takedown.

    Resistance had been meaningless.

    “…Ugh, ugh…”

    Now, the three assassins lay bound hand and foot in the center of the hideout.

    Hwaran sat before them, expressionless.

    Her eyes were calm, her breathing, composed.

    She quietly untied the cloth bundle at her waist.

    Inside were herbs, poisons, mushrooms, and seeds, materials she had gathered along her journey here, all neatly arranged.

    With practiced hands, she selected and mixed them quickly.

    The resulting concoction gave off a dizzying stench, but Hwaran didn’t flinch.

    “Poison King.”

    The nickname she had once been called in her past life floated briefly through her mind.

    This much—was nothing.

    She took the small black pills she’d formed and pressed one into each assassin’s mouth, forcing it deep beneath their tongues, not even giving them a chance to spit it out.

    “Swallow it. If you don’t, it’ll hurt more.”

    She murmured the words like a whisper to herself.

    Only after the last pill had been given did she finally rise.

    The assassins began to gasp for breath.

    Their body heat spiked, and pain surged through their limbs—stiff, burning, uncontrollable.

    The suffering had begun. 

    And only she knew the antidote.

    A luxurious carriage rolled quietly along a dusty road.

    There was no jarring clatter, not even the sound of hooves—everything was muted and refined.

    Inside the carriage, Chohee sat reclined, legs stretched out comfortably.

    Her training robe was torn in places and dust-stained, but she didn’t seem the slightest bit bothered.

    “Grapes.”

    With that single word, one of the attendants riding with her silently picked up a plate of grapes and placed them carefully in her hand, one by one.

    Chohee popped one into her mouth without any particular emotion and chewed slowly.

    “Water.”

    Another brief command.

    A different attendant poured water from a polished flask into a small, delicate cup and handed it to her with care.

    Chohee took it, drank, and without a word more, turned to gaze out the window.

    The city walls of Uiyang were coming into view.

    “We’ve arrived.”

    She spoke softly to herself and let out a light yawn.

    Everything about her was so natural, so accustomed to this life, as if it had always been this way.

    As the carriage passed through the gates into the city, Chohee slowly opened the door and stepped down.

    The attendants promptly began tidying the surroundings, and the coachman bowed deeply, reins in hand.

    “Thank you for your work,” Chohee said calmly. 

    The coachman immediately straightened up with a cheerful smile.

    “It’s nothing, miss. Just call on me anytime.”

    Even that exchange felt like part of an everyday routine.

    The moment she stepped off the carriage, Chohee made her way straight toward the grandest inn across the street.

    As she approached the entrance, the staff swung the doors open in unison and greeted her.

    “Welcome!”

    Chohee gave a slight, familiar nod.

    “Yes, hello.”

    Her tone was unhurried, her manner laid-back.

    She followed the waiting host inside, and the moment she settled into a comfortable seat, she ordered without hesitation.

    “Let’s start with duck tongue stir-fry, roasted pheasant, and… oh, the steamed bear paw too.”

    The attendant, surprised, nodded quickly.

    Chohee crossed one leg over the other and looked out the window.

    “Quickly. And put ice in the water.”

    To Chohee, this was nothing more than a comfortable, familiar day.

    It was near the end of her meal.

    “Chohee!!”

    The door burst open with a bang, and a booming voice shook the room.

    Chohee slowly turned her head.

    A faint crease formed between her brows, and her gaze turned cold.

    She spoke in a voice that sounded both tired and unsurprised.

    “…I told you not to follow me.”

    The middle-aged man who entered had quite a striking presence.

    Over his black robes were two crimson silk sashes, and a gleaming jade ornament hung from his waist.

    He had a neatly trimmed beard, a solid build, and a face that seemed like it could draw people in with its bold, hearty laughter anywhere he went.

    He grinned wide at the sight of his daughter.

    “I didn’t follow you! I just happened to be nearby on business. I figured you’d come this way!”

    Chohee didn’t respond.

    Instead, she picked up her water glass and took a sip.

    The man, still shamelessly smiling, plopped himself down on the opposite side of the table.

    “Hmm~ As expected, you carry yourself differently. You’ve got that presence. It’s impressive, really.”

    Chohee carefully placed a grape seed on the plate.

    Then she looked at her father and spoke briefly.

    “This time, seriously—stop following me.”

    At her words, the man’s face twisted for a moment.

    But he quickly chuckled and nodded.

    “Alright, alright. I really won’t follow you anymore.”

    Chohee turned her gaze back out the window without replying.

    And then, suddenly, the street scene beyond the inn caught her eye.

    She murmured softly to herself.

    “…It’s already been ten days.”

  
    Chapter 15: Seorin. Sowol.

    In front of the main hall of the Murimmaeng, I slowly ascended the old stone steps.

    A slight frown creased my face.

    Ah, to return here again.

    A short, quiet click of my tongue escaped my mouth.

    If it weren’t for Zhangmun Sa-hyeong, I would have never come back here.

    My pace was leisurely, but the gazes around me weren’t.

    The same training robes, the same martial artists moving about.

    But even among them, I could clearly feel eyes drawn to me.

    The first person I locked eyes with slightly furrowed their brow and turned away.

    The second glanced at me, then nudged their companion’s arm and whispered.

    “Isn’t that Jin Un?”

    “Is he still around…?”

    Each word was crystal clear.

    It wasn’t like they were deliberately speaking loudly, but their words rang in my ears sharply.

    Without saying anything, I slowly turned my gaze to them.

    One of them, with a startled expression, quickly lowered their head and moved away.

    It wasn’t even funny.

    They muttered behind my back, but when it came time to face me, they avoided me.

    The corner of my mouth lifted slightly.

    Yes, this was Murimmaeng.

    A place I’d spent decades in, yet it always felt like this.

    The reason my steps toward this place were never light.

    …Among those gazes, there was also a familiar face.

    At the foot of the stairs, the elders from the Namgung family were about to enter the main hall.

    The moment they saw me, the atmosphere subtly chilled.

    One of them raised an eyebrow, scanning me, then sighed lightly and turned away.

    I tried to ignore it, but one of them stopped and walked toward me.

    Namgungheon, an elder of the Namgung family.

    Stubborn, love for fighting, and never hesitant to show his emotions.

    He lowered his sharp gaze and spoke.

    “Jin Un. What brings you crawling back here?”

    I couldn’t help but let out a small laugh.

    “I walked in. I was invited.”

    “Invited? It seems Wudang is still lacking people. I can’t believe they still have someone like you as an elder.”

    At those words, several pairs of eyes turned toward us, and some whispered with a sly grin.

    I didn’t respond.

    I just looked at Namgungheon with a blank expression, then lightly shrugged and continued walking.

    “Running away, are we?”

    I stopped in my tracks at those words.

    Slowly, I turned my head and looked at him with a smirk.

    “A dog barking, huh.”

    Namgungheon’s face twisted in anger.

    “What did you say?! You little—!”

    His hand reached for his sword hilt.

    I shifted my stance slightly, loosening my footing.

    “Want to see who’s louder?”

    The words came out short and cool.

    Namgungheon’s eyes gleamed with hostility.

    “I’ll shut that mouth of yours myself.”

    Just as he took a step forward.

    “Elder Heon.”

    A low, composed voice called out to him.

    A familiar face.

    Yes, he’d come to Mount Wudang once before.

    Namgunghwi, the eldest son of the Namgung family.

    The one who would eventually inherit the family headship.

    He approached and placed a hand on Namgungheon’s shoulder.

    “Now is not the time. If something unpleasant happens before the council meeting, Father will not be pleased.”

    Namgungheon gritted his teeth and glared at me.

    But in the end, he let go of his sword and turned away.

    “Just wait… I’ll make sure you regret it.”

    I smiled lightly and replied.

    “Anytime.”

    Then I turned again and walked into the main hall.

    I could still feel the burning gaze on my back, but I was used to that by now.

    I wondered when the disciples would arrive.

    It had taken me roughly seven days and nights to get here.

    If they were quick, they might arrive in ten days.

    Fifteen, if they were slow.

    Strangely, I found myself wanting to see their faces.

    I knew the moment they arrived, something chaotic would happen, and trouble would follow.

    But still, I was looking forward to it.

    On the gently swaying boat,

    Seorin sat by the window, gazing out at the sea.

    The ocean breeze lightly tousled her hair.

    Just a few days ago, her cheeks had been sunken and pale.

    Now, color was slowly returning, and her expression looked much softer than before.

    With a quiet exhale, Seorin glanced around the ship.

    Behind her stood three men, straight as poles in perfect attention.

    Their torn clothes had been awkwardly stitched, and bruises still lingered across their faces.

    Yet their backs were straight, and their expressions were dead serious.

    Thugs.

    No—at this point, companions might be the better word.

    Seorin slowly shifted her gaze away, thinking.

    —It was thanks to them that she even got on this boat.

    They had paid the fare.

    Even though it wasn’t their money, the way they had trembled while handing it over was still enough to make her want to laugh now.

    But Seorin didn’t laugh.

    “I dragged you out of town before you caused more trouble. So it’s probably a good thing for your lives too.”

    At her words, one of the three bowed deeply again, looking like he was about to cry.

    Seeing that, Seorin quietly closed her eyes.

    “I hope this is a peaceful voyage.”

    But of course, life rarely goes as planned.

    Just as they were nearing Nanyang.

    A ship began to approach from a distance, as dark as the night itself.

    Its hull was painted entirely black.

    No flags, no insignias.

    Like a shadow floating over the waves, it drew nearer in silence, cold and eerie.…?

    Seorin narrowed her eyes, peering through the window.

    Up on deck, the sailors began moving frantically.

    Some rushed to lower the sails, others gripped ropes and shouted urgently to one another.

    “That ship… don’t tell me it’s a Blackblade.”

    Someone muttered the words under their breath.

    And as they spread, the passengers began slipping into the cabins one by one.

    Pale-faced, clutching their belongings as they ran.
Mothers cradling children and curling into corners.

    And.

    The three men standing behind Seorin exchanged nervous glances, whispering in low voices.

    “S-Shouldn’t we head below deck?”

    “Let’s hide for now! Those guys really might be out to raid us!”

    The three began backing away with muttered panic, but Seorin rose quietly and looked back at them.

    “Sit down.”

    One short word.

    The three men froze instantly, then dropped into their seats like puppets with cut strings.

    Seorin turned back to the black ship outside the window.

    In her eyes shimmered the cold glint of the sea.

    Sowol suddenly turned her head toward the man awkwardly trailing behind her.

    “You. What’s your name?”

    “M-Me?! Uh… I, well…”

    “Never mind. From now on, you’re Changpal.”

    “…Sorry, what?”

    Sowol stepped up and lightly patted his shoulder.

    “Changpal. Nice name, right? Even if you don’t like it, I do.”

    “…Y-Yes! Changpal it is!”

    “Good. Changpal, from today on, you’re my errand boy. Make yourself useful.”

    And with that, Sowol started walking forward.

    Changpal glanced around nervously, then hurried to follow behind her.

    “Oh, right.”

    Sowol suddenly stopped and looked back.

    “If you run away…”

    She grinned and pointed at the beggar whose nose she had smashed in earlier.

    “…You might end up like that.”

    Changpal immediately snapped to attention and bowed deeply.

    “I’ll never run! I swear my loyalty!”

    “Good.”

    Sowol resumed walking at a steady pace.

    “Now then, time to head to Kaifeng. You know the way, right?”

    “Yes! I-I do!” 

    Changpal quickly answered.

    “If we pass through Hankou and follow the river north, we’ll get to Kaifeng quickly!”

    Sowol nodded.

    “Great. Then we go to Hankou. Guide us properly. If you mess around—”

    “I won’t! I’ll do my absolute best!”

    “Good. Let’s go, Changpal.”

    Sowol raised her hand, pointing forward, and began walking again.

    Behind her, Changpal followed with all the energy he could muster.

    “Um… are we really just… walking the whole way?” 

    Changpal asked cautiously.

    “Yup. Why?”

    Sowol shrugged and glanced back.

    “What about supplies…?”

    “Do we need any?”

    “I-I mean… food, clothes, stuff like that…”

    Sowol stopped, turned toward him, then looked up at the sky and said.

    “Food is everywhere, isn’t it?”

    “…Sorry, what?”

    “There are fruits on trees, greens on the ground, birds in the sky. See? The world’s so generous to you.”

    “Y-Yeah, but… not all of it’s edible, right…?”

    “Everything’s edible, Changpal.”

    Sowol said with a cheerful grin.

    “If you’re that dissatisfied, just say so. I’ll make sure you eat nothing from now on.”

    Changpal’s face went pale.

    “I was joking, joking.”

    Sowol laughed and started walking again.

    Only then did Changpal let out a sigh and follow.

    Sowol hummed a light tune as they walked.

    Before they knew it, they had left Hyeongju behind, crossed a field, and distant mountains began to appear.

    The weather was nice, Changpal was doing his best to lead the way, and Sowol, in high spirits, even began to hum more brightly.

    But the peaceful journey didn’t last.

    Soon, a strange tension settled in.

    From beyond the bend in the road, through the trees, she felt the presence of others.

    Men on horseback.

    Wearing ragged armor, faces hidden beneath wide-brimmed hats, backs hunched low, gripping their reins lazily.

    And there weren’t just one or two.

    A group of bandits.

    Changpal hesitated and gently tugged on the edge of Sowol’s sleeve.

    “Um… I think… over there…”

    But Sowol had already seen them.

    Without raising an eyebrow, she simply tilted her head slightly.

    “Hm. Looks like they think we’re easy prey.”

    Changpal had already taken a step back.

    Sowol lowered her head slightly, and chuckled.

    “So there are days like this.”

    One of the bandits dismounted and shouted.

    “Hey! You two! Let’s have a look at what you’ve got in those pockets!”

    Sowol slowly raised her head.

    A smile still lingered on her lips.

    “This might be fun.”
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