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      Chapter 1. The Final Hope
    

    
      

    

    『Warning, a message that has disabled the hacking defense system has been forcibly received.』

    
      

    

    A sharp alarm rang out from the main computer of the Earth Union Space Development Bureau, and a mysterious voice message was received. A state of emergency was declared immediately, and all available scientists on base gathered in the main computer room.

    
      

    

    
      [Greetings, people of Earth. I represent the intelligent extraterrestrial beings that those who pursue science have long searched for, and that those with faith have called gods.]
    

    
      

    

    
      [It is unfortunate that I must deliver such news. You have 5 years remaining. Within 5 years, prepare for terraforming (the process of making a non-Earth planet or environment suitable for human habitation).]
    

    
      

    

    
      [The solar system you belong to was created using artificial Big Bang particles dispersed by our species, and its lifespan has now come to an end. The time of apocalypse has arrived. To be honest, we did not expect that an intelligent species such as humanity would flourish to this extent. We pay our respects to your evolution and leave behind the method of terraforming Earth. Take heed. The time remaining for Earth is 5 years. We wish you good fortune.]
    

    
      

    

    As the video ended, the scientists fell into panic. They wanted to believe it was someone's prank. But as time passed, evidence and phenomena supporting Earth's impending destruction began to emerge, and the more research was done, the clearer the truth became.

    
      

    

    The Earth Union urgently established a countermeasure headquarters and began researching clues on how to terraform Earth. Based on those clues, the DMP (Dimension Movement Plan), nicknamed "Noah's Ark," was formed.

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    D-1 to Human Extinction.

    
      

    

    "Hey, Mr. Sa. You know tomorrow's the day of our trip, right?"

    
      

    

    A beautiful woman with blonde hair and striking features spoke teasingly to a man. The tall, intelligent-looking East Asian man with sharp eyes, dressed in a white lab coat, turned his body toward her. He had black hair and brown eyes that left an impression.

    
      

    

    "Crystal, just call me Shin Hyuk. Didn't we agree on that?"

    
      

    

    "Shall I, Mr. Shin Hyuk? Or should I say Oppa?"

    
      

    

    "And 'trip'? Tomorrow's the project launch day. More accurately, it's humanity's last day, isn't it? Still, I'm glad I get to face it with you."

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk smiled. Her warm tone and playful grin always brought him comfort.

    
      

    

    "More importantly, what is it? You're smiling like that?"

    
      

    

    "I'm naturally cheerful, Oppa."

    
      

    

    "You're so expressive. Mr. Shin Hyuk, Oppa, Big Brother. Didn't you call me 'Section Chief' yesterday? So what's up today that's got you so bright?"

    
      

    

    "It's good news, Oppa. You've been selected as the official representative for the Noah's Ark Project. Congratulations!"

    
      

    

    "What?!"

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk's eyes widened. Seeing her genuinely happy expression, he clenched his fist and abruptly turned around, dashing away, leaving Crystal behind.

    
      

    

    "Shin Hyuk! Wait!"

    
      

    

    She called after him urgently, but he didn't stop, he kept running and running. He arrived at the main control room. A thick steel door stood in his way.

    
      

    

    『Warning, please provide iris scan for SafeGuard authentication.』

    
      

    

    A sharp mechanical voice sounded as an android approached.

    
      

    

    "Shut up."

    
      

    

    In an instant, three small orbs appeared around Shin Hyuk's body and fired dozens of green beams at the android.

    
      

    

    
      
        Boom boom boom
      
    

    
      

    

    As the beams struck, the android was instantly reduced to a heap of scrap metal.

    
      

    

    
      
        Bang!
      
    

    
      

    

    Next, a beam twice as thick was fired, blowing away the steel door of the main control room in front of Shin Hyuk. Inside sat Rubin Gio, the base's supreme commander, as if waiting for Shin Hyuk, calmly smoking a cigarette in a chair.

    
      

    

    "You're here? Just as I expected. Commander Sa Shin Hyuk."

    
      

    

    "Who are you calling the commander?"

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk growled as he answered Rubin Gio.

    
      

    

    "Want to hear something interesting?"

    
      

    

    "If it's nonsense, put out that cigarette first. I’d rather roast your face instead."

    
      

    

    "My, weren't you always the relaxed and humorous type?"

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk moved his fingers. In sync, a flash of light appeared, slicing Rubin Gio's cigarette cleanly in half.

    
      

    

    "That was the mast."

    
      

    

    "Make sure your next words are convincing. If not, they'll be your last."

    
      

    

    "A man without flair."

    
      

    

    Despite Shin Hyuk's serious threat, the man chuckled and pulled a cigarette from Shin Hyuk’s shirt pocket, lit it, and placed it in his mouth.

    
      

    

    "You may think you’ve fulfilled your duty to humanity and are ready to die in peace, but Crystal and I strongly disagree. Especially me."

    
      

    

    "I thought I knew you well. Maybe I was wrong."

    
      

    

    "That's exactly why I'm standing in front of you now. This is your last and only warning. Switch us, me and Crystal."

    
      

    

    "Rejected. You're the commander of the Theresa. If Crystal had been selected instead, she'd be here begging me to switch with you."

    
      

    

    Despite Rubin Gio's consistent stance, Shin Hyuk also pulled a cigarette from his shirt pocket and lit it.

    
      

    

    This psychotic bastard would slash his own throat with a smile if it meant saving humanity. No way he chose me out of sentiment.

    
      

    

    "Tell me. The plan."

    
      

    

    As nicotine entered his bloodstream, Shin Hyuk managed to calm down and waited for Rubin Gio’s explanation.

    
      

    

    "Before that, let me ask. What exactly do you think the Astral Object is?"

    
      

    

    "Isn’t it something created by gathering what we call souls?"

    
      

    

    "Correct. And on top of that, it’s a device that extracts and compresses all the psionic energy spread across Earth."

    
      

    

    Rubin Gio exhaled a long puff of smoke and continued.

    
      

    

    "We concluded that moving all of Earth's life forms to another dimension was impossible. So instead, someone with compatibility would carry Earth's Astral Object to another dimension and revive humanity from there."

    
      

    

    "Just the conclusion, please."

    
      

    

    "You need to find a special Astral Object in another dimension."

    
      

    

    "...Go on."

    
      

    

    "From the day we received the message 5 years ago, we’ve researched and discovered that to terraform, we must resonate Earth’s Astral Object with a special Object in another dimension. The problem was, we didn’t know in which dimension it existed."

    
      

    

    "Then isn’t that hopeless?"

    
      

    

    "Surprisingly, Astral Objects with the same energy remain linked across all coordinates of space and time. So we split Earth’s Astral Object into two and altered the nature of one half to match the one in another dimension."

    
      

    

    "You mean...?"

    
      

    

    "That’s why we need you and Crystal. Her Astral Object will be modified and sent to another dimension."

    
      

    

    "Then I’m supposed to track her Object again, find Crystal and the corresponding Object in that dimension."

    
      

    

    "Exactly. But..."

    
      

    

    "But?"

    
      

    

    Rubin Gio paused, thinking for a moment. It clearly wasn’t something easy to say. His cigarette had burned halfway down. Gazing at the smoke, Rubin Gio flicked the ash and said:

    
      

    

    "Unlike you, who’ll be protected by Theresa, Crystal’s Astral will be forcibly broken down into subatomic particles and reassembled during dimension travel."

    
      

    

    "What?!"

    
      

    

    "Her memories may be reset, and her Astral scattered into pieces."

    
      

    

    "You call that a briefing…?"

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk grabbed Rubin Gio by the collar. Even then, Rubin Gio calmly exhaled smoke into Shin Hyuk's face and said slyly:

    
      

    

    "You’ll have to find the fragmented Crystal and the Astral Object of that dimension, and bring them to Theresa. The main computer will restore both her Astral and her memory. Terraforming will succeed too. Isn't that helpful?"

    
      

    

    Shrugging off Shin Hyuk’s hand, Rubin Gio stood up. He threw his cigarette to the ground and crushed it with his foot, then once again pulled a cigarette from Shin Hyuk’s shirt pocket and lit it.

    
      

    

    "Now go to Crystal. She probably knows the whole plan by now. This will be your last time seeing her. By project launch tomorrow, you and Crystal must enter the Astral Amplifier and synchronize your Astral levels to the final sequence stage."

    
      

    

    Before Rubin Gio even finished, Shin Hyuk turned and sprinted madly back the way he came. By the time he arrived, she had already stepped into the Astral Amplifier, leaving only her final words:

    
      

    

    "Don’t worry. Everything will be fine. And... no, never mind. Let’s talk later when we meet again! You’ll find me, right? Don’t you dare not find me."

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk swallowed the words he couldn’t say, letting them echo inside his chest.

    
      

    

    
      ‘I’ll definitely find you again.’
    

    
      

    

    Leaving her behind, Shin Hyuk too stepped into the Astral Amplifier aboard the Theresa. The last thing he saw was her inside that chamber. Thus began the DMP project. What happened after remained a blur in his memory.

    
      

    

    It lasted but a moment, yet it felt like an eternity. His soul was broken down to atoms and reassembled, an agonizing experience. And then, the pain ceased. He felt her. He had succeeded in tracing Crystal’s Astral trail and completed dimensional travel.

    
      

    

    『Attempting landing in 30 minutes. Current altitude: 10km above the target surface. Ship energy reserve: 28.9%. Energy recharge required. Scanning for nearby energy sources. Solar response detected. Activating Sol-Ral Energy Charging System. Supplying power to Main Computer.』

    
      

    

    In the darkness, a feminine voice blended flawlessly with machine tones. About ten minutes passed.

    
      

    

    『Main Computer 'Victorino' of the Theresa initialized.』

    
      

    

    『Transferring control from emergency system to Main Computer Victorino.』

    
      

    

    『Initiating succession of ship command authority to the Commander and standby for Commander’s thawing process.』

    
      

    

    In the void, absent of watchers or listeners, mechanical voices announced the system's progress. A faint blue light spread through the darkness. From it came a boyish voice, sounding like someone in his late teens.

    
      

    

    『Ship Theresa’s command secured. As of now, Main Computer Victorino will initiate the Commander’s thawing and protection systems.』

    
      

    

    Bright LEDs lit up the bridge of the Theresa, revealing a clean and simple interior. At the center of the circular bridge, a transparent, glass-like capsule was revealed.

    
      

    

    『Thawing process in progress. Commander Sa Shin Hyuk will awaken in approximately 602 seconds. Blood pressure 120, heart rate 80, body temperature 35.9°C. Cell regeneration rate post-cryostasis at 94%. All proceeding smoothly. Probability of Commander remaining comatose: 0.26%.』

    
      

    

    As the announcement played, hoses tightly connected to the capsule began to disconnect one by one.

    
      

    

    『Thawing complete. Commander, you may awaken now.』

    
      

    

    With Victorino’s voice, the capsule door opened, and someone slowly raised his upper body. His face looked like that of a handsome scholar.

    
      

    

    “Whew~ I'm stiff. Good to see you, Tori.”

    
      

    

    『Main Computer Victorino. As of now, full control of the ship is transferred to you, Commander. As you’ve just awakened, it is recommended that you allow the automatic control system to handle navigation.』

    
      

    

    "I'll do that. No greeting, huh?"

    
      

    

    『It's good to see you again, Commander.』

    
      

    

    And thus, Sa Shin Hyuk and Theresa arrived in Jungwon, where everything would begin.
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    "What are the chances that she's there?"

    
      

    

    『According to the analysis of the information computer Lucia, it matches our destination by 99.97%.』

    
      

    

    At Victorino's report, Shin Hyuk nodded.

    
      

    

    "Give me the CEC (Connect Eye Controller)."

    
      

    

    『Would you like the lens type or the glass type?』

    
      

    

    "Lens type."

    
      

    

    『I will prepare the type you normally use.』

    
      

    

    A small box descended from the ceiling and stopped in front of Shin Hyuk's chest.

    
      

    

    
      Click
    

    
      

    

    The box opened, revealing something that looked like an ordinary hard-type contact lens.

    
      

    

    『Attaching the CEC.』

    
      

    

    At the same time as Victorino's guiding voice, the bridge floor split open, and a mechanical device emerged. With precise movements, it picked up the lens and applied it to Shin Hyuk's eye.

    
      

    

    "Good. Victorino, report on hull damage rate and remaining energy."

    
      

    

    『I will display it on the CEC screen.』

    
      

    

    From the lens on Shin Hyuk's left eye, small halos of light briefly appeared and disappeared in rapid succession.

    
      

    

    Hull damage rate: 3.75%

    Remaining energy: 44.3%

    
      

    

    "Alright. Begin repairing the minor hull damage now, and maintain at least 25% energy. Prepare for landing."

    
      

    

    『Landing site secured, Commander.』

    
      

    

    Victorino's voice echoed through the bridge. Shin Hyuk sank deeply into a pre-prepared soft chair, lost in thought for a moment.

    
      

    

    
      'Wait for me, Crystal..'
    

    
      

    

    No matter how advanced science and technology were, finding the dimension where Crystal was in the vast multiverse was impossible in a single attempt.

    
      

    

    
      'Now, which dimension was this again.'
    

    
      

    

    Over the long years of dimension-hopping, Shin Hyuk's mind and body had slowly grown weary. As he reminisced about the past and recalled Crystal, Victorino's voice broke his meditation.

    
      

    

    『Warning. Multiple biological signatures approaching the planetary fortress Teresa have been detected.』

    
      

    

    "What?"

    
      

    

    『51 life forms, presumed to be local humans, are approaching. How should we respond to the approaching life forms?』

    
      

    

    "What’s the protocol?"

    
      

    

    『Observe first, then destroy.』

    
      

    

    "Proceed with observation. Hold destruction."

    
      

    

    『Copy that.』

    
      

    

    A video composed of a 3D hologram was projected on the bridge. The scene showed soldiers climbing a mountain in small groups, holding torches in hand, and a man at the front shouting loudly.

    
      

      

      

    

    * * *

    
      

      

      

    

    At the same time, after receiving reports of abnormal phenomena at the summit of Mount Geummi, Squad Leader Mijong of the Chengdong government office was leading soldiers toward the Teresa ship.

    
      

    

    “There’s definitely something wrong on Mount Geummi. If you’ve got the energy to complain, climb faster, you bastards!”

    
      

    

    When they reached the summit of Mount Geummi, they were greeted by the sight of an enormous mass of metal, easily over two hundred jang wide, completely filling the peak.

    
      

    

    “S-Squad Leader, what should we do? Should we surround it?”

    
      

    

    A trembling voice came from Mijong’s deputy. Mijong suddenly felt a headache. There was no way 50 men could surround something that massive. Of course, if each of the 50 were top-level martial artists, it might be possible, but not with these men.

    
      

    

    “Do you think we can surround that thing, Deputy?”

    
      

    

    “M-My apologies…”

    
      

    

    “Form a dense alert formation. Each squad’s senior takes the front, the rest takes the rear, and stand by.”

    
      

    

    
      Fwoosh!
    

    
      

    

    At that moment, a bright light burst toward Mijong and the 50 soldiers. It was so bright, it made the night feel like day.

    
      

    

    “W-What the hell?!”

    
      

    

    The soldiers started murmuring, shaken.

    
      

    

    “Don’t panic, hold formation! Any insubordination will be punished under military law! Do not forget that your families sleep below this mountain!”

    
      

    

    Mijong nearly ran away himself but barely managed to steady his resolve. Among the soldiers, some turned to run, some collapsed where they stood, some trembled in place, and others shut their eyes tight. Amidst the chaos, they barely managed to calm their fear and maintain formation.

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    『Commander. The life forms have approached. Voice analysis suggests they are speaking a language similar to the Ming Dynasty period of Earth’s 14th century, with about 35% variance from modern language, but basic communication is possible. Deploying micro-drones to gather and analyze language data will take approximately 10 hours to complete the translation system. Shall we proceed?』

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk quietly nodded.

    
      

    

    『200 micro-drones standing by. Launching in 30 seconds. Please determine how to handle the approaching life forms.』

    
      

    

    "I'll meet them myself for now. I don’t know how long I’ll be staying until the mission is complete, so interaction with the locals is essential, don’t you think?"

    
      

    

    『This is not the recommended protocol. Your safety is the highest—』

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk raised his left hand slightly, cutting Victorino off.

    
      

    

    『Understood, Commander. However, per ship protocol, weapons are mandatory if you leave the vessel. Preparing A4 Guard Satellites.』

    
      

    

    "Alright. Charge the Guard Satellites with energy."

    
      

    

    『Executing. Guard Satellites will operate in stealth mode, on full auto-active defense. I will temporarily control them until the combat computer Opera is fully booted. Do you approve?』

    
      

    

    "Approved."

    
      

    

    As Shin Hyuk finished speaking, three orb-like Guard Satellites appeared from nowhere and began orbiting irregularly around him.

    
      

    

    『Guard Satellite A4 setup complete. Full auto-active defense mode engaged. Stealth mode activated.』

    
      

    

    With Victorino’s words, the Guard Satellites disappeared from view.

    
      

    

    "Gate open."

    
      

    

    『Copy that.』

    
      

    

    "A4, low-altitude flight mode."

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk’s command, his body floated about 50cm off the ground and slowly descended through the cracked floor of the bridge. And Mijong and the 50 soldiers saw it. Like the Monkey King splitting a rock, a black-haired man dressed in black with a white coat emerged from the silver mass of metal and approached them.

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    "If you are human, come forward. If you are a ghost, fall back!"

    
      

    

    Mijong shouted boldly. Through the A4 Guard Satellite’s translation system, Mijong’s words were translated and interpreted before reaching Shin Hyuk’s ears. Shin Hyuk stepped closer to the group.

    
      

    

    "State your identity! Present your identification token!"

    
      

    

    Mijong grew more tense, quietly raising his left hand. The dazed 50 soldiers and the deputy followed his gesture, slowly moving to surround Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    "You mean an ID card. Well, this is awkward…"

    
      

    

    As Shin Hyuk approached, the soldiers ended up sticking their spears forward while awkwardly pulling their bodies back like ducklings.

    
      

    

    "I don’t have an ID card, but I’ll show you directly. A4, activate hologram."

    
      

    

    As Shin Hyuk spoke, a camera lens-like device emerged near his left shoulder. A bright light shone, and a one-meter square hologram appeared.

    
      

    

    "I am with the World Federation… Oh, wait. Translation. A4, reprint it translated into Chinese characters."

    
      

    

    The image disappeared momentarily, then reappeared with a bright light.

    
      

    

    "This is roughly who I am."

    
      

    

    When text appeared in the air, the already frightened soldiers panicked and began chattering.

    
      

    

    "W-What is that?"

    
      

    

    "Sorcery?! No, it came from a metal monster, so maybe it’s magic…"

    
      

    

    "What does it say? Anyone here know how to read?"

    
      

    

    At the murmurs, Shin Hyuk's eyes widened. He hadn’t anticipated this. Wondering what to do, he touched his temple with his right hand.

    
      

    

    "Step back, everyone. I’ll read it."

    
      

    

    Mijong stepped forward and read aloud for all to hear.

    
      

    

    "Name: Sa Shin Hyuk. Date of birth: Year 131, July 26th, of the World Federation Calendar. Certifying institution: World Federation Space Agency."

    
      

    

    Mijong, having read the hologram, steadied his confusion and asked loudly,

    
      

    

    "Never heard of such a place. Anyone here recognize it?"

    
      

    

    Turning back to the soldiers, Mijong was met with silence. The soldiers all kept their mouths tightly shut. Shaking his head, Mijong turned back to Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    "Your identity cannot be verified. By regulation, you must accompany us to the government office, prove your foreign status, and receive an official identification token. Otherwise, you will continue to encounter this situation throughout the Central Plains. Will you accompany us now?"

    
      

    

    Although Shin Hyuk used strange sorcery, Mijong judged that he was not hostile and spoke with a dignified expression.

    
      

    

    "Hmm… Could I visit later instead?"

    
      

    

    Having only just awakened, Shin Hyuk didn’t see the need to go right away and asked politely.

    
      

    

    "How dare you! A savage like you dares talk back to the Squad Leader’s command?"

    
      

    

    There’s always one guy who can’t read the room. One soldier stepped forward, spear in hand, trying to thrust it at Shin Hyuk’s chest.

    
      

    

    "Ah, don’t come any closer. It’s dangerous."

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk quickly warned him.

    
      

    

    "What?"

    
      

    

    Flash. With a chilling silver glint, the spear was cut in half. It happened the moment something flashed from Shin Hyuk’s shoulder. The soldier who held the spear instantly lost all his bravado and bolted to the rear of the group.

    
      

    

    "Ah, it’s in auto-defense mode right now… Still, that’s lucky. A little closer, and you could’ve been cut in two. Haha."

    
      

    

    Scratching the back of his head awkwardly, Shin Hyuk chuckled. In contrast, alarm bells rang loudly in Mijong’s mind.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Reflective Qi Barrier?!’
    

    
      

    

    From what he just saw, if they had tried to arrest this man by force, it would’ve been disastrous. The technique that split the spear resembled the legendary Rebound Steel Technique. And the idiot who dared to raise a weapon to such a master… was one of his own subordinates.

    
      

    

    “This was never meant as a forced escort. I merely suggested it for your convenience. My subordinate’s mistake is mine. Please allow me to apologize again.”

    
      

    

    Bowing deeply, Mijong formed a respectful fist-palm gesture toward Shin Hyuk and shouted back:

    
      

    

    "Who gave you permission to act without orders?! You’ll be severely punished upon return. Report to the judicial unit and await orders."

    
      

    

    The soldier, holding his broken spear, glanced around for help, but not a single comrade came to his aid.

    
      

    

    “No, it’s fine. As long as no one was hurt. Haha. I’ll come along for now.”

    
      

    

    “Understood. Then we will escort you. Let’s go.”

    
      

    

    Just as Mijong led the way, surrounding Shin Hyuk as if to guard him down the mountain, a warning rang in Shin Hyuk’s ear.

    
      

    

    『Warning. A lifeform using psionic energy has been detected. Distance: 475 meters. Altitude: 3.5 meters. Observing from within the trees and branches. Also, a wild boar is moving 300 meters ahead.』

    
      

    

    “Mark the psionic-using lifeform on the CEC.”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk murmured with just the movement of his lips. An image appeared in the lens on his left eye, a man in black nightwear, holding a dagger, watching Shin Hyuk and the soldiers.

    
      

    

    Unaware of this, Mijong continued down the mountain.

    
      

    

    “One moment, Captain.”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk called him to a stop. Mijong turned, worried that the mysterious man had changed his mind.

    
      

    

    “What is it?”

    
      

    

    “Ah, there seems to be something up ahead.”

    
      

    

    “…What?”

    
      

    

    Mijong and the soldiers looked at him, puzzled. Shin Hyuk smiled.

    
      

    

    “I’ll show you directly.”

    
      

    

    He raised his right hand slightly. Pointing a finger at a 45-degree angle toward the air, he said quietly, “P102 Curved Missile. Launch.”
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    Something fired from the tip of Shin Hyuk's finger. To be precise, it was a bullet fired from Guard Machine A4, which had been in stealth mode at Shin Hyuk's finger position, but to Mijong and the military officers, it could only appear as though something had shot out from Shin Hyuk's hand.

    
      

    

    
      
        Aaaagh!
      
    

    
      

    

    Along with a sorrowful cry, the sound of something collapsing with a thud echoed from afar.

    
      

    

    “Haa!”

    
      

    

    A sharp breath escaped from the mouths of Mijong and the officers.

    
      

    

    “I was just thinking I had nothing appropriate to offer you as a token of thanks for guiding me, how fortunate. Please, take that instead.”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk began walking in the direction of the animal's scream, and Mijong and his subordinates hurried to follow. Soon after, they came upon a wild boar lying collapsed on the ground. The boar looked to weigh at least 500 geun.

    
      

    

    “Whoa… There was a wild boar here…?”

    
      

    

    One of the officers murmured in astonishment. Mijong, observing the current situation, was now even more convinced that Shin Hyuk was a supreme martial master. A wild boar a hundred jang away had been detected, and it had been slain with a single blast of Wind Slash. That was Mijong’s assessment.

    
      

    

    “Thank you for the grace of your aid, mysterious one.”

    
      

    

    Mijong respectfully cupped his hands in salute and bowed his head.

    
      

    

    “Sub-commander, select eight men from Squad 2 to move the wild boar. Have the men of Squads 3 and 4 assist them in shifts as needed.”

    
      

    

    Mijong issued the order to the sub-commander. At that moment, Shin Hyuk stepped forward and stopped the officers, who had just begun to move, while flashing his characteristic bright smile.

    
      

    

    “Haha. No, it’s alright. I’m the one who caught it, and though it’s a small thing, consider it a token of appreciation for guiding me to the government office. I’ll take care of carrying it. By the way, sir, is that building visible in the distance the government office you mentioned?”

    
      

    

    Mijong nodded.

    
      

    

    “Yes, that’s correct. Although it’s early morning and the mountain path is dark, you should be able to reach it within an hour.”

    
      

    

    “Then let’s move a bit faster. I’ll help you.”

    
      

    

    “Eh? What do you mean by that…?”

    
      

    

    Without wiping the smile from his face, Shin Hyuk spoke softly.

    
      

    

    “Victorino, from this moment forward, detect my brainwaves and execute the command.”

    
      

    

    『Understood, Commander.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Activate gravity adjustment device. Invert gravity, execute flight mode. Range: me, these people, and that wild boar. Destination: the government office.’
    

    
      

    

    Mijong, who had been watching Shin Hyuk, saw his lips twitch and asked again,

    
      

    

    “Eh? What did you say?”

    
      

    

    “Oh, nothing. I just meant to offer a bit of help.”

    
      

    

    『Gravity adjustment device ready. Shall I execute now?』

    
      

    

    When Shin Hyuk raised his right hand, the fallen wild boar floated gently up into the air and slowly drifted toward Shin Hyuk’s side, where it remained suspended.

    
      

    

    “Uwaaah~!”

    
      

    

    The officers watched, drooling with amazement, as the wild boar flew toward them. Mijong’s eyes nearly popped out of his head in shock.

    
      

    

    
      ‘H-Heavenly Void Grasp?! No, it’s Void Manipulation Art?! Whatever it is, I heard it takes a first-class master to lift even something like a wine cup or bottle, but a wild boar?!’
    

    
      

    

    “Now it’s your turn.”

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk’s words, everyone looked at him with faces full of confusion and lingering shock. Shin Hyuk gave a slight grin and raised his left hand. In that instant, Mijong and all the others rose about 50cm into the air.

    
      

    

    “Waaaah~! What is this?!”

    
      

    

    “Alright, let’s go. To the government office. And by the way, there’s an owl hiding behind that tree… Hmm, that one would be a bit difficult to eat, so let’s leave it.”

    
      

    

    With a wave of both hands, Shin Hyuk, the wild boar, and the rest of the group began flying from the mountain peak toward the government office below. As if they were people falling off a cliff.

    
      

    

    “Waaaaaaaah~!”

    
      

    

    “Save us~!”

    
      

    

    “Mother~!”

    
      

    

    A chorus of various screams echoed from the summit of Mount Geummi.

    
      

    

    After Shin Hyuk and the soldiers vanished, a man dressed in black nightwear emerged from behind a tree not far from where they had been. He had been so stunned by the astonishing sight that his legs had nearly given out. Shaken, the man barely managed to collect himself, then pulled a small piece of paper and a needle from inside his robe.

    
      

    

    He pricked his finger with the needle, smeared a drop of blood on the paper, and scrawled something hastily before placing it into a small bamboo tube, which he tied up with string. Then he urgently launched a carrier pigeon toward Azure Ocean Branch, one of the external outposts of the Demonic Cult.

    
      

    

    “Is no one inside?!”

    
      

    

    Exhausted from sprinting at full speed with his light footwork, the man yelled as soon as the front gate of Azure Ocean Branch came into view, summoning all his internal energy.

    
      

    

    
      Click
    

    
      

    

    The door opened, and a man wearing a black uniform and a face mask stepped out.

    
      

    

    “This is Shadow 1. Please give your order.”

    
      

    

    The man took the small bamboo tube from his robes and handed it to Shadow 1.

    
      

    

    “Send this via carrier pigeon to the Celestial Demon Sight Patriarch of the main cult. Priority: Special Level 1!”

    
      

    

    At the weight of the words ‘Special Level 1,’ Shadow 1 visibly flinched. Special Level 1 meant intelligence of the highest urgency, used only twice before: once when the cult leader Ju Wonjang mobilized the army for war, and once when the greatest master of Qingcheng, the Sword Saint Ok Hodojang, left Qingcheng to eradicate the Demonic Cult.

    
      

    

    “By your command.”

    
      

    

    Seeing Shadow 1 swiftly heading toward the carrier pigeon depot with the bamboo tube in hand, Am Yeonbaek shook his head.

    
      

    

    “Whew. What I saw today felt like a dream. I wonder if the main cult will even believe it. At least there were fifty other witnesses besides me. Things are about to get noisy in the Central Plains. Well, maybe that’s good for us?”

    
      

    

    Am Yeonbaek was known as Shadowless Flying Dagger, a man in black robes. He was one of the vice commanders of the Celestial Demon Sight Intelligence Corps and also served as the chief of the Azure Ocean Branch, one of the Demonic Cult’s external branches. 

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    A bright light had erupted, and something unusual had occurred near Mount Geummi. It wasn’t lightning. A silver light had briefly appeared at the summit of the mountain and then vanished. Am Yeonbaek quickly stood up, armed himself with a single dagger, and left his base. The guards at the front gate of the base greeted him hastily.

    
      

    

    “Greetings, Branch Chief!”

    
      

    

    The guard captain kneeled on one knee and saluted.

    
      

    

    “Something’s happened at Mount Geummi. I’ll go check it out myself. If I don’t return by sunrise, mobilize all personnel and deploy a heaven-net formation centered on Mount Geummi. If anyone suspicious is spotted, tail them.”

    
      

    

    “Understood.”

    
      

    

    With that, Am Yeonbaek’s form shot toward the summit of Mount Geummi with terrifying speed. Given that only those recognized to have peak martial prowess could lead a cult division, there was no doubt his skill matched that of a peak master. As he raced through the dark mountain paths by moonlight, he suddenly felt the surroundings grow darker.

    
      

    

    “Ha!”

    
      

    

    He looked up without thinking, and a shocked breath escaped his lips. A massive silver metallic disc was slowly descending from the sky.

    
      

    

    “Huup!”

    
      

    

    He barely held back a scream and activated his highest-level stealth technique, creeping toward the summit. Spotting a large tree, he climbed it without hesitation, deployed his camouflage barrier, and began to observe the peak of Mount Geummi.

    
      

    

    Soon, he saw Mijong, a squad leader from the government office, encouraging his men as they climbed. Am Yeonbaek smiled faintly.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Let those guys handle the frontlines. I’ll assess the situation and withdraw later.’
    

    
      

    

    A little while later, a young man in his mid-twenties with black hair and a white robe emerged from the center of the silver metallic object. Am Yeonbaek’s eyes widened.

    
      

    

    
      ‘S-Sky Walking?! No… That’s not Sky Walking. There’s no knee movement. He’s using the Spectral Bolt like Sky Walking… At that speed?!’
    

    
      

    

    To the fifty-odd government officers, it looked like the man had simply walked out. But as a peak-level master, Am Yeonbaek saw it clearly. The man had hovered in the air as he exited the slightly open bottom hatch of the metallic object and only stepped onto the ground once he neared Mijong and the others.

    
      

    

    
      ‘A martial artist of at least the ultra-peak realm… I can’t even sense his energy flow. And that transcendently refined movement technique… How can someone like him exist without the world knowing? And he’s so young. Is he an ultra-peak master who’s reversed his aging?!’
    

    
      

    

    But Am Yeonbaek’s astonishment had only just begun. He soon saw the officers surrounding the man.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Fools! Are they trying to arrest him?’
    

    
      

    

    Then, one impatient soldier pointed a spear at the mysterious man.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Tsk tsk… Poor kid. You don’t point a spear at someone like that…’
    

    
      

    

    “Ah, don’t come any closer. It’s dangerous.”

    
      

    

    The man’s urgent voice rang out. Am Yeonbaek’s eyes bulged further.

    
      

    

    
      ‘R-Reflective Qi Barrier?! That’s not mere body protection qi… My god… I never thought I’d witness the Reflective Qi Barrier with my own eyes!’
    

    
      

    

    When martial arts are refined to the extreme and one reaches the realm of Harmonic Void, one’s spirit nears enlightenment, transcending humanity, this is called the ultra-peak realm. At this stage, the body protection qi naturally responds to external forces as Reflective Qi Barrier. Am Yeonbaek had heard the stories, but never seen it himself.

    
      

    

    When the spear aimed at the man was shattered in half by the light presumed to be Reflective Qi Barrier, Am Yeonbaek held his breath and focused all his energy on remaining hidden. Even a master of that level couldn’t possibly detect him at such a distance… but just in case, he exercised extreme caution.

    
      

    

    Afterward, the man seemed to talk with the officers before slowly moving, approaching Am Yeonbaek’s direction. Am Yeonbaek immediately stopped breathing and used The Great Turtle Breathing Technique to erase all presence.

    
      

    

    But then, the man suddenly stopped, lifted a finger, and pointed into the air. A moment later, something like a hidden weapon was launched from his hand.

    
      

    

    
      
        Aaagh~!
      
    

    
      

    

    And from afar, the cry of a wild boar dying echoed through the woods.

    
      

    

    
      ‘I-Is that Sword Control?! That wasn’t just a hidden weapon, it was a technique akin to Sword Manipulation!’
    

    
      

    

    Yet even more shocking things followed.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Void Manipulation Art?!’
    

    
      

    

    The man walked over to the boar and effortlessly lifted it into the air with a mere gesture. Am Yeonbaek was so shocked he couldn’t think straight.

    
      

    

    
      ‘How vast must his internal energy be to pull off something so absurd?! He must be an ultra-peak master who’s reversed his aging. Judging by his attire and appearance, he doesn’t even look like a Han Chinese or someone from the Central Plains…’
    

    
      

    

    “Waaaaah~ What is this?!”

    
      

    

    At the sound of the screams, Am Yeonbaek instinctively looked toward the man, and nearly passed out. That monstrous freak was now using Void Manipulation Art to lift over fifty people into the air.

    
      

    

    ‘M-My Buddha…’

    
      

    

    Despite being part of the Demonic Cult, Am Yeonbaek found himself calling out to Buddha deep within his heart. But what else could he do? The way that monster acted reminded him of the legendary Heavenly Demon who split the heavens and earth with a single sword.

    
      

    

    Then, the monster’s voice murmured, thunderous in Am Yeonbaek’s ears.

    
      

    

    “Alright, let’s go. To the government office. And by the way, there’s an owl hiding behind that tree… Hmm, that one would be a bit difficult to eat, so let’s leave it.”

    
      

    

    It was like hearing the voice of a demon. Am Yeonbaek froze, unable to even think of running, and resigned himself to death. This monster had slain a wild boar a hundred miles away with Sword Control, lifted over fifty people into the air with Void Manipulation Art, and was casually chatting as if nothing had happened. There was no point in fleeing, he could only pray the creature would ignore him and pass by.

    
      

    

    Fortunately, the monster flew past him with the officers and the wild boar in tow, heading down the mountain toward the government office. But not even in his wildest dreams could Am Yeonbaek have imagined… that a tiny bee in the sky was watching him.

    
      

      

    

  
    

    
      Chapter 4. God of Death Hyuk Descends in Murim (3)
    

    
      

    

    
      Shuuuuu~
    

    
      

    

    "Hm? What’s that sound?"

    
      

    

    One soldier, who was standing watch at Pagong Fortress, was startled by the sound of something slicing through the air and turned to look at the soldier next to him.

    
      

    

    "Hm? What sound are you talking about?"

    
      

    

    His fellow soldier, who had been dozing off while pulling night duty with him at the government office, asked back with a sleepy expression. He rubbed his drowsy eyes and looked up, then froze completely.

    
      

    

    "W-What is that?!"

    
      

    

    "What do you mean, what?"

    
      

    

    The soldier who had first heard the sound followed his now-frozen comrade’s gaze up into the sky. And then he saw it. Countless objects were falling from the sky at an incredible speed.

    
      

    

    "Good… God…"

    
      

    

    The objects that had been plummeting at tremendous speed began crashing down into the central plaza of the government office. Only then did the night watchmen realize that those objects were actually people, easily numbering in the dozens. One soldier with especially keen eyesight shouted at the top of his lungs.

    
      

    

    "Emergency~!!"

    
      

    

    Torches flared up all across the government office, and the remaining forces quickly began gathering at the central plaza. There, they saw familiar faces, the soldiers who had gone to investigate the strange incident at Mount Geummi not long ago, and one man dressed in a way none of them had ever seen before.

    
      

    

    "What in the world is going on…?"

    
      

    

    "What is this? What’s happening? How could you have just appeared out of thin air?"

    
      

    

    "Was there truly a strange incident at Mount Geummi?"

    
      

    

    "What exactly happened?"

    
      

    

    Questions of all kinds rained down upon the soldiers who had gone up Mount Geummi.

    
      

    

    "Hey? Are you alright? Someone call a physician!"

    
      

    

    "Bring a stretcher! Is this one alive? Check the pulse! Hurry!"

    
      

    

    The night watchmen, who had been bombarding them with questions, noticed that some of their comrades had fainted from the sheer terror of falling and began causing an uproar.

    
      

    

    "Alright, everyone calm down. They’ve just fainted, so stop making a fuss and listen."

    
      

    

    Mi-jong, who had been observing the chaos in the middle of the night, stepped forward to take control of the situation as the highest-ranking officer present. He had nearly suffered cardiac arrest himself from the fall, but he couldn’t show weakness in front of his subordinates. Steadying his trembling legs, he issued orders with a solemn demeanor.

    
      

    

    "I’m sure you’re all full of questions, but return to your posts and continue your duties. When the prefect arrives, I’ll report and explain everything that happened tonight. Everyone, disperse."

    
      

    

    Despite Mi-jong’s words, the soldiers, their eyes shining with half-curiosity and half-fear, were reluctant to leave.

    
      

    

    "Did you not hear me say disperse? Everyone, move along!"

    
      

    

    Seeing their hesitation, Mi-jong raised his voice again. This time, his command struck home, after all, a squad leader is still a squad leader. The soldiers, who had been sneaking curious glances at Shin-hyuk, began tending to their fallen comrades and scattered in small groups.

    
      

    

    "Squad Leader, what about us?"

    
      

    

    The deputy squad leader spoke up cautiously.

    
      

    

    "The deputy stays. The rest are dismissed."

    
      

    

    As soon as Mi-jong finished speaking, the soldiers who had returned from Mount Geummi, still looking like they had just woken from a nightmare, began dispersing as well. Shin-hyuk stood silently, watching them go.

    
      

    

    『Commander, the drone’s reconnaissance report is ready. Would you like to review it now?』

    
      

    

    A4’s voice rang in Shin-hyuk’s ear.

    
      

    

    
      'No, transmit it to the info-computer. Just give me a brief report of any anomalies.'
    

    
      

    

    『A short while ago, a reconnaissance mission was carried out using Drone Type B against a lifeform utilizing psionic energy.』

    
      

    

    
      'Drone Type B?'
    

    
      

    

    『It’s a drone in the form of a worker bee. The official designation is Drone Type B357 Version Spy Bug. Specifications are as follows—』

    
      

    

    
      'Skip that. Just the conclusion.'
    

    
      

    

    『Observation indicates the target belongs to an organization called “Demon Cult,” assigned to a division known as “Azure Ocean Branch.” Various circumstances suggest that there are many humans here capable of utilizing psionic energy.』

    
      

    

    
      'Got it.'
    

    
      

    

    Concluding his brief exchange with A4, Shin-hyuk turned to Mi-jong.

    
      

    

    "Captain, may I receive my ID now and return?"

    
      

    

    "It is quite late, and the prefect has not yet arrived. Might I suggest you stay here for the night? I’ll arrange a room for you."

    
      

    

    Shin-hyuk considered the offer briefly, then nodded readily. Truthfully, even if he returned to the Teresa, he wouldn’t have anything to do until its energy recharged. Besides, Shin-hyuk was deeply curious about this newly arrived dimension.

    
      

    

    "Thank you for your kindness."

    
      

    

    "Think nothing of it. Deputy, please escort our esteemed guest to the reception quarters. I will report to the prefect in the morning."

    
      

    

    "Understood. I’ll escort you. This way, please."

    
      

    

    "Yes, thank you."

    
      

    

    Shin-hyuk followed the deputy to the reception quarters. It was a small government lodge with a few rooms, much like an inn. Inside, there was little furniture, just a bed and a small table for tea.

    
      

    

    "My apologies, there are no spare rooms at the moment…"

    
      

    

    It was a tiny prefecture, so the so-called reception quarters only had four rooms. Even those were used as resting spaces for the night watch, giving it the feel of a small roadside inn.

    
      

    

    "It’s alright. Thank you for the hospitality."

    
      

    

    "Then please rest well."

    
      

    

    After the deputy left and closed the door, Shin-hyuk lay down on the bed.

    
      

    

    "Hmm… Pretty hard. A4, anti-gravity mode. Make me an air cushion or something."

    
      

    

    『Understood.』

    
      

    

    Shin-hyuk’s body floated about 30cm above the bed.

    
      

    

    "Phew~ Now that’s more like it. Connect me to Victorino."

    
      

    

    『You called, Commander.』

    
      

    

    A hologram of a blue-haired boy appeared before Shin-hyuk.

    
      

    

    "What’s the status of Teresa's energy recharge?"

    
      

    

    "Proceeding on schedule. However, we have discovered something unusual."

    
      

    

    "What is it?"

    
      

    

    『Our investigation of the locals using psionic energy revealed that while their total energy is low, they can compress and amplify it with remarkable efficiency.』

    
      

    

    "Oh… And?"

    
      

    

    『If we can analyze the mechanism behind that compression and amplification, it could significantly benefit the ship’s energy systems.』

    
      

    

    "Just give me the conclusion. What do you want to do?"

    
      

    

    After hesitating for a moment, Victorino opened his mouth with a stern expression.

    
      

    

    『It requires your approval, Commander. We propose biological experiments on psionic-capable individuals. Do you consent to the collection of specimens and testing?』

    
      

    

    "So, what you're saying is, you want to kidnap people and experiment on them?"

    
      

    

    『Yes.』

    
      

    

    Shin-hyuk gave a bitter smile.

    
      

    

    "You already know what my answer will be, don’t you?"

    
      

    

    『We’ll forget it.』

    
      

    

    "Yeah. I know better than anyone what it’s like to be on the receiving end of those experiments. Anything else of note?"

    
      

    

    『No.』

    
      

    

    "Good. A4, sleep mode. Wake me immediately if anyone approaches."

    
      

    

    『Understood. Ending communication with Victorino. Activating sleep mode. Temperature and humidity control on standby. Commander, have a restful night.』

    
      

    

    As A4’s voice faded, the air around Shin-hyuk stirred faintly, wrapping around him in all directions, then fell still once more.

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    The day he parted from her, the last day of mankind, appeared before him.

    
      

    

    I stood at the heart of the bustling activity of scientists and machines, staring at her, and soon, a brilliant light enveloped her.

    
      

    

    『Commander Sa Shin-hyuk, entering first page of DMP (Dimension Movement Plan) launch sequence. Operation Noah’s Ark. Good luck.』

    
      

    

    『……, entering page one of the DMP launch sequence. Operation “Sarah of Ur.” Good luck.』

    
      

    

    What? Why couldn’t I hear her name? Why can’t I remember her name? Just a moment ago, I was praying that I could stay by her side. Why can’t I recall her name? I mustn’t forget. Sa Shin-hyuk. Remember. Her name is… Her name… Her…

    
      

    

    『Beep. Warning. Commander Sa Shin-hyuk’s brainwave fluctuations have exceeded safe limits.』

    
      

    

    A warning tone rang from A4, followed by Victorino’s voice.

    
      

    

    『Commander Sa Shin-hyuk.』

    
      

    

    "……."

    
      

    

    『Commander Sa Shin-hyuk.』

    
      

    

    "……Uh… ngh…"

    
      

    

    『…』

    
      

    

    A brief silence fell.

    
      

    

    『Emergency manual for the Teresa ship will now activate. This is a notification. Current situation Code B nine. B type Syringe standby. Initiating Teresa transmission sequence.』

    
      

    

    A flash of blue light surged over Shin-hyuk’s bed, and a black pack appeared.

    
      

    

    『Initiating injection.』

    
      

    

    Just as the A4 satellite, now transformed into a syringe, was about to pierce Shin-hyuk’s carotid artery, his eyes fluttered open with effort.

    
      

    

    "Ugh… Going to put me to sleep for decades again, Tori? Stop."

    
      

    

    『Precision scan. Analyzing commander’s brainwaves and checking for physical abnormalities.』

    
      

    

    "Haa…"

    
      

    

    Shin-hyuk sat up and shook his head. AI always seemed so human, but moments like these reminded him they were machines through and through. The duality of AI, perhaps. He gave a wry smile.

    
      

    

    "Jeez. Don’t worry. Just a nightmare, that’s all."

    
      

    

    『It seems to be a side effect from long-term cryosleep. Emergency protection mode for the commander is now approved until full recovery.』

    
      

    

    "Alright, alright. Enough already, Tori. What’s the result of the energy extraction?"

    
      

    

    『Currently, about 18% has been completed. We estimate full charge will be done in approximately 170 hours. Compared to initial estimates, the local geology contains higher energy reserves, and the Solar energy projection rate is also high, speeding up progress by roughly 15%.』

    
      

    

    "Good. Hah, it’s morning already. I swear, even after decades in hibernation, waking up in the morning is still the hardest thing."

    
      

    

    While Shin-hyuk was lost in thoughts of the woman he longed to see even in dreams, Victorino called him.

    
      

    

    『Commander. You’ll have to put a stop to the daydreaming. Three individuals are approaching. One of them is Mi-jong, the officer who brought you here yesterday.』

    
      

    

    Victorino’s voice, transmitted through a frequency channel linked directly to Sa Shin-hyuk like a form of telepathy, could not be heard by others. If it ever were, he really would be treated like a monster.

    
      

    

    "Did you sleep well?"

    
      

    

    Mi-jong’s polite voice came from beyond the door. The incredible events from just hours ago felt like a dream now, and Mi-jong’s heart pounded like that of a boy standing before an unfathomable being.

    
      

      

    

  
    

    
      Chapter 5. God of Death Hyuk Descends in Murim (4)
    

    
      

    

    Early this morning, Mijong urgently rode out and loudly woke the prefect, who was surely still fast asleep, to report what had happened overnight. At first, the perfect responded dismissively, as if Mijong were spouting utter nonsense, but after listening, he realized this was no ordinary matter.

    
      

    

    "You just said he's believed to be a superlative grandmaster?"

    
      

    

    "Yes, my lord. That's correct."

    
      

    

    The prefect's eyes widened. It was a report that completely shook off his sleep. The Emperor wanted to recruit the proud martial arts masters of Murim as his subordinates. However, among all the official institutions, not a single sect was willing to send their painstakingly trained warriors to the Emperor.

    
      

    

    In the end, through threats and enticements, the Emperor managed to bring a handful of grandmasters and first-rate martial artists into the imperial fold. Those deemed grandmasters were treated on par with generals.

    
      

    

    "You, hurry back to the office."

    
      

    

    "Excuse me?"

    
      

    

    "If that monster truly is a superlative grandmaster as you say, imagine how pleased His Majesty will be!"

    
      

    

    If, as Mijong reported, the being who transcended the peak level was indeed a superlative grandmaster, and he could personally escort this ‘monster of Geummi Mountain’ to the Emperor?

    
      

    

    It would be akin to holding a guaranteed golden ticket to a brilliant career path.

    
      

    

    "I'll prepare myself shortly, so you hurry back to the office and prepare tomorrow morning's breakfast to the standards of an inspection bureau's visit."

    
      

    

    The very best treatment imaginable. The Emperor visiting this backwater countryside was less likely than the sun splitting in two. Thus, the inspectors, who evaluated the duties and corruption of local officials and reported back to the capital, were considered law, truth, and the Emperor himself to the local prefects.

    
      

    

    "Yes, understood."

    
      

    

    With a strong affirmation, Mijong galloped back to the office. Not long after Mijong arrived, the prefect also arrived at the office, nearly out of breath, accompanied by only one servant.

    
      

    

    "You— huff... go— huff, huff... prepare my finest ceremonial robes. And bring me a cool drink of water— I’m parched."

    
      

    

    "Yes, my lord."

    
      

    

    The servant bowed and withdrew.

    
      

    

    "Now then, give your report. What exactly happened?"

    
      

    

    At the prefect’s question, Mijong, as if he'd been waiting for it, detailed everything that had occurred at the summit of Geummi Mountain once again.

    
      

    

    "Hmm... it’s hard not to believe, since dozens of people experienced the same thing... good heavens."

    
      

    

    "It’s the truth, my lord prefect."

    
      

    

    "Still, we can’t trust the man unconditionally. I’ll have to verify him myself. Both his ability and character."

    
      

    

    "My lord. Attempting to assess a superlative grandmaster by the standards of ordinary people like us could bring great misfortune. They are unrivaled heroes capable of taking on thousands, and their pride surpasses the imagination of commoners. If you must test him, he must never feel like he’s being tested. You should instead make a request."

    
      

    

    "A request?"

    
      

    

    "My lord, have you heard of the nicknames ‘Blue Sea Demon’ and ‘Bloodsucking Demon Lord’?"

    
      

    

    "Actually, we received an official document from Cheongdong County recently, albeit just for formality’s sake. It mentioned that they’re notorious grandmasters. Still, since it's Murim affairs, we figured there’s no reason for the authorities to intervene and ignored it."

    
      

    

    "That’s it, my lord. When that person rises in the morning, invite him to a respectful breakfast, present him with an identification tablet as proof of status, and ask him for help in subduing those criminals. If we present a grand meal and even issue a tablet on the spot, it will be as though he owes us a favor. If even then he refuses the request..."

    
      

    

    At Mijong's words, the prefect slapped his knee.

    
      

    

    "Brilliant! If he refuses, it means his manners and character are unfit to meet His Majesty. But if he accepts, it proves his integrity. And if he defeats even one of the ‘Blue Sea Demon’ or ‘Bloodsucking Demon Lord,’ not only is his ability proven, but he’ll rid our Cheongdong County of its troubles, we’ll gain merits without lifting a finger!"

    
      

    

    "Exactly. Besides, even if he is a superlative grandmaster, capturing and subduing those criminals is different from locating them, is it not?"

    
      

    

    "But then... wouldn't that be a problem? No matter how skilled he is, if he can’t find them, it’s all meaningless."

    
      

    

    The prefect looked at Mijong with a worried expression.

    
      

    

    
      ‘How the hell did this guy even become a prefect? He says he passed the civil service exam, but maybe he bribed his way in?’
    

    
      

    

    Still, what could he do? That blockhead was his superior, and a direct one at that. Mijong patiently explained, like coaxing a child.

    
      

    

    "He won't return in just a day or two. At the very least, we’ll gain half a month’s time."

    
      

    

    "And what use is buying time? Keeping worries for long does no good."

    
      

    

    "Oh, my lord!"

    
      

    

    Mijong was so frustrated at the prefect’s inability to grasp even this much that he clutched his chest.

    
      

    

    "Hey! How dare you!"

    
      

    

    The prefect glared at him. So this was what they called a 'boomer.' Still, Mijong thought it fortunate. The prefect might be inflexible and a bit slow-witted, but he wasn’t corrupt, more like an outdated scholar.

    
      

    

    "My lord, once Young Master Sasin-hyuk sets out from the office to capture either the ‘Blue Sea Demon’ or the ‘Bloodsucking Demon Lord,’ all we need do is send a fast courier to the capital to inform them that we're hosting a superlative grandmaster. Then won’t the Imperial Guards be dispatched? Maybe even the supreme Golden Guard will come. Either way, it's a tremendous gain for us."

    
      

    

    "Mijong."

    
      

    

    "Yes?"

    
      

    

    "That I’ve kept a clever man like you as nothing more than a squad leader means I was blind. As of today, you are the Chief of Geummi Village."

    
      

    

    The Chief was the highest-ranking official in the prefecture responsible for all judicial and law enforcement affairs. A truly meteoric promotion!

    
      

    

    "Yeeeees!"

    
      

    

    With joy and loyalty bursting from his heart, Mijong's shout echoed through the office.

    
      

    

    "Now, at daybreak, go to Young Master Sasin-hyuk and respectfully invite him to breakfast on my behalf."

    
      

    

    "Yeeees~!!"

    
      

    

    Mijong felt ashamed of himself for momentarily thinking such a wise and perceptive superior was a mere boomer.

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    Thus, through a serendipitous encounter with Sasin-hyuk, Mijong was instantly promoted from squad leader to Chief. At the break of dawn, he dressed in his neatest attire and headed to the guest quarters. Upon arriving, he politely called out to Sasin-hyuk outside his room.

    
      

    

    "Have you awakened?"

    
      

    

    "Yes, I’m up. It seems you have something to say, please, come in."

    
      

    

    Mijong suppressed his nerves and trembling heart, like when he first met his wife through a matchmaking arranged by his mother at a tavern. He carefully turned the door handle, opening it just enough for one person to slip through.

    
      

    

    Following etiquette, he gently placed his right foot inside, twisted his body to pass through the narrow gap, turned around, respectfully closed the door, and tiptoed forward to stand before God of death Hyuk. His movements rivaled that of a eunuch with over ten years of experience in the royal palace.

    
      

    

    "Yes, my lord."

    
      

    

    Just a few hours ago at dawn, he had called him ‘Young Master,’ but now, by morning, the title had been upgraded to ‘lord.’

    
      

    

    "I was sent by the prefect to ask if you’d be willing to join him for breakfast, thinking you might be hungry."

    
      

    

    "I see. That sounds fine. Do you mean right now?"

    
      

    

    "Please take your time to prepare, my lord. Attendant! The lord has awakened. Bring a cup of Yongjeong tea!"

    
      

    

    "Yes, Chief."

    
      

    

    Hearing the word ‘Chief’ puffed out Mijong's chest, and the word ‘lord’ made his nose feel like it was rising to the sky. But he held it in, he was in the presence of his benefactor. Mijong recalled the virtue of humility and bowed deeply.

    
      

    

    "Please enjoy your tea leisurely. After you've washed, step outside the guest quarters, and I will come escort you once more."

    
      

    

    He then elegantly opened the door, politely bowed again, and tiptoed away.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Tori. Let’s take a look at the surroundings. Run a quick scan.’
    

    
      

    

    『Yes, Commander. The moment you entered this area, I deployed 300 micro spy drones for surveillance. According to the data, there's nothing capable of penetrating A4’s defenses. It seems they are preparing a feast in your honor outside.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘A feast? What am I that they’re throwing a feast for me?’
    

    
      

    

    『We have footage of the conversation between the prefect and Mijong just before his arrival. Would you like to see it?』

    
      

    

    ‘How long is it?’

    
      

    

    『Approximately 15 minutes.』

    
      

    

    ‘Alright. Let’s watch it before anyone else comes. Play it at 5x speed. Also, get me cleaned up, will you?’

    
      

    

    『Understood.』

    
      

    

    After watching the entire conversation between the prefect and Mijong, a bitter smile appeared on Shin-hyuk’s lips.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Well… what can I even say to this…?’
    

    
      

    

    At that moment, a knock sounded from outside.

    
      

    

    "My lord~ washing preparations are complete."

    
      

    

    "Thank you. Please leave it outside. I’ll take care of it. Also, please inform Chief Mijong that I seem to be ready."

    
      

    

    "Understood. I shall withdraw, my lord."

    
      

    

    The government servant placed a basin of water and washing tools outside the door and left. Not long after, the sound of Mijong running up could be heard. As he approached Shin-hyuk’s room, he inadvertently witnessed Shin-hyuk’s washing scene.

    
      

    

    『Commander, how would you like your hairstyle?』

    
      

    

    "Hmm, I should at least look neat, right? Just handle it appropriately."

    
      

    

    『Understood.』

    
      

    

    With Victoryno’s voice, the Guard Satellite began to move. The door quietly slid open, and water was drawn up from the basin outside. The water floated in midair and rotated smoothly as it thoroughly cleaned Shin-hyuk’s body.

    
      

    

    『Washing complete. Beginning drying.』

    
      

    

    The Guard Satellite moved again, drying Shin-hyuk’s wet body and garments. Simultaneously, his bedhead transformed into a sleek, tidy style.

    
      

    

    "Phew~ refreshing. Alright, let’s go."

    
      

    

    To Mijong, who couldn’t possibly see the stealth A4 Guard Machine, Shin-hyuk looked nothing less than a rejuvenated celestial being.

    
      

    

    
      ‘W-Wow, as expected of a superlative grandmaster. Even washing is done simply using internal energy…’
    

    
      

    

    The misunderstandings only seemed to grow deeper.

    
      

      

    

  
    

    
      Chapter 6. God of Death Hyuk Descends in Murim (5)
    

    
      

    

    "I shall escort you, Great One."

    
      

    

    Following Mijong, they arrived at the magistrate’s private office. However, half of the office was filled with a dining table, and on top of it was a lavish spread of delicacies from land and sea.

    
      

    

    "This is quite different from where I lived. I never imagined there’d be a culture of having such a grand breakfast…."

    
      

    

    『Commander, were you ever the type to be picky about things like that?』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Don’t talk to me, Tori. You’re confusing me. A man can only do one thing at a time. That means he can only have one conversation at a time, too.’
    

    
      

    

    『That noun is incorrect. It should be ‘Commander,’ not ‘man.’ That would be more accurate.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘You just wait until we get back.’
    

    
      

    

    『…….』

    
      

    

    "No, Great One. This is but a small token of our appreciation for your visit to this humble place. It’s nothing grand, but please enjoy as much as you like."

    
      

    

    With a kind and warm smile, the magistrate greeted Shin Hyuk with open arms.

    
      

    

    "If it’s alright with you, Great One, I would like to have Officer Mijong, who guided you here yesterday, join us for this meal. Would that be acceptable?"

    
      

    

    "Of course, Magistrate. Meals are more enjoyable when shared."

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk’s gracious attitude, the magistrate sighed in relief. Having Mijong present would be helpful in case he got flustered or stumbled over his words.

    
      

    

    "Hmm, well then, if you’re alright with it, join us. Are you?"

    
      

    

    "Yes, sir! It would be an honor."

    
      

    

    Once Mijong took a seat, everyone naturally began eating while introducing themselves.

    
      

    

    "I am Jin Geun-hwa, the magistrate of Cheongdong Prefecture, which includes Geummi Village. I am but a lowly, incompetent official, but I live each day in gratitude for His Majesty’s grace."

    
      

    

    "I met you yesterday, Great One. I’m Officer Mijong, formerly a squad leader."

    
      

    

    "I am Shin Hyuk."

    
      

    

    "I’ve heard the general story from the officer yesterday. But what brings you so far into the Central Plains?"

    
      

    

    "Hmm…."

    
      

    

    After a moment of thought, Shin Hyuk revealed his purpose honestly.

    
      

    

    "I’m looking for someone."

    
      

    

    "Is it a family member?"

    
      

    

    "No."

    
      

    

    After a short hesitation, Mijong interjected.

    
      

    

    "Could it be… that you’re looking for a loved one?"

    
      

    

    "No."

    
      

    

    "Surely not… an enemy?"

    
      

    

    At that moment, both the magistrate and Mijong stiffened. They didn’t know who this enemy was, but if someone of this level of martial skill had a grudge, even the emperor wouldn’t be able to sleep soundly. Let alone the emperor, any sect without a martial artist of comparable caliber would face mass slaughter.

    
      

    

    "Haha, no. I’m just looking for a comrade I used to work with. I owe that friend a great debt, but we were forced to part ways due to unavoidable circumstances. I simply wish to see that friend again."

    
      

    

    "I see. Might we be able to assist in some way?"

    
      

    

    "I appreciate the sentiment. But a lot of time has passed, and both our appearances have changed significantly. Even if that friend were standing before me now, I might not recognize her."

    
      

    

    Though Shin Hyuk kept a bright expression throughout, for a fleeting moment, a shadow passed through his eyes. It was a look filled with deep sorrow.

    
      

    

    "Heh, I may have said something out of place and stirred your emotions, Great One. But should you ever need even a fraction of my humble strength, please do not hesitate to let me know."

    
      

    

    Before they knew it, the grand breakfast banquet was drawing to a close. As the servant brought out tea, the magistrate spoke again.

    
      

    

    "I received a report from the officer yesterday that you had some trouble at dawn due to lacking a household token."

    
      

    

    "That is correct, sir. That’s why I had no choice but to escort the Great One to the reception quarters. As I said before, someone like the Great One should not be subjected to such difficulties. Even if you are not from the Central Plains, you should still be issued a household token…."

    
      

    

    "I’m fine."

    
      

    

    In truth, what use was a household token to Shin Hyuk? Even if he were to search for someone in the Central Plains, he could do so while lounging aboard the Teresa, deploying spy bugs or satellites to scour the region. And if he ever did need a token, what was to stop Victorino from forging one with this era’s primitive technology?

    
      

    

    "You’re right. That’s why I prepared it in advance."

    
      

    

    The magistrate clapped his hands, and a servant approached with a small wooden tag.

    
      

    

    "This is a household token made from purple sandalwood."

    
      

    

    "Really, I don’t need it. I won’t be staying here long anyway…."

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk adamantly refused. If he didn’t know their intentions, he might have accepted, but hadn’t he already seen those intentions explicitly through video footage?

    
      

    

    "Please accept it, Great One. Magistrate would feel embarrassed otherwise. In the Central Plains, it is considered improper for a guest to reject a gift from their host."

    
      

    

    How could he refuse after all that? With a forced smile, Shin Hyuk accepted the token.

    
      

    

    "Normally, household tokens list family members, relatives, or perhaps a master or senior from one’s sect as a guarantor. It’s a kind of verification. Even if one doesn’t recognize the bearer, tracking down the guarantor named on the token eventually reveals whether the token is forged or not. However, since you’ve come from outside, Great One, you likely have no one here to vouch for you. Therefore, I’ve listed Officer Mijong, whom you’re most familiar with, as your guarantor. Do you consent to this, Officer?"

    
      

    

    Mijong nodded in response to the magistrate’s words. To serve as the guarantor for a top-level martial artist, how could he not be thrilled? As his mouth stretched wide with joy, the magistrate gave him a subtle smile and met his eyes.

    
      

    

    "Now then, with the important matters settled, Officer."

    
      

    

    "Yes, sir."

    
      

    

    "When the Great One leaves the office, he’ll likely tour Geummi Village before returning. Is there anything concerning in the village? We must ensure that nothing bothers him."

    
      

    

    Thus began the performance between the magistrate and Mijong, as rehearsed.

    
      

    

    "A few days ago, we received an official document from the court…."

    
      

    

    "What kind of document?"

    
      

    

    "It reported that demonic cultivators known as Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Army have entered Cheongdong Prefecture."

    
      

    

    "Heavens! I think I’ve heard those names before. If their aliases include the word ‘demon,’ they must be truly vile scoundrels."

    
      

    

    "Yes, that is correct."

    
      

    

    "Tsk, tsk… What a worrying matter. For them to come here, of all places…."

    
      

    

    As the magistrate clicked his tongue, Mijong picked up the cue.

    
      

    

    "Indeed. For them to come here of all places…."

    
      

    

    "We cannot let the people suffer. And it would be troublesome if Great One Shin Hyuk encountered any difficulties while handling his affairs here in Geummi Village."

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk had no intention of touring Geummi Village at all. In this era, far more ancient than the one he came from, there was nothing to see or enjoy. At best, the village was just a cluster of small homes, rice paddies, fields, and mountains.

    
      

    

    "That is…"

    
      

    

    What trouble could there be? If anything, it would be the demonic cultivators who’d find themselves in trouble after meeting that monster of a man. And honestly, such a scenario would be more than welcome.

    
      

    

    "You are to mobilize all the constables and prepare to apprehend those two demonic cultivators immediately."

    
      

    

    "But sir. The government and the Murim world have a tacit non-interference..."

    
      

    

    
      
        Bang!!
      
    

    
      

    

    At Mijong’s objection, the magistrate slammed the table hard. Despite the early morning practice, his acting seemed particularly convincing today. To an outsider, he’d look like a righteous official overflowing with love for the people.

    
      

    

    "How dare you speak as if this were a matter between sects?! What will you do if your hesitation causes harm to the people?! Go! Capture the Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Army!"

    
      

    

    Somehow, the magistrate’s acting no longer felt like acting. What now…? Shin Hyuk still didn’t seem the least bit inclined to help. Mijong figured he’d better try to pique Shin Hyuk’s curiosity.

    
      

    

    "But sir, they are not mere street thugs. Even if we mobilized all our forces, subduing them, let alone driving them off, would be near impossible."

    
      

    

    "So? Are you saying you won’t go?"

    
      

    

    He was hoping to stir Shin Hyuk’s martial pride, but the man remained unmoved.

    
      

    

    "Especially the Blue Sea Demon, he’s a master of disguise. No one knows his true identity. To order us to apprehend such a man alone is…."

    
      

    

    "So, are you going or not?"

    
      

    

    With his excuses failing, Mijong responded with a resigned resolve.

    
      

    

    "I will go. Even if it costs me my life, I will capture those two demonic cultivators."

    
      

    

    As he bowed to the magistrate and turned to leave the office, Mijong’s steps were incredibly slow.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Surely this is the point where someone stops me. Why isn’t he calling me back?!’
    

    
      

    

    Mijong was burning up inside.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Tori. What’s wrong with these people?’
    

    
      

    

    『Analyzing their psychological state, Commander.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘No, forget it. Sigh… let’s observe for now.’
    

    
      

    

    An A.I. is still an A.I., after all. No matter how advanced technology gets, it still can’t perfectly understand the ever-shifting psyche of humans. Shin Hyuk suppressed a bitter smirk.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Still… I’m curious about the combat capabilities of these so-called master-level martial artists like the Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Army. Might be worth collecting samples.’
    

    
      

    

    『It is not a recommended protocol.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘If I’m going to operate here, I’ll probably end up encountering master or higher-level martial artists, right?’
    

    
      

    

    『That probability is not insignificant.』

    
      

    

    He knew full well they wanted his help, and this could be a good excuse to earn a favor from the magistrate and Mijong. More than anything, Shin Hyuk was deeply curious about what kind of abilities a master-level martial artist could display.

    
      

    

    "Great One, I must ask a favor."

    
      

    

    "What is it?"

    
      

    

    "I will remove the officer’s name listed as your guarantor and replace it with my own."

    
      

    

    "Pardon?"

    
      

    

    Just as Shin Hyuk thought things were winding down, the magistrate made a new proposal that left him wide-eyed.

    
      

    

    "After all, if the officer sets out now, he won’t return alive. The next time I see him will likely be at his funeral. In that case, a dead man can’t serve as your guarantor, can he?"

    
      

    

    Just about to step out of the office, Mijong froze in place. At this point, it was hard to believe the magistrate was merely acting—it almost felt like he truly wanted him dead.

    
      

    

    
      ‘No way… I’m not gonna die. No way!’
    

    
      

    

    Mijong screamed internally. At this rate, he might need to dress up as a woman and use a honey trap to bring those two in.

    
      

    

    "Now, now, Magistrate. Surely Officer Mijong won’t die. They say no one knows what the Blue Sea Demon even looks like, surely the odds of encountering him are slim…."

    
      

    

    "I may be a lowly magistrate, but I cannot ignore Officer Mijong’s resolve. Should he return empty-handed, I will personally execute him for disobeying orders!"

    
      

    

    Mijong’s jaw dropped. Come to think of it, that crazy magistrate always followed through on what he said. How else could a man with such a blockhead of a brain pass the civil service exam and become a magistrate?

    
      

    

    Just as good fortune had brought him a surprise promotion from squad leader to officer, he now was facing his demise.

    
      

    

    "Um… Magistrate…."

    
      

    

    Mijong looked back and forth between the magistrate and Shin Hyuk with desperate eyes. He gave the magistrate a pleading look that screamed, ‘Please stop, you lunatic,’ then quickly turned to Shin Hyuk with a gaze full of, ‘Please help me.’

    
      

    

    
      ‘Tori. Let’s step in.’
    

    
      

    

    『Preparing, Commander.』

    
      

    

    "I will capture the Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Army."

  
    

    
      Chapter 7. The Prowess of a Peak Master (1)
    

    
      

    

    "I will capture the Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Lord."

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk's words, the magistrate called for Mijong with a solemn expression.

    
      

    

    "Hyungbang."

    
      

    

    "Yes, my lord!"

    
      

    

    "Go to the secretary and retrieve the cooperation document from the royal court concerning the capture of Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Lord who arrived recently."

    
      

    

    After giving the order, the magistrate seemed to think for a moment, then called Mijong again.

    
      

    

    "And on your way, destroy this identity tag, and write my name and the title 'Hyunsa' on the back as your guarantor, then bring it back."

    
      

    

    "Yes Sir~!"

    
      

    

    With a vigorous shout, Mijong dashed out. Shin Hyuk now understood how the magistrate had passed the civil service exam.

    
      

    

    
      ‘I was a bear that acted like a fox, and the magistrate was a fox that acted like a bear.’
    

    
      

    

    As Shin Hyuk watched Mijong disappear in an instant, he tilted his head at the word 'Hyunsa' mentioned by the magistrate.

    
      

    

    "Sir Magistrate."

    
      

    

    "Yes, Sir."

    
      

    

    "Is there a reason you're giving me a new identity tag? And what is 'Hyunsa'?"

    
      

    

    The magistrate smiled gently at Shin Hyuk's question.

    
      

    

    "Haha, it’s nothing serious. In the imperial palace, His Majesty the Emperor’s teacher is called a 'Hwangsa.' Similarly, though this is a small county, magistrates often ask someone they seek advice and guidance from to take on the position of 'Hyunsa.' This is a small token of my appreciation for your willingness to step forward for Cheongdong County. Please do not refuse."

    
      

    

    "Is it a title I can resign from at any time?"

    
      

    

    "Of course, Sir."

    
      

    

    Just as the conversation between Shin Hyuk and the magistrate was drawing to a close, Mijong returned, panting. He laid out the cooperation documents and extracted the wanted posters with the sketches of the criminals' faces.

    
      

    

    [Most Wanted - Level 1]

    
      

    

    [Name: Shin Yoonje

    Alias: Blue Sea Demon

    Origin: Shandong

    Martial Arts Rank: Peak Master

    Traits: Extremely skilled in disguise, stealth, and ambush. Possesses assassination skills above a special-class killer and has a handsome appearance.

    Charges: Murder, rape, adultery]

    
      

    

    [Most Wanted - Level 1]

    
      

    

    [Name: Jeon Jo

    Alias: Bloodsucking Demon Lord

    Origin: Sichuan

    Martial Arts Rank: Peak Master

    Traits: Reddish-tinted hair. Possesses overwhelming inner strength and exceptional swordsmanship.

    Charges: Murder, assault, arson]

    
      

    

    "These are truly wicked men, Sir."

    
      

    

    As Mijong shouted in indignation, Shin Hyuk slowly examined the wanted posters and the illustrations of the men.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Victorino, scan complete?’
    

    
      

    

    『Yes, Commander.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Good. Deploy spy bugs around Geummi Village to locate these two. I’ll gather more intel in the meantime.’
    

    
      

    

    『Understood.』

    
      

    

    After issuing the deployment order to the spy bugs, Shin Hyuk studied Blue Sea Demon’s portrait. His eyes were slightly sharp, but overall he had the face of a very handsome young man in his twenties.

    
      

    

    Next, he looked at the portrait of the Bloodsucking Demon Lord. It was an imposing face with thick eyebrows and a cross-shaped scar on his left cheek. As Shin Hyuk neatly folded the wanted posters and tucked them into his chest, the magistrate spoke.

    
      

    

    "I will be sure to report your merit to the royal court so that you receive a great reward."

    
      

    

    "No need. It’s fine. More importantly, I need more information about the Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Lord. The portraits gave me a general idea of their appearances, but there are things I don’t know, so I’d like to ask Hyungbang a few questions."

    
      

    

    "Please ask, Sir."

    
      

    

    "It says their martial arts rank is 'Peak Master.' What exactly does that mean?"

    
      

    

    "Ah, that is..."

    
      

    

    Being someone from outside the Central Plains, it was understandable that Shin Hyuk was unfamiliar with the term 'Peak Master.' Mijong wanted to give a detailed explanation, but as someone who was only of third-rate marital status, he lacked the ability to explain it precisely. Still, he had no choice but to explain what he could.

    
      

    

    "The terms and concepts used to describe a warrior’s training level or status might be different from where you come from, so I will explain it as I understand it. However, I must ask for your understanding, as my martial skills are limited and I may not be able to explain in detail."

    
      

    

    "It’s fine. Please go ahead."

    
      

    

    "Those belonging to the martial world typically train something called ‘internal energy cultivation techniques,’ and they accumulate qi in the lower dantian. The methods differ slightly by sect, but beginning martial training by storing internal energy in the lower dantian is common to all."

    
      

    

    
      ‘Victorino, you caught that?’
    

    
      

    

    『Yes, Commander.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘What kind of organ is this “lower dantian”? Scan that person. Measure his energy levels too. I suspect they’re referring to the psionic energy concentration organ we’re familiar with...’
    

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk's command, several insect-shaped spy robots attached around the magistrate’s office began to move. The analysis results were immediately transmitted to Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    『Measured near the subject’s navel, slightly lower in the abdomen, is a concentration of psionic and astral energy.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘So it’s the same as our known psionic energy control center.’
    

    
      

    

    『It matches exactly.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘What’s the subject’s PEF (Psionic Energy Figures)?’
    

    
      

    

    『The subject’s PEF currently reads at 100. However, it’s possible it may increase under certain conditions.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Good. Nice work, Tori.’
    

    
      

    

    Now that Shin Hyuk had a basic grasp of internal energy and dantian, he asked Mijong another question.

    
      

    

    "If it’s not rude, may I ask one more thing?"

    
      

    

    "Yes, of course, Sir. If it’s something I know, I’ll answer with all sincerity."

    
      

    

    "You mentioned you’re a trained martial artist. Then, what level of martial artist would a Peak Master be equivalent to in terms of Psionic Energy?"

    
      

    

    "Excuse me? Psio...? I’m sorry, that’s a word I’ve never heard before. Ahem."

    
      

    

    Clearing his throat, Mijong resumed speaking.

    
      

    

    "I am ashamed to say, by Murim standards, I am a third-rate martial artist, the lowest rank. Even a group of people like me would struggle to lay a finger on the robes of a Peak Master."

    
      

    

    Mijong sighed in relief as he realized he had nearly gone off to catch one of those Peak Masters himself.

    
      

    

    "The number of Peak Masters a sect has determines whether they are considered prestigious or not. Many sects or military offices that aren't top-class don’t even have a single Peak Master."

    
      

    

    "Then are there people even stronger than Peak Masters?"

    
      

    

    "There are. They’re called Supreme Peak Masters, and their strength is beyond speculation."

    
      

    

    Hearing Mijong’s words, Shin Hyuk found this place more intriguing than he had imagined. Meanwhile, the magistrate began to realize just how dangerous the Peak Masters Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Lord were.

    
      

    

    "Haha, if you weren’t here, Sir, it would’ve been like throwing eggs at a rock trying to go up against them."

    
      

    

    "This conversation got a bit long. By now, your identity tag should’ve been remade, so I’ll go retrieve it."

    
      

    

    To say such things with a laugh, Mijong, who had nearly become one of those 'eggs,' had a twisted expression.

    
      

    

    But what could he do? He couldn’t get angry, so he hurriedly left the room before the magistrate could say anything else strange.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Victorino, from what we’ve learned, a Peak Master’s PEF seems to vastly exceed the average.’
    

    
      

    

    『Yes, that appears to be the case.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Alright then. Finding Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Lord should be simple. Let’s search for individuals with abnormally high PEFs in the area.’
    

    
      

    

    『Wise decision. Initiating search immediately.』

    
      

    

    As Shin Hyuk closed his eyes and sank into thought, the magistrate respectfully called him.

    
      

    

    "Sir."

    
      

    

    His voice now carried a deep trust, neither the light tone he’d used earlier nor the stern one when scolding Mijong.

    
      

    

    "Yes?"

    
      

    

    "Thank you. Truly."

    
      

    

    The magistrate bowed deeply.

    
      

    

    "Why are you saying this all of a sudden?"

    
      

    

    "After hearing Hyungbang’s words, I realized how much the people would have suffered without your help. I sincerely thank you. I, Jin Geunhwa, magistrate of Cheongdong County, will never forget this favor."

    
      

    

    The magistrate bowed once again. Shin Hyuk gave a bitter smile. This man was clever, offering sincere courtesy, while also subtly burdening him to secure his help as a foregone conclusion.

    
      

    

    "Don’t worry."

    
      

    

    "By the way, from what I’ve heard from Hyungbang, you may very well be one of those legendary Supreme Peak Masters. Is that true?"

    
      

    

    "I’m not sure. But I do have means to protect myself, so you needn’t worry too much."

    
      

    

    "I understand. We will trust in you and wait."

    
      

    

    An awkward silence passed between them. At that moment, Mijong returned.

    
      

    

    "Here is your identity tag, Sir."

    
      

    

    Aside from the guarantor on the back changing from 'Mijong, Hyungbang of Cheongdong County' to 'Jin Geunhwa, Magistrate of Cheongdong County,' there was no major change. Just as Shin Hyuk was about to tuck the tag into his pocket, Victorino’s voice rang in his head.

    
      

    

    『Commander, we have detected two individuals, one with a PEF of 650,000 and another with 850,000.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Location?’
    

    
      

    

    『Not far. Coincidentally, they’re on Geummi Mountain, where Lake Teresa is located. 650,000 is near the mountain’s entrance. 850,000 is about 400 meters east of Lake Teresa’s summit.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Will Lake Teresa be at risk?’
    

    
      

    

    『Under the current conditions, there is zero chance its defenses will be breached.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Good.’
    

    
      

    

    " Sir Magistrate, I’ll excuse myself now."

    
      

    

    Just as Shin Hyuk finished telepathically communicating with Victorino, a government maid entered carrying a tray of food.

    
      

    

    "Then, I’ll take my leave."

    
      

    

    "You won’t even stay for tea?"

    
      

    

    "It shouldn’t take long. I’ll have tea next time. There are three cups anyway, so I think it would be nice if you shared it with the one who brought it. Now then, I’ll go."

    
      

    

    "Sir, even if you don’t find Blue Sea Demon or the Bloodsucking Demon Lord, please be sure to return safely."

    
      

    

    "Understood. By the way, if I do find them, am I to bring them back here?"

    
      

    

    Hyungbang answered Shin Hyuk’s question.

    
      

    

    "Bringing them alive is best, but if that’s not possible, bringing back their heads will suffice. But would they even follow you if you subdue them?"

    
      

    

    "Haha, I’ll try talking to them nicely and ask them to come along."

    
      

    

    "They’re not ones who can be reasoned with. I hope you show them what justice means."

    
      

    

    "Understood. I’ll be off. No need to see me out. It won’t take long."

    
      

    

    
      ‘Let’s go, Tori. Now that we’ve committed, let’s finish this quickly.’
    

    
      

    

    『Yes, Commander. Engaging anti-gravity flight mode.』

    
      

    

    "Then, I wish you good fortune."

    
      

    

    As the magistrate concluded his farewell, Shin Hyuk nodded. Then, his body rose about 50 cm off the ground.

    
      

    

    "Ooh..."

    
      

    

    "Indeed..."

    
      

    

    "Hah?!"

    
      

    

    The magistrate and Mijong, believing Shin Hyuk to be a Supreme Peak Master, let out sighs of awe. The government maid, however, looked as if she’d seen a ghost. Did a deity descend from the sky? Flying out of the room like that, was he dreaming? He rubbed his eyes.

    
      

    

    As Shin Hyuk exited the magistrate’s office and left the building—

    
      

    

    
      
        BOOM!
      
    

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk’s body shot through the air like a cannonball, tearing through the atmosphere toward Geummi Mountain.

    
      

    

    "Sir Magistrate."

    
      

    

    "What is it, Hyungbang?"

    
      

    

    "We must quickly send a document to the royal court. We must inform them we have a Supreme Peak Master among us."

    
      

    

    "Already?"

    
      

    

    "You saw it just now. And didn’t Sir Shin say he wouldn’t take long? I’ve heard Supreme Peak Masters can detect the presence of lower-level experts by sending their internal energy outward, even at the cost of some energy."

    
      

    

    "So?"

    
      

    

    To any martial artist, the meaning would be obvious, but to a non-martialist like the magistrate, further explanation was necessary.

    
      

    

    "Judging by Sir Shin’s movement speed, if he travels around searching with that method, he’ll likely find Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Lord much faster than we ever expected."

    
      

    

    "Then we must act. You—"

    
      

    

    "Yes, my lord."

    
      

    

    "Call the secretary at once. Tell him to bring ink and brush. We’re in a hurry."

    
      

    

    "Yes, my lord."

    
      

    

    The government maid quickly left the office.

    
      

      

    

  
    

    
      Chapter 8. Prowess of a Peak Master (2)
    

    
      

    

    About a week before Shin Hyuk arrived in Jungwon, on Mount Wudang in Hubei. Had he just passed the age of majority? A man clad in a neat blue daoist robe, with a sword sheath adorned with a Taiji symbol at his waist, was descending Mount Wudang with a small white traveling pouch on his back.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha.”

    
      

    

    As he reached the entrance of the mountain, Haegumji (the place where swords are released), a soft daoist chant flowed from the man's lips. Contrary to his youthful appearance, his voice was a low, resonant baritone. As soon as his chant ended, a daoist in his mid-thirties greeted him with a cupped-fist salute.

    
      

    

    “You have arrived, Junior Brother Yushin.”

    
      

    

    “It has been a while.”

    
      

    

    The man called Yushin returned the cupped-fist salute and greeted the daoist.

    
      

    

    “Please, speak informally, Elder Brother.”

    
      

    

    “This is how I’m comfortable. Pay it no mind.”

    
      

    

    “Haha, you haven’t changed a bit. What brings you down the mountain?”

    
      

    

    “I have received an order from the Sect Leader. This will be my first descent into the secular world.”

    
      

    

    Secular expedition. For Wudang disciples, it was a kind of rite of passage. After spending some time in training or reaching a certain level in martial arts, they had to experience life in the mundane world. Since most of them were young, a senior from the same division usually accompanied them to serve as a guide.

    
      

    

    “I see. Then are you saying you’ll be going alone?”

    
      

    

    “Haha. How could that be? Senior Brother Dohyeon has agreed to accompany me. However, he is currently undertaking a demon-slaying mission in Qinghai, so we agreed to meet in a week at the Blue Silk Inn in There.”

    
      

    

    “So that's why you're descending the mountain alone. Understood. But for Senior Brother Dohyeon to have gone all the way to Qinghai for a demon-slaying mission… has a powerful master appeared there?”

    
      

    

    “According to the Sect Leader, peak demonic masters known as the Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Lord have emerged. Since this coincides with my first secular expedition, I’m heading to Qinghai as well.”

    
      

    

    “I see. I hope it becomes a fruitful journey for you. Amitabha.”

    
      

    

    “Amitabha. Thank you.”

    
      

    

    Exchanging chants and farewells at the entrance of Haegumji, Yushin left Mount Wudang behind and set off toward Qinghai.

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    Meanwhile, shortly before Shin Hyuk departed from the government office to capture the Blue Sea Demon and Bloodsucking Demon Lord, Dohyeon Daoist arrived in Qinghai, recovered from his travels, and sought out the Azure Ocean branch of the Demonic Cult.

    
      

    

    “Hey, look over there.”

    
      

    

    “What the… it's a Wudang daoist?”

    
      

    

    As a clearly formidable martial master approached, the two guards at the main gate of the Demonic Cult's Azure Ocean Branch straightened their postures.

    
      

    

    “Why would a Wudang daoist come to the Demonic Cult's branch? Is it a declaration of war? A skirmish?”

    
      

    

    “No way, not in times like these. The country’s barely been unified, everything’s still chaotic. Would the old guards of the Orthodox Factions really start something now?”

    
      

    

    The two gatekeepers exchanged thoughts as Dohyeon Daoist approached.

    
      

    

    “Halt. This is the Azure Ocean Branch of the Demonic Cult. What brings you here?”

    
      

    

    “I’ve come to see the Branch Lord.”

    
      

    

    “May I ask your business?”

    
      

    

    “By the order of the Sect, I’ve come to eliminate a public enemy of the martial world. But I lack information, so I came to seek the help of the Azure Ocean Branch Lord.”

    
      

    

    The qi emanating from Dohyeon Daoist’s body was like a finely honed sword blade. This was no fake. A true peak sword master of Wudang. The guards became visibly tense.

    
      

    

    “Understood. You go inform the Branch Lord. I’ll escort the guest inside.”

    
      

    

    Thus, led by escorts, Dohyeon Daoist entered the reception hall of the Azure Ocean Branch and took a seat.

    
      

    

    “You were looking for me. I am Am Yeonbaek, Azure Ocean Branch Lord.”

    
      

    

    Am Yeonbaek entered with a precise motion and offered a cupped-fist salute.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha. I am the humble Dohyeon of Wudang.”

    
      

    

    Dohyeon Daoist politely returned the salute and introduced himself.

    
      

    

    “You must be the 'Sword of Harmony and Choas' Dohyeon. Your reputation precedes you.”

    
      

    

    “By any chance… are you the 'Shadowless Flying Dagger' Am Yeonbaek?”

    
      

    

    “During my brief time in the martial world, some friends did call me that. But for the great 'Sword of Harmony and Choas' of Wudang to come all this way to Qinghai, what is the reason?”

    
      

    

    “Haha, as a humble follower of Taishang Laojun’s teachings, I cannot ignore the people's suffering.”

    
      

    

    “I understand. But what kind of help do you seek from the Azure Ocean Branch?”

    
      

    

    “Amitabha. I would like some information about the Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Lord. I understand the pact made between your former Supreme Guardian and the former Lord of the Murim Alliance is still in effect.”

    
      

    

    At Dohyeon Daoist's words, Am Yeonbaek gave a bitter smile. The agreement to cooperate on public enemies of the martial world, regardless of orthodox or unorthodox affiliation, did indeed exist.

    
      

    

    However, since then, there had been virtually no official requests for assistance across faction lines, making the pact more symbolic than functional. Still, if someone officially invoked it, there was no valid reason to refuse.

    
      

    

    Am Yeonbaek readily provided the requested information.

    
      

    

    “The Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Lord are believed to have fled to Mount Geummi. It’s about 200 li from here.”

    
      

    

    He paused and studied Dohyeon Daoist's face with serious eyes. Clear, profound eyes. The aura of a true Daoist down to the bone.

    
      

    

    “You intend to go to Mount Geummi, don’t you?”

    
      

    

    “That’s right.”

    
      

    

    “Then… have you heard of the ‘Monster of Mount Geummi’?”

    
      

    

    “Monster? That’s the first I’ve heard of it.”

    
      

    

    “I have business in Mount Geummi as well. If you don’t mind, would you accompany me?”

    
      

    

    “Haha, are you offering to guide me personally? I have no reason to refuse.”

    
      

    

    “Good. We can talk more on the way. I’m about to leave now, would that be alright?”

    
      

    

    “Amitabha.”

    
      

    

    After concluding his talk with Dohyeon Daoist, Am Yeonbaek gestured to one of his escort warriors. A black-robed guard knelt before him.

    
      

    

    “Tell the Sub-Branch Lord to handle my duties today. I’ll be accompanying this gentleman, Dohyeon Daoist, to Mount Geummi. There shouldn’t be any issues. But if, by any chance, I don’t return within three days, report this to headquarters as a disappearance caused by a monster on Mount Geummi, with no connection to this gentleman. Understood?”

    
      

    

    “As you command.”

    
      

    

    A monster on Mount Geummi? What is that? And if he, one of the strongest even among peak masters, is going with Am Yeonbaek, what kind of danger could it be? Could the Blue Sea Demon and Bloodsucking Demon Lord have obtained some kind of miraculous opportunity and elevated their skills?

    
      

    

    “Haha… a monster, you say?”

    
      

    

    “I’ll explain on the way. It concerns the appearance of a mysterious super-peak master.”

    
      

    

    “Did you just say super-peak master?”

    
      

    

    Am Yeonbaek nodded and urged Dohyeon Daoist on.

    
      

    

    “Let’s get moving. We can talk as we go.”

    
      

    

    With that, Am Yeonbaek launched himself over the wall of the Azure Ocean Branch and sped toward Mount Geummi.

    
      

    

    “Haha, what an energetic fellow.”

    
      

    

    Dohyeon Daoist shook his head and followed instantly, leaping into the air.

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    『Warning: Two entities possessing immense psionic energy have been detected. They are rapidly approaching your location, Commander.』

    
      

    

    Victorino’s voice rang in Shin Hyuk’s mind.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Alright, gain more altitude.’
    

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk ascended and hid among the clouds.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Are those two entities the Blue Sea Demon and Bloodsucking Demon Lord? Isn’t Mount Geummi still a distance away?’
    

    
      

    

    『Correct. The previously detected entities with PEFs of 650,000 and 850,000 are stationary. These are two new entities. They will pass through this area shortly.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Good. Initiate a precision scan and gather intel on the targets.’
    

    
      

    

    『Please wait a moment.』

    
      

    

    About five minutes passed. Two men, one dressed as a daoist, the other wrapped in black, passed swiftly through the area where Shin Hyuk was concealed.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Victorino, report.’
    

    
      

    

    『Yes, Commander. One of them is the same entity who was secretly observing us at Mount Geummi earlier this morning. A dangerous entity with a PEF near 1,000,000. The companion is a new specimen, and currently has the highest PEF ever recorded, over 1,200,000.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Impressive. What are their travel routes and objectives?’
    

    
      

    

    『After enhancing and eavesdropping on their conversation, we determined the entity with 1,000,000 PEF is targeting the Teresa. The 1,200,000 PEF target is focused on us, tracking and eliminating the Blue Sea Demon and Bloodsucking Demon Lord.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Approaching the Teresa… for what purpose?’
    

    
      

    

    『It seems to be non-hostile. They appear to want a conversation with you, Commander Shin Hyuk.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Alright, then the chances of a direct confrontation are low. But I can’t let them take the Blue Sea Demon and Bloodsucking Demon Lord.’
    

    
      

    

    『What are your orders?』

    
      

    

    
      ‘We’re heading to Mount Geummi. On the way, we’ll send them a message.’
    

    
      

    

    『Understood, Commander.』

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk emerged from the clouds and began rapidly pursuing Am Yeonbaek and Dohyeon Daoist.

    
      

    

    “Dohyeon Daoist. Please stop. I hear a sonic boom behind us.”

    
      

    

    “Amitabha. What is it?”

    
      

    

    “Something’s approaching… at a tremendous speed…”

    
      

    

    Before Am Yeonbaek could finish his sentence, Shin Hyuk shot past about 5 meters above their heads, flying in the direction of Mount Geummi.

    
      

    

    “S-Spectral Bolt?”

    
      

    

    “Using ‘Heavenly Ascension’ through the technique of Spectral Bolt?!”

    
      

    

    Am Yeonbaek recalled the events of early morning.

    
      

    

    The otherworldly sword technique that killed a boar from afar, the sensory ability that pinpointed his presence, the unheard-of inner power that moved multiple people and animals through shockwaves, the greatest master he had ever encountered in his life. That was the image of Shin Hyuk in Am Yeonbaek’s mind.

    
      

    

    “I’ve never seen that master before… Who is he? Do you know him?”

    
      

    

    “That monster is the very one I spoke of, the 'Monster of Mount Geummi,' Shin Hyuk.”

    
      

    

    “Amitabha… just from his qinggong, I can tell he’s an unparalleled master. A humble person like me has no right to even gaze upon him. I had my doubts when you spoke of him earlier, but now I think you may have even understated it.”

    
      

    

    The two calmed their startled hearts and began pursuing Shin Hyuk. Then—

    
      

    

    
      ‘Please do not follow me. I will bring the Blue Sea Demon and Bloodsucking Demon Lord to the government office in Cheongdong County by today.’
    

    
      

    

    Goosebumps ran down their backs. A message from an incredible distance. And its contents implied he had listened to their conversation even from afar.

    
      

    

    In reality, it was a spy robot that had eavesdropped and relayed the message, but neither Am Yeonbaek nor Dohyeon Daoist could know that. As if by agreement, they both stopped in their tracks.

    
      

    

    “It seems best to halt our approach to Mount Geummi for now.”

    
      

    

    Am Yeonbaek nodded silently in agreement. When a super-master so kindly warns you not to follow, only a fool would insist on doing so.

    
      

    

    “He said he’d subdue the Blue Sea Demon and Bloodsucking Demon Lord today… but unless they confront him directly, is that really possible?”

    
      

    

    “We’ll find out before the day is done. Since it’s come to this, it might be wise to rest near the government office and visit when the time comes.”

    
      

    

    “Your suggestion is wise. Then let us return to the branch for now. We can wait there, and when we receive word, head to the government office to assess the situation.”

    
      

    

    “Thank you for your kindness, Branch Lord. Amitabha.”

  
    

    
      Chapter 9. God of Death Hyuk VS Peak Masters (1)
    

    
      

    

    『Commander, PEF 650,000 has ceased movement. At current speed, the estimated time of arrival is 58 seconds. From this point, we recommend deactivating anti-gravity flight mode and proceeding on foot.』

    
      

    

    
      'I approve.'
    

    
      

    

    Shinhyuk's body, which had been streaking toward Geummisan like a fired bullet, came to a halt. Then he slowly descended and landed on the ground.

    
      

    

    
      'Report the status of PEF 650,000.'
    

    
      

    

    Shinhyuk began walking slowly toward his destination, guided by the navigation display projected in his left eye's CEC (Connect Eye Controller). On the CEC, a man in his thirties, someone who could be seen anywhere was shown in real-time, splitting wood in the yard of a small thatched cottage. Then Victorino's report followed.

    
      

    

    『Based on PEF measurement and precision scan, the target is identified with 95.95% probability as the Blue Sea Demon, Shin Yoon-je.』

    
      

    

    
      'Good. Let's approach slowly.'
    

    
      

    

    Shinhyuk began walking toward the small woodcutter's house at the foot of Geummisan.

    
      

    

    『Warning, distance to target has closed to within 500 meters.』

    
      

    

    
      'Switch the A4 Guard Satellites to combat mode.'
    

    
      

    

    『Understood. In accordance with Teresa ship operations protocol, setting A4 Guard Satellite output to maximum from this moment.』

    
      

    

    Even as he conversed with Victorino, Shinhyuk continued walking. After following the narrow mountain path for about another half turn, he saw the house where the Blue Sea Demon was hiding.

    
      

    

    
      'Victorino, is there anyone else in that house besides the target? Any hostages or other people?'
    

    
      

    

    『No human presence detected within a 1km radius of the target.』

    
      

    

    Shinhyuk slowly walked up to a distance of five steps from Shin Yoon-je, the Blue Sea Demon. Only then did the man stop chopping wood and quietly look up at him.

    
      

    

    "What brings you here?"

    
      

    

    "Are you Shin Yoon-je, sir?"

    
      

    

    "What are you saying? I'm just a humble woodcutter named Geum So-and-so."

    
      

    

    "I'll ask once more. Are you Shin Yoon-je, the Blue Sea Demon?"

    
      

    

    "Huh? What are you talking about...?"

    
      

    

    A bell rang in Shin Yoon-je's mind. This man knew who he was. Yet, he felt no trace of martial arts energy from him. Though his thoughts were long, his judgment was swift. In an instant, Shin Yoon-je's right hand flashed from back to front like lightning.

    
      

    

    [Black Moon Dagger.]

    
      

    

    [Third form: Poison Serpent's Secret Fang.]

    
      

    

    One of the dagger techniques from the Black Moon Dagger, optimized for ambush. It might have seemed excessive to use such an advanced form, but Shin Yoon-je trusted the intuition that had kept him alive until now.

    
      

    

    Something felt off. The sixth sense he had gained upon reaching peak mastery was screaming at him. The small dagger-shaped projectile left his hand and flew toward Shinhyuk's neck like a serpent's fang.

    
      

    

    
      'Got him. He hasn't moved. At this distance, not even a peak master can evade it. I won't kill him. Thankfully, since it's the base of the mountain, he won't become beast food.'
    

    
      

    

    Only one dagger had been thrown, yet it seemed to split into two mid-air, circling to strike Shinhyuk’s entire neck. Unless he had moved or deflected it the instant it launched, he could not possibly avoid it now. The dagger had already reached point-blank range. There was no escaping it. A twisted smile spread across Shin Yoon-je's face.

    
      

    

    
      
        Thunk!
      
    

    
      

    

    The dagger bounced off in front of Shinhyuk's neck as if it had hit a steel wall. The relaxed smile vanished from Shin Yoon-je's face as his eyes widened in shock.

    
      

    

    "Protective Qi?! That's impossible..."

    
      

    

    Had he known his opponent could use Protective Qi, he would have either blocked the approach with daggers or fled long ago. Shinhyuk calmly watched the deflected projectile and spoke again in a composed voice.

    
      

    

    "On the off chance that I'm mistaken, let me ask once more. Are you Shin Yoon-je, the Blue Sea Demon?"

    
      

    

    His voice was devoid of pitch. A flat, sunken voice. Shin Yoon-je’s instincts rang with alarm bells.

    
      

    

    
      'This man is on a completely different level. One of the ultra-peak masters? No, I’ve never heard of an ultra-peak master dressed like this. But if he can use Protective Qi of this strength without any preparation, he must be a master of the Harmony Realm. Facing someone like that head-on is suicide.'
    

    
      

    

    "Haaah!"

    
      

    

    Instead of replying, Shin Yoon-je summoned all his inner energy, threw two more daggers, and turned to flee toward Geummi Village. He figured if he hid among civilians, the enemy would hesitate to suppress him for fear of harming innocents.

    
      

    

    
      'Victorino, fire the 255mm Barrier Missile (EFM: Energy Field Missile).'
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that. EFM fire.』

    
      

    

    
      
        BOOOOM~!
      
    

    
      

    

    A thunderous boom echoed as if lightning struck a clear sky. Then something fell at immense speed, landing right in front of the fleeing Shin Yoon-je. He spread his energy in all directions while running. Fortunately, that ultra-master didn’t follow him.

    
      

    

    
      ‘What’s going on? Did he not come to suppress me? Is he here on a different mission because he knows my other identity?’
    

    
      

    

    What did it matter? He’d figure that out after escaping. In the distance, he saw Geummi Village. Shin Yoon-je summoned all his energy and dashed at full speed toward it.

    
      

    

    
      Thunk!
    

    
      

    

    “Gah!”

    
      

    

    While running at full speed, he slammed into an invisible wall. His body was thrown backward. The impact was as if he had fallen from a skyscraper, an unbearable shock to anyone untrained in martial arts, possibly even fatal.

    
      

    

    Shinhyuk slowly approached the groaning Shin Yoon-je, who lay writhing in pain.

    
      

    

    “You must have committed quite a few crimes. I only asked your name, yet here you are, fleeing like this.”

    
      

    

    “Agh!”

    
      

    

    Shin Yoon-je’s body bounced up from the ground. The shock had scattered the inner energy he was using to move with lightfoot techniques, causing his vital point to scream in protest, but he couldn’t afford to die so pathetically.

    
      

    

    “What kind of sorcery did you use?!”

    
      

    

    Answer me. Answer! He needed just a few more seconds to suppress his surging blood and run again.

    
      

    

    “It’s not sorcery.”

    
      

    

    “Then what is it?”

    
      

    

    “Science and technology.”

    
      

    

    “Science and technology?”

    
      

    

    『Commander, the target’s PEF is concentrating in one location.』

    
      

    

    
      'Good. Let’s see what else he’s got.'
    

    
      

    

    Shinhyuk gave a thin smile.

    
      

    

    “You need time, I see. I’ll wait. However, this is your last chance.”

    
      

    

    
      ‘He knows and still gives me time? Truly a Harmony Realm master. It grieves me to die under such disgrace, but at the very least, I’ll leave a mark on your body to prove that I, Shin Yoon-je, was a martial artist.’
    

    
      

    

    A determined expression appeared on Shin Yoon-je’s face. He focused all his power and split it between both hands.

    
      

    

    
      ‘This is the final move of the warrior Shin Yoon-je!’
    

    
      

    

    [Black Moon Dagger.]

    
      

    

    [Ultimate Technique: Death King's Black Moon Sky.]

    
      

    

    Shin Yoon-je's hands painted the air. It looked as if he had eight arms. Dozens of daggers filled the air, surrounding Shinhyuk from all sides. The flying daggers were wreathed in black sword energy, transforming into crescent shapes.

    
      

    

    At that moment, Shin Yoon-je kicked off the ground and soared into the air. As he gathered all his inner energy into both hands, he launched a full-force strike at Shinhyuk.

    
      

    

    『Warning: Confirmed lethal weapon containing both psionic energy and physical force.』

    
      

    

    The Guard Satellite orbiting Shinhyuk deactivated stealth mode and began to glow blue. Three small spheres spun erratically, forming a curtain of light around him. The blue light surrounding Shinhyuk clashed with the dark flames of Shin Yoon-je’s daggers.

    
      

    

    The daggers lost their glow and fell like hail on an umbrella. The Guard Satellite that had blocked the daggers shifted its movement.

    
      

    

    『Intercepting second psionic-energy-based attack. Energy cannon standby. Target locked.』

    
      

    

    
      'FIRE.'
    

    
      

    

    The aurora-like blue light around Shinhyuk faded and gathered above his head, then fired a spherical blast into the sky.

    
      

    

    
      
        BOOOM! BOOOM! BOOOM!
      
    

    
      

    

    Shin Yoon-je’s power clashed with the Guard Satellite’s energy, sending shockwaves and deafening noise through the air.

    
      

    

    “Ugh...”

    
      

    

    A groan echoed from somewhere near Shinhyuk.

    
      

    

    “This is surprising. The amplification of the psionic energy was higher than expected.”

    
      

    

    The Guard Satellites that had neutralized Shin Yoon-je’s attack resumed erratic movement around Shinhyuk. He walked step by step toward Shin Yoon-je.

    
      

    

    “What are you saying? Though disgraced, I’m still a warrior. Give me a warrior’s end.”

    
      

    

    “A4, subdue the target. Leave him only unconscious.”

    
      

    

    『Copy that. One more battle is anticipated. To conserve energy, Guard Satellite stealth mode will remain off. Permission?』

    
      

    

    “Granted. Commencing subjugation of Blue Sea Demon Shin Yoon-je.”

    
      

    

    The moment Shinhyuk finished speaking, two previously vanished Guard Satellites reappeared at Shin Yoon-je’s sides.

    
      

    

    “What is this?!”

    
      

    

    Beams of light shot out from the satellites. Shin Yoon-je hastily launched inner energy from his hands to block the beams and leapt forward. But the small orbs chased him like magnets, spinning around him at high speed and emitting blinding light.

    
      

    

    “Eeurgh!”

    
      

    

    Shin Yoon-je gritted his teeth and tried to shoot them down while dodging. But the orbs moved so fast that hitting them was nearly impossible. Even when he did hit them, the blue barrier surrounding the satellites was never pierced.

    
      

    

    “Huff, huff...”

    
      

    

    Shin Yoon-je’s inner energy was rapidly depleting.

    
      

    

    “Damn it. The legendary Artifact Martial Arts are one thing, but to continually discharge energy from the projectiles... what the hell is this...?”

    
      

    

    At last, Shin Yoon-je stopped moving.

    
      

    

    “Are you trying to capture me alive?”

    
      

    

    At his question, the satellites stopped moving. Shinhyuk answered.

    
      

    

    “That’s correct.”

    
      

    

    “I’m already a dead man. Just kill me here and now. No one will believe a word I say anyway.”

    
      

    

    “There’s a principle called the presumption of innocence. And no matter the crime, everyone has the right to a defense. There are exceptions, but still.”

    
      

    

    Faced with Shinhyuk’s serious tone, Shin Yoon-je was speechless.

    
      

    

    “What... does that even mean...?”

    
      

    

    “Please rest for a moment.”

    
      

    

    As soon as Shinhyuk finished speaking, one of the satellites transformed into a needle-like shape and pierced Shin Yoon-je’s neck.

    
      

    

    Like a puppet with its strings cut, Shin Yoon-je collapsed unconscious.

    
      

    

    『Situation resolved. Energy field deactivated. Peak Master Blue Sea Demon has been subdued.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Compared to the initial PEF reading, the momentary output was significantly higher. If his base PEF had been just a bit stronger, he might’ve destroyed one of the Guard Satellites.’
    

    
      

    

    『Yes, Commander. His ability to concentrate and utilize PEF far exceeded our expectations.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘After all that noise, surely the Bloodsucking Demon Lord has noticed something happened down here?’
    

    
      

    

    『Fortunately, the target has not moved. However, only 65% of the Guard Satellites' energy remains. Caution is advised.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘More energy consumption than expected, huh?’
    

    
      

    

    『Yes. This being our first operation in this dimension, such extensive activity and combat were not anticipated. Additionally, output was set to maximum to ensure your safety.』

    
      

    

    At Victorino’s report, Shinhyuk nodded.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Alright. Let’s move on to the next objective.’
    

    
      

    

    Shinhyuk's body rose and shot upward toward the summit of Mount Geummi.

    
      

      

    

  
    

    
      Chapter 10. God of Death Hyuk VS Peak Masters (2)
    

    
      

    

    “The sound of qi clashing against qi. One side exudes the aura of the Blue Sea Demon, while the other feels strangely formless, like a force emitted by nature itself. What’s going on?”

    
      

    

    Bloodsucking Demon Lord Jeon Jo opened his eyes in the middle of circulating his internal energy, having sensed a peculiar surge of qi. An instant later, a thunderous boom echoed. He felt the Blue Sea Demon’s qi swell dramatically. At this intensity, the Blue Sea Demon must be fighting for his life with everything he had.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Who in the world is the Blue Sea Demon facing?’
    

    
      

    

    The opponent’s qi didn’t feel human at all. Jeon Jo had never encountered such a sensation in his entire life. The problem was, the Bloodsucking Demon Lord had a contract of mutual need with the Blue Sea Demon. Should he go save him?

    
      

    

    “Damn…”

    
      

    

    While Jeon Jo hesitated, the Blue Sea Demon’s qi began to rapidly diminish. The opponent was an unimaginable master. To subdue the Blue Sea Demon in such a short time?

    
      

    

    Though the Blue Sea Demon was slightly below Jeon Jo in level, he was still a legitimate Peak master. There weren’t many who could defeat such a master so quickly. And yet, neither the Murim Alliance nor the Dark Way Alliance would dispatch an ultra-elite just to take down the Blue Sea Demon. What was going on?

    
      

    

    Jeon Jo calmed his mind and began circulating his qi throughout his body.

    
      

    

    “Could it be the Heavenly Soaring Step Emperor?! And that’s…!”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk had appeared atop Mount Geummi, looking down from the sky at the Bloodsucking Demon Lord. Slowly descending.

    
      

    

    As Shin Hyuk touched the ground, he approached Jeon Jo. Floating behind Shin Hyuk was the limp body of the Blue Sea Demon. With a wave of Shin Hyuk’s hand, the Blue Sea Demon’s body vanished toward the Teresa vessel atop Mount Geummi.

    
      

    

    “Are you Bloodsucking Demon Lord Jeon Jo?”

    
      

    

    “I am.”

    
      

    

    『Warning, target's PEF readings are beginning to rise gradually. Switching A4 Guard Satellite to combat mode.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘I approve.’
    

    
      

    

    『Excessive energy was expended during the earlier battle with the Blue Sea Demon. At full output, A4 Guard Satellite's operational time is limited to under 30 minutes.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘No need to rush the enemy’s defeat, Victorino. Our goal is to gather as much combat data as possible. Allow the enemy room to operate so we can observe them at full capacity. Reduce A4’s output to 70%.’
    

    
      

    

    『This is not a recommended combat protocol. Your safety is our top priority, Commander…』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Enough. Focus on the battle.’
    

    
      

    

    Prepared, Shin Hyuk locked eyes with Jeon Jo. At that moment, the look in Jeon Jo’s eyes changed.

    
      

    

    An opponent beyond imagination. He had already witnessed the subdued Blue Sea Demon with his own eyes. Even if only in a dream, or even if he were to die, he wanted to cross swords with such an ultra-elite master just once.

    
      

    

    
      ‘My blood is boiling.’
    

    
      

    

    Jeon Jo solidified his fighting spirit. As he did, crimson energy began to billow from his body, like mist dyed in blood. Though he looked ready to leap at Shin Hyuk with burning resolve, the Bloodsucking Demon Lord Jeon Jo instead gave a respectful martial salute.

    
      

    

    “I do not know what path of mastery you walk, but simply to meet a master of your caliber is honor enough. I, Jeon Jo of the End of Murim, shall have no regrets even if my sword breaks and I die today. I ask only for a warrior’s end, worthy of a warrior.”

    
      

    

    “I am Shin Hyuk, the God of Death.”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk returned the salute.

    
      

    

    [Red Flame Dusk Sky Demonic Art – Detonation.]

    
      

    

    
      
        Baaaaam!
      
    

    
      

    

    Without hesitation, Jeon Jo detonated his internal energy. It was a technique with severe aftereffects. He could wield power far beyond his norm for about ten minutes, but afterward, he wouldn’t be able to use his energy for at least a week. It was a finishing move, typically used to temporarily overpower those of equal standing. But against an ultra-master like Shin Hyuk, there was no time to think of what came after.

    
      

    

    『Warning. Warning. Target’s PEF is spiking rapidly. The current reading has far exceeded the measured 850,000… now 980,000… 1,150,000. Still rising.』

    
      

    

    ‘Ohh…?’

    
      

    

    『It is estimated the target has reached its peak. PEF 1,250,000. The target forcibly accelerated the circulation of psionic energy, causing an explosive output. For the next ten minutes, their abilities will surpass their usual limits. For safety, evasion for ten minutes is recommended.』

    
      

    

    ‘Isn’t 1,250,000 still manageable?’

    
      

    

    『During the battle with the Blue Sea Demon, the target focused their PEF in one burst, causing a spike. If Jeon Jo concentrates his amplification like that, it’s possible he could momentarily exceed that power.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘No need to end this quickly just for my safety.’
    

    
      

    

    『That is not a recommended course of action, Commander.』

    
      

    

    “HAAAH!”

    
      

    

    While Shin Hyuk and Victorino exchanged words, Jeon Jo launched his assault. A full-power attack from the start.

    
      

    

    [Seven-Part Bloodsucking Demon Sword, Form One:]

    
      

    

    [Central Blood-Shattering Line]

    
      

    

    Jeon Jo’s sword thrust forward in a straight line. An all-out strike. Victorino adjusted three Guard Satellites to respond, intending to gauge the enemy’s strength.

    
      

    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      

    

    『PEF 1,650,000. The opponent’s attack power exceeds expectations. Proceed with caution.』

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk was genuinely surprised by the force of Jeon Jo’s attack.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Fix Guard Satellite #1 for defense. Use Satellite #3 for offense only, and Satellite #2 for both offense and defense.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that. Excellent decision.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘He truly is a peak master. He blocked the route of my sword to stop the chaining of moves. Skipping Form Two, then.’
    

    
      

    

    [Seven-Part Bloodsucking Demon Sword, Form Three:]

    
      

    

    [Bloodfall Sword Wave]

    
      

    

    Jeon Jo’s sword swung wide from left to right, unleashing a massive wave of blood-colored sword energy at Shin Hyuk from all directions.

    
      

    

    
      
        Baaaaam!
      
    

    
      

    

    Two Guard Satellites emitted blue light that wrapped around Shin Hyuk. As the blood sword energy touched the blue light, it vanished instantly.

    
      

    

    『Total PEF 920,000. Appears to be a wide-area technique.』

    
      

    

    Victorino continued his live combat reporting.

    
      

    

    [Seven-Part Bloodsucking Demon Sword, Form Five:]

    
      

    

    [Blood Sword Hidden Dusk]

    
      

    

    Creating some distance, Jeon Jo again swung his sword, sending out dozens of blood-red strands. A few targeted Shin Hyuk directly, but most struck the surrounding ground.

    
      

    

    
      ‘What’s this?’
    

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk was puzzled. Why waste energy?

    
      

    

    『Danger. Psionic energy is amplifying beneath the ground.』

    
      

    

    Victorino’s urgent voice rang out. As the warning blared, Shin Hyuk’s body shot into the air. At that moment, Jeon Jo also leapt up and appeared directly above Shin Hyuk’s head.

    
      

    

    “I expected that!”

    
      

    

    [Seven-Part Bloodsucking Demon Sword, Form Six:]

    
      

    

    [Blood Dragon Descends from Heaven]

    
      

    

    As his blade hummed, a massive blood dragon emerged and struck Shin Hyuk directly.

    
      

    

    
      
        Boooom!
      
    

    
      

    

    Guard Satellites #1 and #2 deployed maximum barriers. The shockwave from the Blood Dragon Descends from Heaven drove Shin Hyuk forcibly to the ground. 

    
      

    

    Just then, the energy that had struck the ground surged upward, hitting Shin Hyuk from below. The descending strike and ascending force combined, causing a massive explosion.

    
      

    

    
      
        Boom! Boom! Boom!
      
    

    
      

    

    “Huff, huff……”

    
      

    

    Jeon Jo steadied his breath as he watched. He’d gone all out. Even with strong protective energy, the combo of Blood Sword Hidden Dusk and Blood Dragon Descends from Heaven would seriously injure even the leader of the Murim Alliance. Regaining some composure—

    
      

    

    A blue aura swept away the flames, revealing Shin Hyuk walking out with a frustrated look.

    
      

    

    “Damn, didn’t think Satellite #3 would get destroyed.”

    
      

    

    『We did not anticipate this attack. My apologies, Commander.』

    
      

    

    “You’re fine? All that happened was one weapon broke?”

    
      

    

    Was he even human? He had taken that storm of energy and sword force with just his body’s defensive field?

    
      

    

    “With Guard Satellite output down to 70%, this isn’t easy. But I did obtain a valuable method of psionic energy operation. Victorino, can’t I use my astral energy without the Guard Satellites?”

    
      

    

    For the first time, Shin Hyuk sounded disappointed.

    
      

    

    『Negative. Per ship protocol, the Commander’s astral energy may only be used after a full physical exam.』

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk shook his head. No matter how advanced an AI was, Victorino was still a computer, obsessed with the manual.

    
      

    

    『The enemy’s attacks have far exceeded expectations. Per Teresa’s top priority safety protocols, further combat relying only on A4 Guard Satellites is prohibited. Initiating forced suppression of the enemy.』

    
      

    

    Victorino began to act autonomously without Shin Hyuk’s orders.

    
      

    

    『Teresa online.』

    
      

    

    『Mini Ion Cannon standby. Target: Bloodsucking Demon Lord Jeon Jo.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Wait, Victorino. Don’t kill him.’
    

    
      

    

    『Even if the target dies, your life takes precedence.』

    
      

    

    『Ion Cannon lock-on complete.』

    
      

    

    A transmission from Teresa reached both Shin Hyuk and Victorino.

    
      

    

    Meanwhile, Jeon Jo, reeling from having expended all his techniques and internal energy in vain, stood in shock. The opponent wore a frustrated look, yes, but only two of the three marbles he toyed with were destroyed.

    
      

    

    If it had come to this, then even if it destroyed his body, he had no choice but to use his final trump card, one he hadn’t even fully mastered. If he were to die, he would not die doing nothing. His pride wouldn’t allow it.

    
      

    

    Blood Demon Three Swords. He had only learned the first of the three forms, but its power far surpassed the Seven-Part Bloodsucking Demon Sword.

    
      

    

    Just as Jeon Jo was about to wager his life and unleash the first form—

    
      

    

    “If you don’t want to die, defend yourself with everything you’ve got!”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk pointed at the ground directly in front of Jeon Jo.

    
      

    

    『Coordinates received. Firing Ion Cannon.』

    
      

    

    There is no death more desired for a martial artist than to die in battle. Jeon Jo ignited his will once again. At that moment, Victorino’s voice rang out, and a green beam of light, tearing through the heavens from Mount Geummi, struck the ground right in front of Jeon Jo.

    
      

    

    [Blood Demon Three Swords, Form One:]

    
      

    

    [Blood Demon Seizes Life]

    
      

    

    A nearly two-foot-long sword energy erupted from Jeon Jo’s blade as he swung it with every ounce of his strength at the green beam. But as soon as his sword energy touched the light, it vanished. The shock of internal energy backlash and the cannon’s force overwhelmed him, and he vomited blood as he was hurled away.

    
      

    

    The Ion Cannon struck the ground mere inches from where Jeon Jo’s body had been flung. Strangely, where the cannon hit, there was no sound, no explosion, because the space itself had been erased.

    
      

    

    
      ‘What kind of ridiculous martial art is this…?’
    

    
      

    

    That was the last thought to cross Jeon Jo’s mind before he lost consciousness.

    
      

      

    

  
    

    
      Chapter 11. Sa Shin Hyuk's Proposal (1)
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘That was closer than I thought.’
    

    
      

    

    『Correct, Commander. Based on the current battle data analysis, warriors of first-rate level pose no threat, but from peak-level experts onward, they are a sufficient threat.』

    
      

    

    
      At Victorino's words, Shin-hyuk nodded.
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Your assessment is probably correct with just the A4 guard satellite. But if we use the methods we haven’t deployed yet, I don’t think even peak-level experts will be a problem.’
    

    
      

    

    『That is correct.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Still, just in case, once we return to the Theresa, prioritize booting up Opera and Lucia. From now on, it would be better if Opera took command of the battle satellites.’
    

    
      

    

    『Understood, Commander. Also, even if the energy extraction work is delayed after return, we will prepare the S4 satellite.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Good. Once we’re back on Theresa, let’s update the combat data and arm the S4 satellite. If peak-level experts are this dangerous, we won’t be able to deal with a hostile super-peak-level master with just an A-grade guard satellite.’
    

    
      

    

    『Excellent judgment, Commander. Shall we move to the Government Office immediately?』

    
      

    

    
      ‘No. Even if the Blue Sea Demon is fine, the Bloodsucking Demon Lord’s life must be hanging by a thread. First, transfer the two of them to Theresa for treatment.’
    

    
      

    

    『It is not a decision I would like to recommend.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘As long as my life isn’t in danger, aren’t my orders absolute?’
    

    
      

    

    『Executing.』

    
      

    

    With a wave of Shin-hyuk’s hand, the body of the Bloodsucking Demon Lord floated up and headed toward Theresa.

    
      

    

    『Well done, Commander.』

    
      

    

    Victorino, who had returned to the main AI core of Theresa, greeted him.

    
      

    

    “Yeah, Tori. Good work. What about Opera and Lucia’s booting status?”

    
      

    

    『Currently in progress. Based on current priority, I recommend booting the data computer Lucia first.』

    
      

    

    “Alright. Tori, take a rest and hand things over to Lucia.”

    
      

    

    『Understood, Commander. Lucia’s booting will be completed in approximately 5 minutes.』

    
      

    

    『Booting Lucia 85%. 95%…』

    
      

    

    Lucia’s booting progress was displayed in real time on the giant screen of the bridge.

    
      

    

    『Booting Lucia 100%.』

    
      

    

    『Hehe, it’s been a while. I’ll take good care of you again, Commander. Tori, good work. Please rest for now.』

    
      

    

    『Yes, Miss Lucia. Please take care of things.』

    
      

    

    As soon as the booting was completed, a bright young woman’s voice was heard. It was the voice of Lucia, the data computer. Still, no matter how much time passed, Shin-hyuk couldn’t get used to the AIs talking to each other like people.

    
      

    

    “It’s been a while, Lucia.”

    
      

    

    『Yes, it has, Shin-hyuk.』

    
      

    

    Calling him “Shin-hyuk” despite being a computer… definitely strange. Whether by coincidence or fate, her voice reminded him of her.

    
      

    

    “First, take care of these two. How long will full recovery take?”

    
      

    

    『If we place them in the rapid cell regeneration recovery capsule, they’ll recover within 30 minutes.』

    
      

    

    “What about the language and combat data collected so far?”

    
      

    

    『I’ve received a complete transfer from the main computer Victorino. The language data will continue to be updated and corrected in real time.』

    
      

    

    “Good. And the combat data?”

    
      

    

    『Also under analysis. Furthermore, we are creating categories from civilians up to peak-level masters and proceeding with subdividing the PEF values.』

    
      

    

    At Lucia’s report, Shin-hyuk nodded in satisfaction.

    
      

    

    “Alright then. I’ll go take a shower first.”

    
      

    

    『Oh my, would you like me to bathe you, big brother? It’s been a while.』

    
      

    

    Shin-hyuk gave a bitter smile.

    
      

    

    “Lucia, please, cut it out with those jokes. And update the battle info with Victorino on the main computer, and localize the language data as well.”

    
      

    

    『Got it. See you soon~』

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    
      
        Thump, thump, thump!
      
    

    
      

    

    Urgent footsteps echoed.

    
      

    

    “This is Shadow 1.”

    
      

    

    “Come in.”

    
      

    

    As the door to the receiving room opened, the man known as Shadow 1 knelt before Am Yeon-baek and Daoist Master Dohyeon.

    
      

    

    “This is a report on the Special Class 1 Monster.”

    
      

    

    Shadow 1 glanced at Daoist Master Dohyeon, silently asking Am Yeon-baek with his eyes if it was alright for him to be present. Am Yeon-baek gave a slight nod.

    
      

    

    “I will now report.”

    
      

    

    Before returning to Azure Ocean Branch, Am Yeon-baek had dispatched a hawk message ordering a first-rate level intel squad to the scene on Geummi Mountain. However, he was careful not to offend Shin-hyuk’s mood. The report from that surveillance had arrived already. Considering the time was just past 4 p.m, it had come remarkably fast.

    
      

    

    “So, where did the monster go?”

    
      

    

    “Well…”

    
      

    

    “Don’t tell me it's headed to Geummi Mountain?”

    
      

    

    “No, it’s not that…”

    
      

    

    “Then?”

    
      

    

    Even Shadow 1 could hardly believe it, but he had no choice but to report what was written.

    
      

    

    “Both the Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Lord were subdued and transported to the monster’s dwelling.”

    
      

    

    “What? Already?”

    
      

    

    “Hehe… Amitabha.”

    
      

    

    Considering the time it would’ve taken for the hawk to come and go, it seemed the incident happened just after Am Yeon-baek and Daoist Master Dohyeon met him.

    
      

    

    “Pardon me, benefactor.”

    
      

    

    At Daoist Master Dohyeon’s call, Shadow 1 turned to him.

    
      

    

    “Did the intel squad actually witness the subjugation process of the Blue Sea Demon and Bloodsucking Demon Lord?”

    
      

    

    Despite being temporarily allied for a common cause, asking someone from another sect, especially a hostile one, showed just how curious Daoist Master Dohyeon was. Both he and Am Yeon-baek understood a warrior’s curiosity.

    
      

    

    “Yes, they did, Master.”

    
      

    

    “Then, how were they subdued?”

    
      

    

    Shadow 1 hadn’t seen it himself, so he could only recount what the report stated.

    
      

    

    “First, in the case of the Blue Sea Demon, none of his attacks could penetrate the monster’s body-protection energy and were nullified.”

    
      

    

    “Hmm…”

    
      

    

    Body-protection energy varies in strength, and so do attacks. No one in the martial world would dare to rely solely on body energy to block an attack from someone like the Blue Sea Demon.

    
      

    

    “What happened then?”

    
      

    

    “In the end, the Blue Sea Demon used his ultimate move, but it was blocked by a toy-like orb wielded by the monster. The orb moved like a living sword and attacked, surrounding him.”

    
      

    

    “Amitabha. As expected of a super-peak-level master. To toy with a peak-level like that using living sword techniques… But isn’t that a bit too cruel? There’s such a difference in level, was it really necessary to humiliate him like that…”

    
      

    

    The sorrow in Daoist Master Dohyeon’s eyes showed his distaste for the humiliation of a fellow martial artist, regardless of faction.

    
      

    

    “That’s not all, Master.”

    
      

    

    “Then?”

    
      

    

    “That orb also fired energy blasts like sword qi and subdued the Blue Sea Demon. Exhausted, the Blue Sea Demon ran out of inner power and lost consciousness. The monster then captured him and headed straight for the summit where the Bloodsucking Demon Lord was.”

    
      

    

    Am Yeon-baek and Daoist Master Dohyeon’s jaws dropped. If that report was accurate, only someone on par with the King of Hidden Weapons could replicate that martial prowess.

    
      

    

    “We understand what happened to the Blue Sea Demon. Then how was the Bloodsucking Demon Lord subdued?”

    
      

    

    “Well, it seems the monster wanted to test out Central Plains martial arts. He accepted all of the Demon Lord’s attacks.”

    
      

    

    Daoist Master Dohyeon was stunned.

    
      

    

    “You mean all of the Sevenfold Bloodsucking Demon Swords?”

    
      

    

    “Yes, even the chained combo attacks were blocked with the orb’s energy shield and body protection energy.”

    
      

    

    “And he remained unharmed?”

    
      

    

    “Yes. One orb was destroyed, but he walked out unscathed. Judging by the Bloodsucking Demon Lord’s state, he had likely used latent power to grow momentarily stronger.”

    
      

    

    “Oh… And still failed to even scratch him?”

    
      

    

    “That’s not all.”

    
      

    

    Shadow 1 swallowed hard before continuing.

    
      

    

    “The Demon Lord even used our sect’s long-lost Three Blood Demon Swords.”

    
      

    

    “The Three Blood Demon Swords!”

    
      

    

    “The Three Blood Demon Swords?”

    
      

    

    Both Am Yeon-baek and Daoist Master Dohyeon shouted in astonishment.

    
      

    

    “Yes, and seeing that, the monster seemed to decide it wasn’t enough to keep using the orb alone. As the Demon Lord prepared his final strike, the monster reached out toward him and…”

    
      

    

    “What? Did he unleash a massive energy blast or ground-shaking wave?”

    
      

    

    “Well… I’m only quoting the report…”

    
      

    

    “What is it? Speak!”

    
      

    

    Am Yeon-baek urged him on.

    
      

    

    “The sky split, and a green lightning bolt struck down. After that, the monster subdued the Bloodsucking Demon Lord and disappeared into a strange structure at the summit of Geummi Mountain.”

    
      

    

    Am Yeon-baek and Daoist Master Dohyeon were left speechless.

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    The Bloodsucking Demon Lord’s eyes opened.

    
      

    

    
      ‘What…? I thought I’d surely died. Where am I?’
    

    
      

    

    As soon as he regained consciousness, he secretly tried to gather his internal energy.

    
      

    

    『Warning, red-haired big brother. You’re in treatment. Please stop using internal power.』

    
      

    

    At the soft female voice, the Demon Lord stopped his energy circulation. It didn’t seem like someone was trying to harm him. He turned his head to the side. The Blue Sea Demon, already conscious, was lying inside a strange capsule. He likely was too.

    
      

    

    『Big brother Shin Yoon-je, your treatment is complete. You may exit now~』

    
      

    

    『Big brother Jeonjo, please wait one more minute.』

    
      

    

    Shin Yoon-je, the Blue Sea Demon, had finished treatment. The capsule opened, and rods emerged from the floor to dress him. Jeonjo stared blankly at the sight.

    
      

    

    『Big brother Jeonjo, your treatment is complete. You may come out now~』

    
      

    

    Lucia’s voice rang again.

    
      

    

    
      ‘What is this? An unknown female master? Sounds like a remote voice transmission technique using echo resonance.’
    

    
      

    

    Tilting his head in confusion, Jeonjo stepped out of the capsule. Having already seen Shin Yoon-je’s reaction, he didn’t feel particularly uncomfortable.

    
      

    

    『Big brothers~ You must be hungry, right? Please have a snack while waiting for the Commander~』

    
      

    

    As Lucia’s words ended, the floor opened up and a luxurious feast rose before them.

    
      

    

    『You two are basically Commander Sah Shin-hyuk’s prisoners. Refusal isn’t an option. So please enjoy your meal.』

    
      

    

    Pfft.

    
      

    

    The Blue Sea Demon and Bloodsucking Demon Lord both chuckled dryly. If they were going to be killed or harmed, it would’ve happened long ago.

    
      

    

    The two sat across from each other, nodded, and began eating. Surprisingly, the food was very good.

    
      

    

    Not long after, as they finished their meal in satisfaction, a metallic wall split with a whirring sound, and Shin-hyuk entered.

    
      

    

    “Let me introduce myself properly. My name is Sa Shin-hyuk.”

    
      

      

    

  
    

    
      Chapter 12. Sa Shin Hyuk's Proposal (2)
    

    
      

    

    Seeing Shin Hyuk, who had subdued them, Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Lord instinctively tensed up. But they didn’t even dare to think about striking.

    
      

    

    “You don’t need to be so tense. What I want is a conversation with you. Lucia, just bring out two sofas.”

    
      

    

    Once again, the floor opened up, and two large sofas suitable for Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Lord appeared side by side, and opposite them, a sofa for Shin Hyuk was prepared.

    
      

    

    “I hope the meal was to your liking. Just a simple tea time... or at least a cup of tea? Lucia, prepare some rice crackers or anything trendy in this era. Some alcohol would be nice too.”

    
      

    

    『Master, alcohol isn’t good for patients. I’ll prepare only refreshments.』

    
      

    

    Once again, rods appeared and placed snacks on the table between Shin Hyuk and Blue Sea Demon.

    
      

    

    “The life of the loser belongs to the victor. Kill me.”

    
      

    

    “I agree as well.”

    
      

    

    Lifting the teacup and taking a sip, Shin Hyuk looked at them and asked, “Before that, there’s something I need to confirm with you. Have either of you committed crimes great enough to be considered enemies of the entire Murim?”

    
      

    

    “…”

    
      

    

    “…”

    
      

    

    Their expressions instantly stiffened.

    
      

    

    “I’ll ask again. Have you committed crimes so great as to become public enemies of Murim?”

    
      

    

    “No one believes what we say anyway. Shouting it again here won’t make a difference.”

    
      

    

    “I feel the same.”

    
      

    

    “That’s not quite what I know.”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk set down the teacup and smiled.

    
      

    

    “What do you mean it’s different?”

    
      

    

    “In fact, I was just going to give you basic treatment here and then hand you over to the authorities. But now, the situation has changed a bit. Lucia, explain the situation.”

    
      

    

    『Yes, Oppa.』

    
      

    

    “Leave out the ‘Oppa’.”

    
      

    

    “What in the world do you mean?”

    
      

    

    Instead of Shin Hyuk, Lucia jumped in to answer the Bloodsucking Demon Lord’s question.

    
      

    

    『While I was treating you both under the commander’s orders, your brainwave data was inadvertently analyzed. The vivid memories you recalled while unconscious were visualized, and the commander and his aides were able to view those scenes.』

    
      

    

    “Can you explain that a bit more simply?”

    
      

    

    『Dear Sir Jeonjo. You know how people say that their life flashes before their eyes before death? Although you two weren’t exactly at death’s door, we happened to glimpse some of the strongest memories from your lives. Of course, it wasn’t intentional.』

    
      

    

    At Lucia’s words, both Jeonjo and Shin Yoonje flinched. Reading their memories,was that really possible?

    
      

    

    “I truly regret that we unintentionally peered into your memories.”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk bowed his head respectfully and apologized.

    
      

    

    “Wait, reading memories… No need to bow. That’s far too courteous.”

    
      

    

    “There’s no need for someone of your level to go so far…”

    
      

    

    Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Lord frantically waved their hands. A martial artist who has reached the peak of transcendence is someone of at least sect leader status from a prestigious clan.

    
      

    

    “To get to the point, we discovered that your supposed crimes were false accusations. Since it came directly from your memories, it must be true.”

    
      

    

    “…”

    
      

    

    “…”

    
      

    

    No one had ever believed them no matter how much they screamed it wasn’t them, yet now, a supreme master whom they had just met was saying he believed them.

    
      

    

    “I no longer wish for anyone to suffer an unjust or meaningless death.”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk’s voice grew more solemn. How many people had been sacrificed in the past in the search for suitable candidates for Teresa?

    
      

    

    “Now that I know the truth, I can’t just sit back and watch your current situation.”

    
      

    

    “But there’s no way. The ones who framed us are too powerful and vast.”

    
      

    

    “No matter how much we struggle alone, we can’t overturn a false truth.”

    
      

    

    Their voices carried deep bitterness.

    
      

    

    “Let’s make a contract.”

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk’s sudden words, Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Lord looked confused.

    
      

    

    “A contract, you say?”

    
      

    

    “That’s right. I will clear your names. In return, I ask for your help.”

    
      

    

    “And how do you plan to clear our names?”

    
      

    

    “If they suppressed you with overwhelming power and influence, I’ll punish them with even greater strength. If you can’t overturn the false truth no matter how hard you try, then I’ll smash that false truth entirely.”

    
      

    

    It was the kind of statement others would scoff at as arrogant nonsense. But it was a different matter when spoken by someone who had reached the peak of transcendence.

    
      

    

    “…Then what help can we possibly offer you?”

    
      

    

    “I’ve come from very far away in search of a dear friend. But I realize now I can’t find that friend on my own. I need help in many ways, and I ask for your support.”

    
      

    

    Their hearts began to pound. To think that someone would fight against a massive force just to help them, in exchange for such a minor favor, it was hard to believe.

    
      

    

    “H-How can we trust your words?”

    
      

    

    “You don’t have to. I’ll do it regardless.”

    
      

    

    “Can you swear that on your honor as a great man?”

    
      

    

    “Of course.”

    
      

    

    As memories of being hunted while falsely accused rushed in, their eyes became blurry.

    
      

    

    “I, Jeonjo, hereby swear my allegiance to you as my lord.”

    
      

    

    “I am of the same mind. I, Shin Yoonje, also swear loyalty to you as my lord.”

    
      

    

    The infamously feared Bloodsucking Demon Lord and Blue Sea Demon knelt before Shin Hyuk and shouted.

    
      

    

    “My lord, you say?”

    
      

    

    “A moment ago, my lord mentioned a contract. But I believe a contract is only possible between equals. Thus, I cannot think of anything but a lord-vassal relationship.”

    
      

    

    
      ‘I didn’t want things to be this extreme… What should I do, Lucia?’
    

    
      

    

    『They’ve been spared by an overwhelming master and promised revenge. Of course they’d react this way. If you don’t accept them as vassals now, they’ll probably try to take their own lives.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Sigh… Guess I have no choice.’
    

    
      

    

    “Very well. I shall regard you both as my own hands and feet. You may rise.”

    
      

    

    “As you command.”

    
      

    

    Jeonjo and Shin Yoonje responded in perfect unison and stood up.

    
      

    

    “There’s something I’d like to ask you both.”

    
      

    

    “Please command us.”

    
      

    

    “What kind of revenge do you seek? If I clear your names, will that be enough?”

    
      

    

    “If possible, I want to take revenge with my own hands.”

    
      

    

    The Bloodsucking Demon Lord’s eyes burned with fury.

    
      

    

    “They say a gentleman’s revenge is never too late, even after ten years. With your help, my lord, I wish to see it through with my own hands, no matter how long it takes.”

    
      

    

    In contrast, Blue Sea Demon’s eyes were cold as ice.

    
      

    

    “Very well. Then the two of you are no longer people of this world.”

    
      

    

    A silence fell for a moment.

    
      

    

    “Do you mean… our deaths, my lord?”

    
      

    

    Jeonjo asked in a puzzled tone.

    
      

    

    “From the outside, yes.”

    
      

    

    “Jeonjo, our lord must have a plan.”

    
      

    

    “Right now, the two of you are known as public enemies of Murim. It’s better if the world believes you officially died.”

    
      

    

    “My lord suggests we fake our deaths. While we could deceive ordinary people, the problem is that Demon cult’s Azure Ocean Branch leader Am Yeonbaek and Wudang’s Daoist Master Dohyeon are here in Cheongdong County.”

    
      

    

    “Yoonje is right, my lord. It won’t be easy to fool them.”

    
      

    

    “Bio-androids. In this world’s terms, think of them as dolls so detailed no one could distinguish them from real humans. That’s how we’ll deceive them. You two just stay here and rest easy.”

    
      

    

    If their lord, who was like the heavens, had a plan, what could they do? Having sworn loyalty, they could not oppose his first command. And with the skills he had shown so far, it didn’t seem entirely impossible.

    
      

    

    “As you command.”

    
      

    

    They answered in unison with thunderous voices.

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    “Branch Leader.”

    
      

    

    Shadow No. 1 suddenly appeared before Am Yeonbaek and Daoist Master Dohyeon. The two had been engrossed in a discussion about martial arts in the guest hall, but stopped at once. For Shadow No. 1 to appear like this, it had to be urgent.

    
      

    

    “What’s the matter?”

    
      

    

    “The monster from Geummi Mountain has left his residence and is heading toward the Cheongdong County government office.”

    
      

    

    Even before Shadow No. 1 finished speaking, Am Yeonbaek and Daoist Master Dohyeon jumped up and shot out of the Azure Ocean Branch like arrows, positioning themselves on the path from Geummi Mountain to the office.

    
      

    

    Soon, something appeared in the sky, growing larger in their field of vision.

    
      

    

    “Hoho, looks like that donor.”

    
      

    

    “Seems like it.”

    
      

    

    Shoooooooom!

    
      

    

    With a tremendous sonic boom, Shin Hyuk’s figure grew rapidly until it stopped right above them. Then he slowly descended to the ground. Behind him floated the unconscious, but not gravely injured, Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Lord.

    
      

    

    “Greetings, Branch Leader, Master Do.”

    
      

    

    “Greetings.”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk, Daoist Master Dohyeon, and Am Yeonbaek exchanged respectful salutes.

    
      

    

    “As I mentioned, I subdued Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Lord and was on my way to deliver them to the authorities. It seems you are connected to them. When you have time, please visit the summit of Geummi Mountain. You will be warmly welcomed.”

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk’s words, the two brightened. For Am Yeonbaek, maintaining good relations with such a mysterious supreme master was an achievement in itself.

    
      

    

    “Of course. Thank you for the invitation.”

    
      

    

    “Hoho, I’ll definitely pay a visit.”

    
      

    

    Daoist Master Dohyeon thought similarly. He even considered that this relationship with Shin Hyuk might one day benefit his disciple Yoo Shin. Judging from Shin Hyuk’s righteous character in dealing with Murim criminals, meeting him could only be beneficial for his treasured disciple.

    
      

    

    “Well then.”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk gave a slight bow and, with the unconscious Blue Sea Demon and Bloodsucking Demon Lord still floating, soared again toward the Cheongdong County office like a shooting star.

    
      

    

    “We can’t stay here. Let’s hurry.”

    
      

    

    By the time Am Yeonbaek and Daoist Master Dohyeon reached the office, the place was already in chaos.

    
      

      

      

    

  
    

    
      Chapter 13. The Monstrous Dragon Shin Hyuk
    

    
      

    

    About 30 minutes ago.

    
      

    

    Two guards stationed at the front gate of Cheongdong’s office rushed in to find the magistrate.

    
      

    

    “R-Report! Master Sa has returned!”

    
      

    

    “What!? Already!?”

    
      

    

    Both the magistrate and the constable shot up from their seats in shock, having expected it would take at least half a month.

    
      

    

    “He’s back already… Could it be that he forgot something?”

    
      

    

    “That must be it, my lord.”

    
      

    

    Just as the magistrate and Mijong were about to go out to greet him, Shin Hyuk entered the magistrate’s office with his signature unhurried gait.

    
      

    

    “I didn’t forget anything. There’s just something I wanted to show you. Would you please step outside for a moment?”

    
      

    

    The magistrate and constable followed Shin Hyuk out. Outside the office, something vaguely human-shaped lay face down on the ground.

    
      

    

    “Constable.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, sir.”

    
      

    

    “Please confirm whether these are the Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Lord.”

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk’s casual words, the magistrate and constable stood dumbfounded. Did I hear that right? The man who left in the morning returned by dusk and claimed he’d captured the notorious demons that the Martial Alliance hadn’t been able to apprehend in three years?

    
      

    

    “…”

    
      

    

    “…”

    
      

    

    “I’ve sealed their internal energy and blocked their blood points, so there’s no need to worry.”

    
      

    

    Cautiously, Mijong approached the Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Lord. He flipped them over and compared their appearances to drawings on scrolls. After thoroughly inspecting them for quite some time, Mijong finally concluded his examination.

    
      

    

    “Shin Yoon-je, the Blue Sea Demon, and Jeon Jo, the Bloodsucking Demon Lord. These two are without a doubt the wanted demonic heads, my lord.”

    
      

    

    The magistrate nodded as he exchanged glances with Mijong. He hadn’t expected the matter to be resolved so quickly.

    
      

    

    “Thank you very much, sir.”

    
      

    

    Just as the magistrate was about to offer further praise, Shin Hyuk made an unexpected request.

    
      

    

    “I only did what had to be done. However, I’d like to publicly execute them before the people.”

    
      

    

    As the one who had captured them, Shin Hyuk was voicing his opinion regarding their fate.

    
      

    

    “You apprehended them, so we’ll follow your wishes. But may I ask why you wish to execute them publicly?”

    
      

    

    “I wish to show as many people as possible what becomes of the wicked. It’s both to comfort the good and to serve as a warning so such villains don’t arise again.”

    
      

    

    It was such a sound argument that neither the constable nor the magistrate could object.

    
      

    

    “Do as you wish, sir.”

    
      

    

    Once Shin Hyuk’s proposal was accepted, everything moved quickly. Mijong rushed to the Justice Office, had the crimes of the Blue Sea Demon and Bloodsucking Demon Lord recorded in detail, and posted their wanted notices in front of the county office.

    
      

    

    “Sir, preparations are complete.”

    
      

    

    “Good. Let’s proceed.”

    
      

    

    In Cheongdong County, the bell is rung when there’s urgent news for the people. Unless unavoidable, all who hear the bell must gather.

    
      

    

    With murmuring voices, crowds of people began to converge like clouds.

    
      

    

    “Then it’s time for them to pay the price for their evil deeds.”

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk’s gesture, the limp bodies of the Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Lord stirred as they weakly opened their eyes. Those who had arrived early read the postings near the county office gate and trembled with anger at the atrocities committed by the two.

    
      

    

    “Those bastards! They should be killed on the spot!”

    
      

    

    “Even dismemberment would be too kind!”

    
      

    

    At that moment, Am Yeonbaek and Daoist Master Dohyeon also arrived and assessed the situation.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha. The actions of Death God Hyuk are in no way contrary to justice or compassion. If he turned these criminals over to the capital, he’d surely be greatly rewarded, yet he seems indifferent to that.”

    
      

    

    “He’s a man who enforces his justice regardless of situation or reward. Such a man would be terrifying to have as an enemy.”

    
      

    

    They nodded in mutual agreement as they evaluated Shin Hyuk’s choice.

    
      

    

    The loud sound of the gong silenced the murmuring crowd, all eyes turning toward the magistrate.

    
      

    

    “Constable.”

    
      

    

    With a solemn expression, the magistrate called out to Mijong. Matching his seriousness, Mijong nodded and raised his voice.

    
      

    

    “We now begin the trial of the criminals Shin Yoon-je, the Blue Sea Demon, and Jeon Jo, the Bloodsucking Demon Lord.”

    
      

    

    Magistrate Jin Geun-hwa spoke in a voice as cold and sharp as frost.

    
      

    

    “Criminals Shin Yoon-je and Jeon Jo, hear me.”

    
      

    

    Lacking the strength to respond, the two only managed to lift their heads slightly.

    
      

    

    “You dared harm the emperor’s subjects and committed crimes so vile even the heavens turns away. These crimes are unforgivable. The criminals shall be executed by beheading.”

    
      

    

    “Waaah~!”

    
      

    

    “Uwaaah~!”

    
      

    

    The magistrate’s righteous judgment was met with loud cheers from the crowd. For these citizens, who had never seen powerful, wealthy martial artists properly punished, the disgraceful downfall of the two demons was a catharsis that cleared the frustration in their hearts.

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk offered them a final, meaningful farewell.

    
      

    

    “In your next life, I hope you may live honorably in a world of truth.”

    
      

    

    With that, Jin Geun-hwa gave a signal to the constable. Mijong once again stepped to the center and shouted.

    
      

    

    “Execute them!”

    
      

    

    The sound of heads being severed rang out, followed by the thuds of skulls hitting the ground. The constables quickly moved to retrieve the bodies.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha, may they atone for their sins and be reborn in paradise.”

    
      

    

    Daoist Master Dohyeon quietly chanted a Buddhist prayer.

    
      

    

    “A world of truth, huh…”

    
      

    

    Am Yeonbaek’s murmured words drifted above the traces left behind by the departed.

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    “Who exactly is this Death God Hyuk, to have captured those wicked demons? Is he some mysterious master of the martial world?”

    
      

    

    “Didn’t you hear the screams from Mount Geummi this morning? Even the county office was in chaos over it.”

    
      

    

    “What are you talking about? You must have sharp ears to hear all the way from here to Mount Geummi.”

    
      

    

    “That’s not it, I just heard there was some major commotion. I don’t know the details, just rumors.”

    
      

    

    “You seem to know a lot. Come on, tell us.”

    
      

    

    “From what I heard, there was a monstrous incident in Mount Geummi yesterday. That Mastee Sa may not even be human. There’s rumors he’s a yokai.”

    
      

    

    “Hey now, don’t say such dangerous things. Why would you call him that?”

    
      

    

    “They say he levitated the county soldiers into the air and brought them back to the office. And found those two demons in just a few hours. It’s hard to believe, I know.”

    
      

    

    “If what you say is true, then he is a monster, not a man.”

    
      

    

    At first, no one believed the story. Truth be told, even the one telling it had come to the execution out of disbelief.

    
      

    

    “Well, I agree with you. But if he’s a monster, then at least he’s a benevolent one. He hasn’t harmed anyone.”

    
      

    

    “A yokai, huh…”

    
      

    

    “There are tales of yokai who do good for humans.”

    
      

    

    “The only yokai like that I’ve heard of is a dragon.”

    
      

    

    “A dragon? You mean the mythical divine beast that flies freely, performs miracles, and carries a magic orb?”

    
      

    

    “That’s the one. But can dragons take human form?”

    
      

    

    The two tilted their heads as they discussed. Could dragons really take human form? As those nearby joined the conversation, a bright-eyed, innocent-looking girl chimed in.

    
      

    

    “Oh! But don’t they say nine-tailed foxes turn into humans to seduce people? Then wouldn’t a dragon definitely be able to do the same?”

    
      

    

    “Ah!”

    
      

    

    Everyone let out a gasp of realization. It made sense. If even a lowly fox could transform, why wouldn’t a dragon, clearly higher on the scale, be able to?

    
      

    

    “But he’s kind of weird for a dragon. His clothes and his way of speaking are a bit off…”

    
      

    

    “Now that you say that, I’m convinced. I heard when Death God first appeared yesterday morning, he descended from the sky atop a huge silver dish. And they say he uses some kind of orb as his weapon.”

    
      

    

    “Then that orb must be a Wish-fulfilling jewel, and the silver dish he descended on must be a bed of clouds, his celestial resting place. Am I wrong?”

    
      

    

    They say three people can create a tiger with rumor alone, this crowd at the county office was much larger. Creating a dragon from gossip was nothing.

    
      

    

    The Monstrous Dragon, Death God Hyuk. 

    
      

    

    And thus was born the legend of Death God Hyuk, the Monstrous Dragon of sacred Mount Geummi. With his strange clothes, bizarre speech, and mysterious techniques, whether martial arts or magic, he had subdued the Blue Sea Demon and Bloodsucking Demon Lord with ease. This tale began in Cheongdong County and quickly spread across the Central Plains like ink on a blank scroll.

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    After Shin Hyuk left for Mount Geummi, back at the county office in Cheongdong County, the magistrate and Mijong sat with cups of tea before them.

    
      

    

    “Anyway, I’m just glad everything ended well.”

    
      

    

    “What a whirlwind of a day. But I feel like I’m forgetting something… Do you know what it is?”

    
      

    

    “If you don’t know, how would I, sir? Haha.”

    
      

    

    “Right, must be just a feeling. Hahaha.”

    
      

    

    They laughed and sipped their tea. But then the magistrate suddenly spewed his drink.

    
      

    

    “Pfffft! That’s it! I forgot to send a message to His Majesty about the transcendental master we now have! Oh no, my career! Constable! Go and bring Master Sa back right now! This instant!”

    
      

    

    Drenched in tea, Mijong felt like crying. Wiping his face with his sleeve, he retorted bitterly.

    
      

    

    “But sir, didn’t I tell you to send word to the palace as soon as Master Sa left to apprehend those demons!?”

    
      

    

    “I was going to send it tomorrow! Who would’ve thought he’d capture them in one day! And are you scolding me right now?”

    
      

    

    Talk about the guilty getting angry. If he weren’t a direct superior… Swallowing his rage, Mijong forced a respectful face.

    
      

    

    “My lord, Master Sa isn’t some street thug we can summon at will. Let’s just send a message saying we can contact him if necessary.”

    
      

    

    “What if an inspector or imperial envoy goes to Mount Geummi and takes all the credit!?”

    
      

    

    “I doubt it. They’ll probably just get terrified by whatever flies up into the sky and come running back here asking you to contact him.”

    
      

    

    “Brilliant! That works. As expected of my constable, haha!”

    
      

    

    “Hehehe, thank you, sir!”

    
      

    

    
      ‘Heh… If an inspector or envoy gets flown here like a sack of rice, that’ll be a sight. They’ll be furious. And who’ll they take it out on? That man, of course. Kekekeke…’
    

    
      

    

    As Mijong plotted his petty revenge and the magistrate rejoiced over his resolved worries, laughter echoed from the county office like the spreading sunset.

    
      

      

    

  
    

    
      Chapter 14. The Rising Star of Righteous Path
    

    
      

    

    Blue Silk Inn, located in the heart of Qinghai, was one of the most famous inns in the region.

    
      

    

    Because of a sudden downpour from what had been a clear sky until morning, the already busy Blue Silk Inn was now even more crowded with people seeking shelter from the rain.

    
      

    

    At that moment, a Taoist Daoist Master clad in a rain-soaked blue robe opened the door to an Inn in the Qinghai.

    
      

    

    “Welcome~”

    
      

    

    Bowing deeply in greeting, the attendant raised his head to look at the guest. The tall, upright youth with neat features wore the unmistakable blue robe of a Wudang Daoist Master and had a sword embroidered with a Taiji pattern at his waist.

    
      

    

    “Would there be a place where I could rest for a moment?”

    
      

    

    The young Daoist Master politely asked the attendant. As it was rare to see a Wudang Daoist Master in Qinghai, the attendant was momentarily taken aback, but he quickly put on a professional smile and warmly welcomed the guest.

    
      

    

    “Oh my, a Daoist Master! Of course, we have space. Please, come on in.”

    
      

    

    He quickly led the Daoist Master up to a window seat on the second floor.

    
      

    

    “What would you like to eat?”

    
      

    

    “What dishes do you have?”

    
      

    

    To the attendant, Yushin looked like a proper Taoist who had been cultivating by eating only herbs in the mountains. So the chance was high that this was his first visit to an inn.

    
      

    

    “Pardon me, but are you new to the martial world, sir?”

    
      

    

    “I am.”

    
      

    

    “In that case, I’ll prepare something typically enjoyed by monks and Daoist Masters.”

    
      

    

    “Thank you.”

    
      

    

    “What kind of tea would you like after your meal?”

    
      

    

    “I’d appreciate Tieguanyin.”

    
      

    

    The meal itself wouldn’t bring in much profit, but the tea was a rather expensive order. Thinking that Wudang Daoist Masters were indeed different, the attendant beamed as he offered further service.

    
      

    

    “Your clothes seem quite wet. I’ll prepare a change of clothing for you.”

    
      

    

    “I appreciate your kindness, but I’ll simply accept the thought.”

    
      

    

    Even though the attendant thought he would need to clean the floor again due to the dripping wet robe, he bowed respectfully and hurried down to the first floor so as not to offend the Daoist Master.

    
      

    

    Soon after, the attendant brought a neatly prepared meal and placed it in front of Yushin. It consisted of modest vegetables, light side dishes, and a clear soup. Just as Yushin picked up his chopsticks, there was a loud commotion, and several men, flanked by women, stormed up to the second floor of the inn.

    
      

    

    “Welcome~”

    
      

    

    Setting down the meal Yushin had ordered, the attendant turned to the new guests and bowed. One of the men smacked him on the head and said, “Bring us ten servings of five-spice pork and five bottles of Wuliangye. No, just bring the liquor in a jar!”

    
      

    

    “Yes, yes~ Right away, sirs.”

    
      

    

    Despite being struck on the head without warning, the attendant showed no displeasure and quickly bowed before hurrying back downstairs.

    
      

    

    These men who had come up to the second floor of the inn were infamous ruffians of Qinghai who protected nearby gambling dens and brothels. Their abilities were minimal, but their backing was solid, and they acted like lords. Having spent the night drinking and gambling, they had brought courtesans from the pleasure quarters to flaunt their influence in the heart of Qinghai.

    
      

    

    “Hehehe! Would you believe it, some military officer tried to arrest me for causing a ruckus at the pleasure house without knowing who I was?”

    
      

    

    “And then?”

    
      

    

    “I threw him my token, and he ran off like a dog. Hehehe.”

    
      

    

    “Hahahaha! Who would dare touch the only son of Qinghai’s city defense commander?”

    
      

    

    Boasting of their powerful backers, the men grew louder in their chatter. One of them, the very son of the city’s defense commander, noticed a young man in a soaked robe eating quietly in the corner and began to mock him loudly.

    
      

    

    “Is that a drowned rat? Or is it a blue frog? A green frog grazing in Qinghai! Now that’s a funny sight! Heh heh heh!”

    
      

    

    “Hahaha! You're right!”

    
      

    

    “Kekekeke, look at that guy, scared stiff and pretending not to hear us!”

    
      

    

    When Yushin looked silently at the man, the ruffian assumed the Daoist Master was frightened of him. His shoulders, already puffed with pride, rose even more.

    
      

    

    “Either get the hell out right now or strip off that wet robe and eat. Wearing wet clothes indoors, how rude can you be?”

    
      

    

    It was an incredibly insulting remark, but Yushin held back and quietly asked, for a noble man examines his own heart before faulting others.

    
      

    

    “Will removing the wet clothes be enough?”

    
      

    

    The man’s friends burst into laughter at Yushin’s question.

    
      

    

    “Hehehe! Wahahaha! Is he really going to take off his clothes?”

    
      

    

    “Kikikikik! Hey, looks like you’re in for a treat. Kekeke. The girls are going to enjoy the show today.”

    
      

    

    Even the ruffian, caught off guard, let out a hollow laugh as he looked at Yushin.

    
      

    

    Just then, the attendant was climbing the stairs with a jar of liquor and overheard the conversation.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Tsk tsk tsk… Those bastards are harassing an innocent man again. That Daoist Master said he was new to the martial world, so this could get messy. But did those crazies even realize he’s from Wudang? I’d better send word to the authorities before the inn takes serious damage.’
    

    
      

    

    The attendant was about to call for help, assuming the Daoist Master would explode with anger—

    
      

    

    “Amitabha.”

    
      

    

    In that instant, a wave of hot energy burst out from around Yushin, washing over the ruffians and the attendant.

    
      

    

    “Wh-What the…?”

    
      

    

    “Is this enough?”

    
      

    

    Yushin, now in a completely dry robe, calmly asked in a deep and pleasant voice.

    
      

    

    “…”

    
      

    

    “…”

    
      

    

    Everyone stood speechless, either deafened or stunned.

    
      

    

    “Uh… Wh-What???”

    
      

    

    “Wha… what the…”

    
      

    

    Those without martial training stared blankly, unable to comprehend what just happened. Even those with some knowledge of martial arts were shocked and silent, understanding the tremendous level of internal energy required for such a technique.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha.”

    
      

    

    Yushin quietly chanted the Taoist phrase again.

    
      

    

    “Sir? What… what just happened?”

    
      

    

    A courtesan dressed in red silk asked with wide eyes.

    
      

    

    “Well, that was a kind of Ascendant Flame…”

    
      

    

    “What’s Ascendant Flame?”

    
      

    

    “You see…”

    
      

    

    The man who called himself ‘Geummi Iron Fist’ began to explain proudly. Though he might have claimed to be the greatest martial artist in a tiny village called Geummi, no one in the martial world actually knew or cared.

    
      

    

    “Ascendant Flame refers to a technique where a high-level master uses internal energy to control the element of fire. At its peak, one can release heat without burning objects, only someone close to the transcendent level can… Huh?”

    
      

    

    Midway through his lecture, he paused. A strange chill crawled up his spine.

    
      

    

    
      ‘That means… that Daoist Master is near the transcendent level…?’
    

    
      

    

    Cold sweat dripped.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha.”

    
      

    

    Yushin’s phrase now struck the ruffians’ minds with a new meaning: ‘In your next life, have better judgment, you bastard.’

    
      

    

    They had to fix this. If they couldn’t, they might not survive the day.

    
      

    

    “Haha… I think we were drunk from last night and weren’t in our right minds.”

    
      

    

    “I told you to always watch your mouth!”

    
      

    

    “Haven’t you heard? ‘The tongue is the root of all misfortune’!”

    
      

    

    The friends who had just been praising the commander’s son were now rebuking him. They had mistaken a frog for a dragon, no, they were the frogs that had yanked a sleeping dragon’s whiskers. The young man’s friends frantically jabbed his side, urging him to apologize.

    
      

    

    “M-My deepest apologies, great hero. I was drunk and spoke rudely. Please, forgive me.”

    
      

    

    Forced by his friends’ silent pressure and glares, he bowed and smiled awkwardly. To suffer such humiliation in front of Ae-wol, whom he had spent all his money just to rent for half a day, was pitiful. 

    
      

    

    Whatever the situation, Yushin had lost his appetite. Even as someone who ate sparingly, the ruckus had ruined the meal entirely.

    
      

    

    “It’s fine. If I’ve caused you trouble, I apologize. Then, I’ll take my leave.”

    
      

    

    He placed the bowl to the edge of the table and arranged the utensils.

    
      

    

    “Hehehe, disciple. What do you say to having a cup of tea together after all this time?”

    
      

    

    At that moment, a Taoist with gentle eyes came up the stairs. Seeing the man, Yushin’s face lit up.

    
      

    

    “Senior brother! It’s been so long!”

    
      

    

    “Hehehe. I didn’t expect to run into you here. I had just arrived and thought you hadn’t come yet, so I was having tea downstairs. But then I felt your energy surge, so I rushed up. I should’ve just asked the attendant.”

    
      

    

    “I apologize, senior. I still lack discipline.”

    
      

    

    “By the way, who are these people…?”

    
      

    

    Worried something had happened to Yushin, Dohyeon looked around and, realizing what had occurred, put on a kind smile.

    
      

    

    “We all walk the same path. I apologize for the late greeting.”

    
      

    

    The newly arrived Taoist bowed politely to the ruffians and courtesans. The group hastily returned the gesture, pressuring ‘Geummi Iron Fist’ to respond on their behalf.

    
      

    

    “N-Not at all, Master. I’m Mi-wan, an unknown nobody nicknamed Geummi Iron Fist. These here are my close friends.”

    
      

    

    “Amitabha. I am Dohyeon of Wudang.”

    
      

    

    Dohyeon, Dohyeon… That name sounded familiar. Mi-wan racked his brain.

    
      

    

    Ah, a Taoist. And from Wudang… one of the Nine Sects and One School, the top orthodox sect alongside Shaolin. Dohyeon… Dohyeon…

    
      

    

    Daoist Master Dohyeon?! Suddenly, a name flashed through his mind like lightning, Sword of Harmony and Chaos.

    
      

    

    “Sword of Harmony and Chaos, Daoist Master Dohyeon?!”

    
      

    

    “It’s just an empty title.”

    
      

    

    Even if one hadn’t heard the name Dohyeon, everyone had likely heard the nickname Sword of Harmony and Chaos in passing.

    
      

    

    One of Wudang’s peak masters, and master of the most powerful among the seven great sword arts of Wudang, the Sword of Harmony and Chaos. But why was someone like that here? And that young Daoist Master… he just called him ‘senior brother.’

    
      

    

    
      ‘Senior… brother…’
    

    
      

    

    Mi-wan’s body visibly trembled.  Just who had his idiot friend picked a fight with?

    
      

    

    Dizziness and cold sweat overwhelmed him as the realization hit.
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    Once things had settled down to some extent, Daoist masters Yushin and Dohyeon sat facing each other with teacups in front of them.

    
      

    

    “Senior Brother, how was the Demon-Slaying Expedition?”

    
      

    

    “Hehehe… Well, you see, Junior Brother, before I could even encounter the Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Lord, another warrior had already subdued them.”

    
      

    

    “What? What do you mean? Even if those two demonic cultivators fall short of your level, aren't they still unquestionably peak-class experts? Isn’t that why you came all this way for the expedition?”

    
      

    

    Stroking his beard several times with a troubled expression, Doaist Master Dohyeon continued speaking.

    
      

    

    “Well, it's rather…”

    
      

    

    “Was there some kind of situation?”

    
      

    

    Doaist Master Dohyeon smiled gently.

    
      

    

    “A monster called the ‘Monstrous Dragon’ subdued the two demonic cultivators and dragged them to the authorities, where he beheaded them.”

    
      

    

    “Did you just say monster?”

    
      

    

    “That’s right.”

    
      

    

    “What in the world happened, Senior Brother?”

    
      

    

    “Have you heard the name Am Yeonbaek?”

    
      

    

    “Am Yeonbaek? Isn’t he a peak-class expert of the Demonic Sect?”

    
      

    

    “Correct. He’s the one in charge of the Azure Ocean Branch of the Demonic Sect.”

    
      

    

    “Then he was the one who took down those two public enemies of the martial world?”

    
      

    

    “No, Junior Brother.”

    
      

    

    Though he called him 'Junior Brother', Daoist Master Dohyeon looked at Yushin, who was much younger than him, with a gentle smile. Though he had never had children due to his path as a Daoist, he imagined that if he had a son or grandson, it might feel something like this.

    
      

    

    “While gathering information about the Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Lord, I recalled the pact that states sects should cooperate on matters concerning public enemies, and so I went to Am Yeonbaek to ask for assistance. But he told me something quite surprising.”

    
      

    

    “What was it? Don’t tell me… Am Yeonbaek himself encountered the monster?”

    
      

    

    “That’s right.”

    
      

    

    “What? A monster?”

    
      

    

    Yushin had asked partly in jest, but when Doaist Master Dohyeon answered seriously, he was taken aback and asked again.

    
      

    

    “He told me that the day before I arrived in the Blue Sea, there had been a bizarre incident at Mount Geummi. That was…”

    
      

    

    Doaist Master Dohyeon briefly recounted what had happened at Mount Geummi. As he listened quietly, Yushin asked again in astonishment.

    
      

    

    “You mean to say a mysterious super-peak expert appeared?”

    
      

    

    “That’s right. This super-peak expert, referred to as a monster, coincidentally took on a commission at the authorities regarding the two demonic cultivators. Within two hours, he tracked down and subdued both the Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Lord, who had been hiding in Mount Geummi, and turned them in.”

    
      

    

    Yushin found the tale extremely intriguing. A mysterious super-expert, his martial curiosity as a warrior was rapidly flaring up.

    
      

    

    “Were the two demonic cultivators together?”

    
      

    

    “No. The Bloodsucking Demon Lord was in the northeast of Mount Geummi, and the Blue Sea Demon was in the southwest.”

    
      

    

    “Then you're saying their positions were completely opposite each other, and yet this person subdued both and transported them to the authorities in just two hours?”

    
      

    

    “Correct.”

    
      

    

    Just hearing it made it hard to believe. Martial arts are characterized by attributes and compatibilities. For someone to subdue two peak-class experts of completely different natures in such a short time meant that their skills had to be at least at the pinnacle of the peak stage, possibly even having stepped into the super-peak realm. Moreover, tracking was a separate matter from high-level martial prowess.

    
      

    

    Even among the Three Great Assassins of the Central Plains, the best in tracking was the Soul-Chasing King, and even he would not have been able to find two peak experts in such a vast mountain within two hours.

    
      

    

    “Incredible. That mystical tracking technique… Is that why they’re being called a monster?”

    
      

    

    “Hehehe. In fact, I was going to suggest that we go meet that monster together, Junior Brother.”

    
      

    

    “What?”

    
      

    

    Yushin's eyes widened in surprise. And at the thought of meeting a mysterious super-peak expert, he felt his blood boil without even realizing it.

    
      

    

    Watching this, Doaist Master Dohyeon smiled gently and nodded.

    
      

    

    
      ‘That is the future of Wudang, the pride of the Righteous Path. Truly, he is a child with a great future ahead of him.’
    

    
      

    

    Doaist Master Dohyeon was very pleased to see Yushin not shrinking back before the encounter with a mysterious super-expert, but instead burning with fighting spirit. That kind of spirit could not be imitated nor acquired through training.

    
      

    

    “That monster said we could come anytime. Since I’ve now met you, I was thinking we could head to Mount Geummi. Wouldn't meeting such a master be a meaningful worldly journey for you?”

    
      

    

    “You’re right, Senior Brother. I’m extremely curious how this eccentric, referred to as a monster, managed to subdue the Bloodsucking Demon Lord and the Blue Sea Demon.”

    
      

    

    Yushin’s eyes blazed with resolve and passion.

    
      

    

    
      ‘I’ve encountered a great opportunity. To meet such a master…’
    

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    『Warning. Combat power detected that greatly exceeds the PEF threshold for the Peak Master category.』

    
      

    

    “What?”

    
      

    

    While leisurely crossing the sky en route to the Teresa, pondering the future, Shinhyuk heard Victorino’s alerting voice. But the contents were concerning. Combat power that greatly exceeded the 'peak master' category?

    
      

    

    “What’s the source of this information?”

    
      

    

    『It was detected by a satellite targeted at Doaist Master Dohyeon.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Was Doaist Master Dohyeon hiding his power?’
    

    
      

    

    『Negative. It’s a new entity. The entity Doaist Master Dohyeon met at a place called Blue Silk Inn. Unfortunately, there were no spy bugs in the area, so we couldn’t access the conversation.』

    
      

    

    “Did you get a visual?”

    
      

    

    『After registering the abnormal PEF reaction, we immediately began real-time surveillance when Doaist Master Dohyeon left the inn in haste. Shall I display it?』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Send it to the CEC screen.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that.』

    
      

    

    On the screen appeared Doaist Master Dohyeon, in a black martial robe embroidered with a Taiji pattern, looking at the man walking beside him with a benevolent and kind expression. 

    
      

    

    A young man neatly dressed in a blue martial robe also embroidered with the Taiji symbol walked beside him. With a straight brow and thick, dark eyebrows that left a strong impression, the young man’s eyes were especially clear, like a serene, unclouded lake.

    
      

    

    “…Impressive.”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk involuntarily murmured with admiration.

    
      

    

    Even through the screen, the man emanated the resolute will of someone who could calmly break through any adversity. If there were a word like “Dragon Among Men,” it felt like it had been coined just for him.

    
      

    

    “Can we identify this man?”

    
      

    

    『We gathered partial voice data from the Blue Silk Inn and nearby village. Lucia has generated a final hypothesis.』

    
      

    

    “Just the conclusion.”

    
      

    

    『I’ll display it on the CEC screen.』

    
      

    

    As Shinhyuk nodded, the man’s profile appeared in his left eye via the CEC display.

    
      

    

    Name: Yushin

    Age: Unknown. Estimated 20s–30s

    Martial Level: Measured to surpass Doaist Master Dohyeon

    Affiliation: Wudang Sect of Mount Wudang, Hebei

    
      

    

    “What’s the PEF scan result?”

    
      

    

    『Please wait a moment, Commander.』

    
      

    

    While awaiting further data on the CEC screen, Shinhyuk was met with an unpleasant sight he hadn’t seen in a while.

    
      

    

    『Error! Error! Error!』

    
      

    

    As the error messages flashed, Victorino's flustered voice followed.

    
      

    

    『An error has occurred in the PEF measurement system. We need time to analyze it.』

    
      

    

    “An error?”

    
      

    

    『We are currently linking with the information computer Lucia on the Teresa. Shall I connect you to her directly?』

    
      

    

    “Proceed.”

    
      

    

    『Commander, Lucia is now joining.』

    
      

    

    “Alright, Lucia. What’s going on?”

    
      

    

    Though the situation might be considered urgent, it wasn’t one that posed a direct threat to himself or Teresa, so Shinhyuk maintained his calm demeanor.

    
      

    

    『When I was booted up, the ship’s energy was severely limited, so I had to minimize the performance and production quantity of satellites and spy bugs.』

    
      

    

    “I know that. That’s why we’re currently extracting energy, aren’t we?”

    
      

    

    『Correct. So, to save power, I capped the PEF detection threshold at 1,500,000.』

    
      

    

    Lucia’s voice gradually grew quieter. As the final evolution of AI, Lucia’s voice sounded increasingly human, almost shy.

    
      

    

    “So that means?”

    
      

    

    『Yes. It means the target’s PEF value exceeded 1,500,000. We’re now rushing to install a Tier-1 PEF scanner on the low-orbit satellite monitoring Mount Geummi.』

    
      

    

    “Understood. Any other anomalies?”

    
      

    

    『Yoonje’s PEF is exhibiting an irregular rising curve. This occurred after he visually confirmed the approaching Doaist Master Dohyeon.』

    
      

    

    “Hm… Lucia, connect me to Yoonje and Jeon Jo.”

    
      

    

    『Yes.』

    
      

    

    Soon, the visibly tense Blue Sea Demon and Bloodsucking Demon Lord appeared on Shinhyuk’s CEC screen.

    
      

    

    Upon seeing Shinhyuk, they bowed deeply and shouted.

    
      

    

    “Greetings to Sir Jeon Jo!”

    
      

    

    “Greetings to Sir Shin Yoonje!”

    
      

    

    “It’s good to see you. Are you both alright?”

    
      

    

    “Yes, my lord. No need for concern.”

    
      

    

    “My lord, now is not the time to be asking about our health. Have you seen the approaching Doaist Master Dohyeon and the young man with him?”

    
      

    

    “I’m receiving the feed in real time.”

    
      

    

    “The approaching young man, judging by his outfit, appears to still be a disciple in training who has yet to receive the title of Daoist.”

    
      

    

    “Can a trainee walk side by side and converse with Doaist Master Dohyeon?”

    
      

    

    To Jeon Jo’s question, Yoonje shook his head and shared what he knew.

    
      

    

    “Over a decade ago, there were rumors that Wudang discovered a once-in-a-generation genius and secretly took him in as the personal successor of the Wudang’s foremost swordmaster, the Taiji Sword Sage. The child’s talent was so extraordinary that he inherited not only the Taiji Sword techniques but was also personally taught Wudang’s fist arts and internal techniques by the sect leader.”

    
      

    

    “The Taiji Sword Sage’s secret successor?! And if the sect leader personally taught him martial arts too, that would make the boy of the same generation as Doaist Master Dohyeon?”

    
      

    

    “He may not have received official recognition yet, but when he does, that will indeed be the case.”

    
      

    

    “Incredible… If there’s one master like Doaist Master Dohyeon it’s one thing, but two? We would stand no chance.”

    
      

    

    Simply entering the renowned Wudang Sect was already a feat reserved for only the most innately gifted. But to receive a rank two generations above the norm? That was extraordinarily rare.

    
      

    

    “I understand. But, Yoonje, where did you learn this information?”

    
      

    

    “I’ll tell you about my other identity when the time is right.”

    
      

    

    “Understood. Then, what is your conclusion?”

    
      

    

    At Shinhyuk’s question, the Blue Sea Demon pondered deeply and replied cautiously.

    
      

    

    “I beg your forgiveness, but I suggest that while Jeon Jo and I hold them off, you temporarily withdraw.”

    
      

    

    Yoonje’s words were met with a nod from Jeon Jo, who also believed it to be the best option for now. But Shinhyuk disagreed. The world already believed the Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Lord to be dead. If Yoonje and Jeon Jo appeared again, it would reveal their survival to the world.

    
      

    

    More importantly, he didn’t believe the two approaching were coming to oppose him.

    
      

    

    “I understand your suggestion. But since the world believes you are dead, do not get involved in this matter.”

    
      

    

    “But, my lord…”

    
      

    

    Jeon Jo stepped forward, as if to speak further.

    
      

    

    “That’s an order. You must not intervene.”

    
      

    

    “As you command.”

    
      

    

    “As you command.”

    
      

    

    At Shinhyuk’s firm order, Jeon Jo and Yoonje bowed deeply and pledged their obedience.
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    “Victorino, please provide the two with a guide to life aboard the ship. The two of you, please remain on board for now. My secretary will assist you. Then, let us end our conversation here.”

    
      

    

    Jeonjo and Yoonje still had much they wished to say, but with their lord telling them to hold their tongues, how could they possibly speak further?

    
      

    

    “Understood.”

    
      

    

    “Understood.”

    
      

    

    『Commander. The PEF system upgrade is complete.』

    
      

    

    As Jeonjo and Yoonje disappeared from the CEC screen, Lucia’s voice returned.

    
      

    

    『I’ve increased the PEF system’s combat power measurement range. Beginning PEF measurement of the dangerous entity as of now.』

    
      

    

    “Approved.”

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    “Branch Lord, this is Shadow 1 of Sokha.”

    
      

    

    Like a ghost, Shadow 1 appeared in Azure Ocean Branch Lord Am Yeonbaek’s office and bowed deeply.

    
      

    

    Am Yeonbaek, who had been finalizing the report to be sent to the main cult base, placed the report on the desk. Then he pressed his right hand against his temple.

    
      

    

    The incident with the Bloodsucking Demon Lord and the Blue Sea Demon had been resolved, and now that Daoist Master Dohyeon had left the Azure Ocean Branch, he had just been thinking it was time for some rest, when Shadow 1 appeared.

    
      

    

    That could only mean an important report or an urgent incident.

    
      

    

    “What is it?”

    
      

    

    “Daoist Master Dohyeon has departed the Blue Silk Inn with a Taoist named Yushin, heading toward Geummi Mountain.”

    
      

    

    After witnessing the execution of the Bloodsucking Demon Lord and Blue Sea Demon, Daoist Master Dohyeon had bid farewell to Am Yeonbaek, saying he had an appointment.

    
      

    

    Since Taoists and the Demonic Cult could not coexist peacefully, and there was no reason to stop him, the two had exchanged brief farewells and parted ways. But now he was heading toward Geummi Mountain with a companion?

    
      

    

    “Could he be heading to see the Monstrous Dragon?”

    
      

    

    “It is highly likely.”

    
      

    

    “Then, who is the person accompanying him?”

    
      

    

    To this, Shadow 1 bowed his head.

    
      

    

    “He was someone our subordinates had never seen before. We searched the registry based on the report, but no information was found. Judging by his appearance, he did not seem to be a formally registered Taoist of the Wudang sect.”

    
      

    

    “Any unusual characteristics?”

    
      

    

    “There were no signs of internal energy training.”

    
      

    

    “Hm, then perhaps he's a disciple who came to greet Daoist Master Dohyeon after his mission. A servant, or someone managing administrative duties?”

    
      

    

    “I believe that may not be the case, Branch Lord. The person walked alongside Daoist Master Dohyeon, and our informants found something peculiar in what passersby reported hearing.”

    
      

    

    “What was it?”

    
      

    

    “Daoist Master Dohyeon referred to him as Junior disciple.”

    
      

    

    “Disciple?”

    
      

    

    Am Yeonbaek’s brow furrowed at the report from Shadow 1.

    
      

    

    How could he be Daoist Master Dohyeon’s disciple and not be listed in the registry? Was it even possible for someone of Daoist Master Dohyeon’s standing in Wudang to have a disciple without formal affiliation?

    
      

    

    “Are you certain?”

    
      

    

    “Yes. It wasn’t just one or two people, several clearly heard the conversation.”

    
      

    

    “If Daoist Master Dohyeon has taken one person to Geummi Mountain, then I can take one with me as well. Inform the Sub-Branch Lord of the situation and prepare for departure.”

    
      

    

    “You’ll be leaving right away?”

    
      

    

    “Inform the Sub-Branch Lord and meet me in 20 minutes.”

    
      

    

    “Understood.”

    
      

    

    Just as he had entered, Shadow 1 vanished like a ghost.

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    Connect Lucia.

    
      

    

    As Daoist Master Dohyeon’s group reached the outskirts of Geummi Mountain, Lucia reconnected with the analysis complete.

    
      

    

    『Elder Brother, the analysis is finished.』

    
      

    

    “Alright. What’s the result?”

    
      

    

    『Even with the upgraded PEF measurement system on the Teresa and myself, we could not measure the dangerous entity’s PEF. The error seems to be caused by the target itself.』

    
      

    

    “Caused by the target?”

    
      

    

    『The first possibility is that the subject’s PEF is near zero. That would mean it's not human, either a machine, or a dead body moving via some special method.』

    
      

    

    “Judging by his movement and natural conversation, that doesn’t seem likely.”

    
      

    

    『The second possibility is that the subject is somehow blocking PEF from being emitted outside the body. This girl believes the second is the most probable.』

    
      

    

    “That does make sense.”

    
      

    

    『Lastly, the third possibility is that the subject’s PEF exceeds the measurement limit of the device.』

    
      

    

    “I hadn’t considered that.”

    
      

    

    At Teresa’s report, Shin Hyuk shook his head. He too thought the second hypothesis was most plausible. However, as Teresa's data processor, Lucia always considers all possibilities and prepares for the worst. Trusting her judgment and preparing for the worst-case scenario was the wisest course.

    
      

    

    “What’s the current location of Daoist Master Dohyeon and the dangerous entity?”

    
      

    

    『At their current speed, they’ll arrive at the Teresa in about 30 minutes.』

    
      

    

    “It’s always good to prepare for the worst, right?”

    
      

    

    『Yes, Brother.』

    
      

    

    “Can we use the S4 satellite?”

    
      

    

    『Yes, but it will consume much more energy than the A4 satellite.』

    
      

    

    At Lucia’s report, Shin Hyuk paused and gazed at the white clouds. It was his habit to look at the sky blankly when deep in thought.

    
      

    

    “Alright, even if it takes more energy, reassign the A4 satellite to secondary armament and deploy the S4 satellite as the primary weapon.”

    
      

    

    『Understood, Brother. I’ll prepare the S4 guard satellite.』

    
      

    

    “How long will it take?”

    
      

    

    『Since we began preparing after the battle with Jeonjo, it will be ready as soon as you arrive.』

    
      

    

    “Is the battle computer Opera fully booted?”

    
      

    

    『It’s in the process. Currently at 93%.』

    
      

    

    “Grant Teresa’s main control to Victorino, all external devices to Lucia, and guard satellite control to Opera.”

    
      

    

    『Copy that. Executing now.』

    
      

    

    “Good. Let’s pick up the pace.”

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    『Access code verified. Commander Shin Hyuk has arrived on the Teresa.』

    
      

    

    As Victorino’s voice rang out, Jeonjo and Yoonje rushed to the bridge.

    
      

    

    『Commander has entered the bridge.』

    
      

    

    A wall on the Teresa’s bridge parted, and Shin Hyuk appeared.

    
      

    

    “Greetings, my lord.”

    
      

    

    “Thank you for your efforts, my lord.”

    
      

    

    At the sight of Shin Hyuk, Jeonjo and Yoonje bowed deeply. Watching them, Shin Hyuk’s expression grew awkward. Having lived a modern life, such scenes felt more like historical dramas than reality, it was uncomfortable to receive such treatment.

    
      

    

    “Please rise.”

    
      

    

    At his words, they stood and moved to stand behind him, like bodyguards escorting a VIP.

    
      

    

    “Sigh~”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk shook his head and called for Victorino.

    
      

    

    “Victorino.”

    
      

    

    『Yes, Commander.』

    
      

    

    “Opera’s booting status?”

    
      

    

    『Will be completed in 15 minutes.』

    
      

    

    “S4 guard satellite?”

    
      

    

    『Prepared.』

    
      

    

    “Good. Once everything is ready, I’ll greet them outside. The timing seems just right.”

    
      

    

    『Copy that.』

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    “Senior brother.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, what is it, junior brother?”

    
      

    

    While walking leisurely toward Geummi Mountain’s summit and chatting with Yushin after a long time, Daoist Master Dohyeon turned his head as Yushin suddenly spoke in a cautious tone.

    
      

    

    “There are people approaching us quickly.”

    
      

    

    “Hoho. Junior brother, your martial arts have improved. I sense nothing at all.”

    
      

    

    “You flatter me, Senior brother.”

    
      

    

    “So, can you tell who it is?”

    
      

    

    “One is strong enough to spar with you.”

    
      

    

    At Yushin’s words, Daoist Master Dohyeon smiled gently. He seemed to know who was approaching.

    
      

    

    “Hoho, that benefactor is quite impatient.”

    
      

    

    “Do you know them?”

    
      

    

    “Most likely, it is Am Yeonbaek, the Azure Ocean Branch Lord of the Demonic Cult.”

    
      

    

    Yushin nodded. 

    
      

    

    In Cheongdong County, only someone like Am Yeonbaek could exude a presence on par with Daoist Master Dohyeon, so the guess was likely correct.

    
      

    

    “Shall we wait here for them?”

    
      

    

    “Hoho, let’s just pretend we don’t know. If we keep walking, won’t they naturally catch up?”

    
      

    

    “Yes, senior brother.”

    
      

    

    Just as Daoist Master Dohyeon predicted, as they neared the summit of Geummi Mountain, two warriors clad in black with short swords appeared before them, Am Yeonbaek and Shadow 1.

    
      

    

    “Greetings, Daoist Masters.”

    
      

    

    “Amitabha. I didn’t expect to see you again so soon, benefactor.”

    
      

    

    “Ha ha, I was on my way to meet Monstrous Dragon to ask something. I had no idea you were heading to him as well. By the way, who is this beside you…?”

    
      

    

    Am Yeonbaek and Shadow 1 turned their gaze to Yushin.

    
      

    

    There were no traces of martial arts training. He seemed more like a gentle scholar. Yet, his well-developed muscles and clear eyes resembled a top martial artist, which made things confusing.

    
      

    

    “Hoho, this is my disciple.”

    
      

    

    “I am Yushin.”

    
      

    

    Yushin stepped forward, holding his sword in his left hand, and gave a formal martial salute to Am Yeonbaek.

    
      

    

    “I am Am Yeonbaek, managing the Azure Ocean Branch of the Demonic Cult. I had no idea Daoist Master Dohyeon had such a fine disciple. The one beside me is my subordinate. You may call him Amyeong.”

    
      

    

    At his words, Shadow 1 stepped forward and returned the salute. It was certainly in the demonic style.

    
      

    

    “By the way, Sir Yushin, may I ask your Daoist name?”

    
      

    

    “I am lacking and have not yet registered in the Taoist registry.”

    
      

    

    To be the disciple of someone at Daoist Master Dohyeon’s levelm equivalent to the head of Wudang, meant he was of similar standing to a Wudang elder.

    
      

    

    And yet, he wore the training attire of a novice and didn’t even have a Daoist name?

    
      

    

    “My disciple has not yet entered the registry. This is his first worldly journey, and before returning to Wudang, we are visiting Monstrous Dragon to broaden his knowledge.”

    
      

    

    “I see. I too am on my way to meet Monstrous Dragon, may I accompany you?”

    
      

    

    “Amitabha. All under heaven are brethren. Why not? There is no reason not to.”

    
      

    

    “Thank you.”

    
      

    

    At the Taoist’s humble response, Am Yeonbaek and Shadow 1 bowed.

    
      

    

    Seeing Daoist Master Dohyeon, Am Yeonbaek thought he could understand why Wudang had come to surpass even Shaolin in fame. Truly, his demeanor was detached from worldly ambition.

    
      

    

    Most orthodox sects would have told them, 'Good and evil cannot coexist. You must wait here.'

    
      

    

    “Amitabha, let us proceed.”

    
      

    

    With that, Daoist Master Dohyeon and Yushin led the way up the mountain. Their posture surprised Am Yeonbaek yet again. Usually, when walking with someone from an enemy faction, no one dared to expose their back. And yet, Daoist Master Dohyeon walked side-by-side with Yushin, leading the group.

    
      

    

    
      ‘As expected of a senior master of Wudang…’
    

    
      

    

    In truth, even if Am Yeonbaek and Shadow 1 tried a surprise attack, it would be meaningless against Yushin. Knowing that, Daoist Master Dohyeon had no hesitation in leading the way, but Am Yeonbaek could never have known that.

    
      

      

    

  
    

    
      Chapter 17. Doaist Master Dohyeon’s Proposal
    

    
      

    

    『Commander, the armament of the S4 Guard Satellite has been completed.』

    
      

    

    “Good work, Tori. What about Opera?”

    
      

    

    『Booting has been completed. Would you like to summon Opera?』

    
      

    

    “Go ahead.”

    
      

    

    『It’s been a while, Commander Sa Shin Hyuk.』

    
      

    

    A low-pitched, masculine voice echoed through the Teresa ship.

    
      

    

    “It has been a while, Opera.”

    
      

    

    『Yes, Commander. As of this moment, I have taken control of the S4 Guard Satellite.』

    
      

    

    “Alright, I’m counting on you, Opera.”

    
      

    

    『Do you approve access authorization to convert the S4 Guard Satellite into a combat satellite?』

    
      

    

    “Is that really necessary?”

    
      

    

    『I have received the current situation report from Lucia. My sole reason for existence is to destroy, indiscriminately, any enemies who threaten the Teresa ship or you, Commander.』

    
      

    

    “Fine. But until the order is given, no action beyond neutralization is permitted.”

    
      

    

    『Understood.』

    
      

    

    “As of this moment, I transfer all combat authority of the Guard Satellites and the Teresa to Opera.”

    
      

    

    『Copy that. I have a control.』

    
      

    

    Blue Sea Demon, who had been quietly listening to the conversation between Sa Shin Hyuk, Victorino, and Opera, cautiously stepped forward.

    
      

    

    “My lord, I have a word to say.”

    
      

    

    “What is it?”

    
      

    

    Jeonjo and Yoonje bowed deeply before Sa Shin Hyuk and said, “My lord, we know that you come from a different place than us. However, in Jungwon, never in history has a subordinate received honorifics from their lord, and it will never be that way in the future.”

    
      

    

    “My lord, Jeonjo speaks rightly. If you trust us, we earnestly ask that you speak to us informally.”

    
      

    

    As he gazed closely into the eyes of the two, Shin Hyuk fell into thought.

    
      

    

    “Would you give me a moment to think about it?”

    
      

    

    From the perspective of a modern person, speaking casually to someone older and being addressed with honorifics was certainly awkward. But that was common sense from the time Shin Hyuk came. In this place, however, Jeonjo and Yoonje’s words were logical.

    
      

    

    
      ‘What are your thoughts on this?’
    

    
      

    

    『As long as they are not your enemies, Commander, I do not believe it’s for me to judge.』

    
      

    

    『Brother, wouldn’t it be good to accept their hearts?』

    
      

    

    『Expanding the party has its advantages, but there are definitely disadvantages as well.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘You’re all giving me different opinions. That’s no help at all.’
    

    
      

    

    『Ahem, Commander. Then, as the main computer, my opinion is—』

    
      

    

    『Oh, Mr. Tori. There's no hierarchy among computers! We just have different missions!』

    
      

    

    『Lucia, even so, per the ship’s operating protocols, my opinion is—』

    
      

    

    『That’s not true, Mr. Tori. The main computer advises the Commander with the optimal suggestion based on the analysis and judgment of the info-computer.』

    
      

    

    『So your opinion, Lucia, is that we should accept them?』

    
      

    

    『Oh my, Mr. Tori, what are you saying? They're already practically part of the crew. Both Brother Yoonje and Brother Jeonjo have been granted top-level habitation rights on the ship.』

    
      

    

    Listening to the two computers converse gave Shin Hyuk a headache. He couldn’t help but wonder if those things were truly computers.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Both of you, stop.’
    

    
      

    

    『Yes, Brother.』

    
      

    

    『Understood, Commander.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Opera, you have nothing to add?’
    

    
      

    

    『According to the ship’s operating protocols, the result should be derived based on the analysis of info-computer Lucia, Commander.』

    
      

    

    『As expected, Mr. Opera is wise.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Well, they’re practically part of our group anyway. The question is whether they’ll be contractual members or formal subordinates, which could affect the details of future plans…’
    

    
      

    

    『For the safety of the Teresa, it might be best to keep reliable assets, especially those with combat abilities, under your command, Commander.』

    
      

    

    『Oh dear…』

    
      

    

    『Hohoho. Mr. Tori, that makes it 2 to 1.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Alright, I agree with Opera.’
    

    
      

    

    “Mr. Jeonjo, Mr. Yoonje.”

    
      

    

    Jeonjo and Yoonje looked up at Shin Hyuk from their deep bows. There was disappointment in their eyes. The use of ‘Mr.’ clearly meant he would not accept them as subordinates.

    
      

    

    “The words you just heard were the last honorifics you will hear from me. As of this moment, I appoint Jeonjo and Shin Yoonje as combatants of the Teresa ship.”

    
      

    

    “By your command.”

    
      

    

    “My command takes priority. In my absence, obey the orders of Victorino, Lucia, and Opera. Think of them as extensions of myself.”

    
      

    

    “By your command.”

    
      

    

    『Warning. Four individuals are currently approaching and waiting below the Teresa: Doaist Master Dohyeon, Am Yeonbaek, Am Yeong, and a designated threat entity named Yushin.』

    
      

    

    Victorino’s warning message from within the Teresa rang out.

    
      

    

    “Yoonje and Jeonjo are to remain inside the ship. You are officially listed as deceased. For the sake of future plans involving your supposed deaths, your survival must not be revealed. I trust you understand the implication.”

    
      

    

    “By your command.”

    
      

    

    They were to remain onboard and not act until a direct order was given by Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    “Opera. Are you ready?”

    
      

    

    『Of course, Commander.』

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    “Amitabha…”

    
      

    

    “Haha…”

    
      

    

    “Senior, what on earth…”

    
      

    

    “…”

    
      

    

    The group that arrived at Mount Geummi stood with mouths agape, staring at the massive Teresa. Having never seen such an enormous hunk of metal before, they were left speechless.

    
      

    

    “Am Yeonbaek, are you saying something like that suddenly fell from the sky and landed on Mount Geummi?”

    
      

    

    “This is my first time seeing it up close too. It was early dawn back then, and I could barely make it out…”

    
      

    

    In response to Doaist Master Dohyeon’s question, Am Yeonbaek babbled awkwardly. Though this was his second time seeing Teresa, its overwhelming majesty made it difficult to stay composed.

    
      

    

    “Senior, I’m really glad I came to Qinghai. I feel like my horizons have expanded.”

    
      

    

    Looking at Yushin, who spoke with a grin, the party was filled with admiration. Despite being the youngest among them, Yushin had been the first to compose himself and even showed a serene smile. There wasn’t the slightest trace of fear in his tone, only genuine awe.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha.”

    
      

    

    Doaist Master Dohyeon quietly chanted his dharma as he calmed his heart. He felt a sense of pride for his disciple who looked so reliable. Looking over to the demonic cultists, even they couldn't help but gaze at Yushin with admiration.

    
      

    

    “It seems the disciple is right. I too feel like my horizons have broadened. Don’t you think so, sir?”

    
      

    

    “Yes, Master. I used to think I’d heard and seen plenty in my life, but seeing this structure… It feels like I’m opening my eyes for the first time. Haha.”

    
      

    

    “But how do we meet Mr. Sa Shin Hyuk? I see no gatekeeper, no guards.”

    
      

    

    “Senior. I’ve heard that the man named Monstrous Dragon is an exceptional master. If so, wouldn’t he already know we’ve arrived? Perhaps we should wait a moment.”

    
      

    

    『Thank you for coming all this way.』

    
      

    

    Even before Yushin finished speaking, Sa Shin Hyuk’s voice echoed from somewhere. Though the party clearly heard it near their ears, the source was untraceable.

    
      

    

    
      ‘It wasn’t telepathy. What in the world was that…?’
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Clank
      
    

    
      

    

    At that moment, a section of Teresa's lower steel plate opened, and a folded ladder-like stair extended to the ground. Then, it began to move with a humming sound. If a modern person had seen it, they would’ve thought of it as an escalator. But for Doaist Master Dohyeon and Am Yeonbaek’s group, it was an alien object.

    
      

    

    From above the moving stairs, Shin Hyuk descended with a smile.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha…”

    
      

    

    “Heavens above…”

    
      

    

    Doaist Master Dohyeon and Yushin chanted their dharma; Am Yeonbaek and Amyeong No.1 gasped in awe.

    
      

    

    
      Clank, clank
    

    
      

    

    When Shin Hyuk stepped off the stairs onto the ground, the stairs folded back and vanished into the Teresa’s lower plating. Their eyes widened even more at the sight.

    
      

    

    『Commencing control of primary armament S4 Guard Satellite and auxiliary armament A4 Guard Satellite.』

    
      

    

    Opera’s heavy voice echoed.

    
      

    

    As the stairs folded away, Shin Hyuk’s body was gently lifted about an inch off the ground by Opera’s control.

    
      

    

    His body floated slowly toward Am Yeonbaek and Doaist Master Dohyeon’s group.

    
      

    

    
      ‘An application of Spectral Bolt…?!’
    

    
      

    

    Yushin’s eyes widened at the approaching Shin Hyuk. Doaist Master Dohyeon and Am Yeonbaek, having seen it several times, were relatively composed. But Yushin, seeing the scene only described in stories for the first time, was not.

    
      

    

    
      ‘So what Senior Dohyeon said was true. And I feel no aura at all. At this range, I should feel something, no matter how faint… It’s like facing my master. Could he have reached the Reversion to True Form Stage?’
    

    
      

    

    Yushin’s heart pounded wildly. Unconsciously, part of his inner energy circled through his entire body.

    
      

    

    『Warning. Detected PEF energy activity from the threat entity. Current value: 1,550,000.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Hooh? 1,550,000?’
    

    
      

    

    『We attempted to measure the subject’s PEF the moment he stepped off the ship, but it was completely undetectable. He seems to be using a special manipulation method.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Opera. Stay on guard, just in case.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that.』

    
      

    

    “Greetings. Some of you I am meeting for the first time.”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk gently floated down and landed about one jang away from Doaist Master Dohyeon and the group. His lively movements and friendly demeanor, topped with a full smile, further emphasized his characteristic relaxed presence.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha. We meet again, Mr. Sa Shin Hyuk.”

    
      

    

    “Greetings. I’ve come to speak with you.”

    
      

    

    “I did say you’re welcome to visit anytime, though I didn’t expect it to be today. Haha, I’m not complaining, so don’t worry. What brings you here?”

    
      

    

    Am Yeonbaek and Shadow No.1 took a step back, yielding the floor to Doaist Master Dohyeon.

    
      

    

    “I came because I wanted to introduce someone to you.”

    
      

    

    “An introduction?”

    
      

    

    “Yes. Since I’ll be returning to Mount Wudang soon, I won’t be coming out to the world for a while. Before I go, I thought it would be a good bond to make, so I came to see you.”

    
      

    

    “Then the one you wish to introduce is?”

    
      

    

    “Yes. Disciple, this is the Mr. Sa Shin Hyuk I told you about.”

    
      

    

    Doaist Master Dohyeon stepped aside to present Yushin.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha. I am Yushin. It is an honor to meet you.”

    
      

    

    Yushin stepped forward, holding his sword in his left hand and offering a respectful fist salute.

    
      

    

    “I am Sa Shin Hyuk.”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk returned the salute with his own and greeted him. The young Taoist looked even more impressive in person. Just standing face-to-face felt refreshing, like one’s heart being cleansed.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Indeed.’
    

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk suddenly wondered, do they truly understand how powerful this man is?

    
      

    

    Doaist Master Dohyeon probably does, but Am Yeonbaek and Shadow No.1 likely don’t. Perhaps even Dohyeon doesn’t know the full extent of his disciple’s strength.

    
      

    

    “My senior has spoken much of you. It is an honor to meet such a great man.”

    
      

    

    Hearing Yushin’s sincere tone caught Shin Hyuk off guard.

    
      

    

    “Haha, not at all. A great man, you say…”

    
      

    

    Embarrassed by the compliment, Shin Hyuk turned to Am Yeonbaek and asked, “What brings the Qingha’s branch leader here today?”

    
      

    

    “I simply wished to see you, Mr. Shin Hyuk. It is not urgent, so please speak with Mr. Dohyeon and young master Yushin first. Me and my subordinate will wait a bit apart.”

    
      

    

    After bowing to Shin Hyuk and Dohyeon, Am Yeonbaek stepped back with Amyeong No.1.

    
      

    

    “Mr. Shin Hyuk.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, Daoist Master. Go ahead.”

    
      

    

    “To be honest, I came not only to introduce my disciple to you but also to ask a favor.”

    
      

    

    “A favor?”

    
      

    

    Wasn’t he about to return to Wudang Mountain? Why was he asking for a favor out of nowhere?

    
      

    

    “Yes. Of course, you’re free to decline. I understand this may be presumptuous. Please forgive my lack of self-cultivation. Amitabha…”

    
      

    

    “Let’s hear it first. What is the favor?”

    
      

    

    “I would like to request a martial contest.”

    
      

      

    

  
    

    
      Chapter 18. Duel
    

    
      

    

    At Daoist Master Dohyeon's request, not only Shin Hyuk but even Yushin beside him couldn’t hide their surprise. That was because the Daoist Master Dohyeon that Yushin knew was never the type to step forward to challenge a strong opponent just because he wanted to test his own skills. That only made the surprise greater.

    
      

    

    A little distance away, Am Yeon Baek and Shadow Agent No.1, who were listening to the conversation between Shin Hyuk and Daoist Master Dohyeon, were just as shocked.

    
      

    

    
      ‘A duel between Daoist Master Dohyeon and the Monster Dragon? The outcome may be predictable, but this is exciting.’
    

    
      

    

    The Swordmaster of Harmony and Chaos and vice head of Wudang’s martial force group, the Captain of Infinite Mystic Arts Corps, Daoist Master Dohyeon was a publicly acknowledged upper-peak-level swordsman. However, Shin Hyuk was also considered a presumed super-peak-level master, the strongest among all warriors Am Yeon Baek had ever met.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Shadow One.’
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Yes, Branch Chief.’
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘It seems you and I have stumbled upon a stroke of fortune. To witness a duel between masters of this caliber.’
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Indeed.’
    

    
      

    

    To weigh the pros and cons this duel might bring, Shin Hyuk closed his eyes and sank into thought.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Lucia, Victorino.’
    

    
      

    

    『Yes, Oppa.』

    
      

    

    『Yes, Commander.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘What do you think of the proposal?’
    

    
      

    

    『Currently, with S4 Guard Satellite controlled by Opera and Commander fully armed, Daoist Master Dohyeon poses no threat. I believe this is a great opportunity to gather combat data.』

    
      

    

    『I agree, Oppa. This girl wants to see your cool self in action!』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Lucia…’
    

    
      

    

    Judging by Victorino's answer and Lucia’s playful tone, the computers had determined that this situation posed no threat at all to Shin Hyuk. And Shin Hyuk was indeed curious. About Daoist Master Dohyeon’s skills, which were above Blue Sea Demon and Bloodsucking Demon Lord, and the martial arts of Wudang.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Alright, Opera. Lastly, what’s your opinion?’
    

    
      

    

    『If you’re asking about the probability of eradicating the enemy, 100%.』

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk gave a bitter smile at Opera’s reply. As expected, Opera didn’t think of anything other than the complete elimination of any threat to safety. The computers’ opinions were unanimous, and Shin Hyuk's own curiosity was piqued, so he made his decision.

    
      

    

    “Daoist Master Dohyeon.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, benefactor.”

    
      

    

    “I’ll accept. I’ve been personally curious about Wudang’s martial arts, after all.”

    
      

    

    “Thank you, benefactor.”

    
      

    

    “Then, what kind of duel are you suggesting? Are you referring to a light exchange of moves?”

    
      

    

    “Hehehe, not at all, benefactor. How could I suggest just a few exchanged moves with a high-level master like yourself?”

    
      

    

    At Daoist Master Dohyeon’s words, Shin Hyuk sank into thought.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Is he asking for a life-or-death match?’
    

    
      

    

    It wouldn’t be a problem for himself, but Daoist Master Dohyeon could truly die. Since Opera, not Lucia or Victorino, was now controlling the battle armaments, Shin Hyuk's concern deepened. Just by appearance, Daoist Master Dohyeon seemed to be a genuinely good person.

    
      

    

    “Then, Daoist Master, are you requesting a life-or-death match with me?”

    
      

    

    “No, benefactor. Come to think of it, I haven’t explained myself properly.”

    
      

    

    “What do you mean…?”

    
      

    

    “Though I requested a duel with you, I know that I am not fit to reach your level. Therefore…”

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk's question, Daoist Master Dohyeon continued speaking, and the entire group was thrown into shock.

    
      

    

    “I was actually requesting a duel between my disciple Yushin and you.”

    
      

    

    “Wait, senior brother, please wait a moment. What are you saying……?”

    
      

    

    Startled by the sudden words, Yushin quickly tried to stop Daoist Master Dohyeon. However, though he hesitated to request a duel from someone he’d just met, deep down, Yushin himself was eager to exchange blows with Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    “Hehehe, do you think my disciple would ever be bold enough to make such a request to someone like Shin Hyuk? Let’s first hear what the benefactor has to say. Amitabha.”

    
      

    

    “…Understood, senior brother.”

    
      

    

    The revelation was so unexpected that Am Yeon Baek and Shadow One were left bewildered. Shadow One, regaining his composure first, sent a voice transmission to Am Yeon Baek.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Why would Daoist Master Dohyeon nominate his disciple instead of himself? Isn’t this just setting up a young man to get beaten to death?’
    

    
      

    

    “Sigh… You and I both need to improve our ability to read people.”

    
      

    

    “What do you mean?”

    
      

    

    “If you think about Daoist Master Dohyeon’s words, it means that Yushin is a master capable of fully internalizing his presence.”

    
      

    

    “You mean he’s reached the Reversion to True Form Stage…?!”

    
      

    

    Since Shadow One was still hovering at the threshold between first-rate and peak level, he might not have grasped the aura of a master surpassing Daoist Master Dohyeon. But Am Yeon Baek was different. He was undoubtedly standing on the road from peak to super-peak level. If even he couldn’t accurately sense the opponent’s energy, then Yushin must be a super-peak-level master, or at least one who had attained the essence of peak mastery.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Indeed…’
    

    
      

    

    Now he understood why that young man’s rating had been so high.

    
      

    

    『Commander. If the opponent is not Daoist Master Dohyeon but codename: Yushin, then we cannot afford to hold back in consideration for the opponent’s life.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Hmm…’
    

    
      

    

    At Opera’s remark, Shin Hyuk grew more troubled. Daoist Master Dohyeon and Yushin both seemed like true gentlemen, people anyone on the street would unanimously agree were martial artists of integrity. And yet to engage in a life-or-death duel with them? He couldn't help but hesitate.

    
      

    

    “Daoist Master Dohyeon.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, benefactor.”

    
      

    

    “I’m sorry to say this, but if I duel your disciple, I won’t be able to go easy or look out for his condition.”

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk's words, everyone except Yushin felt like lightning had struck their minds. From what they had seen and heard, Shin Hyuk's martial arts were at the super-peak level. If such a master claimed he couldn't restrain himself, it meant the opponent was either of equal level or close to it.

    
      

    

    Am Yeon Baek and Shadow One were greatly surprised, but even more astonished was Daoist Master Dohyeon.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Hehehe, to think my disciple has already reached such heights?! I’m so proud! Truly a blessing for Wudang.’
    

    
      

    

    “Disciple.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, senior brother. Speak.”

    
      

    

    “What do you think about the benefactor’s remarks?”

    
      

    

    At Daoist Master Dohyeon’s question, Yushin smiled brightly.

    
      

    

    “I have yet to receive the title of Master Daoist. But as one who walks the path of the sword, how could I spare my life when given the opportunity to learn from such a great master?”

    
      

    

    As expected, it was the answer he had anticipated.

    
      

    

    『Oppa, I think we need to think this over a bit more.』

    
      

    

    『Indeed, Commander. We trust Opera, but there’s no need to take unnecessary risks.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Will there be another chance to find a subject with a PEF over 2,000,000 and collect combat data?’
    

    
      

    

    『That’s…』

    
      

    

    『Oppa, if the target’s PEF was confirmed to be over 2,000,000, then it’d be fine. But right now, the target’s PEF is unknown. It’s too risky.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘I believe it’s worth the risk. We haven’t met any being besides Crystal that surpasses Opera’s combat strength. Let’s clash. Opera, prepare for combat.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that. S4 Guard Satellite standby. A4 Guard Satellite activated.』

    
      

    

    “Very well. However, let’s change the location.”

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk's words, the group nodded. The current location was too cramped for a clash between super-peak-level masters due to the presence of the Teresa ship.

    
      

    

    “Victorino, send one orbital elevator platform over.”

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk’s command, a square steel plate about 5 meters in diameter was launched from the planetary fortress Teresa. The launched plate glided through the air and gently came to a stop just above Shin Hyuk’s knees.

    
      

    

    “Everyone, please step on.”

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk’s words, Am Yeon Baek and Shadow One quickly soared through the air and lightly landed on the steel plate. Seeing them, Daoist Master Dohyeon and Yushin gave a wry smile and stepped onto the plate with Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Victorino, is there a large open space nearby?’
    

    
      

    

    『Yes, Commander. There’s a clearing about 800 meters in diameter midway up Mount Geummi.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Good. Let’s go.’
    

    
      

    

    As soon as Shin Hyuk gave the order, the silver platform carrying the party began to move gently.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha… When I’m with Monstrous Dragon Benefactor, it feels like my eyes are being opened. Don’t you think so, Branch Leader?”

    
      

    

    “Indeed, Sir Daoist Master. Among all the martial artists in the world, we may be the first to have ever flown on a steel plate.”

    
      

    

    Before long, the party arrived at a wide clearing halfway up Mount Geummi.

    
      

    

    “Only Yushin and I shall disembark. It would be best if you all observed from here. Please make yourselves comfortable.”

    
      

    

    “Amitabha. Thank you for your thoughtfulness, benefactor.”

    
      

    

    “Understood.”

    
      

    

    After finishing his words, Shin Hyuk floated and slowly descended to the ground.

    
      

    

    “Then, senior brother. I’ll be off.”

    
      

    

    “Very well. Don’t overdo it, disciple.”

    
      

    

    “Thank you, senior brother.”

    
      

    

    Bowing to Daoist Master Dohyeon, Yushin leapt toward Shin Hyuk, who was already waiting on the ground. Though the height was considerable, Yushin elegantly flipped midair and landed softly. Facing Yushin, Shin Hyuk spoke.

    
      

    

    “Once the duel begins, you may end up seriously injured. Are you prepared for that?”

    
      

    

    “Yes. For a warrior, wounds received from a strong opponent are nothing to be ashamed of.”

    
      

    

    “Understood. Shall we begin?”

    
      

    

    “Let’s.”

    
      

    

    
      ‘Opera, I delegate everything except offensive tactics, defense, evasion, and counters are up to you.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that.』

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk and Yushin faced each other and exchanged formal fist salutes. Then, as if prearranged, they both leapt back to gain distance.

    
      

    

    “Daoist Master Dohyeon. If you don’t mind, may I ask you a few things?”

    
      

    

    “Please do, benefactor.”

    
      

    

    “How old is Yushin?”

    
      

    

    “He turns twenty-seven this year.”

    
      

    

    Given his apparent martial level, Am Yeon Baek had assumed he was at least in his mid-thirties. So Daoist Master Dohyeon’s answer came as another shock.

    
      

    

    “Then, what level of martial mastery does Yushin possess?”

    
      

    

    Though he asked, he expected no clear answer, especially not from a potential rival sect. But since Yushin’s skills would be revealed during the duel anyway, there seemed no point in hiding it. Daoist Master Dohyeon answered honestly.

    
      

    

    “I last saw him two years ago. At that time, my disciple was half a step above me.”

    
      

    

    “Whoa… Are you saying he had reached that level at the age of twenty-five?”

    
      

    

    Am Yeon Baek asked, and Daoist Master Dohyeon smiled gently.

    
      

    

    “Then what is his level now?”

    
      

    

    “I can’t even guess.”

    
      

    

    “What kind of genius is he, to reach such heights at that age…?”

    
      

    

    Perhaps unwilling to say more, Daoist Master Dohyeon recited a Buddhist chant and turned his gaze. Naturally, Am Yeon Baek and Shadow One followed his line of sight, focusing on Shin Hyuk and Yushin.

    
      

    

    “A once-in-a-generation prodigy indeed.”

    
      

    

    A bittersweet smile appeared on Am Yeon Baek’s lips.

    
      

    

    Judging by martial skill alone, they might not even be considered late bloomers, but by age, these two, about to face off, could be called the finest prodigies the martial world had ever seen.

    
      

      

      

    

  
    

    
      Chapter 19. Sa Shin Hyuk VS Yushin (1)
    

    
      

    

    Yushin took off the knapsack on his back and set it down in a corner of the clearing. Then, he placed the sword in his left hand into the left side of his waistband by pulling the belt slightly apart, and slowly extended both hands forward into a horse-riding stance.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha. Sir, I shall begin.”

    
      

    

    As Yushin slowly raised his left hand and stepped his left foot slightly forward, lifting his heel, he set his right hand in front of his solar plexus and lightly shook his body, entering the starting form of Taijiquan.

    
      

    

    『Entering combat now. Objective: complete silence of the target.』

    
      

    

    With Opera's report, three A4 satellites that had been protecting Shin Hyuk’s body revealed themselves.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Alright, let's start light.’
    

    
      

    

    “Close-range firing mode, standby.”

    
      

    

    『Copy that.』

    
      

    

    “Please be careful.”

    
      

    

    With that warning, Shin Hyuk moved first.

    
      

    

    Yushin expected a charging attack and began focusing inner energy into his hands, but contrary to that expectation, Shin Hyuk pulled away using his unique Spectral Bolt technique, quickly widening the distance between them.

    
      

    

    “Let’s gauge the opponent’s capabilities first. Opera, lock on target.”

    
      

    

    『Copy that. Target lock on.』

    
      

    

    The crosshair displayed on the CEC glass aligned perfectly with Yushin.

    
      

    

    “P135 5.56mm triangular bullet.”

    
      

    

    “Fire.”

    
      

    

    
      
        Bang!
      
    

    
      

    

    With Shin Hyuk’s command, three bullets flew toward Yushin’s shoulders and solar plexus. At that moment, Yushin’s hands ignited with white flames. The three bullets had already reached his proximity, but Yushin twisted his body to dodge the two aimed at his shoulders, then swept aside the one aiming for his solar plexus with his left hand.

    
      

    

    He dashed forward from that parrying stance, swiftly closing the distance between him and Shin Hyuk. By the time the gap had halved, Yushin employed Divine Cloudstrike, the fastest of Wudang’s light-step techniques, and closed in on Shin Hyuk even faster.

    
      

    

    『Target approaching. Evasive maneuver initiated.』

    
      

    

    In response to Yushin’s advance, Opera launched Shin Hyuk into the air, and as Shin Hyuk’s movement was confirmed, Yushin soared upward after him at full speed.

    
      

    

    “M127 multiple shock rounds.”

    
      

    

    『Copy that. Ready.』

    
      

    

    “Fire.”

    
      

    

    
      
        Ratatatatatata!
      
    

    
      

    

    Roughly 50 rounds of bullets rained down like a shower at the rapidly approaching Yushin. Simultaneously, a streak of inner strength surged from Yushin’s right hand toward Shin Hyuk with the force of a whiplash.

    
      

    

    『Measured PEF 1,100,000. A4 Satellite No.1 interception initiated.』

    
      

    

    In response to Opera’s command, A4 Satellite No.1 became wrapped in a blue light barrier and neutralized Yushin’s attack. While Yushin’s strike was deflected, Shin Hyuk’s bullets had reached right in front of him.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Add Endless Dance of Yin and Yang’s variations to the speed of Divine Cloudstrike.'
    

    
      

    

    Confirming his strike had been blocked, Yushin’s form blurred and vanished from Shin Hyuk’s sight, only to reappear like a ghost behind him. Utilizing a form of deception by combining Divine Cloudstrike and Endless Dance of Yin and Yang, Yushin threw a punch toward Shin Hyuk’s back without hesitation.

    
      

    

    His fist penetrated Shin Hyuk’s back.

    
      

    

    
      ‘There’s no tactile feedback?!’
    

    
      

    

    Alarms blared in Yushin’s instincts, and a chilling presence prickled behind him. Though his thoughts were rapid, his movements were even quicker. Yushin twisted his body immediately.

    
      

    

    
      
        Pew!
      
    

    
      

    

    A streak of blinding light grazed his cheek.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Terrifying speed of atmospheric piercing. That was close.’
    

    
      

    

    From the point where the beam had been fired, Shin Hyuk wore a mischievous grin, looking thrilled with the fight.

    
      

    

    『Used hologram for evasion, but repeating the maneuver may not be viable.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Okay. Noted. Let’s keep going.’
    

    
      

    

    “A peerless form of deceptive movement. Truly remarkable.”

    
      

    

    Having mistaken Shin Hyuk’s stealthy maneuver using hologram and stealth mode for a masterful variation of deceptive footwork, Yushin expressed sincere admiration.

    
      

    

    “It’s too much praise. Please, continue.”

    
      

    

    The moment he finished speaking, Shin Hyuk’s body dropped with terrifying speed. Compared to that, Yushin seemed to be descending slowly.

    
      

    

    “P253 8mm spiral-piercing bullet.”

    
      

    

    『Fire.』

    
      

    

    With Shin Hyuk’s shout and his feet hitting the ground, a bullet was fired from the A4 satellite at incredible speed.

    
      

    

    “Damn it...”

    
      

    

    Though Yushin quickly pursued Shin Hyuk and descended using Cheongeunchu, it was too late to dodge the bullet mid-air.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Too late to avoid.’
    

    
      

    

    Yushin instantly assessed the situation and made the optimal decision. His left hand blazed white.

    
      

    

    Attempting to parry the bullet with enhanced energy in his palm, Yushin turned pale. Though he struck it, the bullet split in two and the secondary projectile penetrated through his energy shield in the opposite direction of the first.

    
      

    

    『The primary kinetic energy of the P253 8mm spiral-piercing bullet has dissipated. The secondary projectile has pierced the target’s barrier.』

    
      

    

    “Good, no reason to give him time to breathe. P102 guided curve shots. Weaken the power and press him with numbers. Opera.”

    
      

    

    『Copy that. P102 guided curve shots ready.』

    
      

    

    “A4 Satellite No.1, energy focus. Satellites 2 and 3, 13 seconds of continuous fire.”

    
      

    

    『Copy that. Calculated target descent speed. Distance: 38m. Bearing offset: 2800. Angle: 28 degrees. Target lock on.』

    
      

    

    “Fire.”

    
      

    

    As Shin Hyuk prepared a combo attack with curve shots following the piercing bullet, Yushin changed plans from burning away the bullet with energy.

    
      

    

    
      ‘If I apply the infiltration principle of stealth projectiles… reverse utilization?’
    

    
      

    

    Utilizing the principle of Yihwa Jeopmok, Yushin softly flicked his left hand in the style of Taijiquan. With that gesture, the spinning bullet shifted direction and flew back toward Shin Hyuk. It was a textbook case of Yihwa Jeopmok’s redirection.

    
      

    

    
      
        Ratatatatata!
      
    

    
      

    

    Just as Yushin landed on the ground after returning the bullet in stunning fashion, hundreds of bullets arced gracefully toward him, accompanied by Opera’s warning.

    
      

    

    『Warning, enemy’s countermeasures have exceeded expectations. Kinetic energy of P253 8mm spiral-piercing bullet amplified and approaching. A4 Satellite No.1, barrier.』

    
      

    

    The piercing bullet struck the barrier and penetrated through. Opera quickly moved Satellite No.2 to intercept the projectile that breached the barrier.

    
      

    

    『Commander, enemy’s life energy has not decreased at all.』

    
      

    

    Landing on the ground, Yushin saw hundreds of bullets rushing toward him and activated Divine Cloudstrike at full intensity, dodging left.

    
      

    

    Several dozen bullets slammed into the ground he had just vacated and lost their momentum, but the rest changed direction as if they had eyes, pursuing Yushin.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Using Qi Spiral Mastery with this many guided projectiles?!’
    

    
      

    

    After dodging several dozen bullets, Yushin swept his right hand upward from below. Responding to his gesture, soil rose up to form a barrier.

    
      

    

    
      
        Ratatatatata!
      
    

    
      

    

    Another wave of bullets lost energy and came to a stop.

    
      

    

    
      ‘This won’t work.’
    

    
      

    

    Speeding up to increase the gap from the bullets, Yushin swept his left hand downward.

    
      

    

    
      
        Boom!
      
    

    
      

    

    The ground in front of him exploded and split open, and Yushin quickly dove into the crack, vanishing underground.

    
      

    

    
      
        Ratatatatata!
      
    

    
      

    

    Remaining bullets struck the ground above where Yushin disappeared, raising a thick cloud of dust that obscured vision.

    
      

    

    『Warning, A4 guard satellites switching to active autonomous defense.』

    
      

    

    A moment later, the warning blared, and the A4 satellites began to orbit wildly. Following Opera’s intent, Shin Hyuk’s body slid backward. Then, the ground where he had stood flipped open and Yushin erupted upward.

    
      

    

    [Taijiquan Phase 2]

    
      

    

    [Thunder of Yin and Yang]

    
      

    

    Yushin extended a tightly clenched fist toward Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    『Measured PEF 1,150,000. Current angle: evasion not possible. A4 Satellite No.1, barrier.』

    
      

    

    The Taiji fist strike collided with Shin Hyuk’s barrier, but it didn’t deal meaningful damage to either Shin Hyuk or the shield.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Even Taijiquan can’t break through protective energy?’
    

    
      

    

    Yushin changed stance. He extended his left hand forward in a knifehand while bending his right arm, fist clenched, covering his upper body.

    
      

    

    “Fist of the Martial Apex.”

    
      

    

    Yushin’s energy shifted. The gentle, flowing aura like clouds and wind vanished, replaced by a surging storm bursting from his body.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Strike first to win.’
    

    
      

    

    Yushin’s figure charged toward Shin Hyuk at incredible speed.

    
      

    

    『Danger, enemy PEF rising rapidly. A4 Satellite No.1, maximum output barrier. Satellites 2 and 3 block enemy’s advance. M401 Electronic Web, fire.』

    
      

    

    Energy from A4’s Satellites 2 and 3 focused on the charging Yushin, firing one massive projectile. The bullet, over 30 cm long, was slow compared to the earlier ones. Despite its approach, Yushin didn’t slow down.

    
      

    

    When it reached his proximity, Yushin used Endless Dance of Yin and Yang to vanish into the ground and reappeared ghost-like after the bullet passed.

    
      

    

    [Fist of the Martial Apex Phase 1]

    
      

    

    [Thunderous Death Palm]

    
      

    

    Yushin’s left hand slashed through the air and swung a fist, appearing as if seven fists moved at once.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Hide the real within the false. The real one comes next, sir.’
    

    
      

    

    Anticipating Shin Hyuk’s move, Yushin gathered energy for the next strike. But the bullet he thought he had redirected with Taeguk Muhun Shingi stopped behind him and exploded.

    
      

    

    
      
        Bzzzzzzzzt
      
    

    
      

    

    A torrent of high-voltage electricity surged, casting hundreds of fine threads over Yushin’s head. In moments, the threads spread like a net, constraining his movement. At this rate, he wouldn’t be able to launch a follow-up attack—he’d be the one struck instead.

    
      

    

    “Martial Apex…”

    
      

    

    Then, as if making a final decision, Yushin’s gaze sharpened.

    
      

    

    “Unyielding Qi of the Heavens.”

    
      

    

    Fwaaaash!

    
      

    

    A blinding light burst from Yushin’s body, filling the clearing. A radiant Taiji symbol emerged behind him, floated into the air, then slowly vanished. What remained were broken strands of thread scattered on the ground, and Yushin, standing atop their remains.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha… Truly a marvelous display of martial arts.”

    
      

    

    Yushin stood tall like a god, calmly sharing his thoughts. Shin Hyuk, too, admired him. He was thoroughly enjoying the situation. It was the first time he’d been able to fully unleash his combat skills since acquiring his current PEF and combat capabilities. He felt his fighting spirit burning brighter than ever.

    
      

    

    Yushin felt the same.

    
      

    

    “After fighting the Blue Sea Demon and Bloodsucking Demon Lord, I thought I had prepared well. But now I see I was far from ready.”

    
      

    

    “You flatter me, sir.”

    
      

    

    “Now that the skirmish is over, let’s fight in earnest.”

    
      

    

    “Amitabha. So be it.”

    
      

      

    

  
    

    
      Chapter 20. Sa Shin Hyuk VS Yushin (2)
    

    
      

    

    “Is that really just a probing battle?!”

    
      

    

    “While the martial arts of the Monstrous Dragon are astonishing, young master Yushin martial arts are no less impressive. To think such an exchange is possible using only Taijiquan and Fist of the Martial Apex, the introductory martial arts of the Wudang Sect?”

    
      

    

    Shadow No.1, unable to contain the overwhelming emotion as a martial artist, ended up speechless.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha…”

    
      

    

    Though Daoist Master Dohyeon’s heart pounded no less than that of Amyeongbaek and Shadow No.1, he could not show it, so he quietly chanted a Buddhist prayer.

    
      

    

    “The martial arts of Master Sa Shin Hyuk are remarkable as well. The hidden weapon technique that embodies the subtlety of Two Swords As One, and this immense force in his long-range attacks. Seeing it in person is even more astounding.”

    
      

    

    “Indeed. Especially the sight of hundreds of hidden weapons pursuing Yushin Master was truly a spectacle.”

    
      

    

    “My disciple has yet to use his main martial art, so we’ll have to watch a bit longer.”

    
      

    

    As Daoist Master Dohyeon’s words ended, Amyeongbaek and Shadow No.1’s eyes began to shine. Though they had been admiring Yushin’s fist techniques, they suddenly remembered, Yushin was a swordsman who had been carrying his sword in his left hand.

    
      

    

    “That’s—?!”

    
      

    

    With Amyeongbaek’s exclamation, Yushin’s sword was drawn and moved with elegant fluidity.

    
      

    

    After swinging the sword sheath in his left hand horizontally with grace, he bent his arm to defend his body’s centerline with the sheath, then reversed his grip on the sword.

    
      

    

    “Sword of Harmony and Chaos!”

    
      

    

    A gasp burst from Shadow No.1’s lips. Sword of Harmony and Chaos, the main martial art of Daoist Master Dohyeon and one of the prides of Wudang, was a signature technique recognized by all warriors in the martial world.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha.”

    
      

    

    The Buddhist chant slipped from Daoist Master Dohyeon’s lips, mingled with a pride he could no longer conceal.

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    『Warning. Upon drawing the sword, the PEF value has exceeded 2,000,000. Requesting deployment of S4 satellite.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘S4 satellite, standby.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that.』

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk’s command, three orbs behind him began emitting a darkness like miniature black holes.

    
      

    

    “Be careful.”

    
      

    

    
      ‘M127 Multi-Barrel Grenade Launcher.’
    

    
      

    

    『M127 Multi-Barrel Grenade Launcher, Ready.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Fire.’
    

    
      

    

    Once again, hundreds of projectiles were created from all around Shin Hyuk and launched toward Yushin.

    
      

    

    “Hmph!”

    
      

    

    [Sword of Harmony and Chaos, Third Movement]

    
      

    

    [Dividing Sword of Harmony and Chaos, Defense]

    
      

    

    Yushin unfolded a blade barrier using both the sword and sheath in his hands.

    
      

    

    
      
        Tatadada!
      
    

    
      

    

    Projectiles clashed against the blade barrier and began ricocheting off.

    
      

    

    
      ‘This could go on forever.’
    

    
      

    

    As Shin Hyuk prepared the next response with Opera, he began to carefully observe Yushin’s movements.

    
      

    

    [Taiji Prowess Mental Art, Inner Power, Extreme]

    
      

    

    [Taiji Celestial Steel Qi]

    
      

    

    As Taiji Prowess Mental Art was operated at full force from Yushin’s body, inner power surged like a geyser, and the legendary technique of Wudang, Taiji Celestial Steel Qi, revealed its true power.A radiant white light rose like a shield, swirling into a Taiji symbol that wrapped around Yushin’s body.

    
      

    

    
      ‘This isn’t over yet.’
    

    
      

    

    Using Taiji Celestial Steel Qi to repel Shin Hyuk’s rain of bullets, Yushin focused his inner power into his sword.

    
      

    

    [Sword of Harmony and Chaos, Ultimate Technique]

    
      

    

    [Return to Taiji]

    
      

    

    As if two people wielded swords in tandem, Sword of Harmony and Chaos realized offense and defense simultaneously using both the sword and sheath. The sword representing yang and the sheath representing yin combined into Taiji, which in turn circled into Wuji and created Taiji anew.

    
      

    

    
      
        Boooooom!
      
    

    
      

    

    Sword of Harmony and Chaos’s aura collided with hundreds of projectiles, blanketing the area in dust.

    
      

    

    
      ‘This is far beyond expectations.’
    

    
      

    

    『Commander. This is not the time to enjoy yourself.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘It’s been so long… this kind of experience.’
    

    
      

    

    『No more, Commander! Mr. Victorino, this is Info-Computer Lucia requesting your attention. The threat level of the hostile entity has been upgraded. Further combat is deemed hazardous. According to ship operation protocol, retreat is advised.』

    
      

    

    As Lucia’s urgent request continued and Shin Hyuk’s fascination with Yushin deepened, a panicked Lucia called on Victorino.

    
      

    

    『Warning. Reviewing request to halt combat per ship operation guidelines. Hostile entity’s PEF fluctuation coefficient is extremely high. Accurate PEF value is indeterminable. Recommending long-range bombardment using a small ion cannon to conclude combat.』

    
      

    

    With repeated alerts from Lucia and Victorino ringing in his ears, Shin Hyuk relented and changed his stance toward the battle.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Main weapon, S4 Guard Satellite. Release output limit. Target: complete silencing of the enemy.’
    

    
      

    

    『Yes sir.』

    
      

    

    Behind Shin Hyuk, the small orbs emanating soft darkness reappeared.

    
      

    

    
      ‘The Monstrous Dragon’s aura has changed? It’s as if he intends to destroy everything.’
    

    
      

    

    In response to Shin Hyuk’s overwhelming aura, Yushin raised his sword. Sheathing the sword, Yushin now pointed the blade in his right hand directly at Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    『S4 satellite output increasing. 90%... 95%... 100%.』

    
      

    

    As the S4 satellite’s output reached 100%, Yushin’s sword pierced toward Shin Hyuk like a blazing flash.

    
      

    

    Though it seemed the strike would collide head-on, the sword and the shield of light narrowly missed each other. Crossing past Shin Hyuk, Yushin twisted his body and slashed a burning aura diagonally downward, with Shin Hyuk’s pupils tracking his every move.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Trying to end it too easily, aren’t we?’
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Baam! Boom!
      
    

    
      

    

    The S4 satellite’s orbs moved to intercept Yushin’s sword slash.

    
      

    

    At the same time, the remaining orbs disrupted Yushin’s sword path and shot toward his solar plexus.

    
      

    

    “Haah!”

    
      

    

    [Taiji Celestial Steel Qi, Burst]

    
      

    

    In an instant, a burst of blue aura shot from Yushin’s hand, deflecting the satellites, and he recovered his sword. However, Opera’s control of the S4 satellites grew even faster and more precise. Under Opera’s guidance, the S4 satellites moved at high speed and fired continuous destructive beams.

    
      

    

    
      ‘I have to close the distance. Fighting at range is too difficult.’
    

    
      

    

    Yushin desperately deflected the beams with his sword as he struggled to approach Shin Hyuk. Though he managed to block the devastating beams with highly condensed sword aura, each shot was overwhelmingly powerful. And even if he broke through to Shin Hyuk, the S4 Guard Satellite under Opera’s control continually and annoyingly obstructed his path.

    
      

    

    
      
        Kwa kwa kwa kang!
      
    

    
      

    

    Once again, Yushin’s sword aura clashed with an S4 satellite, causing an enormous shockwave.

    
      

    

    
      ‘I need to find a way. At this rate…’
    

    
      

    

    Though Yushin’s swordsmanship and aura rivaled the destructive beams in power, sadly, his experience and footwork did not match Opera’s combat data.

    
      

    

    
      ‘If this drags on, I’ll surely lose. I have to settle it now.’
    

    
      

    

    After persistently chasing Shin Hyuk and holding the defense, Yushin’s eyes suddenly gleamed sharply.

    
      

    

    [Taiji Celestial Steel Qi, First Form]

    
      

    

    [Taiji Line Steel]

    
      

    

    From Yushin’s hand, a thick line of aura shot forth like a whip.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Opera, evasive maneuver.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Counterattack ready?’
    

    
      

    

    『Ready.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Fire.’
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Kwa kwa kwa kwaang!
      
    

    
      

    

    The S4 satellite once again unleashed beams in retaliation, but this time Yushin responded differently than before.

    
      

    

    
      ‘If I retreat now, I’ll lose the momentum.’
    

    
      

    

    Deflecting the beams with his sword, Yushin flicked his left hand slightly. Unlike before, the launched aura didn’t vanish but instead swung like a whip and came back to strike at Shin Hyuk again.

    
      

    

    [Taiji Celestial Steel Qi, Second Form]

    
      

    

    [Taiji Net Steel]

    
      

    

    With a powerful shout, dozens of aura threads burst from Yushin’s fingers, surrounding the space in a spherical net.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Evasive maneuver.’
    

    
      

    

    Though Shin Hyuk quickly tried to escape the attack range, the threads formed a dense net that enveloped him from all sides.

    
      

    

    “Bind!”

    
      

    

    At Yushin’s signal, the wide-spread net surged inward toward Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Retrieve S4 satellite control. Transform to energy sword. Opera, assist.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that.』

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk’s command, the S4 satellite transformed into a black-bladed sword and landed in his right hand. Then, with a single horizontal slash—

    
      

    

    
      
        Chwaaaak!
      
    

    
      

    

    A black slash burst forth and split the net of the aura in two.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Impossible! He cut through Taiji Net Steel with a single strike?!’
    

    
      

    

    Startled, Yushin concentrated his inner power into his sword, preparing his final move. The martial world spoke in whispers of a technique worthy of the title “Best Under Heaven,” the pinnacle of Wudang swordsmanship.

    
      

    

    [Taiji Radiant Sword, First Move]

    
      

    

    [Taiji Sunrise]

    
      

    

    As the sword moved from low to high, a round Taiji symbol shimmered like a rising sun.

    
      

    

    『Be careful, Commander.』

    
      

    

    Despite the sun-like Taiji symbol, Shin Hyuk charged in without hesitation and stabbed forward.

    
      

    

    A massive clash of energy and aura was expected, but anticlimactically, the core of Taiji Sunrise disappeared, and the sun split in half. However, Wudang’s martial arts are endless and seamless.

    
      

    

    Though one technique ends, it is never truly over. That principle now shone forth. Even as his side was torn and blood gushed from the blow of the black slash, Yushin’s sword did not stop.

    
      

    

    [Taiji Radiant Sword, Second Move]

    
      

    

    [Taiji Soaring Heaven]

    
      

    

    Yushin hurled the sword in his right hand directly at Shin Hyuk. As Shin Hyuk struck the sword aside and rushed toward Yushin, the deflected sword suddenly reversed course and aimed for the back of his head.

    
      

    

    『Danger. You must evade, Commander.』

    
      

    

    At Opera’s warning, Shin Hyuk twisted his body rightward.

    
      

    

    Taking the opportunity to catch his breath, Yushin widened the distance, recovered his sword, and resumed his stance.

    
      

    

    “Hoo…”

    
      

    

    “Will you continue?”

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk’s question, Yushin straightened his sword without a trace of hesitation.

    
      

    

    “One final move remains. Will you receive it?”

    
      

    

    “Of course. Come.”

    
      

    

    Yushin once again took the opening stance of Taiji Radiant Sword.

    
      

    

    “If this attack fails, the victory is yours, Sir Shin Hyuk.”

    
      

    

    『Enemy’s PEF has risen to 2,700,000.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Let’s end this, Opera. Energy Sword, Pattern Black.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that.』

    
      

    

    The black sword in Shin Hyuk’s hand began to vibrate.

    
      

    

    『Energy Sword, Pattern Black. Ready.』

    
      

    

    “Here I come, Sir Shin Hyuk.”

    
      

    

    Yushin thrust his left hand forward, and a tremendous burst of aura erupted from his palm toward the sky and the earth.

    
      

    

    [Taiji Celestial Steel Qi, Third Form]

    
      

    

    [Taiji Thunder Steel]

    
      

    

    The upper and lower aura torrents merged into one, rushing toward Shin Hyuk at incredible speed. A wave of aura that could pulverize anything just by grazing it surged toward Shin Hyuk. And behind it, came the culmination of Taiji Radiant Sword.

    
      

    

    Yushin poured everything into this final assault. From the sword hidden behind the wave of aura, red and blue energies began to spiral and fuse into one. Raising the sword, Yushin continued to gather inner power.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Taiji Net Steel was cut with a single strike. Taiji Thunder Steel will likely be broken soon too. I must focus on my inner power until then.’
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Kwa kwa kwa kwa gwaang!
      
    

    
      

    

    Moments later, as Taiji Thunder Steel reached just before Shin Hyuk—

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk’s clear voice rang out.

    
      

    

    “Haah!”

    
      

    

    [Sword Pattern Black.]

    
      

    

    [Dark Moon]

    
      

    

    Like moonlight softly illuminating the world, a calm yet expansive energy wave erupted outward.
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    The Taiji Thunder Steel, said to be unbreakable in this world, shattered like waves crashing against a breakwater the moment it collided with the soft moonlight.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha...”

    
      

    

    Though Taiji Celestial Steel Qi was broken before it could exert any power before Shin Hyuk, fortunately, during the time Taiji Thunder Steel was destroyed, the Yin and Yang of Taiji was completed.

    
      

    

    Yushin leaped into the air with all his might, and with a low martial shout, the sword imbued with the energy of the Yin and Yang of Taiji let out a sword cry.

    
      

    

    『Taiji Radiant Sword, Third Movement』

    
      

    

    『Yin and Yang of Taiji』

    
      

    

    Red and blue internal energy embroidered the air in the shape of a Taiji. Dozens of Taiji patterns burst forth from Yushin's sword, then merged into one and unleashed an overwhelming force toward Shin Hyuk as if a meteor were falling from the sky.

    
      

    

    Yushin's body, having poured out all his internal energy, crashed straight into the ground. Barely retaining consciousness, Yushin weakly gazed at the Yin and Yang of Taiji energy surging toward Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    『Reporting. Enemy attack. Measured PEF: 2,950,000.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Opera, can we try applying the method that Bloodsucking Demon Lord used to cut through the Ion Cannon to an energy sword?’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that. Program code name: Jeonjo.』

    
      

    

    [Blood Demon Three Swords, First Movement]

    
      

    

    [Blood Demon Seizes Life]

    
      

    

    『Loading Complete. Destroy it, Commander.』

    
      

    

    “Haaaaaaah!”

    
      

    

    As Shin Hyuk's sword, which had been glowing black, was overlaid with red energy, it began to blaze like the sun's corona.

    
      

    

    “Blood Demon Seizes Life!”

    
      

    

    The ultimate technique of the Blood Demon Three Swords, Blood Demon Seizes Life, manifested from Shin Hyuk's hand, fused with the black-patterned energy and appeared before them.

    
      

    

    
      
        Shaaah!
      
    

    
      

    

    Cracks began to form at the clash between Blood Demon Seizes Life and Yin and Yang of Taiji.

    
      

    

    The cracks led to fissures, and the fissures to splits. The invincible energy that was said to embody the flow of nature and return all things to nothing revealed openings with laughable ease. A situation opposite to when the Bloodsucking Demon Lord's sword melted upon contact with the Ion Cannon was unfolding.

    
      

    

    『Enemy PEF is rapidly decreasing. PEF 1000... 300... 5... 3...』

    
      

    

    
      ‘If I hadn’t had the combat data from Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Lord, I probably would’ve had to break it with brute force. That would’ve made this attack quite troublesome.’
    

    
      

    

    『The battle isn’t over yet. For complete enemy neutralization, additional strikes are recommended.』

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk gave a bitter smile at Opera’s suggestion. Truly, a computer was a computer. Even now, the opponent was lying face-down, barely breathing, what more was there to do? It hadn’t even been a life-or-death duel; it had simply been a martial sparring match.

    
      

    

    
      ‘I’m ending the battle here. Good work, Opera.’
    

    
      

    

    『Thank you for your efforts, Commander.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Lucia, analyze the battle data we've just collected and start program development.’
    

    
      

    

    『Yes, Oppa. Good work. This girl... was so taken by Oppa’s wonderful figure that I... just…』

    
      

    

    A faint smile spread on Shin Hyuk’s lips.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Cut it out.’
    

    
      

    

    『Tch, you brick wall of a man.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Victorino, let’s start wrapping up the situation.’
    

    
      

    

    『Understood, Commander.』

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    “Master!”

    
      

    

    From the descending orbital elevator, Daoist Master Dohyeon jumped down in a hurry. Despite the considerable height, Daoist Master Dohyeon's form shot through the air toward Yushin.

    
      

    

    “Daoist Master Dohyeon seems urgent, Branch Leader.”

    
      

    

    “If I were in Daoist Master Dohyeon’s shoes, I’d be just as, if not more than him, agitated.”

    
      

    

    Am-yeon Baek and Shadow No.1 commented with a tone of regret.

    
      

    

    Yushin had turned out to be far stronger than expected, but Sa Shin Hyuk was even stronger than that.

    
      

    

    “Let’s head down too.”

    
      

    

    “Master!”

    
      

    

    Having arrived by Yushin's side before anyone realized, Daoist Master Dohyeon calmed his anxious heart, laid Yushin down, and opened his upper garment. Long sword wounds were revealed across Yushin’s abdomen and flank.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Deeper than I thought… How did he even perform the Radiant Sword in this condition?’
    

    
      

    

    Fortunately, it seemed that with quick emergency treatment, his life would not be in danger. 

    
      

    

    As Daoist Master Dohyeon began treatment, Shin Hyuk approached them.  Though the urgency of Yushin's condition had forced Daoist Master Dohyeon to intervene, technically, the sparing had not yet concluded. If Shin Hyuk had been a member of the demonic sect, it wouldn’t have been odd for him to strike the finishing blow.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha. Thank you for your mercy. On behalf of my disciple, I offer my gratitude, benefactor.”

    
      

    

    “Daoist Master Dohyeon.”

    
      

    

    “Speak, benefactor.”

    
      

    

    “Could you step aside?”

    
      

    

    “...I cannot.”

    
      

    

    In most cases following a life-or-death-level sparing, the victor does not let the defeated live. The moment life and death are decided, a warrior experiences great growth, and even when mercy is shown, it's common to claim at least an arm as the price for instruction.

    
      

    

    “Blocking me now won’t benefit you in any way, Sir Daoist Master. Step aside. There’s no time.”

    
      

    

    Given the force radiating from Shin Hyuk’s body, even if ten men like Daoist Master Dohyeon rushed in, it would be futile. But Daoist Master Dohyeon had resolved that unless Shin Hyuk stepped over his dead body, he would not allow him to touch his disciple.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Sa Shin Hyuk must’ve taken some damage too from that duel. If I can just get my disciple to the foot of the mountain…’
    

    
      

    

    Resolute, Daoist Master Dohyeon began mustering his energy.

    
      

    

    “I said it’s impossible, benefactor. Do you intend to oppose the Wudang Sect?”

    
      

    

    “Pardon? What do you mean by that?”

    
      

    

    “As one of Wudang’s elders, I acknowledge it. The winner of this sparing is the esteemed Sa Shin Hyuk. Now, please consider the situation and step aside.”

    
      

    

    “No, Daoist Master, I believe there’s a misunderstanding… I was going to administer treatment.”

    
      

    

    “I appreciate the sentiment. But as a disciple of Wudang, it is my duty to treat him.”

    
      

    

    “Phew... Lucia, explain, please.”

    
      

    

    『Understood, Oppa. Daoist Master Dohyeon.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘That voice is different from before!’
    

    
      

    

    A beautiful yet cute female voice suddenly rang out, startling Daoist Master Dohyeon. Just like before, the transmission was so clear it was as if she were right next to him, yet he couldn’t sense anyone. There were at least two individuals nearby stronger than him. As his chances of escape dwindled, Daoist Master Dohyeon’s face turned pale.

    
      

    

    『I am Lucia, Commander Sa Shin Hyuk’s assistant. I have something to tell you.』

    
      

    

    “The disciple's condition is urgent, so could you tell me after treatment?”

    
      

    

    『That’s precisely why, Daoist Master. The wound inflicted by Commander Sa Shin Hyuk’s energy sword, especially one using the Black energy pattern, can only be treated by Commander Sa Shin Hyuk himself.』

    
      

    

    “What do you mean…?”

    
      

    

    『To put it in your terms, think of it as a very unique internal injury. Commander Sa Shin Hyuk’s energy has permeated Yushin-nim’s body. If he doesn’t treat it himself…』

    
      

    

    Lucia deliberately trailed off. That much was enough to understand.

    
      

    

    
      ‘A transcendent master’s… extremely specialized infiltrating energy technique?’
    

    
      

    

    Even if said poorly, some people understand perfectly. Though Shin Hyuk and Daoist Master Dohyeon came from different worlds, the latter correctly interpreted Lucia’s explanation.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Unable to even recognize kindness properly… Dohyeon, Dohyeon… how shameful. I still have far to go.’
    

    
      

    

    “Benefactor. I was so shallow in my cultivation that, out of concern for my disciple, I acted without discretion. Please forgive me.”

    
      

    

    “I understand, Daoist Master.”

    
      

    

    After sincerely apologizing, Daoist Master Dohyeon stepped aside, and Shin Hyuk began preparing Yushin’s treatment.

    
      

    

    “Lucia, send over a mobile recovery capsule. I’ll start retrieving the Black pattern energy in the meantime.”

    
      

    

    『Understood. Victorino, please hurry.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Opera, S4 Guard Satellite, Pattern White.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that.』

    
      

    

    “Formless Heart Sword?!”

    
      

    

    Once again, an energy-formed sword emerged in Shin Hyuk’s hand. This time, it shone not black, but a dazzling white—so holy it seemed fit for a celestial god to wield.

    
      

    

    “Daoist Master, the treatment process might appear violent, but please don’t interfere. I’ll be fine, but it could be fatal to Young master Yushin.”

    
      

    

    “Understood.”

    
      

    

    After confirming Daoist Master Dohyeon’s nod, Shin Hyuk drove the white sword into Yushin’s wound without hesitation.

    
      

    

    The sound of skin tearing again, and Yushin coughed up blood.

    
      

    

    “Kuugh…”

    
      

    

    As pain brought Yushin to consciousness, Shin Hyuk’s calm voice reached his ears.

    
      

    

    “Don’t move. Please stay still.”

    
      

    

    With a sword in his belly, being told to stay still, if his cultivation had been any lower, he might’ve cursed profusely. But now that it had begun, there was no choice but to see it through, whatever the outcome.

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk’s sword began to hum and tremble.

    
      

    

    The once radiant white sword gradually turned gray, and after some time, its color fully changed to gray.

    
      

    

    “Relax your stomach. If your muscles are tense, more muscle fibers will be torn when I pull it out.”

    
      

    

    Following Shin Hyuk’s instruction, Yushin did his best to relax.

    
      

    

    “Emergency treatment is complete. Please wait a moment, and I’ll finish the procedure.”

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    
      
        Beep Beep
      
    

    
      

    

    『Treatment complete. You may exit now.』

    
      

    

    With a light alarm sound, Victorino’s guidance played.

    
      

    

    “Whew~”

    
      

    

    The medical machine that had treated the wounds of the Bloodsucking Demon Lord and Blue Sea Demon at Geummisan’s peak opened its doors.

    
      

    

    As Yushin stepped out, fully healed with even his torn garments restored, Daoist Master Dohyeon lit up.

    
      

    

    “Disciple, how is your body?”

    
      

    

    “Incredible, Master. My internal and external injuries were quite severe, but to recover this quickly is beyond imagination.”

    
      

    

    “Amitabha, truly fortunate.”

    
      

    

    “I am grateful for the instruction and for saving my life, esteemed Sa Shin Hyuk.”

    
      

    

    After a brief exchange with Daoist Master Dohyeon, Yushin turned to Shin Hyuk and offered a respectful martial bow.

    
      

    

    “Haha, benefactor. You not only taught us but also saved my disciple. Wudang shall never forget this debt.”

    
      

    

    “Your words are thanks enough.”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk responded with a warm expression. At first, being asked to enter a strange iron machine for treatment had raised doubts, but Shin Hyuk quickly dispelled them all.

    
      

    

    “Your martial arts are astounding, and the treatment you provided… It’s a miraculous art I’ve never seen or heard of in my life.”

    
      

    

    Though grateful, Yushin and Daoist Master Dohyeon expressed their thanks repeatedly with lingering regret.

    
      

    

    “It’s a treatment method from where I lived. I’m glad it helped.”

    
      

    

    “It helped greatly. I hope we haven’t caused too much trouble. If you ever come to Hubei, please visit Wudang.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, if I ever travel to Hubei, I’ll be sure to visit.”

    
      

    

    “You must come.”

    
      

    

    Though parting with Shin Hyuk was sorrowful, Yushin and Daoist Master Dohyeon began preparing to descend from Mount Geummi to return to Wudang.
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    As Yu Shin and Dohyeon Dojang prepared to descend Geummi Mountain, Am Yeonbaek approached and commented on the duel between Shin Hyuk and Yu Shin.

    
      

    

    “A splendid martial duel between two heroes. I, Am Yeonbaek, was truly moved. It was nothing short of a clash between dragons.”

    
      

    

    Am Yeonbaek and Shadow No. 1, having set aside affiliations to the Demonic or Orthodox sects, watched the fight purely as martial artists and could not hide their admiration.

    
      

    

    “Though it's said Orthodoxy and Demonism cannot coexist, this too is fate. If Master Dohyeon permits, would it be acceptable for me to bestow an epithet upon Young Hero Yu Shin to commemorate his first martial duel in the secular world?”

    
      

    

    Master Dohyeon’s eyes widened at the suggestion.

    
      

    

    Self-proclaimed titles such as “World’s Greatest Sword” or “Peerless Demonic Deity” were meaningless when shouted alone. Typically, epithets were given by peers or sects, or earned naturally through fame in the martial world. That such a renowned master as Am Yeonbaek, moreover, from an opposing faction would offer to give Yu Shin an epithet was quite a special matter.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha… If Master Am Yeonbaek were to bestow a title upon my disciple, it would indeed be a meaningful gesture.”

    
      

    

    Clearing his throat lightly, Am Yeonbaek continued in affirmation.

    
      

    

    “The duel between Lord Shin Hyuk and Master Yu Shin was like two dragons commanding thunder and clouds in the sky in fierce combat. Since Lord Shin Hyuk’s epithet is ‘Monstrous Dragon’, how about giving Master Yu Shin the epithet ‘Martial Dragon’?”

    
      

    

    “‘Martial Dragon’… Quite fitting. Truly suits my disciple well. Hoho.”

    
      

    

    In the distant future, the duel between Martial Dragon and Monstrous Dragon would be recorded as the first of the Four Dragons’ legendary battles. The epithet ‘Martial Dragon Yu Shin,’ given by Am Yeonbaek, deputy leader of the Demonic Sect’s renowned intelligence unit, marked the beginning of the Four Dragons legends that would resound through the Central Plains alongside Monstrous Dragon Sa Shin Hyuk’s name.

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    Having exchanged farewells with Shin Hyuk, Master Dohyeon also said goodbye to Am Yeonbaek and descended Geummi Mountain with Yu Shin.

    
      

    

    “Hmm hmm, Great Master Monstrous Dragon.”

    
      

    

    “Haha… That title still feels strange to me.”

    
      

    

    Called by his new title, Shin Hyuk scratched his cheek awkwardly.

    
      

    

    He had been addressed by many titles and ranks before, but never by a grand epithet or honorific like ‘Great Master,’ and it made him feel oddly embarrassed.

    
      

    

    “You’ll be hearing it often from now on.”

    
      

    

    “Is that so? It’s still quite unfamiliar. But may I ask, what brings you here, Deputy Leader?”

    
      

    

    “Well… hmm hmm.”

    
      

    

    After a slightly awkward cough, Am Yeonbaek gestured to Shadow No. 1, who swiftly approached and handed him a blue box.

    
      

    

    “To be frank, I came to see you for two reasons.”

    
      

    

    “Two reasons?”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk tilted his head. He had only been here a few days, what business could Am Yeonbaek possibly have with him?

    
      

    

    “Yes. First, I simply admire you personally, and I hoped to build some rapport if possible.”

    
      

    

    At Am Yeonbaek’s candid words, Shin Hyuk gave a wry smile.

    
      

    

    Building relationships here had both advantages and disadvantages, so he couldn’t be entirely enthusiastic nor dismissive. Still, he found Am Yeonbaek’s straightforward and manly demeanor appealing.

    
      

    

    “I understand. Though I’ve only been here a short while, it wouldn’t be a bad idea to meet occasionally.”

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk’s words, Am Yeonbaek beamed. That alone was enough for him to consider this meeting a success. A mysterious master not treating the Demonic Faction with hostility was already a great blessing, and the prospect of occasional visits was more than he could hope for.

    
      

    

    “Thank you, Great Master.”

    
      

    

    “Not at all. And the second reason?”

    
      

    

    “This.”

    
      

    

    “Eh?”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk raised his hands in protest. Why was everyone, from the prefect of Cheongdong County Government Office to this man, trying to give him things?

    
      

    

    There’s no such thing as kindness without strings attached. While a certain level of gift-giving might be expected among acquaintances, Am Yeonbaek was not someone close enough to warrant such generosity.

    
      

    

    “Before I explain what this is, may I ask you one thing?”

    
      

    

    “Go ahead.”

    
      

    

    Sensing Shin Hyuk’s reluctance, Am Yeonbaek handed the item back to Shadow No. 1, then asked his question.

    
      

    

    “I heard the prefect of Cheongdong County Office offered to create a name tablet for you and respect a part of Geummi Mountain as your personal territory. Is that true?”

    
      

    

    “Yes, he graciously extended such a courtesy.”

    
      

    

    “Then please consider this in the same light.”

    
      

    

    At his signal, Shadow No. 1 swiftly returned with the blue box.

    
      

    

    “If you open it, you’ll understand my intent.”

    
      

    

    “Very well.”

    
      

    

    There was no refusing now. With a sheepish smile, Shin Hyuk opened the box presented by Am Yeonbaek. Inside was a black martial pouch embroidered with a golden dragon so lifelike it seemed to move.

    
      

    

    “Please look inside.”

    
      

    

    Following Am Yeonbaek’s instruction, Shin Hyuk opened the pouch. Inside were one gold coin, over ten silver coins, and a small silver token.

    
      

    

    “This is…?”

    
      

    

    “I assumed you wouldn’t have any travel funds, having just arrived. No matter how powerful you are, daily life still requires money. This is just a small token from me to commemorate our connection, please accept it without burden.”

    
      

    

    “Haha, well…”

    
      

    

    “And the token…”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk reached in and took out the silver token. Its front displayed a chilling Asura face, and below it was engraved: ‘Demonic Sect, Azure Ocean Branch.’

    
      

    

    On the back was a brief message instructing cooperation with the bearer, noting Am Yeonbaek as the issuer.

    
      

    

    “Yes. While I don’t wield governmental power like the prefect of Cheongdong County Office, carrying this token will ensure that, at the very least, no one from the Qinghai region’s Demonic or evil factions will bother you. Should you need help, showing the token will ensure sincere support from the Azure Ocean Branch, the main sect, or even other outside divisions.”

    
      

    

    “Isn’t this a bit much for me to accept?”

    
      

    

    “Not at all. This is not only for your benefit, Great Master, but for the sake of the Demonic Sect and its affiliated warriors. Should any ignorant fledgling dare offend you, would they leave walking on their own two legs?”

    
      

    

    “Am I really allowed to accept something so valuable without compensation?”

    
      

    

    Am Yeonbaek plainly revealed his thoughts.

    
      

    

    “To be honest, just the fact that Monstrous Dragon does not view us, or rather the organization I belong to, as enemies is an immense gain for our sect. So please, do not feel any burden.”

    
      

    

    “If you put it that way… very well. I shall accept it with gratitude.”

    
      

    

    Looking thoroughly satisfied, Am Yeonbaek smiled warmly.

    
      

    

    “Well then, Master Dohyeon has departed, and I too have completed my task. I should no longer take up your time. Please feel free to visit the Azure Ocean Branch anytime should you need assistance.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, understood. Farewell.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, Great Master.”

    
      

    

    Unlike Master Dohyeon, Am Yeonbaek’s division was located close enough to Geummi Mountain that he could visit anytime, so he turned away with no lingering attachment and a light step.

    
      

    

    “Phew… I guess that wraps things up for now. Tori, let’s head inside.”

    
      

    

    『Yes, Commander. You’ve worked hard.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Lucia, start compiling and analyzing the combat data.’
    

    
      

    

    『Yes, Oppa. I’ve already begun the task.』

    
      

      

      

    

    * * *

    
      

      

      

    

    『Commander has returned.』

    
      

    

    With Victorino’s announcement, the bridge wall split open, revealing Shin Hyuk. Now somewhat accustomed to life aboard the Teresa, Jeonjo and Yoonje quickly rushed forward and knelt in greeting.

    
      

    

    “We greet our Lord.”

    
      

    

    “How are your bodies holding up?”

    
      

    

    “Yes, my Lord.”

    
      

    

    “Of course, sir.”

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk’s words of concern, Jeonjo and Yoonje shivered slightly.

    
      

    

    A lord who showed concern for his subordinates’ well-being upon arrival, such treatment was foreign in the Central Plains, so their demeanor was cautious.

    
      

    

    “From now on, a simple nod will suffice.”

    
      

    

    “How could we… in the presence of our exalted lord…”

    
      

    

    Jeonjo tried to object carefully.

    
      

    

    “Are you questioning my order?”

    
      

    

    “I apologize.”

    
      

    

    Jeonjo blushed as he bowed in apology, and Shin Hyuk smiled faintly.

    
      

    

    “Now then, rise.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, sir.”

    
      

    

    “I’m still getting used to all this myself. I tried speaking informally, but this still feels more comfortable. Let’s compromise with semi-formality for now. Shall we sit?”

    
      

    

    As Shin Hyuk sat on the sofa, Jeonjo and Yoonje stood before him.

    
      

    

    “Again, there’s no need to be stiff and formal like in the Central Plains. Basic manners are fine, anything more makes me uncomfortable.”

    
      

    

    “Understood. Thank you, my Lord.”

    
      

    

    More mentally flexible than the thoroughly martial Jeonjo, Yoonje sat across from Shin Hyuk with a polite nod.

    
      

    

    “Sit, Jeonjo. Must the Lord repeat himself?”

    
      

    

    At Yoonje’s words, Jeonjo reluctantly sat down beside him.

    
      

    

    “I assume you both saw what happened outside via the internal screens?”

    
      

    

    “Yes.”

    
      

    

    “Indeed.”

    
      

    

    “It felt as if we were right there in the field, didn’t it?”

    
      

    

    “…”

    
      

    

    “…”

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk’s playful comment, both Yoonje and Jeonjo swallowed hard. Having no choice but to spectate from inside as their new lord fought alone, they could find no words and sweated nervously.

    
      

    

    “Well, I only brought it up in hopes that my duel with Yu Shin was somewhat helpful to you both. No need to be so tense. Anyway, let’s talk about our contract, shall we?”

    
      

    

    
      
        WEE-EE-EE-ING~ BEEP BEEP~
      
    

    
      

    

    Just as Shin Hyuk was about to begin the discussion, a shrill alarm rang throughout Teresa.

    
      

    

    “Lucia, report.”

    
      

    

    Unlike the now-tense Jeonjo and Yoonje, Shin Hyuk calmly gave the order. This was Shin Hyuk’s usual temperament, becoming even more composed in emergencies.

    
      

    

    『This is Information Computer Lucia. Astral energy presumed to be a fragment of Miss Crystal has been detected.』

    
      

    

    “…!”

    
      

      

    

  
    

    
      Chapter 23. The Appearance of the Monstrous Dragon
    

    
      

    

    “?!”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk's body trembled with emotion.

    
      

    

    “Lucia, report that again. What did you say?”

    
      

    

    『Yes, Commander. Astral energy presumed to be from Lady Crystal's Astral Fragment has been detected.』

    
      

    

    At news he had wished to hear even in his dreams, something deep within his body began to boil, and it felt as though lightning had struck his mind. Due to Shin Hyuk's rapid emotional shift, Jeonjo and Yoonje felt as if the entire bridge was being filled with Shin Hyuk’s very presence.

    
      

    

    “Hoo…”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk took a deep breath and lightly shook his head.

    
      

    

    “My lord, are you alright?”

    
      

    

    Sensing the sudden outburst of Astral energy, Jeonjo cautiously asked.

    
      

    

    “I have found a clue to the one I have been desperately searching for. Jeonjo, Yoonje, and Victorino.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, sir.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, sir.”

    
      

    

    『Yes, Commander.』

    
      

    

    As Shin Hyuk’s way of addressing them gradually shifted from semi-formal to informal, Jeonjo and Yoonje responded and stood upright.

    
      

    

    “Jeonjo and Yoonje, until I summon you again, are to complete adaptation and training programs aboard the ship under Victorino’s command. We’ll talk more next time.”

    
      

    

    “Understood.”

    
      

    

    They wanted to ask who exactly Shin Hyuk was searching for, but Jeonjo and Yoonje obeyed without question.

    
      

    

    “We shall take our leave now.”

    
      

    

    At Yoonje’s parting words, Shin Hyuk gave a slight nod.

    
      

    

    
      
        Whirrr~
      
    

    
      

    

    The bridge wall split open and Jeonjo and Yoonje disappeared.

    
      

    

    “Lucia.”

    
      

    

    『Yes, Commander.』

    
      

    

    “Again, in detail.”

    
      

    

    『Based on Teresa, an Astral energy reaction was briefly detected 400 km to the east.』

    
      

    

    “It appeared briefly? Then what about now?”

    
      

    

    『The signal has now disappeared.』

    
      

    

    “You couldn’t pinpoint the exact location?”

    
      

    

    『Unfortunately, the reaction didn’t last long enough to trace it. But it was definitely a 100% match with Lady Crystal’s Astral signature.』

    
      

    

    “Astral energy level?”

    
      

    

    『It was about 5% of what Lady Crystal originally possessed.』

    
      

    

    “Hoo……”

    
      

    

    A stifled sigh escaped from the depths of Shin Hyuk’s chest.

    
      

    

    “Victorino.”

    
      

    

    『Yes, Commander.』

    
      

    

    “How much time remains until the energy extraction process is complete?”

    
      

    

    『Approximately 1,260 hours are required.』

    
      

    

    “How long will it take to manufacture 1 S4 satellite and 2 A4 satellites, and how much will it delay full energy recharge of the warship?”

    
      

    

    『The manufacturing will take about 10 hours, and recharging the ship will take approximately 30 hours.』

    
      

    

    “Alright, initiate the operation.”

    
      

    

    『Copy that. However, Commander…』

    
      

    

    As Victorino began to carry out the order, he hesitated and asked,

    
      

    

    『You’re not thinking of a solo operation, against ship protocol, are you?』

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk nodded.

    
      

    

    “Transfer full control of the ship to Victorino the moment I depart Teresa. The command is valid until my return.”

    
      

    

    『That’s…』

    
      

    

    “Haven’t we met the minimum armament requirements set in the ship’s operating protocols?”

    
      

    

    『However, we haven’t even completed a thorough physical examination. That is…』

    
      

    

    “There’s no exception clause for this case in the protocols. In such instances, the Commander’s orders take precedence, correct?”

    
      

    

    『Yes, that’s correct.』

    
      

    

    “Once I depart Teresa, complete the energy recharge process and boot the Astral control device.”

    
      

    

    『Copy that.』

    
      

    

    After hearing Victorino’s response, Shin Hyuk leaned back onto the sofa.

    
      

    

    “Hoo…”

    
      

    

    Even as he rested his arms on the sofa and exhaled slowly, the trembling in his heart would not cease.

    
      

    

    “…”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk tried to calm his anxious heart. The more important the task, the greater the chance of failure if rushed in without a plan.

    
      

    

    “Lucia.”

    
      

    

    『Yes, Oppa.』

    
      

    

    “If we detected about 5% of Crystal’s Astral energy, then what could be the status of the remaining 95%?”

    
      

    

    『Based on all experiments and known cases involving Astral energy, it is highly likely that her Astral essence has split into at least 10 entities and embedded itself into either objects or living beings.』

    
      

    

    “Living beings, huh…”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk’s face hardened. Finding traces of Crystal was joyful. But he couldn’t know what state she was in, or what form she had taken.

    
      

    

    “Commander Rubingeo said that if all of Crystal’s Astral fragments are recovered and brought aboard Teresa, her body and memories could be restored. That’s certain, right?”

    
      

    

    『Yes, that’s true. But the problem is—』

    
      

    

    “Problem?”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk touched his temple with his hand.

    
      

    

    『As you know, any being that contains a piece of Lady Crystal’s Astral energy would instinctively flee if it sensed a strong Astral presence.』

    
      

    

    “Right. If they detect Teresa’s Astral presence, they’ll try to hide.”

    
      

    

    『Yes. Unfortunately, that’s very likely. Just as you instructed Victorino, in order to recover the Astral Object, you must approach it without using Astral energy, suppress it, and make contact to recover it.』

    
      

    

    “Is there any chance that the humans on this planet could absorb or expend Crystal’s Astral energy?”

    
      

    

    『Based on all currently available data, the humans here lack the scientific capability for that.』

    
      

    

    Lucia’s answer slightly eased Shin Hyuk’s expression.

    
      

    

    “Good. Then let’s not rush. Let’s proceed safely and thoroughly to recover the split Astral fragments of Crystal.”

    
      

    

    『Yes, Oppa. That’s a wise decision.』

    
      

    

    “Lucia.”

    
      

    

    『Yes.』

    
      

    

    “Before Victorino’s task is complete, design the first Astral recovery operation.”

    
      

    

    『Understood. Please take some rest, Commander.』

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    『Charging of the battle satellites and generation of portable batteries is complete.』

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk’s eyes opened from his meditation-like state on the sofa.

    
      

    

    “Good work, Victorino.”

    
      

    

    『Thank you.』

    
      

    

    “Lucia.”

    
      

    

    『Yes, Oppa.』

    
      

    

    “Brief me.”

    
      

    

    『Copy that.』

    
      

    

    At Lucia’s response, a 3D hologram was projected in front of Shin Hyuk. The map, generated from artificial satellite data, showed Teresa’s location and where the Astral Object’s signal had been detected.

    
      

    

    『The detected Astral fragment of Lady Crystal is presumed to be embedded in a non-living object. We cannot identify the specific object, but once you get close, your Astral energy will resonate with it.』

    
      

    

    “Good. The location?”

    
      

    

    『The last signal from the Astral Object was detected in Maesang Valley of the Western Ridge.』

    
      

    

    “How do I approach the object?”

    
      

    

    『Approach without using Astral energy. However, if you go alone, the target might notice and hide. It’s recommended you mix among a crowd.』

    
      

    

    “Any other notable intel?”

    
      

    

    『We’ve deployed many spy robots in Maesang Valley, and data indicates numerous warriors with high PEF values are converging there from all directions.』

    
      

    

    “Hm? Why?”

    
      

    

    『They’re reportedly looking for a dagger called ‘Sky-Shattering Blade.’』

    
      

    

    “Sky-Shattering Blade? What’s that?”

    
      

    

    『Exact information is still being gathered. You might want to stop by the administrative office in Cheongdong County or Azure Ocean Branch to learn more on your way.』

    
      

    

    “I’ll keep that in mind. First, I should dress like the people here. Victorino.”

    
      

    

    Calling Victorino, Shin Hyuk turned from Lucia.

    
      

    

    『Yes, Commander.』

    
      

    

    “Like the style Jeonjo was wearing.”

    
      

    

    『Understood. What color shall I prepare?』

    
      

    

    “Blue.”

    
      

    

    『Understood.』

    
      

    

    As Shin Hyuk stood up from the sofa, a wall on the bridge opened. Soon, an android brought clothing and helped him change, brushing his hair neatly after he donned a clean blue martial robe.

    
      

    

    “Victorino, arm the battle satellites and set the batteries.”

    
      

    

    『Copy that.』

    
      

    

    “Transform the S4 satellite into sword form. Set the A4 satellites to stealth and autonomous active defense mode.”

    
      

    

    『Understood.』

    
      

    

    “I’ll delegate satellite control to Opera.”

    
      

    

    『Preparing that now, Commander.』

    
      

    

    “Lucia.”

    
      

    

    『Yes, Oppa.』

    
      

    

    “Handle all communications with Teresa and the tracking of the detected Astral Object. Also, continue the search for the other fragments not yet found.”

    
      

    

    『Understood. Leave it to me.』

    
      

    

    “Good. Let’s go. To Maesang Valley.”

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    “My lord! Something terrible has happened!”

    
      

    

    With panicked urgency, Mijong of Cheongdong County’s constabulary burst into the magistrate’s office and shouted.

    
      

    

    “Oh my, what is it this early in the morning?”

    
      

    

    Jin Geunhwa frowned as he sipped his elegant morning tea after arriving at the office.

    
      

    

    “Well, it’s… my nephew from Geummi Village came running at dawn to tell me something…”

    
      

    

    “From Geummi Village?”

    
      

    

    Until recently, Jin had paid little attention to Geummi Village, but ever since Shin Hyuk’s appearance, it had become the region’s top concern, and his brow rose instinctively.

    
      

    

    “Yes, my lord. Since last night, armed groups carrying loads of food have been steadily gathering in Geummi Village. Their number reportedly exceeds 300.”

    
      

    

    “Hoo~ Has a war broken out between martial factions?”

    
      

    

    “No, my lord. Judging by their outfits, they looked more like bandits or wandering ronin.”

    
      

    

    “Well, if they’re just bandits or ronin, it’s no major issue. If needed, we can mobilize the guards…”

    
      

    

    “That’s not the issue, sir.”

    
      

    

    “Then what is?”

    
      

    

    “They’ve banded together and climbed up Geummi Mountain.”

    
      

    

    “What?!”

    
      

    

    “Yes. If any of them were to make a mistake and offend Lord Sa…”

    
      

    

    Mijong looked anxiously to the magistrate, awaiting his response. However, unlike the worried Mijong, the magistrate tapped his temple and sank into thought.

    
      

    

    “Kekeke. Mijong.”

    
      

    

    Having finished his thoughts, the magistrate called the constable with a sly grin.

    
      

    

    “Yes, my lord?”

    
      

    

    “If Lord Sa ever inquires about this matter later, just play dumb.”

    
      

    

    “Pardon? What do you mean…?”

    
      

    

    “If we knew beforehand and did nothing, that’d be a problem. But if we never knew to begin with, then there’s no blame. Just act like you didn’t know.”

    
      

    

    “But still…”

    
      

    

    “If they truly are bandits, Lord Sa will take care of it without our intervention. And if they’ve come to meet him with a purpose, that’s not our business either.”

    
      

    

    “Even so, wouldn’t it be safer for me to take some soldiers to Geummi Mountain and check?”

    
      

    

    “Hm, it might indeed be proper to help clean up after.”

    
      

    

    Initially inclined to stop him, the magistrate changed his mind and accepted Mijong’s suggestion.

    
      

    

    “Excuse me?”

    
      

    

    “Tsk tsk. If the bandits flee, we’ll need to deal with those who hide. And if not, we’ll likely find heaps of thugs flattened across the mountain by Lord Sa. Cleaning up would be the decent thing to do. Go get ready.”

    
      

      

    

  
    

    
      Chapter 24. Plan to Establish the Qinghai Branch
    

    
      

    

    "Yes, Chief. Don’t worry. I’ll handle everything myself."

    
      

    

    "Good. If this goes well, you’ll become a rightful chief of the Green Forest. You get what I’m saying, right?"

    
      

    

    "I’ll never disappoint you."

    
      

    

    Deep within Dongho Mountain in Sichuan, where the air smelled of fresh grass and bright sunlight poured down, two men clad in large sabers were having a serious conversation. They were Feng Ho, the chief of Dongho Stronghold, one of the Green Forest’s Seventy-Two Strongholds, known as ‘Blue Soul Swift Blade,’ and his subordinate Cheong Ho, ‘Enemy-Splitting Blade.’

    
      

    

    The Green Forest Seventy-Two Strongholds may have been slightly lacking in the number of absolute masters compared to other prestigious factions, but in terms of sheer manpower, they rivaled the righteous faction’s Beggar Gang and the Undern Sect. They had firmly established themselves as one of the Eight Evil Sects, the renowned sects of the unorthodox world.

    
      

    

    "But, Chief. If we’re going to set up a branch in Qinghai, won’t Am Yeonbaek just sit back and watch? You know better than anyone how meticulous that man is."

    
      

    

    "Don’t worry. Right now, not even the Demonic Cult or the other factions have the leeway to pay attention to such trivial matters."

    
      

    

    "Did something happen?"

    
      

    

    "They say the legendary Sky-Shattering Blade was discovered. And not far from us, at that."

    
      

    

    "What?! You mean that demon-suppressing Dagger?"

    
      

    

    "Yeah. There are people claiming they saw it at Maesang Valley. I don’t know who started spreading the rumor, but in the past month, it’s spread from Xian and Sichuan through Shaanxi, Hubei, and even Henan."

    
      

    

    "Then Am Yeonbaek must know about it too."

    
      

    

    "By now, I’m sure he does."

    
      

    

    "And?"

    
      

    

    "The Tang Clan in Sichuan, Mount Emei, Qingcheng, Mount Wudang, and even Kunlun have all dispatched masters to Qinghai. The Demonic Cult next door has probably set out for Maesang Valley too."

    
      

    

    "Is there some kind of major battle between the righteous and the unorthodox about to happen? Even if each faction only sends a small force, that’s already five of the Nine Great Sects."

    
      

    

    "No matter how great the Sky-Shattering Blade is as a mystical artifact, the old geezers from each sect wouldn’t go that far unless they’ve gone mad."

    
      

    

    "Yeah, that makes sense."

    
      

    

    "Right. And on the unorthodox side, well-known sects like the Soul-Destroying Sect have also set out. But when things get this big, ironically, there’s usually less fighting."

    
      

    

    "Then we…?"

    
      

    

    At Cheong Ho’s words, Feng Ho gave a sly grin.

    
      

    

    "Hey, use that head of yours for once. It’s not like the Grand Chief’s elite unit is coming, so what’s the point of us going? We won’t even get to see the Sky-Shattering Blade."

    
      

    

    "You’re right, Chief, but…"

    
      

    

    Cheong Ho scratched his head awkwardly.

    
      

    

    "So instead, while everyone’s eyes are on Maesang Valley, we’ll quietly set up a Dongho Stronghold branch in Qinghai. If it grows well, I’ll even let you be the chief there."

    
      

    

    If that worked out, Feng Ho himself would solidify his standing in the Green Forest. And if luck was on his side, he might even get promoted to one of the Grand Chief’s direct subordinates, the Heroes of the Green Forest.

    
      

    

    "Chief, what size of a force should I take?"

    
      

    

    "Take as many secondary-class men as you want. But if you take too many, the officials or Kunlun might catch wind. So just take about thirty first-class men."

    
      

    

    "Thank you, Chief."

    
      

    

    Thirty first-class bandits would make up nearly half of Dongho Stronghold’s combat power. Cheong Ho could tell how much effort Feng Ho was putting into this.

    
      

    

    "You’ve only recently reached enlightenment, but you’re a peak-level expert now. I’ll back you up. Make it happen."

    
      

    

    "I won’t let you down, Chief. Do you already have a location in mind?"

    
      

    

    "There’s a place in Qinghai called Cheongdong County. I’ve already scoped out a good spot in Mount Geummi there."

    
      

    

    "Mount Geummi…? I think I’ve heard of it, but why there?"

    
      

    

    Cheong Ho was puzzled by Feng Ho’s choice.

    
      

    

    Qinghai had more than a few mountains, and there were plenty of strategic locations where tolls could be collected. So why that remote place with barely any population?

    
      

    

    "When you’re starting a new base, it’s easier to establish yourself in places no one’s paying attention to. Once we gain power there, we’ll expand to a better route."

    
      

    

    "Understood, Chief. I’ll clear out the surroundings and grow it right. We’re no strangers to this kind of work, are we? Hahaha!"

    
      

    

    Cheong Ho burst into a hearty laugh.

    
      

    

    "Good. There doesn’t seem to be anything special going on at Mount Geummi. Head out as soon as preparations are ready."

    
      

    

    "Yes, sir!"

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    "Branch Lord, this is Shadow No. 1 of the Hidden Flame."

    
      

    

    Shadow No. 1 appeared in Am Yeonbaek’s office like a ghost. For him to show up without even a signal, it had to be something important.

    
      

    

    "What is it?"

    
      

    

    "We received a message from headquarters. The rumors about the Sky-Shattering Blade seem true, and headquarters will be sending battle units."

    
      

    

    "I see. Well, that was to be expected. Who are they sending?"

    
      

    

    "They’ll be dispatching a squad from the Celestial Demon Sight Second Division’s intelligence unit, three squads from the True Demon Celestial Guard, and one squad from the Shattering Heavenly Demon Division. The command will be entrusted to you, Branch Lord, as per the Grand Elder’s order."

    
      

    

    "Hmm…"

    
      

    

    Am Yeonbaek’s brow furrowed at the report from Shadow No. 1.

    
      

    

    "That level of force… they really mean to compete for it."

    
      

    

    "It seems so."

    
      

    

    "Shadow No. 3."

    
      

    

    At his call, another figure dressed in dark clothing appeared beside Shadow No. 1 like a shadow.

    
      

    

    "Yes, Branch Lord."

    
      

    

    "Tell the sub-branch lord to leave only the minimum forces to guard key sites, excluding the Mount Geummi unit. Mobilize all others."

    
      

    

    "Understood."

    
      

    

    Shadow No. 3 vanished like a ghost just as he had appeared.

    
      

    

    "And although I don’t think it’s something the Branch Lord needs to worry about, I have one more report to make."

    
      

    

    Something he didn’t need to worry about, but worth reporting?

    
      

    

    Am Yeonbaek’s eyes gleamed with interest.

    
      

    

    "What is it?"

    
      

    

    "Cheong Ho, the deputy chief of Dongho Stronghold, was spotted heading toward Qinghai with a large group of bandits."

    
      

    

    "Dongho Stronghold? Why Qinghai?"

    
      

    

    "At first, we thought they might be aiming to exploit the chaos and hit one or two of Kunlun’s business sites. But after staying overnight in Geummi Village, they headed toward Mount Geummi."

    
      

    

    "Really? Kukuku… what unlucky fools. Hahahaha."

    
      

    

    "I didn’t think it was important enough for you to worry about, but since it might relate to the Monstrous Dragon…"

    
      

    

    "No, well done. Report anything like this in the future too."

    
      

    

    "Yes, understood."

    
      

    

    "And after you eat, stop by the Cheongdong County Office."

    
      

    

    "Huh? Why there, all of a sudden…?"

    
      

    

    Am Yeonbaek burst into laughter, barely able to hold it back.

    
      

    

    "Kuhahahaha! Why else? Isn’t it obvious those bastards are bandits? What do you think will happen when they run into the Monstrous Dragon? Even the infamous Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Lord couldn’t last half a day, they dropped dead side by side. As for Cheong Ho the ‘Enemy-Splitting Blade’…"

    
      

    

    "I understand completely, Branch Lord. I’ll go and come back with a full report."

    
      

    

    "Good. I’ll be looking forward to it."

    
      

    

    Both Am Yeonbaek and Shadow No. 1 had glints in their eyes like mischievous children.

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    
      
    

    
      

    

    
      
  
    Chapter 25: Self-Defense (1)
  
  
    

    
      Chapter 25. Self-Defense (1)
    

    
      

    

    The man’s fist hurtled toward the young man’s face at high speed, but the young man murmured in a calm, composed voice, without the slightest tension.

    
      

    

    “Minimum fracture of the right arm.”

    
      

    

    
      
        Crack!
      
    

    
      

    

    Just as the rough-looking man was picturing the cocky brat’s nose collapsing and blood spurting out, the sound he’d been expecting rang outو and his face lit up with smug satisfaction.

    
      

    

    “Kehehehe. Should’ve answered politely when an elder speaks, huh? Agh, ah? Aaaaaargh!”

    
      

    

    “W-What’s happening?”

    
      

    

    “What just happened?!”

    
      

    

    The mountain bandits were thrown into confusion as the man who had thrown the punch now rolled on the ground clutching his right hand with his left, screaming in pain.

    
      

    

    “This is self-defense.”

    
      

    

    
      
        Thud!
      
    

    
      

    

    The young man lightly kicked the howling man in the stomach as he rolled around clutching his arm.

    
      

    

    “Aaaaagh…”

    
      

    

    The man foamed at the mouth and lost consciousness, flying backward into the crowd of bandits.

    
      

    

    “Why you little…!”

    
      

    

    With their comrade taken out, the bandits’ expressions turned vicious. With feral glares, they drew their weapons and began to close in on the young man.

    
      

    

    “Boys.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, Chief.”

    
      

    

    “Drag that bastard to me. Now.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, sir!”

    
      

    

    With a thunderous roar, twenty men drew their weapons and charged at Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Opera.’
    

    
      

    

    『Yes, Commander.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Go into sleep mode. Don’t waste energy.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Ah, and let’s not kill anyone either.’
    

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    
      
        Clang! Crack!
      
    

    
      

    

    “Aaaaagh!”

    
      

    

    “Uwaaaargh!”

    
      

    

    Screams, clashing metal, and the sickening sound of bones breaking echoed through Mount Geummi. The soldiers climbing the mountain felt their palms grow damp and tension creep up their spines.

    
      

    

    “Commander.”

    
      

    

    “What is it?”

    
      

    

    “Should we head up the mountain now?”

    
      

    

    One of the centurions cautiously approached Mijong, who was leading the troops up the mountain.

    
      

    

    “Hmm… Right. If we show up after everything’s over, Lord Hyun might be a bit upset, huh? Maybe we should pick up the pace?”

    
      

    

    “Pardon?”

    
      

    

    The centurion, who had never seen Shin Hyuk’s divine power, was dumbfounded by Mijong’s response. The report said there were nearly three hundred armed mountain bandits. Not just any rabble, but ones who appeared to have properly trained in martial arts. There was even a possibility that they belonged to one of the seventy-two branches of the Green Forest, an extremely serious situation. And this was the response?

    
      

    

    “You made a good point. Let’s move up a little faster.”

    
      

    

    “Wait, Commander, that’s not what I meant…”

    
      

    

    “Then what?”

    
      

    

    “Well, if the bandits are trained in martial arts, wouldn’t our soldiers have a tough time handling them? Shouldn’t we come up with a proper strategy before entering? At the very least, we should form a battle formation—”

    
      

    

    “Ah! Right!”

    
      

    

    Apparently, the advice had worked. Mijong slapped his knee. The centurion let out a sigh of relief. The troops were well-armed. It would be tough, maybe very tough, but with a good plan, they might be able to handle even strong martial artists.

    
      

    

    “You there.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, sir.”

    
      

    

    “Take a hundred soldiers and…”

    
      

    

    The centurion who had offered his advice tensed, waiting for Mijong’s next command.

    
      

    

    “…head down to Geummi Village and gather as many carts and laborers as you can. The more, the better. Also, get as many medics and undertakers as possible and have them on standby.”

    
      

    

    “Pardon???”

    
      

    

    “Oh come now, don’t ‘pardon’ me. Just do it.”

    
      

    

    “Wait, what do you mean by that?!”

    
      

    

    Some of the soldiers who had spent a morning on Mount Geummi with Shin Hyuk a few days ago nodded knowingly at Mijong’s words. But the majority, who hadn’t had that experience, simply looked confused, glancing between the commander and the centurion.

    
      

    

    “I don’t have time to explain in detail. Just follow orders. If there aren’t enough carts, your unit will have to carry the bandits on your backs all the way to Cheongdong County. Now get moving.”

    
      

    

    “Y-Yes, sir!”

    
      

    

    Grumbling with a bitter expression, the centurion led a hundred troops back down the mountain.

    
      

    

    “Well then. Let’s hurry, or we’ll miss a great show.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, sir!”

    
      

    

    “…”

    
      

    

    At Mijong’s spirited command, the soldiers who had seen Shin Hyuk’s might before cheerfully quickened their pace up the mountain, while the others followed with mixed expressions of worry and anticipation.

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    Before they knew it, most of the subordinates were already down. Only Cheong Ho and a handful of first-rate martial artists remained. 

    
      

    

    The chaos had started when Shin Hyuk began taking down the attackers even faster than they had charged in. In the blink of an eye, the battle turned into a complete mess. 

    
      

    

    When Cheong Ho came to his senses, all his subordinates, except for a few elite warriors, were lying on the ground, incapacitated.

    
      

    

    “You’ve been hiding your martial prowess, haven’t you?!”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk smirked at Cheong Ho, as if mocking him.

    
      

    

    “I wasn’t hiding it. I was saving it.”

    
      

    

    “Saving it? You mean you were slyly building up power, waiting for us to let our guard down?!”

    
      

    

    “No… I didn’t mean it like that.”

    
      

    

    “Coward. You dare call yourself a martial artist?!”

    
      

    

    If he’d known, he would’ve formed a formation with his first-rate subordinates from the beginning. But by the time he realized it, the damage was already done. With this, the plan to take over Mount Geummi and establish a branch in Cheonghae was as good as dead.

    
      

    

    “Coward? It’s you guys who are cowards, ganging up hundreds to fight one.”

    
      

    

    Cheong Ho was rendered speechless by Shin Hyuk’s remark. It wasn’t wrong, and yet it made his anger boil all the more.

    
      

    

    “Sneaky bastard.”

    
      

    

    “I’m not sneaky. I just think it’s stupid to send your men in without even properly gauging your opponent’s strength.”

    
      

    

    “Shut up! I’ll make you pay for this!”

    
      

    

    Grinding his teeth, Cheong Ho drew his blade and charged at Shin Hyuk, while calmly issuing orders.

    
      

    

    ‘The moment I attack, deploy the Mountbreaker Formation.’

    
      

    

    ‘Understood!’

    
      

    

    Outwardly seething with rage, Cheong Ho raced toward Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    [Dancing Light Blade of Annihilation]

    
      

    

    Cheong Ho unleashed his signature technique. A sharp wave of blade energy erupted, trying to shred Shin Hyuk to pieces.

    
      

    

    
      
        Boom!
      
    

    
      

    

    Dozens of blade streams rushed toward him, but then disappeared the moment they struck the blue glow enveloping Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    “Protective Inner Energy!”

    
      

    

    To block the fragmented blades of the Dancing Light Blade of Annihilation with just body reinforcement meant Shin Hyuk was at least at the peak of the absolute tier.

    
      

    

    “Damn it. Of all people, I had to run into a guy like this here.”

    
      

    

    But it was too late now. Apologizing or trying to settle things wasn’t an option, his pride wouldn’t allow it, and the opponent likely wouldn’t accept it anyway.

    
      

    

    
      ‘No choice. I’ll have to go all in. Even if I die, I’ll fight like a true warrior.’
    

    
      

    

    “Boys! Deploy the Mountbreaker—?”

    
      

    

    Cheong Ho fell silent.

    
      

    

    He had been counting on his subordinates to surround Shin Hyuk using the Mountbreaker Formation while he held him at bay. But then… who was that, rapidly firing throwing weapons from behind?

    
      

    

    
      ‘Triangular bullets. Multi-target lock-on.’
    

    
      

    

    『Ready.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Adjust A4 satellite output to 70% for the next 10 seconds. Enter high-speed maneuver mode.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that.』

    
      

    

    While Cheong Ho was busy attacking Shin Hyuk’s hologram—projected by the A4 satellite, Shin Hyuk had already moved behind the remaining first-rate warriors.

    
      

    

    
      
        Boom!
      
    

    
      

    

    A massive explosion rang out behind Cheong Ho.

    
      

    

    It was a different kind of sound. Not the petty scuffles from before, this one was devastating.

    
      

    

    “Aaaagh!”

    
      

    

    “Waaaah!”

    
      

    

    The remaining subordinates went down, screaming, unable to even resist.

    
      

    

    “Witchcraft? Illusions?!”

    
      

    

    By the time Cheong Ho realized what had happened, the hologram was gone, and the only ones standing on the battlefield were him and Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    “For someone with that level of martial arts to resort to trickery and deception… Do you even call yourself a warrior?!”

    
      

    

    Judging from Shin Hyuk’s combat ability, Cheong Ho realized they would likely have lost even in a fair fight. But the fact that they were defeated through sneaky, incomprehensible illusions only deepened his humiliation.

    
      

    

    He had been thoroughly toyed with, and his fury exploded.

    
      

    

    “Save your rant for later. You're the only one left. Come on, make it quick, I don’t have time.”

    
      

    

    Whether Cheong Ho raged or not, Shin Hyuk simply flicked his fingers, looking thoroughly bored.

    
      

    

    “\waaaaaah!”

    
      

    

    Cheong Ho’s blade gleamed blue as it began emitting countless strands of blade threads, Invisible Thread Slash.

    
      

    

    “I’ll kill you!”

    
      

    

    The number of threads increased, wrapping around the blade and beginning to emit tangible energy. Though not fully mastered, the aura from Cheong Ho’s blade was unmistakably the True Qi

    
      

    

    “…Oh?”

    
      

    

    
      ‘Opera. Report the enemy’s PEF value.’
    

    
      

    

    『Currently, the enemy’s weapon has a PEF value of 600,000 units.』

    
      

    

    “Delusional fool.”

    
      

    

    Cheong Ho, having fully drawn out his True Qi, gnashed his teeth.

    
      

    

    Though he’d reached the peak, he still needed time to form True Qi. And yet the opponent had just stood there, not attacking, watching him gather energy. How confident could one be to give an enemy time to finish drawing out their strongest move?

    
      

    

    “Hmph… So that’s how True Qi manifests, huh?”

    
      

    

    『Yes. It seems we've now clarified the compression mechanism of local human psionic energy.』

    
      

    

    While Shin Hyuk mused, Cheong Ho seized the opportunity.

    
      

    

    “Haaah!”

    
      

    

    His blade danced, the sharp True Qi aiming for Shin Hyuk’s pressure points with dazzling precision.

    
      

    

    “Flashy but hollow.”

    
      

    

    Since awakening from his long slumber, Shin Hyuk had fought masters like the Blue Sea Demon, the Bloodsucking Demon Lord, and Yushin, his senses were fully awakened.

    
      

    

    
      Swish! Swish!
    

    
      

    

    Cheong Ho’s attacks sliced through empty air, and his energy scattered meaninglessly into the void.

    
      

    

    “Huff… Huff…”

    
      

    

    “Why don’t you take your men and head down now?”

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk’s suggestion, Cheong Ho grit his teeth.

    
      

    

    “I’ll see how long that smug attitude lasts!”

    
      

    

    Cheong Ho’s body soared into the sky.

    
      

    

    Judging from Shin Hyuk’s movement technique, ordinary attacks wouldn’t land. So even at the cost of high energy expenditure, he had no choice but to unleash his final technique.

    
      

    

    [Dancing Light Blade of Annihilation]

    
      

    

    [Rainlight Blade Dance]

    
      

    

    All of Cheong Ho’s energy converged into his blade, and though his True Qi lacked the refinement of a seasoned master, its raw force began to shine.

    
      

    

    Aiming at Shin Hyuk from midair, Cheong Ho’s hand began spinning like a windmill as the attack descended like a torrential downpour.

  

  
    Chapter 26: Self-Defense (2)
  
  
    

    
      Chapter 26. Self-Defense (2)
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Bam! Bam! Bam! Bam!
      
    

    
      

    

    Cheong Ho’s blade spun in all directions, scattering shards of blue energy everywhere. It was like hail made of qi was raining down.

    
      

    

    
      ‘What’s the PEF reading?’
    

    
      

    

    『Because the attack radius expanded, each projectile doesn’t hold much energy.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Good. Barrier.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that. Enemy PEF is rapidly decreasing. Current PEF: 140,000.』

    
      

    

    
      
        Bam! Bam! Bam! Bam!
      
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom!
      
    

    
      

    

    “Hmm?”

    
      

    

    As the shockwaves from the concentrated energy hit the ground around Shin Hyuk, dust clouds erupted, and Cheong Ho, who had expected at least a groan of pain, began to look increasingly disturbed.

    
      

    

    
      ‘That sound… It's like hail hitting steel plates. What the hell is that?’
    

    
      

    

    Cutting through the explosion and dust, a beam of blue light gleamed like morning sunlight.

    
      

    

    “What…?”

    
      

    

    Seeing the energy projectiles vanish harmlessly upon colliding with Shin Hyuk’s barrier, Cheong Ho’s fighting spirit evaporated.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Protective qi?! No, with that kind of tangible form… could it actually be the legendary Reflective Barrier Qi?!’
    

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk, without a single tear in his clothes, walked calmly toward Cheong Ho.

    
      

    

    “Defend yourself as best you can. If you give it your all, you won’t die.”

    
      

    

    With a sly smile and a calm tone, Shin Hyuk’s words made Cheong Ho instinctively step back.

    
      

    

    “P517 Multi-Shot Scatter Rounds. Target lock on.”

    
      

    

    『Ready.』

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk shaped his right hand like a gun and aimed it at Cheong Ho.

    
      

    

    “What in the…?”

    
      

    

    “Fire.”

    
      

    

    
      
        Ratatatatatata!
      
    

    
      

    

    As Shin Hyuk’s finger cocked back like pulling a trigger, dozens of bullets materialized from where his index finger was and launched toward Cheong Ho.

    
      

    

    
      ‘At that speed, I can dodge and deflect them.’
    

    
      

    

    Cheong Ho rapidly stepped into movement with swift footwork and assumed a defensive stance. But then, the bullets approaching Cheong Ho suddenly exploded mid-air, breaking into thousands of tiny spheres that spread outward. There was no space to dodge.

    
      

    

    “Uwaaahhh!”

    
      

    

    Screaming in something close to panic, Cheong Ho poured all his remaining inner strength into wildly swinging his blade. Dozens of sword afterimages filled the air before him, forming a wall of blades.

    
      

    

    
      
        DADADADADANG!
      
    

    
      

    

    Many of the projectiles were intercepted by the wall of sword qi, but at least a hundred pierced through and slammed into Cheong Ho’s body.

    
      

    

    
      
        Dududududu!
      
    

    
      

    

    “Aaaaah!”

    
      

    

    The pain was enough to send his mind blank, but Cheong Ho still struggled to raise his blade, trying to protect his heart and vital organs.

    
      

    

    “Kugh…”

    
      

    

    As the dust cleared from the barrage, Cheong Ho was revealed, his arm broken, coughing blood.

    
      

    

    “Gaaaah!”

    
      

    

    Coughing up a mouthful of blackened clots and red blood, Cheong Ho barely managed to stay upright by leaning all his weight onto his buried blade.

    
      

    

    “It seems the psionic energy users around here have higher-than-expected base defenses.”

    
      

    

    To Cheong Ho, due to his ears ringing from the assault, Shin Hyuk’s words were just a blur.

    
      

    

    “Hehe… a frog in a well, born and raised in Sichuan, has finally met his match…”

    
      

    

    A bitter laugh slipped from Cheong Ho’s lips. It was like foolishly tugging the beard of a sleeping dragon.

    
      

    

    “Well then, shall I finish this?”

    
      

    

    As Shin Hyuk stood right before him, Cheong Ho closed his eyes. He had given up on life. He had initiated the attack against Shin Hyuk, and hundreds had tried to kill one man; there was no honor in begging for mercy now.

    
      

    

    “I have a request…”

    
      

    

    Cheong Ho spoke with difficulty, as if everything had been given up.

    
      

    

    “In this situation?”

    
      

    

    “I don’t deny that we attacked you. But all of it was under my command. I offer this life without regret, so please spare my subordinates. I know it’s shameless, but I beg for your mercy as a master.”

    
      

    

    “Hmmm…”

    
      

    

    “Waaaahhh~”

    
      

    

    Just as Shin Hyuk was pondering what to do with them, a shout echoed and a fully armed unit arrived. At their lead was a familiar face to Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    “Sir Sa Hyun, are you all right?”

    
      

    

    Mijong ran up to Shin Hyuk in a panic, as if his feet were on fire.

    
      

    

    “Yes, as you can see.”

    
      

    

    “Arrest those bastards at once! They tried to harm Sir Sa Hyun!”

    
      

    

    “Yes, sir!”

    
      

    

    At Mijong’s order, the soldiers moved swiftly, restraining the fallen bandits. Most already had broken limbs or ribs and more importantly, with Shin Hyuk watching over them, they didn’t resist and surrendered quietly. Even the peak expert Cheong Ho was no exception.

    
      

    

    “What should we do next, Captain?”

    
      

    

    After the arrest was complete, a centurion approached Mijong and asked.

    
      

    

    “What do you mean, what? Escort them straight to the authorities! Captain Geum should have carts and men ready at the base of the mountain.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, sir!”

    
      

    

    “Keep a close watch. These bastards tried to harm Sir Sa Hyun, don’t let even one of them escape.”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk, watching Mijong silently, spoke with a hint of curiosity.

    
      

    

    “Squad Leader.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, Sir Sa Hyun. What is it?”

    
      

    

    “Those people you’re taking…”

    
      

    

    “Yes. Don’t worry, Sir Sa Hyun. I’ll handle them properly…”

    
      

    

    “You do know that includes peak and elite martial artists, right?”

    
      

    

    “?!”

    
      

    

    He had assumed, seeing them bloodied and collapsed, they were just no-name thugs… but peak and elite martial artists?

    
      

    

    
      ‘Then these really were members of the Green Forest’s Seventy-Two Strongholds?’
    

    
      

    

    “Sir Sa Hyun…?”

    
      

    

    Mijong froze on the spot, stunned by the revelation that those lying there were top-tier fighters.

    
      

    

    “Hah… Since it’s not much of a detour, I’ll accompany you to the magistrate’s office via Cheongdong County.”

    
      

    

    “Thank you, Sir Sa Hyun!”

    
      

    

    It was the fastest reply Mijong had given in his entire life.

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    The Kunlun Sect, along with the Wudang and Mount Hua sects, was one of the three great orthodox schools, known as a sword clan and ruler of Qinghai. Due to its geographic proximity to Xinjiang, home of the Demonic Sect, Kunlun was often the first target when a righteous-versus-evil war broke out.

    
      

    

    Urgent news arrived at Kunlun’s Elder Hall.

    
      

    

    “Master, it’s Taeseong.”

    
      

    

    “Come in.”

    
      

    

    The famed post-core-level genius, the Poison Sky Sword Taeseong, carefully entered the elder chamber.

    
      

    

    “I pay my respects to the Great Elder.”

    
      

    

    “Well done. Now, speak.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, Master.”

    
      

    

    Inside the Elder Hall, the Great Elder Yuseong sat with other elders, sipping tea under an aura of quiet dignity.

    
      

    

    “Dohyeon from Wudang and Yushin have returned to Wudang after visiting Geummi Mountain.”

    
      

    

    At the name Dohyeon, Yuyang ’s eyebrow twitched.

    
      

    

    Though Kunlun and Wudang were closely tied as fellow orthodox sects, Yuyang  once lost narrowly in a friendly duel to Dohyeon, a sore memory. When the name of his rival came up, emotions stirred.

    
      

    

    “Didn’t Dohyeon go to Qinghai to slay the Bloodsucking Demon Lord and the Blue Sea Demon?”

    
      

    

    “Hehe, Junior brother…”

    
      

    

    Yuyang’s slight insult toward Dohyeon prompted Yuchan  to gently scold him.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha… My apologies, Senior brother. I let my emotions slip.”

    
      

    

    “Though our sects are different, we share roots and bonds. Don’t forget that.”

    
      

    

    “I will bear it in mind, brother.”

    
      

    

    Among the Nine Great Sects and Five Great Clans, it was customary to recognize and respect each other’s internal hierarchies. Wudang and Kunlun had an especially strong relationship.

    
      

    

    “Go on, Taeseong.”

    
      

    

    After watching the exchange, Taeseong continued his report.

    
      

    

    “Yes, Master. Master Dohyeon’s purpose in Qinghai was indeed to stop the evildoings of the Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Lord through a demon-slaying journey.”

    
      

    

    “As expected of Wudang’s Dohyeon.”

    
      

    

    Yuseong  expressed admiration at the noble cause.

    
      

    

    “To hunt evil across such distances, what a display of chivalry.”

    
      

    

    “However…”

    
      

    

    “Is there more?”

    
      

    

    “It was not Master Dohyeon who killed the two demon lords.”

    
      

    

    The elders’ eyes all turned toward Taeseong.

    
      

    

    Though already at the entry of the peak stage in his early thirties, Taeseong still found it daunting to be the center of attention among such elders.  He composed himself and began his report on the Cheongdong County incident.

    
      

    

    “In short, a man known as the Monstrous Dragon, Shin Hyuk, appeared. He subdued both the Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Lord within half a day, then delivered them to the authorities for execution.”

    
      

    

    The elders were astonished. Except for Yuseong , none present could have subdued those two villains in such a short time.

    
      

    

    “Huh… Someone like that showed up in Qinghai?”

    
      

    

    As the elders tried to wrap their heads around it, the Great Elder calmly asked another question.

    
      

    

    “Anything else?”

    
      

    

    “There is one more matter. This Monstrous Dragon is staying in Geummi Mountain. It has been confirmed that Enemy-Splitting Blade, Cheong Ho and bandits entered Geummi Village yesterday. Their likely destination is Geummi Mountain.”

    
      

    

    “Great brother, allow me to investigate the situation.”

    
      

    

    Cheong Ho, Enemy-Splitting Blade was a well-known peak expert. Handling someone like him warranted a Kunlun elder. Yuseong nodded at Yuyang’s offer.

    
      

    

    “Go ahead. Take Taeseong and a few junior disciples with you.”

    
      

    

    “Understood, brother.”

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    Under a night sky lit by the full moon and countless stars, hundreds of black-clad warriors moved along a mountain path, each armed with various weapons and wearing red waist sashes. 

    
      

    

    Though it was past midnight and most people would be asleep, these warriors moved swiftly, ignoring fatigue.

    
      

    

    “Squad leader, this is Squad 2. A report just came in from the forward scouts.”

    
      

    

    “What is it?”

    
      

    

    A black-clad warrior approached the man traveling at the center of the group.

    
      

    

    “There’s a deep ravine up ahead. The road ends at a cliff.”

    
      

    

    It had been three days of forced march. Even for martial artists, fatigue had accumulated. A cliff and a ravine, it would seem like a perfect time to rest. 

    
      

    

    The squad leader considered it briefly, then shook his head.

    
      

    

    “No rest until we reach Maesang Valley. Rumors say the Maoshan Sect has discovered the Sky-Shattering Blade. Both the evil sects like Soul-Destroying Sect and Iron Sword Sect, and even orthodox factions, are on the move.”

    
      

    

    Realizing the severity of the situation, the subordinates kept silent.

    
      

    

    With calm yet firm orders, the leader continued.

    
      

    

    “Clear the path. Regroup at the Maesang Valley safehouse at maximum speed and await the Azure Ocean division leader’s orders.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, sir!”
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        Rumble, Rumble
      
    

    
      

    

    The residents of Geummi Village gathered in small groups, chatting away as they watched the crowd and carts crossing the main road.

    
      

    

    “Why are there hundreds of criminals?”

    
      

    

    “What’s going on?”

    
      

    

    “They don’t look like ordinary bandits.”

    
      

    

    Dozens of ox carts crossing the road were filled with bound and injured bandits, groaning in pain. Among them, those severely wounded were barely breathing while lying down, and others had broken arms, holes in their legs, or cracked skulls, there didn’t seem to be a single one left unscathed.

    
      

    

    “Oh, I see Mijong too, he just got promoted to an inspector.”

    
      

    

    “Hehehe, who would've thought that brat would shoot up the ranks like that?”

    
      

    

    Soldiers were escorting the carts in formation, and at the front of them walked Mijong, while at the rear, Shin Hyuk strolled along leisurely.

    
      

    

    “Not a single soldier is injured, but the bandits are completely wrecked. Must’ve been the Monster Dragon again.”

    
      

    

    “Ever since the Monster Dragon appeared in Geummi Mountain, the village's troubles have disappeared.”

    
      

    

    “You’re right. Last time, he beheaded the Bloodsucking Demon Lord and the Blue Sea Demon, and now he’s crushed these bandits too!”

    
      

    

    “Imagine the trouble if those thugs had stayed in Geummi Mountain.”

    
      

    

    Leaving behind the noisy villagers, Shin Hyuk’s group left the village and soon arrived at the government office in Cheongdong County.

    
      

    

    “Oh dear~ Lord Sa!”

    
      

    

    Outside the main gate of the office, the magistrate came running with a dozen officials in tow, his neck craning as he eagerly awaited Shin Hyuk's arrival.

    
      

    

    “We seem to meet quite often, Magistrate.”

    
      

    

    “Hahaha, indeed we do. You’ve subdued the bandits for us. On behalf of the people of Cheongdong County, I offer my heartfelt thanks, Inspector.”

    
      

    

    “Oh my, ‘Inspector’ sounds a bit too grand.”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk scratched his cheek.

    
      

    

    “Not at all. If anything, I’m sorry I can’t give you an even higher title.”

    
      

    

    “Now that we’ve arrived at the office and I’ve handed these men over to you, I suppose I’ll be on my way.”

    
      

    

    “No, my lord! At least stay for a meal. To leave so suddenly...”

    
      

    

    The magistrate had prepared a feast worthy of snapping table legs to welcome Shin Hyuk, but if the guest of honor left, what would be the point of the banquet?

    
      

    

    His mind started racing so fast it was practically steaming. He had to find a way to keep Shin Hyuk there.

    
      

    

    “Inspector, I have something to discuss with you.”

    
      

    

    “Hmm? What is it?”

    
      

    

    “Those men are warriors of the Green Forest Seventy-Two Strongholds.”

    
      

    

    “They’re still just bandits, aren’t they?”

    
      

    

    “Green Forest is a bit different from ordinary bandits. The Green Forest Seventy-Two Strongholds and the Yangtze River Alliance Bandits are factions that received the Emperor’s privateering charter.”

    
      

    

    “Privateering charter?”

    
      

    

    “This may take a while, why don’t we talk over a meal? If you leave now, those men will return to where they came from without facing any punishment.”

    
      

    

    “Those who commit crimes should be punished. That’s only natural.”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk’s voice chilled.

    
      

    

    He had the strength to subdue these bandits now, but if he’d been a powerless commoner, what might have happened to him?

    
      

    

    “Please, come inside. I’ll explain.”

    
      

    

    “Very well.”

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    When Emperor Taejo founded the Ming, he fought against the Yuan's navy and army with the help of many martial factions, including the Heaven's Light Cult of the Demonic Sect, the Green Forest bandits, and the Yangtze River Alliance Bandits.

    
      

    

    In return, he issued them a sort of license that permitted limited plundering, this was the privateering charter.

    
      

    

    After hearing the magistrate's explanation, Shin Hyuk was at a loss for words. Still, the law was the law, and there wasn’t much he could do about it. So instead, he made another request to the magistrate.

    
      

    

    “So, you’re saying…”

    
      

    

    “Yes. Please entrust the two condemned criminals and the bandits to me.”

    
      

    

    “And what do you plan to do with them…?”

    
      

    

    “Now that I know what the privateering charter entails, it’s clear you won’t be able to punish them. But I’m different. I’m not a citizen of this land, and I’m not the type to just sit back and let things go. Send them to Geummi Mountain. I’ll take care of them.”

    
      

    

    “Very well. The martial world and the government are to remain in non-interference, after all. Best to let martial matters be settled by martial Artists themselves. Do as you wish.”

    
      

    

    “Thank you.”

    
      

    

    “However… may I ask why you want the two condemned men as well?”

    
      

    

    The magistrate asked out of genuine curiosity.

    
      

    

    Handing over the Green Forest bandits was no big deal. They would have been released after paying a small bail anyway. And even without the charter, Cheongdong County lacked the strength to detain them.

    
      

    

    “I have a use for them. Are they truly guilty of unforgivable crimes?”

    
      

    

    Had it been anyone else, the request would’ve been outrageous. But this was Shin Hyuk, a supreme martial master and an inspector. Within reason, the magistrate could grant such a favor.

    
      

    

    “Yes. One of them is a pervert who assaulted and brutally killed over ten young boys. The other was a ruthless loan shark, countless women were assaulted and murdered after failing to repay him. Both deserve death.”

    
      

    

    “Excellent. Then I’ll consider the two criminals and the Green Forest bandits as left in my custody.”

    
      

    

    “Then I’ll have the prisoners loaded back into the carts and sent to Geummi Mountain.”

    
      

    

    “Thank you. I’ll take my leave now.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, my lord. You’ve done a great service.”

    
      

    

    After sending Shin Hyuk off, the magistrate signaled to a clerk.

    
      

    

    “Yes~ sir?”

    
      

    

    “Tell the inspector to depart immediately with the escort.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, sir.”

    
      

    

    As before, Mijong and the soldiers loaded the patched-up Green Forest bandits into the prison wagons and headed off toward Geummi Mountain.

    
      

    

    『Commander.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Hm?’
    

    
      

    

    As Shin Hyuk walked along the middle of the road not far from Geummi Mountain, he heard Opera’s voice.

    
      

    

    『Based on energy category classification, two entities with peak master-level PEF readings and eight entities at first-rate warrior level are approaching your position.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Really? Is it Am Yeon-baek?’
    

    
      

    

    『No. These are new individuals.』

    
      

    

    ‘What’s the PEF of the two peak masters?’

    
      

    

    『980,000 and 550,000, respectively. Two unidentified entities approaching rapidly. Estimated arrival in about 3 minutes.』

    
      

    

    “Inspector.”

    
      

    

    “Yes? What is it, sir?”

    
      

    

    Called by Shin Hyuk, Mijong quickly turned from the front and ran over.

    
      

    

    “Let’s take a break here. We’ve got visitors.”

    
      

    

    “Excuse me?!”

    
      

    

    They were almost at their destination, taking a break now? Mijong tilted his head in confusion. Resting this close to the end made no sense, and “visitors” on a country road? Strange indeed.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Could it be that other Green Forest forces have come to rescue them?’
    

    
      

    

    “Everyone, battle positions.”

    
      

    

    At Mijong’s urgent shout, the soldiers tensed up, gripping their weapons and forming ranks.

    
      

    

    “Buddha preserve us.”

    
      

    

    Just as the formation was completed, ten Taoists appeared from the direction of Geummi Mountain. One of them, who looked the youngest, stepped forward and recited a mantra.

    
      

    

    “Who are you?”

    
      

    

    Mijong stepped forward as the representative and questioned the group.

    
      

    

    “I am Taeseong of Kunlun.”

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    “Shadow Agent No. 1 reporting in, Vice Leader.”

    
      

    

    “You’re later than expected. How did it go?”

    
      

    

    As Shadow Agent No. 1 appeared, Am Yeon-baek’s eyes lit up, his voice full of anticipation.

    
      

    

    “It went just as you predicted.”

    
      

    

    “What a shame. If I’d had a bit more time, I would’ve loved to see those bandit bastards get wrecked with my own eyes. Kekekeke…”

    
      

    

    “Even just watching them being carted off was a spectacle.”

    
      

    

    “Oh? How were they?”

    
      

    

    “They were packed in dozens of ox carts, beaten half to death. Cheong Ho had all his limbs broken and looked completely dazed.”

    
      

    

    At the report, Am Yeon-baek burst into boisterous laughter, his face relieved of ten years of pent-up frustration.

    
      

    

    “Hahahaha! When Dongho Stronghold’s leader hears about this, he’s going to go ballistic. His favorite underling got wrecked, and half his stronghold’s forces are gone, he won’t be able to sleep for days!”

    
      

    

    “He was always eyeing opportunities to expand his influence. He finally met his match.”

    
      

    

    “Indeed, he did. Kekeke.”

    
      

    

    Am Yeon-baek felt lucky. Had he not properly evaluated the Monster Dragon, he might have ended up just like the Green Forest bandits.

    
      

    

    “So, how did the Monster Dragon look?”

    
      

    

    “Perfectly fine. He wasn’t wearing that weird outfit anymore, though, he wore a traditional Central Plains martial robe.”

    
      

    

    Am Yeon-baek nodded. For a supreme master like the Monster Dragon to take damage fighting bandits? Unthinkable.

    
      

    

    “How many Green Forest bandits died?”

    
      

    

    This was the key point. If there were a lot of deaths, the Green Forest wouldn’t take that lying down. They’d never let Sa Shin-hyuk go unpunished.

    
      

    

    “Unfortunately, none.”

    
      

    

    “Tch, that’s a pity. So how are they being dealt with?”

    
      

    

    “Well…”

    
      

    

    “Hmm?”

    
      

    

    “They were sentenced to life imprisonment in Geummi Mountain.”

    
      

    

    “Life imprisonment? You think you can hold them there? Once they recover, they’ll just escape.”

    
      

    

    “As you know, those with the privateering charter can’t be punished by the law. When the magistrate hinted as much, the Monster Dragon asked to take custody of them and returned to Geummi Mountain.”

    
      

    

    “Huh… Well, if it’s the Monster Dragon, I’m sure he has his ways. Is that the end of the report?”

    
      

    

    “No, there’s one more very interesting piece of news.”

    
      

    

    Am Yeon-baek’s face lit up with curiosity. If Shadow Agent No. 1 said it was interesting, it must be something significant.

    
      

    

    “Really? What is it?”

    
      

    

    “Daoists from Kunlun, including Daoist Master Yuyang and Taeseong clashed with the Monster Dragon.”

    
      

    

    “Is that true?!”

    
      

    

    Am Yeon-baek was genuinely shocked. Daoist Master Yuyang was one of Kunlun’s top masters, on par with himself, and Daoist master Taeseong was renowned as the Poison Sky Sword of Kunlun.

    
      

    

    “Yes, I witnessed it myself.”

    
      

    

    “Hahahaha! So now, one sect from the righteous and one from the evil Way have both made enemies of the Monster Dragon. Things are going to get very entertaining soon. Wahahahaha!”

    
      

    

    Am Yeon-baek’s hearty laughter echoed through the air.
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    “Poison Sky Sword, Master Taeseong!”

    
      

    

    At Mijong’s shout, a handsome young man dressed in a white robe made a respectful fist salute and smiled faintly.

    
      

    

    “May I know which one of you is Sir Monstrous Dragon?”

    
      

    

    Though it appeared courteous on the surface, his attitude betrayed that he didn’t care about Mijong or the soldiers in the slightest.

    
      

    

    “Why are you looking for Sa Hyun?”

    
      

    

    “This is not an official matter, but a matter of the martial world. Amitabha.”

    
      

    

    Mijong’s eyes twitched upward. No matter how sacred the division between the government and Murim, basic courtesy should still be observed.

    
      

    

    Although Daoist master Taeseong politely performed a fist salute along with a Daoist greeting, his words clearly implied that mere soldiers of the county had no business meddling in Kunlun’s affairs.

    
      

    

    
      ‘What an arrogant...’
    

    
      

    

    Mijong was boiling inside, but the law is far and fists are near.

    
      

    

    The Daoists clearly looked to be high-ranking members of Kunlun, and above all, the middle-aged Daoist in black robes standing behind Poison Sky Sword gave off a menacing aura.

    
      

    

    “Unless someone else in Qinghai goes by the nickname Monstrous Dragon, then I’m the one you’re looking for.”

    
      

    

    Just as Mijong was hesitating, unable to act either way, Shin Hyuk slowly stepped forward from among the soldiers.

    
      

    

    
      ‘No presence?’
    

    
      

    

    None of the Daoists from Kunlun, including Taeseong, could sense Shin Hyuk’s presence. They found it hard to believe that this man was the one who had defeated Blue Sea Demon, the Bloodsucking Demon Lord, and Enemy-Splitting Blade Cheong Ho.

    
      

    

    
      ‘What kind of martial art has he trained in to conceal his presence completely?’
    

    
      

    

    Not only Taeseong, but also Yuyang grew more pensive. Their true goal wasn’t Shin Hyuk himself, but the custody of the Dongho Faction bandits who had trespassed into their territory. However, if the Monstrous Dragon didn’t comply with their demands, they were prepared to use force.

    
      

    

    
      ‘According to what we’ve heard, he’s presumed to be a master who’s reached the peak of his level…’
    

    
      

    

    To subdue an opponent or exercise force, one must first gauge their martial level. But even after approaching the soldiers, they couldn’t feel any presence from Monstrous Dragon and even began to wonder if he was there at all.

    
      

    

    “Disciple, stand down.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, Senior Brother.”

    
      

    

    As Yuyang stepped forward, Taeseong obeyed and withdrew without protest. All eyes from Shin Hyuk and the county troops focused on Yuyang.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha. This humble one is Yuyang of Kunlun.”

    
      

    

    “The Demon-Banishing Radiant Sword, Master Yuyang?!”

    
      

    

    The exclamation came from the mountain bandits in the rear. As if things weren’t already bad enough dealing with Kunlun, now they had run into Yuyang, the elder most hostile to the evil faction.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Trouble just keeps piling up today…’
    

    
      

    

    Cheongho’s worries deepened. It was already too much dealing with Yuyang and Taeseong, and the other Daoists behind them, fluttering their blue robes and watching the situation, looked equally formidable. Judging by the aura they exuded, they were warriors close to the peak as well.

    
      

    

    “This humble one has words to convey to Sir Monstrous Dragon.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, please go ahead.”

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk’s calm reply, the Daoists’ brows twitched.

    
      

    

    By age and position in the world of Jianghu, Yuyang was clearly Shin Hyuk’s senior. He had even stated his name and sect affiliation first, showing courtesy. Yet Shin Hyuk hadn’t even mentioned his nickname, merely responding plainly, which irked them.

    
      

    

    “We ask that you hand over the criminals of Green Forest to us.”

    
      

    

    At those words, the faces of the mountain bandits grew grave.

    
      

    

    Being taken by Shin Hyuk and being dragged off by Kunlun were two entirely different matters. They wouldn’t be killed at Kunlun, but the bigger problem was that their custody might be used by Kunlun to leverage demands from Green Forest.

    
      

    

    If that happened, not only would Green Forest’s reputation plummet, but even their branch leader, Feng Ho, might face serious consequences.

    
      

    

    “Criminals, huh…”

    
      

    

    After a short pause, Shin Hyuk continued.

    
      

    

    “They inflicted damage upon me and must compensate for that. I will handle them myself.”

    
      

    

    “Sir Shin Hyuk.”

    
      

    

    “Yes.”

    
      

    

    “Kunlun earnestly requests. Please hand them over to us.”

    
      

    

    Yuyang subtly used Kunlun’s name to pressure Shin Hyuk. Cheongho, the mountain bandits, and even Mijong and his soldiers closely watched Shin Hyuk’s reaction.

    
      

    

    “Did these men commit crimes against your… sect? Kunlun? Middle Kingdom pronunciations are difficult. Anyway, have they committed any crimes against the group?”

    
      

    

    “That is…”

    
      

    

    “Ah, I wasn’t asking you, Sir Daoist master. I was asking the Inspector.”

    
      

    

    Cutting Yuyang off, Shin Hyuk looked at Mijong. His tone and expression were as if he’d never even heard of Kunlun, which made the Daoists’ blood boil.

    
      

    

    “Sir Monstrous Dragon, please maintain proper decorum in your words.”

    
      

    

    Unable to bear it, Taeseong stepped forward to reprimand him.

    
      

    

    “Decorum?”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk asked in disbelief. What kind of decorum were they talking about?

    
      

    

    They had barged in and demanded he hand over people who owed him reparations. And yet he was being accused of lacking courtesy? At the very least, he was replying with the same level of formality.

    
      

    

    “Inspector?”

    
      

    

    Glancing sideways at Taeseong, Shin Hyuk addressed Mijong.

    
      

    

    “Yes, Sa Hyun-nim.”

    
      

    

    Caught up in the tense exchange, Mijong quickly replied.

    
      

    

    “Have these people committed crimes against those present?”

    
      

    

    “No such actions have occurred yet.”

    
      

    

    “There you have it.”

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk’s words, Taeseong clenched his fists tightly.

    
      

    

    “Sir, they unlawfully intruded into Qinghai, which is Kunlun’s domain.”

    
      

    

    “Inspector.”

    
      

    

    “Yes.”

    
      

    

    “Is Qinghai Kunlun’s fief?”

    
      

    

    “Pardon?”

    
      

    

    “I mean, has His Majesty, the Emperor of this land, granted Qinghai as a fiefdom to Kunlun or appointed Kunlun’s head as its lord?”

    
      

    

    “No, all lands of Great Ming belong to His Majesty.”

    
      

    

    Nodding, Shin Hyuk turned back to Taeseong.

    
      

    

    “There you have it.”

    
      

    

    This time, it looked like Taeseong and the other Daoists couldn’t hold back their fury. Their fists clenched, veins bulged, and their eyes flared. All they awaited now was Yuyang’s signal to strike.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Kuhuhu, those self-righteous orthodox bastards are as arrogant as ever. This is getting interesting.’
    

    
      

    

    Though he had been defeated and captured by Shin Hyuk, Cheongho remained sharp in analyzing the situation. From what he’d experienced, Shin Hyuk wasn’t someone you could measure by normal peak-level standards.

    
      

    

    If Kunlun’s Daoists fought him, even if they won, they would suffer heavy losses. In other words, they wouldn’t fare much better than the ones Shin Hyuk had already subdued.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Heh, Kunlun’s prideful fools… They’ll finally learn there’s always a higher sky.’
    

    
      

    

    “Sir, these men came to Qinghai with impure intent, fully knowing they’d be clashing with Kunlun. I’ll say this one last time, hand over their custody.”

    
      

    

    Taeseong did his utmost to suppress his fury and repeated his request with forced politeness. To a listener, it sounded polite, but it was nothing more than a veiled command to obey.

    
      

    

    “I don’t know the laws here, but where I come from, planning a crime isn’t punishable. Only those who carry it out are held accountable.”

    
      

    

    “Sir. Are you mocking Kunlun with these word games?”

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk’s words, Taeseong finally lost his composure.

    
      

    

    “How could I laugh at something I don’t even know where it is?”

    
      

    

    “Huhuhuhu.”

    
      

    

    “Ugh… Pfft… Hahahahaha!”

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk’s words, the bandits burst into laughter despite their injuries. Watching the proud orthodox figures of Kunlun being blatantly mocked was deeply satisfying. Though they themselves had tried to strongarm Shin Hyuk earlier and paid dearly, that was then, this was now.

    
      

    

    “Pfft…”

    
      

    

    “Khmm…”

    
      

    

    Even Mijong and the soldiers stifled their laughter.

    
      

    

    Perhaps in Xinjiang or regions dominated by the demonic sects, things might be different, but in Qinghai, Kunlun reigned supreme. To see them mocked so mercilessly here, it was refreshing even for the soldiers, who’d long harbored resentment toward Kunlun’s high-handedness.

    
      

    

    “How dare you…”

    
      

    

    Yuyang, who had been watching silently, now revealed a fierce glint in his eye. If he was like that, how furious must the younger, more hot-blooded Daoists be?

    
      

    

    
      
        Clack
      
    

    
      

    

    Without being ordered, the Daoists began to form into Kunlun’s “Cloud Dragon Sword Formation.”

    
      

    

    “Stand down.”

    
      

    

    At Yuyang’s word, they reined in their anger and immediately stepped back. From the day they entered Kunlun, they had never once stopped being proud of their sect. To let someone insult their sect so openly burned them inside.

    
      

    

    “Disciple, you step back as well.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, Senior Brother.”

    
      

    

    Regardless of their seething fury, Shin Hyuk remained completely indifferent.

    
      

    

    “If your business is done, we’ll take our leave. Inspector, shall we go?”

    
      

    

    “Yes, Sa Hyun-nim.”

    
      

    

    Just as Shin Hyuk and the county soldiers were about to move on, a ferocious aura suddenly swept over the area like a storm.

    
      

    

    
      
        Wuuuuuuuuuung~
      
    

    
      

    

    As the energy resonated, a solemn yet chilling force pressed down upon them. The source was Yuyang. He was gathering his internal energy, looking ready to strike at any moment.

    
      

    

    “Sir Monstrous Dragon. I will speak one last time. If you apologize for your offense against Kunlun and hand over the Green Forest outlaws, we will forget your prior rudeness.”

    
      

    

    “Sigh…”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk shook his head.

    
      

    

    “If you draw your sword, I won’t take responsibility for what comes next.”

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    “I’m sorry, Master… because of me…”

    
      

    

    The girl’s voice was filled with sorrow and guilt. Though she wore light armor tinged with red and a white veil that covered half her face, her pale skin and eyes peeking from under her bangs revealed a stunning beauty.

    
      

    

    “It’s nothing. It was bound to happen eventually. So-cheon.”

    
      

    

    “But because of me… the Sky-Shattering Blade…”

    
      

    

    The two silhouettes, relying on a single lantern for light, paused briefly as they walked through a narrow, pitch-dark cave.

    
      

    

    “Hoho, it’s alright.”

    
      

    

    The light revealed the figure of an old man in black robes and a Daoist’s topknot. Strangely, a wooden sword swayed at his waist like a toy.

    
      

    

    “Will the Soul-Destroying Sect keep their promise?”

    
      

    

    “Hoho, didn’t we already make a pact and agree to hand over the Sky-Shattering Blade?”

    
      

    

    “But they…”

    
      

    

    Worried, the girl was interrupted by the old man patting her head gently.

    
      

    

    “It’s fine. Even if they are part of the Evil faction, they belong to the Eight Sect. They won’t break a promise so easily. Besides, retrieving the Sky-Shattering Blade is one of their long-standing wishes too.”

    
      

    

    “Our Maoshan Sect never aligned with either orthodoxy or heresy… we always stayed quiet. And yet, all this over a single dagger… it still feels like a nightmare.”

    
      

    

    “They say the Ten Great Treasures reveal themselves to those worthy. I feel like we’ve wronged you instead.”

    
      

    

    “Don’t say that. Please.”

    
      

    

    “Hoho, anyway, let’s keep going.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, Master.”

    
      

    

    And so, the two figures disappeared into the darkness.
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    At Shin Hyuk’s words, the Green Forest bandits began chattering noisily once again.

    
      

    

    “Hahahaha!”

    
      

    

    “You’d best apologize now, Master. Don’t end up like us for no reason.”

    
      

    

    “Everyone’s got a great plan, until they get punched in the face. Ain’t that the truth? Kukukuk.”

    
      

    

    Though the enemy of their enemy wasn’t necessarily a friend, the bandits of the Green Forest were buzzing with excitement. Above all, they had high hopes that if Shin Hyuk had defeated them, he could surely bring down the Kunlun Sect as well. The pain lingering in their battered bodies seemed like it would vanish entirely if the Kunlun Daoists got flattened into paste.

    
      

    

    “How dare you!”

    
      

    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      

    

    The Kunlun Daoists, already enraged by Shin Hyuk’s arrogant demeanor, completely lost their tempers when the bandits’ ridicule and provocation were added to the mix. One after another, the young Kunlun Daoists unsheathed their swords.

    
      

    

    “Sir. This is of your own making, so blame your own arrogance.”

    
      

    

    Yuyang stepped back. He hadn’t thought Shin Hyuk to be a man of the demonic sects, so he had maintained a degree of courtesy thus far, but not anymore. To him now, Shin Hyuk was nothing more and nothing less than a wandering swordsman with impressive skills.

    
      

    

    
      ‘The limits of a vagabond who hasn’t trained in a prestigious martial art are clear. Though he may be gifted, his character doesn’t match. For the sake of the righteous sect’s younger generation, it’s best to cut that talent down before it has the chance to blossom. And more than anything, Kunlun won’t fall for the kind of luck he’s had until now.’
    

    
      

    

    Yuyang dismissed Shin Hyuk’s defeat of Blue Sea Demon, the Bloodsucking Demon Lord, and even the Enemy-Splitting Blade Cheong Ho as mere flukes. He stepped back without concern, turning his gaze proudly to Kunlun’s elite disciples.

    
      

    

    “Form the formation.”

    
      

    

    Yuyang gave Taeseong a glance, and Taeseong stepped forward and shouted.

    
      

    

    At his command, the Kunlun Daoists moved in perfect unison to take up positions in all directions, surrounding Shin Hyuk. A savage aura swallowed up the space.

    
      

    

    “Sir. If you change your mind even now, I’ll ask Senior Brother to grant you mercy. This is my final warning.”

    
      

    

    Apparently intending not to participate in the fight himself, Taeseong spoke from a distance away from Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    “Hah… That’s what I was about to say. If you put your swords away now, I’ll let this go. Final warning.”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk spoke calmly, with no discernible force behind his words, no intimidation. His tone was as relaxed and languid as a spring breeze. That very demeanor convinced the Kunlun Daoists that they needed to teach Shin Hyuk a painful lesson and wake him up to reality.

    
      

    

    “Kukukuk, hey there, Sky Poison Sword, Master Taeseong.”

    
      

    

    Until now, unlike the other bandits, Enemy-Splitting Blade Cheong Ho had kept his mouth shut. Now, he opened it.

    
      

    

    “Don’t bother clinging to your pride. Run away while you still can. Sure, watching you all get wrecked will be a joy for me too, but I’ve grown kinda fond of you, so I’m offering this friendly advice.”

    
      

    

    “You can finish that thought when you arrive in Kunlun.”

    
      

    

    Taeseong brushed off Cheong Ho’s advice without hesitation and exchanged glances with Yuyang. 

    
      

    

    Yuyang gave a heavy nod.

    
      

    

    “Cloud Dragon Emerges from the Sea.”

    
      

    

    At Taeseong’s command, the famed Cloud Dragon Sword Formation, based on the Eight Styles of the Cloud Dragon, began its deployment. Its reputation was so great that there wasn’t a soul in the martial world who didn’t know of it.

    
      

    

    
      Swish!
    

    
      

    

    Eight Daoists marked all directions around Shin Hyuk, thrusting their sharp swords toward him.

    
      

    

    『Detecting enemy psionic energy reaction. Activating A4 satellite.』

    
      

    

    
      
        Tatatatatang!
      
    

    
      

    

    At Opera’s report, the A4 satellite sprang into motion.

    
      

    

    Opera controlled the satellite efficiently, having it parry the closest swords and block the follow-up strikes of other Cloud Dragon Swordsmen.

    
      

    

    『Fire.』

    
      

    

    After the initial probing attack, the Guard Satellite fired a destructive beam straight at the Daoists gathered in front of Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    “Cloud Dragon Sword Formation, Defense!”

    
      

    

    At Taeseong’s command, the Daoist at the front received a transfer of internal energy and swung his sword horizontally, cleaving the beam in half.

    
      

    

    
      
        Boom!
      
    

    
      

    

    The split beam fragments exploded and struck the ground with a deafening roar. Watching as the psionic energy concentrated into a single target, Shin Hyuk raised an intrigued brow.

    
      

    

    “Hooh?”

    
      

    

    『This is a new format of PEF deployment, Commander. Requesting permission to lift the Guard Satellite’s power limit.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Approved.’
    

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk’s signal, blue light burst from the satellite, which began to orbit around him.

    
      

    

    『Commander, Lucia is currently analyzing the enemy formation. We are initiating data collection on the technique referred to as the Cloud Dragon Sword Formation.』

    
      

    

    As Opera finished her sentence, three Guard Satellites began burning with blue light.

    
      

    

    The first satellite fired another beam, while the second and third released dozens of small projectiles.

    
      

    

    “Block them.”

    
      

    

    Having gauged the power of the previous beam, Taeseong gave his signal. This time, the lead Daoist received the energy of five others and cleaved the beam.

    
      

    

    Meanwhile, Daoists positioned at the flanks stepped forward and began slicing through the incoming projectiles.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Opera.’
    

    
      

    

    『Yes. We’ve mostly figured out the operating principle of this formation.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Efficiency?’
    

    
      

    

    『The formation consists of eight high-class warriors, nearly peak-level masters. Based on the data so far, they’d be expected to perform at the level of one peak master… but—』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Just the conclusion.’
    

    
      

    

    『By focusing psionic energy through this formation, they’re producing output equivalent to three peak-level masters. The energy amplification mechanism is highly efficient.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘No wonder they’re confident.’
    

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk nodded in response to Opera’s analysis.

    
      

    

    『Lucia is currently calculating a method to break the formation.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Well, to me, it looks surprisingly easy to break.’
    

    
      

    

    “I’ve got a good read on your defense now. Let’s see how your offense measures up. Come on.”

    
      

    

    After unleashing a devastating beam assault, Shin Hyuk smiled at the Kunlun Daoists.

    
      

    

    “Let’s see how long you can keep that smile.”

    
      

    

    Taeseong kept his composure in response to Shin Hyuk’s taunt. He was still young, but as one of the most promising late-generation prodigies in the martial world, he had ample real combat experience. He knew well that one mustn’t lose focus in battle.

    
      

    

    
      ‘No need to fall for provocation.’
    

    
      

    

    “Cloud Dragon Ascends to the Heavens!”

    
      

    

    At Taeseong’s shout, the formation roared to life again. A powerful energy began to build, concentrating into the lead Daoist’s sword and forming a blade aura.

    
      

    

    “Hyaaa!”

    
      

    

    The lead swordsman rushed toward Shin Hyuk with incredible speed and thrust his sword. As Shin Hyuk stepped back in response, the Daoist twisted his strike and brought the sword upward in a slashing arc.

    
      

    

    A dragon-shaped aura erupted from the sword.

    
      

    

    『Measured PEF: 510,000. Deploying Guard Satellite barrier.』

    
      

    

    The dragon-shaped energy collided with Shin Hyuk’s blue barrier and was instantly dispersed. Like a dragon soaring to the heavens suddenly swallowed by a typhoon at sea.

    
      

    

    “Cloud Dragon Rotates and Shake the Earth!”

    
      

    

    Again, at Taeseong’s cry, the formation shifted. This time, the Daoists scattered to encircle Shin Hyuk and began to rotate, gradually tightening the noose. From all directions, sword energy and gales of force surged in.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Avoiding this won’t be easy.’
    

    
      

    

    The terror of the Cloud Dragon Rotation Formation lay in its ability to both physically compress its target and apply immense pressure as it closed in.

    
      

    

    
      ‘They’re trying to bait a dodge.’
    

    
      

    

    『You don’t need to play into their strategy.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘I want to test what they’re doing. Let’s try moving just as they want.’
    

    
      

    

    『It’s not the recommended move, but you shouldn’t be at risk.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Good. Anti-gravity.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that.』

    
      

    

    As Shin Hyuk kicked off the ground, his body surged upward at incredible speed.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Fool. Now you’ll be caught in the formation’s pressure.’
    

    
      

    

    Taeseong smirked as he watched Shin Hyuk ascend. If Shin Hyuk failed to overcome the pressure of the formation and came crashing down, they could seize the upper hand with a follow-up attack.

    
      

    

    “Good, Cloud Dragon—…”

    
      

    

    But as he looked back at Shin Hyuk, Taeseong Dojang’s expression hardened. Instead of falling, Shin Hyuk was soaring even higher and faster.

    
      

    

    “Th-This can’t be!”

    
      

    

    Regardless of internal energy or movement skills, within the Cloud Dragon Rotation Formation, one couldn’t escape the force of its pressure. There was no way to leap that high.

    
      

    

    “Haha, this is fun. So I really can control gravity to an extent. Impressive.”

    
      

    

    『Yes, Commander. Without the anti-gravity system of the A4 satellite, your leap power would’ve been significantly reduced and put you in a bind.』

    
      

    

    As Opera explained, Shin Hyuk would’ve been in serious trouble had he relied on a regular leap. But thanks to the A4 satellite’s anti-gravity system, he not only escaped the formation’s pressure, he used it to launch himself even higher.

    
      

    

    “Alright, my turn now. Opera, go wide-area attack.”

    
      

    

    『Copy that.』

    
      

    

    “Let’s blow them all away. P307 Micro-Rocket.”

    
      

    

    『Ready.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Fire.’
    

    
      

    

    The very trait of the Cloud Dragon Sword Formation that allowed a single person to manifest a high-level technique like a blade aura by pooling energy also made it vulnerable. Since each Daoist’s martial skill wasn’t actually on that level, they had no way to block Shin Hyuk’s aerial bombardment.

    
      

    

    
      
        Baaaaam!
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Something’s wrong.’
    

    
      

    

    Though Shin Hyuk showed no intimidating aura, the sound that rang out when he launched a fist-sized object told Taeseong Dojang that something terrible was coming.

    
      

    

    “Full power! Execute Cloud Dragon’s Path Through the Clouds!”
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    As the energy of the Daoists operating the Cloud Dragon Sword Formation concentrated, a massive sword barrier was formed, enveloping the entire formation.

    
      

    

    
      
        Baaaaaam!
      
    

    
      

    

    A small rocket round fired by Shin Hyuk exploded above the sword barrier surrounding the formation, roaring with a tremendous boom. The shockwave caused the entire formation to tremble.

    
      

    

    At this rate, the Cloud Dragon Sword Formation might collapse.

    
      

    

    “Ugh. Focus your internal energy!”

    
      

    

    The highest-ranking Daoist among those forming the formation clenched his teeth and shouted.

    
      

    

    “Yes, senior brother!”

    
      

    

    As the rocket explosion reached its peak and its power began to subside, the sweating Daoists straightened their swords.

    
      

    

    “Such incredible power. Has such a hidden weapon ever existed in the world?”

    
      

    

    Yuyang expressed awe mixed with fear.

    
      

    

    “Could it be some sort of special thunderbolt bomb?”

    
      

    

    “No, no thunderbolt weapon could release such power from such a small size.”

    
      

    

    “Then…?”

    
      

    

    “He must’ve infused explosive-attributed internal energy into the hidden weapon and fired it.”

    
      

    

    “If he used such a hidden weapon to ambush the Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Lord, then those two, completely unaware of him, would’ve been utterly defenseless against the surprise attack.”

    
      

    

    It now made sense how Shin Hyuk had taken down those notorious demonic masters, the Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Lord. Realizing this, a sticky grin formed on Yuyang’s lips, now believing they had unmasked Shin Hyuk’s reputation.

    
      

    

    “Yes, now I understand how he managed to subdue the two great heads. I heard he used a marble-like weapon, so that must’ve been it.”

    
      

    

    “Indeed, it seems so.”

    
      

    

    “Taeseong, tell the disciples not to conserve their energy and to go all out. Surely even that man can’t use such techniques repeatedly.”

    
      

    

    Taeseong shared Yuyang’s thoughts. It was a rare and overwhelmingly powerful martial art, but it was unlikely that such an attack could be performed frequently.

    
      

    

    “Yes, Master. I shall do so.”

    
      

    

    After finishing his conversation with Yuyang, Taeseong resumed watching the battlefield. But it didn’t take long for both Taeseong, who was observing the battlefield, and the usually composed Yuyang to realize that something was off.

    
      

    

    “What…?”

    
      

    

    “Hahahah…”

    
      

    

    A gasp from Taeseong and a hollow laugh from Yuyang escaped simultaneously. During the explosion and dust that obscured their vision, they had assumed Shin Hyuk would descend to the ground to prepare his next move, but astonishingly, he remained suspended in midair.

    
      

    

    “You bastard!”

    
      

    

    Taeseong swiftly drew his sword and slashed through the air, releasing a crescent-shaped sword energy that cleanly sliced Shin Hyuk in half. It was a precise, unhesitating strike worthy of praise.

    
      

    

    “…Huh?”

    
      

    

    Even Taeseong, who landed the hit, felt something was amiss. It was too easy. His intuition whispered danger. Could a master who wielded such powerful hidden weapons and elusive lightfoot techniques really be taken down by a simple attack?

    
      

    

    “Well now, coming at me like an assassin without a word. You must be the impatient type.”

    
      

    

    Turning around at the voice behind him, Taeseong saw Shin Hyuk floating above, looking down at him.

    
      

    

    When had he moved over there? And what was that figure of Shin Hyuk, cut in half over on the other side?

    
      

    

    “No way…?”

    
      

    

    Taeseong shook his head.

    
      

    

    Impossible. Shin Hyuk was an unknown rogue with no real name in the martial world. Surely, he couldn't use the top-tier techniques that Taeseong was imagining. He mustn’t be able to. Taeseong’s emotions began to corrode his rational thinking.

    
      

    

    “A supreme-level Doppelgänger Technique!”

    
      

    

    But when Yuyang exclaimed in astonishment beside him, Taeseong’s heart sank.

    
      

    

    
      ‘It’s happening again…’
    

    
      

    

    Taeseong clenched his fists so tightly that his nails pierced his palms.

    
      

    

    Had it been one of the renowned talents among the Five Young Stars, he could’ve accepted this bitterness and used it to push himself further. But to feel the same sense of a wall, as he had once felt with the hidden dragon of Wudang, Yushin, from a mere vagabond?

    
      

    

    “Unleash the Cloud Dragon’s Reversal.”

    
      

    

    At Taeseong’s command, the sword-wielding disciples gripped their blades with solemn expressions. The Daoists of Kunlun, who sought to clash once more with Shin Hyuk and settle the matter, unfortunately didn’t realize that Shin Hyuk had very different plans.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Effective immediately, reclaim control over A4 satellite.’
    

    
      

    

    『Do you have a plan, Commander?』

    
      

    

    
      ‘While they’re distracted, plant psionic mines through A4 satellite number 2.’
    

    
      

    

    As Shin Hyuk issued the command, Opera ran simulations based on the battlefield.

    
      

    

    『Copy that.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Anti-gravity.’
    

    
      

    

    
      
        BAAAAM!
      
    

    
      

    

    Just as the Cloud Dragon Swordsmen were about to strike, a loud boom erupted as dust surged upward, Shin Hyuk’s body rocketed skyward once again.

    
      

    

    “Such cowardice!”

    
      

    

    Taeseong’s shout was laced with fury, and the mountain bandits' mockery followed right after.

    
      

    

    “Hahahaha! Cowardice? Eight against one, you’re the cowards, you crooked-nosed bastards.”

    
      

    

    “Yeah, well said! Just like the hypocrites of the orthodox sects! And you call yourselves Daoists? Don’t make me laugh!”

    
      

    

    They had conveniently forgotten how, just half a day earlier, they had ganged up on one man with three hundred. Now they ridiculed the Kunlun Daoists.

    
      

    

    “Tch!”

    
      

    

    Amidst the ridicule, Taeseong barely held back his anger.

    
      

    

    Right now, there were no proper means to attack Shin Hyuk, who was floating so high. Even if he expended massive energy to use an imperfect sword technique, there was no guarantee Shin Hyuk would simply take the hit.

    
      

    

    “Hold your positions.”

    
      

    

    At Taeseong’s order, the Cloud Dragon Swordsmen maintained their energy flow, staying ready to strike at a moment’s notice.

    
      

    

    “Hmph. No matter how abundant his energy, no one can maintain flight techniques indefinitely. That rogue will regret wasting his strength in vain.”

    
      

    

    Had Do-hyeon or Am Yeon-baek, who witnessed the duel between Shin Hyuk and Yushin, been present, they would never have made such an assessment. But the Kunlun Daoists, knowing nothing of that, judged Shin Hyuk solely by the common sense of the martial world.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Let’s begin, Opera. Assault drop countdown.’
    

    
      

    

    『Target locked. 3, 2, 1.』

    
      

    

    
      
        KWAAAAANG!
      
    

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk’s body began to fall, at a speed that defied even the laws of gravity.

    
      

    

    “Do not panic! It’s just a fast fall. At such speed, he can't dodge the formation’s attacks. Let’s go! The Cloud Dragon is invincible!”

    
      

    

    [Cloud Dragon Sword Formation, Stage One]

    
      

    

    [Cloud Dragon Emerges from the Sea]

    
      

    

    The concentrated energy formed an artificial dragon shape, the formation’s finishing move. This technique, representing Kunlun, surpassed even the peak masters’ internal energy techniques.

    
      

    

    『Psionic reaction detected.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Fire psionic mines and spectro-flame bombs.’
    

    
      

    

    Just as the ultimate move of the formation was about to be executed, a blinding flash burst from Shin Hyuk’s hand and a thunderous crack echoed through the air. Then came the explosion from beneath the very ground where the swordsmen stood.

    
      

    

    
      
        BOOOOOOM!
      
    

    
      

    

    The brilliant flash combined with the eruption from the ground, and the layered explosions scattered the Cloud Dragon Sword Formation like autumn leaves.

    
      

    

    “Kyaaaaa!”

    
      

    

    “Uaaaaaah!”

    
      

    

    “Aaagh!”

    
      

    

    As Taeseong watched in shock, the Cloud Dragon Swordsmen flew through the air, and Shin Hyuk descended gracefully to the ground.

    
      

    

    “What… is this?!”

    
      

    

    As Shin Hyuk landed, the scattered swordsman's bodies began to crash down all around him.

    
      

    

    “What kind of sorcery did you just use?!”

    
      

    

    Taeseong, fuming, confronted Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    “Still have time for words? Those who just fell would’ve been dead if I’d been a little less merciful.”

    
      

    

    “…Taeseong, I’ll hold off the Dragon. You handle the situation.”

    
      

    

    As Yuyang squared off against Shin Hyuk, Taeseong quickly moved to recover the fallen warriors.

    
      

    

    “The Daoists I’ve known were all gentle-natured and honorable. But seeing you a lot… I feel I may need to redefine the term ‘Daoist.’”

    
      

    

    “There’s no need to compare us to other Daoists.”

    
      

    

    “Ah, so just because they were virtuous doesn’t mean you should be, huh?”

    
      

    

    Their conversation only further agitated Taeseong, but during the exchange, a measure of reason returned to him.

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk’s martial arts seemed like sorcery, but true sorcery is only undefeatable when one doesn’t know how to counter it. Yet facing a freak who single-handedly crushed the Cloud Dragon Sword Formation still left him uneasy.

    
      

    

    “If you’re going to come at me, hurry up. You don’t seem to have anything else left to show me, and I’m in a bit of a hurry to wrap this up.”

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    Along a desolate path, two shadows dashed at high speed. 

    
      

    

    The two shadows created by the midday sun glided gracefully as they ran.

    
      

    

    “We’ll reach Maoshan Sect by this evening, brother.”

    
      

    

    After hearing some vagabonds talk at an inn the night before, Do-hyeon suddenly altered their route home to pass through Maoshan Sect. Yushin, quietly following behind and only later learning of their destination, cautiously asked his senior.

    
      

    

    “Brother… passing through Western Maoshan isn’t the fastest route to Hubei. Do you have business there?”

    
      

    

    “It’s about what those folks were saying yesterday, about the Sky-Shattering Blade.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, I heard it too.”

    
      

    

    “That’s the reason.”

    
      

    

    “What do you mean?”

    
      

    

    Do-hyeon felt the cool wind rush past as he hesitated for a moment.

    
      

    

    No matter how skilled Yushin was, he was still newly emerging in the martial world. Was it right to tell him the truth behind the Sky-Shattering Blade, an artifact that once sent the entire Murim world into chaos and terror?

    
      

    

    But Yushin, with his exceptional martial talent and spiritual cultivation, was someone Do-hyeon could trust.

    
      

    

    “It seems the Sky-Shattering Blade is at Maoshan Sect.”

    
      

    

    “…What? Isn’t the Sky-Shattering Blade a sacred artifact of the Soul-Destroying Sect? How could it be at Maoshan Sect?”

    
      

    

    “That’s what’s troubling. A relic that should be buried in the depths of the Soul-Destroying Sect, why would rumors say it’s now at Maoshan?”

    
      

    

    “So you changed our return route to confirm the truth?”

    
      

    

    “Most likely, it won’t require our intervention. But we must assess the situation.”

    
      

    

    “I understand what you mean, brother.”
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    “Let’s rest in that shade for a bit and have a short break.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, Senior Brother.”

    
      

    

    As the sun began to descend from its peak in the sky, they veered off the main road onto a mountain path. Do-hyeon  suggested a rest to Yushin.

    
      

    

    “Here you go.”

    
      

    

    Seated beneath the cool shade of a tree, Yushin opened his satchel and pulled out a large rice ball, handing it to Do-hyeon .

    
      

    

    “Thank you.”

    
      

    

    The two senior and junior brothers sat side by side, escaping the sun, munching on their rice balls. Being humble Daoists, they showed a sense of peace and satisfaction on their faces even as they quietly chewed the dry rice balls with just a bit of water and no side dishes.

    
      

    

    “Disciple, how much do you know about the Ten Great Wonder Treasures of the Martial World?”

    
      

    

    At Do-hyeon ’s question, Yushin blushed.

    
      

    

    “My apologies, Senior Brother. I believe I heard something from Senior Brother Dojin when I was young, but all I can remember now are the Sky-Shattering Blade, the Heavenly Demon Treasure Blade, the Dragon God Bead, and the Righteous Sky Sword. The rest….”

    
      

    

    As Yushin trailed off, Do-hyeon  smiled gently.

    
      

    

    “Except for those four, the rest aren’t known to the world, so what you know is actually quite accurate.”

    
      

    

    At moments like this, Do-hyeon  couldn’t help but think that Yushin truly had the qualities of a scholar, in addition to his martial prowess. Even stories he likely heard only briefly as a child, he remembered in detail, proof that talent in martial arts often went hand-in-hand with natural aptitude.

    
      

    

    “Is that so? Then why are they called the ‘Ten’ Great Wonder Treasures? Shouldn’t it be the Four?”

    
      

    

    “Do you know why the word ‘Wonder’ is part of the Ten Great Wonder Treasures?”

    
      

    

    “I do not, Senior Brother.”

    
      

    

    “Though the Ten Great Treasures are of peerless strength as weapons, the reason they’re called ‘Wonder Treasures’ is because each of them holds a mysterious and extraordinary power. Only the four you mentioned are known for their abilities.”

    
      

    

    “Then the other six…?”

    
      

    

    “Their whereabouts are unknown. Five hundred years ago, the last leader of the Primal God Cult left behind ten treasure chests. Of those, only four have surfaced in the martial world. Because the weapons within them exhibited such immense power, people assumed the remaining ones would be just as incredible, and thus began referring to them collectively as the Ten Great Wonder Treasures.”

    
      

    

    “I see.”

    
      

    

    “In fact, there’s still much debate about the exact powers of the Ten Great Wonder Treasures. However, the Sky-Shattering Blade we’re going to retrieve is one whose abilities have become widely known in the martial world.”

    
      

    

    “From what I know, it’s a dagger with incredible hardness and sharpness. It’s said to have been passed down in the Soul-Destroying Sect…”

    
      

    

    “Heh, if it were merely a hard and sharp dagger, would it truly deserve to be one of the Ten Great Treasures? The name ‘Sky-Shattering’ isn’t something given lightly.”

    
      

    

    Indeed, ‘Sky-Shattering’, such a grandiose and wild name. As Yushin imagined the power of the Sky-Shattering Blade, a furrow appeared on his brow.

    
      

    

    “What exactly does it do? This foolish disciple’s mind cannot even begin to imagine.”

    
      

    

    Do-hyeon , who thought he knew Yushin as well as their master did, fully understood this response. The sword Yushin currently carried was an ordinary blade. Yushin had no interest in treasured swords or strange artifacts. He was a classic Daoist who sought progress through honing his mind and body. As such, his knowledge of special items was limited.

    
      

    

    “Disciple, have you heard the epithet ‘Asura Demon Empress’?”

    
      

    

    “Yes, Master once mentioned it to me.”

    
      

    

    “The Sky-Shattering Blade appeared alongside the Asura Demon Empress.”

    
      

    

    Asura Demon Empress, Joo Yak-ran.

    
      

    

    The 15th leader of the Soul-Destroying Sect, one of the Eight Evil Sects. She was the first woman ever to take the cult’s leadership, which had always been held by men.

    
      

    

    A peerless beauty with unmatched intelligence and martial skill, she was said to have received countless marriage proposals from both righteous and evil sects, as well as nobles of the imperial court, from the moment she appeared in the martial world until her death.

    
      

    

    Of course, none succeeded, but that only proved how her brilliance and beauty echoed throughout Zhongyuan.

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    Roughly 150 years ago.

    
      

    

    A conflict erupted between Mount Emei Sect and the Soul-Destroying Sect of Xian over control of the salt trade.

    
      

    

    It began as a small skirmish involving low-ranking warriors but escalated rapidly into a serious confrontation that neither side could back down from due to their pride.

    
      

    

    The two great sects, representing the righteous and the demonic, clashed evenly in what became a prolonged battle of attrition. As the war dragged on and the cost exceeded the worth of the salt rights, both sides finally agreed to a ceasefire. But at the meeting arranged for that very truce, an irreparable incident occurred.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha… How could you act with such cowardice!”

    
      

    

    The Soul-Destroying Sect’s Great Protector, having lost his son to Emei’s top master Yoo Jeong Shin Ni, could not suppress his rage. At the ceasefire meeting, he ambushed Emei’s sect leader.

    
      

    

    Emei’s leader suffered a grave injury, burning the bridge of reconciliation between the two sects.

    
      

    

    “Great Protector, how could you be so reckless?”

    
      

    

    The then-leader of the Soul-Destroying Sect believed that even the evil sects should uphold a basic code of honor. He was especially enraged because it had been a trusted subordinate who had broken the sacred principles and disrupted such a critical event.

    
      

    

    Especially since he was the Cult Leader’s favored right hand, the disappointment and fury were even deeper, but the damage was done. An attempt to assassinate a sect leader during peace talks was not only a declaration of war, it was an unforgivable betrayal.

    
      

    

    The Cult Leader tried everything to mend the situation, but Emei, with their injured leader bedridden, remained steadfast in their grudge.

    
      

    

    “Hear me, followers.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, Cult Leader.”

    
      

    

    “You all understand the current situation. The Soul-Destroying Sect and Emei can no longer coexist under the same sky. There is no other choice. Erase Emei.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, sir!”

    
      

    

    With the Cult Leader leading the charge, the Soul-Destroying Sect stormed into Sichuan, swiftly taking control of key locations and encircling Emei.

    
      

    

    Eventually, Mount Qingcheng and the Tang Clan of Sichuan secretly sent elite warriors to aid Emei. While both sects would’ve preferred to wipe out the Soul-Destroying Sect altogether, doing so would’ve inevitably caused the other demonic sects to rally to the cult’s defense.

    
      

    

    Such an outcome would’ve ignited a full-scale righteous vs. demonic war, and so a limited intervention was the only option.

    
      

    

    “Cowards! You dare bring in other sects?! Curse this injustice…!”

    
      

    

    Confident in their siege of Emei’s Bokhosa Temple, the Soul-Destroying Sect suddenly suffered a crushing counterattack as Emei, backed by the elite forces of the Tang Clan and Qingcheng Sect, pushed back.

    
      

    

    During the retreat, the Soul-Destroying Sect’s Cult Leader was killed, a devastating loss.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha… We shall now withdraw to Qingcheng.”

    
      

    

    “We shall also return to the Tang Clan.”

    
      

    

    Having achieved what they deemed a sufficient weakening of the Soul-Destroying Sect, the elite warriors of Qingcheng and the Tang Clan declared their intention to withdraw.

    
      

    

    But Emei was not satisfied. Determined to crush the now leaderless Soul-Destroying Sect, they pushed past Sichuan and advanced to Xi’an, surrounding the cult’s headquarters.

    
      

    

    “Tsk tsk… Is this the twilight of the Soul-Destroying Sect? If only the Great Protector had slain the leader during the negotiations…”

    
      

    

    Everyone believed the Soul-Destroying Sect was finished. That is, until an unexpected twist occurred.

    
      

    

    “I am Joo Yak-ran, the 15th Cult Leader of the Soul-Destroying Sect.”

    
      

    

    A breathtaking young woman in her mid-20s stepped through the gates of the besieged Soul-Destroying Sect and made a proposal to Emei.

    
      

    

    “As the 15th Cult Leader, I challenge the Emei Sect’s leader to a one-on-one duel.”

    
      

    

    “Amitabha… A duel, you say?”

    
      

    

    “Yes. If I die or lose, the Soul-Destroying Sect will close its doors for 100 years and surrender all holdings in Xian to Emei. If I win, Emei must withdraw and return to Sichuan.”

    
      

    

    Normally, this would’ve been an offer Emei couldn’t refuse. But unfortunately, their leader at the time was Jeong Shin Ni, a strict believer in eradicating evil.

    
      

    

    “Leader of the Soul-Destroying Sect, I refuse your duel. Repent for your sins and find peace in the Pure Land. Amitabha.”

    
      

    

    Jeong Shin Ni saw this as a once-in-a-lifetime chance to eliminate the cult and had no intention of letting it go.

    
      

    

    “Master, allow me to face her.”

    
      

    

    “It’s not that I don’t trust you… But must there be only one Immortal to subdue demons?”

    
      

    

    “I understand, Master.”

    
      

    

    Hyun-young, Emei’s finest disciple and of similar age to Joo Yak-ran, stepped forward with her junior sisters to subdue the enemy.

    
      

    

    “Ahhh!”

    
      

    

    However, the famed disciples of Emei fell within five seconds to Joo Yak-ran’s Soul-Destroying Demon Palm. Though Emei was shaken, Jeong Shin Ni quickly regrouped and dispatched Elder Hyo-jeong to finish her.

    
      

    

    With a resonating blade, Hyo-jeong and Joo Yak-ran began their ferocious duel. Hyo-jeong, grieving the loss of her sisters, and Joo Yak-ran, who had lost her father, the previous Cult Leader and her comrades, fought with fury.

    
      

    

    Hyo-jeong, a core elder of Emei, held her own for a time.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha…”

    
      

    

    But in the end, she collapsed, her heart pierced, having only managed to graze Joo Yak-ran’s left arm.

    
      

    

    “Hyo-jeong!”

    
      

    

    Stricken with grief, Jeong Shin Ni failed to notice the surrounding chaos.

    
      

    

    “Destroy the witch!”

    
      

    

    Outraged by Hyo-jeong’s death, Emei’s nuns charged at Joo Yak-ran in a frenzy.

    
      

    

    “So the righteous shed their masks at last? Don’t blame me now.”

    
      

    

    Joo Yak-ran’s mournful smile twisted into something ominous. She stepped back and drew a small dagger adorned with a red gem. 

    
      

    

    It was the moment the cursed demon blade, later known as the Sky-Shattering Blade, revealed itself to the world.
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    “Haah!”

    
      

    

    Joo Yak-ran began swinging Sky-Shattering Blade while using Nether Palm of Soul Entrapment to seal her opponents' movements.

    
      

    

    Logically, if hundreds of martial experts kept charging in, no matter how divine the weapon she wielded, she would eventually run out of internal energy and be defeated.

    
      

    

    “Haaah. Haa… Haa…”

    
      

    

    Just when it seemed like the Emei Sect was smoothly gaining the upper hand, Joo Yak-ran, who was assumed to be simply out of breath, suddenly let out moan-like gasps laced with lewd undertones, as if in ecstasy, and began to move strangely.

    
      

    

    “Sorcery?”

    
      

    

    Sensing something ominous, Jeong Shin Ni didn’t think much of it at first. Although Joo Yak-ran appeared to be a high-level martial artist within the pinnacle realm, there were still many pinnacle experts left on their side, including Jeong Shin Ni herself. At this point, even if she resorted to sorcery, what effect could it possibly have against hundreds?

    
      

    

    “A forbidden art of the deviant path! Sisters, do not let your guard down!”

    
      

    

    One disciple attacking Joo Yak-ran shouted at full force, imbued with internal energy. 

    
      

    

    In the central plains, martial arts involving sorcery were referred to as Evil Arts or forbidden techniques of the deviant path, and were generally avoided. This was because such arts fundamentally relied on bewitching others.

    
      

    

    When facing those who used Evil Arts, warriors with weak internal energy or lacking spiritual discipline could be enchanted and fail to properly utilize their skills. Thus, such techniques were considered dishonorable, especially among orthodox sects, who despised Evil Arts users to the point of extreme prejudice.

    
      

    

    “Haah…”

    
      

    

    “Haaaah.”

    
      

    

    As the sorcery resonated with Sky-Shattering Blade, several female disciples of the Emei Sect who lacked internal strength or firm faith began letting out moans similar to Joo Yak-ran’s. As if they had consumed an aphrodisiac, they seemed to enter a state of arousal, hearing hallucinated voices and seeing strange illusions.

    
      

    

    “Kyaaaaa!”

    
      

    

    “Aaaah! Don’t come near me!”

    
      

    

    “Ahh!!”

    
      

    

    Before the situation could escalate further, Jeong Shin Ni quickly released a Demon Suppressing Seal imbued with her full internal energy. A powerful wave of sacred energy filled the hall, shattering Joo Yak-ran’s sorcery.

    
      

    

    “Evil may seem strong, but it can never overcome true righteousness.”

    
      

    

    At Jeong Shin Ni’s cry, the disciples under the influence of the sorcery snapped out of it. But even in that brief moment, Joo Yak-ran had already felled about thirty more with Sky-Shattering Blade.

    
      

    

    “Protect the disciples.”

    
      

    

    Following Jeong Shin Ni’s order, the Emei disciples tended to the wounded and moved them to the rear. Thanks to that, Joo Yak-ran managed to escape the encirclement and retreat further back.

    
      

    

    “Exterminate the wicked!”

    
      

    

    Confirming the wounded had been relocated, Jeong Shin Ni once again ordered the attack.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Most of them have only light injuries to their arms or legs. With a bit of rest, they should be able to return to the fight.’
    

    
      

    

    “Charge!”

    
      

    

    With a shout from a nun at the front, the Emei Sect resumed their attack.

    
      

    

    As the renewed assault pressed forward, Joo Yak-ran swung her Nether Palm of Soul Entrapment wildly in all directions, retreating little by little. The air filled with hope that they might finally subdue her.

    
      

    

    Hell arrived silently in that moment of universal complacency.

    
      

    

    “Kyaaaaah!”

    
      

    

    “Aaaaah!”

    
      

    

    Sudden screams echoed from the rear where the wounded had been laid, as a blood mist erupted and disciples began to collapse.

    
      

    

    “What is this?!”

    
      

    

    While hundreds of Emei disciples stood bewildered, thirty blood-soaked nuns emerged from the midst and knelt before Joo Yak-ran.

    
      

    

    “How could this be?”

    
      

    

    The very disciples who had been wounded and transported to the rear had risen and ambushed their own sisters from behind.

    
      

    

    Momentarily stunned, Jeong Shin Ni pulled herself together and tried to grasp what was happening.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha…”

    
      

    

    In disbelief at the absurdity of the situation, the prayer escaped her lips unconsciously.

    
      

    

    “Was it you who demanded I pay for my sins?”

    
      

    

    Joo Yak-ran’s voice rang out, and Jeong Shin Ni felt a chill as though a rakshasa had whispered a curse in her ear.

    
      

    

    “I return those words to you. Pay for your sins!”

    
      

    

    Then, as Joo Yak-ran began swinging Sky-Shattering Blade once more while using the thirty Emei disciples as human shields, the situation changed drastically.

    
      

    

    Though there were no fatalities, the number of disciples being cut by Sky-Shattering Blade began to increase exponentially.

    
      

    

    “Aagh, junior sister, snap out of it!”

    
      

    

    “Senior sister! Please, please come to your senses! Kyaaah!”

    
      

    

    Those struck by Sky-Shattering Blade grabbed at their sisters’ ankles, and while unable to act decisively, more disciples fell victim to Joo Yak-ran’s blade.

    
      

    

    “Senior sister, make a decision!”

    
      

    

    Emei elders who had been observing the situation called for decisive action, and Jeong Shin Ni struggled to maintain clarity.

    
      

    

    Would Emei fall here? Or should she subdue her own disciples, even if it meant killing them?

    
      

    

    “The disciples of Emei…”

    
      

    

    As Jeong Shin Ni’s hesitation dragged on, the five hundred nuns who had gone ahead were completely dominated by Sky-Shattering Blade, and Joo Yak-ran used that momentum to storm into the Emei headquarters.

    
      

    

    “Senior sister, please make a decisive choice. I beg you, even if it means swallowing blood tears, for the sake of the disciples……”

    
      

    

    “No, senior sister. They are Emei’s disciples. Retreating would be better.”

    
      

    

    With even the elders divided and confused, the situation spiraled further out of control.

    
      

    

    “The pinnacle-level warriors are still intact. Senior sister, we should retreat…”

    
      

    

    “Senior sister, if we just subdue Joo Yak-ran, won’t the disciples come back to their senses?”

    
      

    

    “…!”

    
      

    

    Snapped back to reality by the last elder’s words, Jeong Shin Ni finally made a decision.

    
      

    

    “Elders, come with me. We will subdue Joo Yak-ran as swiftly as possible.”

    
      

    

    But by then, over 80% of their disciples had already been cut by Sky-Shattering Blade.

    
      

    

    Even as Jeong Shin Ni led the pinnacle warriors to subdue her, the situation had already deteriorated beyond salvation.

    
      

    

    “Joo Yak-ran!”

    
      

    

    Whenever they tried to attack, Joo Yak-ran used disciples as shields and hid behind them.

    
      

    

    “Do not underestimate Emei’s might!”

    
      

    

    “It is already too late.”

    
      

    

    As this desperate chase continued, Jeong Shin Ni’s impassioned cry was met with Joo Yak-ran’s emotionless response.

    
      

    

    “I shall offer mercy one final time. If the leader of Emei kneels before the Soul-Destroying Sect and commits ritual suicide, I shall spare 20% of the disciples.”

    
      

    

    “How dare you! Senior sister, that is not worth hearing. Once we subdue Asura Demon Empress, this will all be over!”

    
      

    

    Refusing even to entertain the thought, the Emei elders and Jeong Shin Ni charged Joo Yak-ran once more.

    
      

    

    But this time, Joo Yak-ran did not flee.

    
      

    

    The bodies of those cut by Sky-Shattering Blade began to tremble like aspens, and half of them collapsed, releasing a visible energy that flowed into Joo Yak-ran.

    
      

    

    “Ohohohohoho. Since you’ve rejected my offer, I shall execute you myself.”

    
      

    

    Joo Yak-ran had already shown remarkable martial prowess, but at most she had been at the upper pinnacle level.

    
      

    

    And now she was charging at twenty pinnacle masters alone?

    
      

    

    Something was wrong.

    
      

    

    “Gasp, how can this be?!”

    
      

    

    “She’s reached the Harmony Realm. no, the Absolute Demon Realm?!”

    
      

    

    Sure enough, Joo Yak-ran now exhibited martial prowess on an entirely different level, quickly overpowering even the likes of Jeong Shin Ni. Joo Yak-ran didn’t aim to kill, she focused on leaving small cuts with Sky-Shattering Blade on each of the pinnacle experts, sparing only Jeong Shin Ni.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Submit. Obey. I will end this pain for you.’
    

    
      

    

    With just those small cuts from Sky-Shattering Blade, a sinister voice began to gnaw at their minds.

    
      

    

    “Resist with internal energy, with your faith!”

    
      

    

    Indeed, pinnacle warriors were different. They didn’t succumb to Sky-Shattering Blade’s influence like ordinary fighters. However, they couldn’t move while gathering sacred energy.

    
      

    

    
      ‘This is no sweet temptation. This is an opportunity to walk with a supreme existence.’
    

    
      

    

    The experts poured all their energy and willpower into resisting the corruptive aura of Sky-Shattering Blade.

    
      

    

    “Hmph, it's only a matter of time. My servants, finish off the remaining ones.”

    
      

    

    With the pinnacle warriors restrained, Joo Yak-ran’s command fell, and the disciples already cut by Sky-Shattering Blade subdued the rest.

    
      

    

    Jeong Shin Ni fought alone, trying to stop it—but the numbers were overwhelming.

    
      

    

    “Junior sister…”

    
      

    

    Blood tears streamed from Jeong Shin Ni’s eyes.

    
      

    

    Soon, even the remaining elders who had trusted her to the end surrounded her like puppets.

    
      

    

    “Master, I offer my life willingly. I beg you one last time… please, spare the disciples…”

    
      

    

    Having given up everything, Jeong Shin Ni knelt before Joo Yak-ran in utter despair.

    
      

    

    “I will make one final offer. If you do not close your eyes and do not take your life until I give permission, I will spare 10% of the disciples.”

    
      

    

    “Amitabha…”

    
      

    

    Was it not better to return even 10% of the disciples alive, rather than see them all killed? Jeong Shin Ni accepted Joo Yak-ran’s offer. But what she hadn’t considered was the enormity of Joo Yak-ran’s grudge and her boundless thirst for revenge.

    
      

    

    “My servants. Until your strength is gone, kill each other. If your limbs are severed, bite the sword and slay the one before you. This is the price for your sins.”

    
      

    

    The disciples of Emei turned their blades toward their own brothers and sisters and began a slaughter more terrible than any nightmare.

    
      

    

    Jeong Shin Ni wanted to bite her tongue and die to escape the scene, but she couldn’t. Not if she wanted to save even a tenth of them.

    
      

    

    In the end, of the pinnacle experts, only Jeong Shin Ni survived. Of the thousand disciples of Emei, only around a hundred survived per Joo Yak-ran’s promise.

    
      

    

    “You… monster……”

    
      

    

    “I kept my word.”

    
      

    

    Joo Yak-ran had, indeed, kept her promise.

    
      

    

    She said she would spare 10%. But she had never said in what state they would be spared.

    
      

    

    She had shown mercy, but not forgiveness.

    
      

    

    “My servants, pierce each other’s dantians. Sever your sword arms, and return to Emei carrying the corpse of that old nun.”

    
      

    

    After that final command, Jeong Shin Ni bit her tongue and took her own life, and the clash between the Soul-Destroying Sect and the Emei Sect ended in catastrophic loss for both sides.

    
      

    

    Joo Yak-ran, once known as the Demon Flower of Dead Souls, would henceforth be known as Asura Demon Empress. Not only the martial world, but even the Emperor and all the lords of the Central Plains feared the dagger of Asura Demon Empress.

    
      

    

    “Sky-Shattering Blade.”

    
      

    

    A tool that brought Hell to the mortal world.
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    “Amitabha. Sir, let this be a reminder that all calamities begin with the mouth.”

    
      

    

    With a sharp rebuke, Taeseong  drew his sword.

    
      

    

    
      ‘There’s no need to be swayed by the petty tricks of a mere wanderer. He may have learned some unusual martial art, but its essence is nothing more than crude shadow techniques.’
    

    
      

    

    Filled to the bone with the pride and confidence of a great sect, Taeseong  acknowledged that Shin Hyuk was strong but firmly believed he could not surpass himself. Among those of similar age, only Yushin of the Wudang could be considered his superior. All others he deemed worthy of comparison were heirs of equally prestigious lineages.

    
      

    

    “Wise words indeed, but I hope you are the type who listens to his own advice.”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk crossed his arms leisurely, smiling.

    
      

    

    “How dare you?!”

    
      

    

    Though the Monstrous Dragon did not use swords, sabers, or spears, crossing one’s arms in battle was taboo across all weapon forms. It was a posture universally considered arrogant in martial combat.

    
      

    

    Just as Taeseong , incensed by Shin Hyuk’s continued insolence, was about to speak again, three orbs from within Shin Hyuk’s robe suddenly floated into the air, igniting with blue flames as they began orbiting erratically around his body.

    
      

    

    “Art of Controlling Orbs?!”

    
      

    

    A cry of shock burst from Taeseong ’s mouth.

    
      

    

    “Disciple, stand back.”

    
      

    

    Unlike the flustered Taeseong , Yuyang  remained calm and analytical. The incredible footwork Shin Hyuk had shown earlier, variations of Phantom Shift and Void Control Technique, were indeed impressive. However, Yuyang  refrained from assuming this alone made Shin Hyuk a transcendent master.

    
      

    

    
      ‘At best, he’s a peak-level master. Maybe high-tier. He’s merely trained in some rare and obscure martial art.’
    

    
      

    

    That was Yuyang ’s judgment. Shin Hyuk’s movement arts were swift and mystical, but he was confident that the Cloud Dragon Eight Steps, Kunlun’s pride, could match them in speed and variability.

    
      

    

    “Sir Monstrous Dragon.”

    
      

    

    “Yes.”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk answered, barely suppressing his rising irritation.

    
      

    

    Were these truly fellow Daoists? Compared to Dohyeon  and Yushin, these two were sorely lacking. If they were going to fight, they should just fight. If they were going to apologize, they should do it cleanly and move on. Why so many words?

    
      

    

    “Due to lack of frequency, I shall engage together with my disciple. I ask for your understanding.”

    
      

    

    With a flick Instead of a verbal response, Shin Hyuk folded and extended his hand, inviting them to attack. He no longer wanted to waste time in pointless verbal sparring.

    
      

    

    “Hoho... To think someone would look down upon Yuyang  of the Demon-Banishing Radiant Sword. Even if I die today, I’ve seen a rare spectacle indeed. Wahahaha!”

    
      

    

    The booming laughter of Enemy-Splitting Blade Cheong Ho echoed like a gong, signaling the start of the battle.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Opera.’
    

    
      

    

    『Yes, Commander.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘What’s Yuyang ’s PEF?’
    

    
      

    

    『980,000.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Good. Opera, A4 satellites should be enough to suppress Taeseong , right?’
    

    
      

    

    『Of course, Commander.』

    
      

    

    The three orbs orbiting around Shin Hyuk sprang out like springs, instantly launching an assault on Taeseong . Since the orbs had been revolving protectively around Shin Hyuk, Taeseong  hadn’t anticipated they could attack from afar.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Tch. I can still defend against this much. Now, how will you defend against my master’s strike without a weapon?’
    

    
      

    

    Sweating from the unpredictable angles of the satellites’ attack, Taeseong  side-eyed Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    [Cloud Dragon Eight Steps]

    
      

    

    [Thunder Fang of the Cloud Dragon]

    
      

    

    Yuyang , seeing all of Shin Hyuk’s attacks concentrated on Taeseong , struck like a bolt of lightning, aiming for Shin Hyuk’s throat. If it landed, perfect. Even if Shin Hyuk dodged, he planned to follow up with a chain combo.

    
      

    

    
      ‘S4, initiate.’
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Baaaam!
      
    

    
      

    

    But just as Yuyang ’s sword reached Shin Hyuk’s neck, a new orb materialized and deflected the blade. Then, from the orb, two beams of light shot out, targeting Yuyang ’s neck and heart like arrows.

    
      

    

    “Tch!”

    
      

    

    Startled, Yuyang  leaned back to dodge the beams and used the Cloud Dragon Eight Steps to flip himself mid-air, swinging his palm in a mighty counterattack. A perfect move to both dissipate the attack and retaliate.

    
      

    

    Boom!

    
      

    

    
      ‘Intercept.’
    

    
      

    

    Unfortunately for him, the orb in front of Shin Hyuk turned out to be an S4 satellite capable of neutralizing his shockwave strike.

    
      

    

    
      ‘At this distance, I can’t execute proper techniques.’
    

    
      

    

    Yuyang , who had momentarily escaped Shin Hyuk’s attack range, didn’t charge in again. Instead, he leapt toward Taeseong . He realized he’d need to join forces to stand a chance.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Opera.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that.』

    
      

    

    Observing this, Shin Hyuk sent one of the blazing orbs flying between Taeseong  and Yuyang .

    
      

    

    『Prism Cannon. Fire.』

    
      

    

    The S4 satellite began rotating at high speed, scattering thousands of needle-thin laser beams between them, like a mirror reflecting sunlight in every direction.

    
      

    

    “What?!”

    
      

    

    Startled, both s gave up on approaching each other and focused on evading the barrage, weaving in zigzags.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Satellite 1, prepare Energy Sword, Pattern Red. Satellite 2, support Satellite 1’s output. Satellite 3, switch to Plasma Cannon sniper mode.’
    

    
      

    

    Using the opening created by the S4 satellite, Shin Hyuk recalled the A4 satellites. The returning satellites began morphing according to his command.

    
      

    

    
      
        Swoosh!
      
    

    
      

    

    As Shin Hyuk drew the sword from his waist, a clear ringing sounded, and crimson energy flared around the blade.

    
      

    

    
      
        Fwaaaah!
      
    

    
      

    

    “Crimson sword aura? That’s absurd!”

    
      

    

    Taeseong and Yuyang  cried out in shock.

    
      

    

    “It’s time to end this.”

    
      

    

    
      ‘Opera, focus the energy. I’ll buy you time for the Plasma Cannon.’
    

    
      

    

    『Understood, Commander. A4 Satellites, plasma concentration sequence. 5, 4, 3... 』

    
      

    

    The three satellites gathered and began emitting a terrifying aura.

    
      

    

    
      ‘We can’t let that finish charging!’
    

    
      

    

    Panicked by the massive power surge, the two s readied their swords to destroy the satellites. But—

    
      

    

    
      
        Baaaaam!
      
    

    
      

    

    “Aah!”

    
      

    

    “Urgh!”

    
      

    

    Though they didn’t drop their swords, the numbing impact coursed through their arms, forcing groans of pain.

    
      

    

    “What... is this...?”

    
      

    

    Yuyang ’s eyes widened at the sight before him. From the once-still surface of Shin Hyuk’s dantian, a raging torrent of energy exploded outward.

    
      

    

    “To have internal energy erupting beyond the weapon, don’t tell me... it's the Reflective Qi Barrier...?!”

    
      

    

    Regardless of Yuyang ’s shock, Shin Hyuk felt lighter than ever, having used his own psionic energy for the first time instead of the satellites’ power.

    
      

    

    
      
        Pyeooooong!
      
    

    
      

    

    A sharp tearing sound split the air.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Instant acceleration.’
    

    
      

    

    
      
        BOOOOM!
      
    

    
      

    

    With a sonic boom, Shin Hyuk vanished from Yuyang ’s sight and reappeared before him, as if teleporting.

    
      

    

    [Sword Pattern Red]

    
      

    

    [Red Moon]

    
      

    

    『2, 1. Plasma Cannon, fire.』

    
      

    

    
      
        BOOOM! BAAAAM!
      
    

    
      

    

    “Kh... Pffft!”

    
      

    

    “Uwaaaargh!”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk’s blazing blade crashed into Yuyang ’s sword, breaking through the aura and carving a deep slash across his chest. The residual shockwave, too powerful to be fully absorbed, overwhelmed Yuyang , who spat blood and lost consciousness, his body hurled back.

    
      

    

    
      
        Thud, thud!
      
    

    
      

    

    Likewise, Taeseong , struck by the Plasma Cannon, collapsed beside him with his sword shattered and blood pouring out.

    
      

    

    『Combat complete. Two hostile targets fully neutralized.』

    
      

    

    The two Kunlun s were now barely clinging to life.

    
      

    

    “Good. Opera, return.”

    
      

    

    『Copy that. Well done, Commander. Did you experience any issues using your own psionic energy?』

    
      

    

    
      ‘No. It's been a while since I exercised. Feels refreshing.’
    

    
      

    

    『I will transmit the combat data, your biorhythm, and psionic wave patterns to Teresa. Connecting to Lucia.』

    
      

    

    As Opera contacted Lucia, Shin Hyuk didn't even glance at the fallen s and simply flicked his finger.

    
      

    

    
      Swoosh
    

    
      

    

    Their broken bodies floated into the air like puppets with cut strings.

    
      

    

    With another wave of his hand, Shin Hyuk sent their bodies flying toward the caged bandits and government soldiers, where they gently landed.

    
      

    

    “…”

    
      

    

    “…”

    
      

    

    Everyone, Cheong Ho, the bandits, Mijong, and even the government troops, stood frozen in awe at Shin Hyuk’s divine might.

    
      

    

    “We really didn’t know who we were messing with. No, this was like kicking a sleeping dragon's pearl.”

    
      

    

    Cheong Ho murmured, half-dazed, and the Dongho Stronghold bandits silently nodded. Mi-jong, worried something might’ve happened to Shin Hyuk, rushed forward in a panic.

    
      

    

    “My goodness~ Master Sa Hyun, are you hurt anywhere?”

    
      

    

    “I’m fine. Is there a doctor, or rather, a healer around?”

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk’s words, Mijong finally turned toward the bloody, collapsed bodies of the two s.

    
      

    

    Just an hour ago, those Kunlun masters were thought to be unmatched in Qinghai. No one could’ve imagined their swords would be broken so pitifully.

    
      

    

    “Commander?”

    
      

    

    “Ahem, apologies. We’re just an escort unit for prisoner transport. We didn’t prepare for this kind of situation.”

    
      

    

    “Hmmm...”

    
      

    

    Noticing the concern on Shin Hyuk’s face, Mijong became even more careful in his tone. He thought Shin Hyuk was worried about the enemies’ lives, which only deepened his reverence, though it was a total misunderstanding.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Do I really need to waste psionic energy to heal them?’
    

    
      

    

    『Is there any need to leave traces for the enemy’s reinforcements?』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Not yet. It’s best to remain hidden until we reach Maesang Valley. If the unidentified Astral Object hides, it’ll be a real headache.’
    

    
      

    

    “Opera, gather them in one place for now.”

    
      

    

    『Yes.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Anyone in immediate danger of death?’
    

    
      

    

    『No, it appears there are no serious threats.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Good. Then connect me to Victorino.’
    

    
      

    

    『Understood.』

    
      

    

    At Opera’s prompt, a clear, boyish voice answered.

    
      

    

    『You called, Commander?』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Yes, Tori. I need a favor.’
    

    
      

    

    『Yes, sir. What is it?』

    
      

    

    
      ‘You probably understand the situation. I’ll entrust the handling of these people to you. I believe you know what I want.’
    

    
      

    

    『Understood. What’s the deadline?』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Until I return. You may coordinate with Jeonjo and Yunje.’
    

    
      

    

    『Understood.』

    
      

    

    “Commander.”

    
      

    

    Having completed the detailed instructions to Victorino, Shin Hyuk called out to Mijong. Watching Shin Hyuk deep in thought, Mijong sprang to his side like a coiled spring.

    
      

    

    “Yes, Master Sa Hyun!”

    
      

    

    “I have a favor to ask.”

    
      

    

    “Yes? What kind…?”

    
      

    

    “So, my request is…”
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    “Senior brother, is Maoshan Sect usually this quiet?”

    
      

    

    “What do you mean by that, junior brother?”

    
      

    

    The evening breeze brushed past the two swiftly moving Daoist brothers. As they crossed the main road, the silhouette of the Maoshan Sect finally came into view.

    
      

    

    “There’s no sign of life up ahead.”

    
      

    

    “Good heavens… Could something have happened at Maoshan? Junior brother, let us hurry.”

    
      

    

    Though they'd already been moving at a pace no ordinary person could hope to follow, now, with their internal energy fully unleashed, Dohyeon and Yushin soared forward like eagles diving toward prey.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Senior brother, let's hide our presence for now. A powerful expert is approaching.’
    

    
      

    

    Veering off the path toward Maoshan, Yushin concealed himself in the thick forest, signaling with a whisper through telepathy. At Yushin’s telepathic warning, Dohyeon also ceased his dash and hid on the opposite side of the tree Yushin was behind.

    
      

    

    
      ‘If junior brother says that, then the enemy must indeed be formidable. Who could it be…?’
    

    
      

    

    As if in response to Dohyeon’s musings, the sound of hurried footsteps echoed nearby. However, it wasn’t just one set of footsteps. At least a hundred people seemed to be rushing toward them.

    
      

    

    A mixed crowd of people clad in crimson and yellow robes was advancing swiftly, and at the center were four warriors in golden robes carrying an ornate palanquin.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Soul-Destroying Sect?!’
    

    
      

    

    Upon recognizing their attire, Dohyeon’s expression stiffened.

    
      

    

    If the righteous sects boasted the power of the Nine Great Sects and Five Great Families, then the demonic side was countered by the Eight Evil Sects and Six Vicious Clans. Among them, the Soul-Destroying Sect was the tyrant of Seoan, between Sichuan and Qinghai, and proudly occupied the first seat among the Eight Evil Sects.

    
      

    

    “Stop.”

    
      

    

    Just as they were about to pass by Dohyeon’s hiding spot, a sinister voice emanated from the palanquin. It was a dreadful voice that seemed to shake one’s soul just by hearing it.

    
      

    

    “By your command.”

    
      

    

    The mysterious group halted and stood vigilantly on guard, awaiting the next command from the person inside the palanquin.

    
      

    

    “Come out, little rat.”

    
      

    

    Unable to sense any presence with their own abilities, the group tensed up at the voice from within the palanquin.

    
      

    

    “You thought you could escape this lord’s perception? The aura I feel reeks of insect scum.”

    
      

    

    The voice inside the palanquin rang out directly toward Dohyeon’s location.

    
      

    

    
      ‘A blessing in disguise, perhaps.’
    

    
      

    

    The person inside the moving palanquin was capable of pinpointing Dohyeon’s position despite his efforts to conceal his presence. Signaling Yushin on the opposite side not to move, Dohyeon stepped forward.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha.”

    
      

    

    Gliding elegantly through the air with the Divine Cloudstrike, Dohyeon chanted quietly as he appeared.

    
      

    

    “So it’s you, Dohyeon of Wudang. Gahahahaha.”

    
      

    

    Swordmaster of Harmony and Chaos, Dohyeon.

    
      

    

    One of Wudang’s twelve elders, a master who had refined the Dual Intention Sword Technique to its peak. The Soul-Destroying Sect warriors tensed at the appearance of such a man.

    
      

    

    “Indeed. Have we met before, venerable sir?”

    
      

    

    While subtly focusing his internal energy, Dohyeontried to gauge the opponent's aura within the palanquin, but only eerie and ominous energy could be felt, he couldn't grasp the opponent's full strength.

    
      

    

    
      ‘I can’t read his energy. Still, at least he doesn’t feel like that Master, monstrous Dragon.’
    

    
      

    

    Wrinkles formed on Dohyeon’s forehead.

    
      

    

    “You damn wretch, do you dare try to measure this lord?”

    
      

    

    “Hoho, it seems you have no intention of meeting this humble monk face to face.”

    
      

    

    “You insolent brat!”

    
      

    

    A massive man nearly eight feet tall, with a large sword strapped to his back, angrily reached for his weapon at Dohyeon’s calm demeanor. As he moved, the surrounding hundred Soul-Destroying Sect members began to radiate fierce killing intent.

    
      

    

    
      ‘A master at the peak of martial arts, and a hundred first-rate warriors… If not for the one inside that palanquin, I could handle them alone. My concern is the man inside and their purpose for heading to Maoshan.’
    

    
      

    

    “This humble monk does not wish to create personal enmity with you all.”

    
      

    

    “Hahaha. Quick to judge the situation, as expected from a rat. Then I, this lord, shall show mercy.”

    
      

    

    “What do you mean?”

    
      

    

    “Kneel and sever your right arm.”

    
      

    

    “Hohoho, I’m afraid I cannot do that.”

    
      

    

    “Then offer your life!”

    
      

    

    Unable to tolerate Dohyeon’s constant composure, the massive man drew his sword.

    
      

    

    “You fool, stand down.”

    
      

    

    Just as he was about to unleash his deadly strike, a voice stopped him in his tracks. The palanquin opened, and out stepped a man in resplendent golden robes, wielding a judge’s brush, his expression brimming with arrogance.

    
      

    

    “Arbiter of Dead Souls, Yeon Mujung?! What is the Soul-Destroying Sect’s vice-leader doing here…?”

    
      

    

    “Good, at least your eyes still work, boy. Hahaha.”

    
      

    

    Arbiter of Dead Souls, Yeon Mujung. So infamous he was called the King of the Underworld by the righteous sects, a master over a hundred years old and still feared.

    
      

    

    “To still be so vigorous at your age… Just how many women have you sacrificed?”

    
      

    

    The Soul-Destroying Sect’s foundational cultivation methods often relied on yin-harvesting and life-draining techniques.

    
      

    

    Yeon Mujung, known for his sinister nature and lust, would surely never have rejected such methods.

    
      

    

    “Kekeke, sacrifice? They were engulfed in pleasure, their souls ascending to the realm of Heaven. It’s something to celebrate.”

    
      

    

    “Amitabha, evil deeds reap grave karma. You who steal blood and harm innocent life—”

    
      

    

    “Enough. Preach that nonsense in hell.”

    
      

    

    That’s what made the righteous ones so amusing. Even when their lives flickered like candles in the wind, they insisted on moral sermons. Normally, he’d entertain them a bit longer, but time was short today.

    
      

    

    Yeon Mujung snapped his fingers, and a hundred Soul-Destroying Sect warriors fanned out in a wide circle, surrounding Dohyeon. However, they didn’t seem to form any formal battle formation, nor did it appear to be a precursor to sorcery. It felt more like a loose challenge: try to break through, if you dare.

    
      

    

    “You intend to force this monk into killing?”

    
      

    

    “Boy, you’re mistaken. You think you could kill even one of the Soul-Destroying Sect’s devotees?”

    
      

    

    “Senior, I may have failed countless times due to my limited skill, but I have never once forsaken my blade in the face of evil.”

    
      

    

    Dohyeon’s sword slipped from its sheath like flowing water. And the stance he assumed, this was none other than the hallmark opening form of the Sword ofHarmony and Chaos, one of Wudang’s nine legendary sword styles.

    
      

    

    “Boy, even if your level lets you ride a river on qi, the outcome will be no different.”

    
      

    

    Yeon Mujung recognized Dohyeon’s elevated mastery, but not enough to believe he would lose.

    
      

    

    He could see the man’s strength.

    
      

    

    “What a fine opportunity to test out a new weapon. Wahahaha.”

    
      

    

    Cackling madly, Yeon Mujung climbed to the very edge of the palanquin’s roof and, with a flick of his finger, issued another command.

    
      

    

    “Let’s see what Wudang is really made of.”

    
      

    

    Sitting cross-legged atop the gaudy palanquin, lazily swinging his judge’s brush, Yeon Mujung’s lips curled into a wicked grin.

    
      

    

    “Begin.”

    
      

    

    The four golden-robed men who had been carrying the palanquin set it down respectfully and then surrounded Dohyeon.

    
      

    

    “Shhhh… shhhh…”

    
      

    

    “Ssshhk… ssshhk…”

    
      

    

    Letting out eerie, strained breaths, the golden warriors slowly began closing in on him.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Practitioners of some forbidden body art? But what did Yeon Mujung mean by “new weapon”…?’
    

    
      

    

    Dohyeon’s sword let out a clear ringing sound as it released a sharp killing aura in every direction.

    
      

    

    “Shhh…”

    
      

    

    But the strange four swiftly dodged out of the sword’s range. As if prearranged, they simultaneously used their body techniques to strike at Dohyeon’s vital acupoints.

    
      

    

    “Hahaha. Boy, you’ll regret holding back your energy. This place will be your grave, so die without regrets. Consider it my final act of mercy.”

    
      

    

    Considering these freakish warriors, the hundred waiting martial artists, and Yeon Mujung himself whose strength was unknowable, Dohyeon’s chances of escape were slim indeed.

    
      

    

    “Hup!”

    
      

    

    From four directions, limbs struck with blinding speed toward his vital points, but Dohyeon, wielding both sword and sheath with flowing grace, parried them with ease.

    
      

    

    
      ‘They don’t seem particularly special.’
    

    
      

    

    After grasping their style, Dohyeon’s eyes sharpened.

    
      

    

    “Haah!”

    
      

    

    He ducked under a fist aimed at his philtrum, spun once, and landed a clean kick to the attacker’s chin.

    
      

    

    
      
        Crack! 
      
    

    
      

    

    As something broke, his left hand smashed the second attacker’s solar plexus with the sheath. The third came low for his ankles, but he jumped lightly and thrust his sword into the opponent’s energy center.

    
      

    

    “Haha. Now only one remains.”

    
      

    

    Yeon Mujung, watching his subordinates fall, showed no concern, rather, he sounded amused.

    
      

    

    Dohyeon struck the final warrior in the back of the head with his sword hilt, knocking him out. His eyes met Yeon Mujung’s.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha. Senior Yeon Mujung, this is the last mercy from this monk. I can no longer afford to spare lives in this fight.”

    
      

    

    “Kekekeke… You seem mistaken. Look behind you.”

    
      

    

    Yushin’s fist, still hidden, trembled slightly.

    
      

    

    
      ‘The flow of qi through their meridians is unnatural. A mix of sorcery or curses. Senior brother, be on your guard.’
    

    
      

    

    Believing Dohyeon had sent him ahead to serve as a hidden trump card, Yushin dared not reveal himself, even as he feared for his elder’s safety.

    
      

    

    “Shhh… shhh…”

    
      

    

    “Ssshhk… ssshhk…”

    
      

    

    To Yushin’s horror, the four warriors Dohyeon had just defeated were now approaching once more, unscathed, as if time had been rewound.
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    Dohyeon  swiftly distanced himself from the golden-clad warriors. He needed a moment to assess the situation. He had knocked one out by striking the back of his head, and the other three had taken blows to their Gihaehyeol acupoints.

    
      

    

    Even if, just to be extremely generous, the one who was knocked out had somehow overcome a concussion and risen through sheer willpower, the other three should not have been able to get up for at least two hours.

    
      

    

    
      ‘I aimed solely at vital points that could be fatal. And yet they can stand back up?’
    

    
      

    

    What in the world was going on? As Dohyeon  quickly reviewed the situation in his mind, a sudden thought struck him like lightning.

    
      

    

    “Undying Lives Corps?!”

    
      

    

    “Huhuhuhuhu, as expected of Nogangho’s heir. However, this is no mere Undying Lives Corps.”

    
      

    

    Yeon Mujung sneered at Dohyeon ’s deduction.

    
      

    

    Dohyeon  had keen insight. To deduce that these freaks were similar to the disposable low-class Undying Lives Corps from just a brief exchange, such was his prowess. But these were not mass-produced lower-grade Jiangshi like the Undying Lives Corps.

    
      

    

    “You mean to say the Soul-Destroying Sect dares to challenge the righteous sects? Using the Undying Lives Corps...?”

    
      

    

    “Haha, you wouldn’t understand even if I said that’s not the case.”

    
      

    

    “Very well then. Whether your words are true or false shall be revealed soon.”

    
      

    

    
      Fwoosh!
    

    
      

    

    As Dohyeon  focused his inner strength, a soft glow radiated from his sword, and the Taiji emblem manifested on the blade like a carved symbol. A nearly one-foot-long sword aura was unleashed.

    
      

    

    “Oh ho. Isn’t that the Taiji Sword Aura of the Wudang? It’s not yet perfected, but... passable, I suppose.”

    
      

    

    Unlike the still-composed Yeon Mujung, the four golden warriors, sensing a threat, let out monstrous cries and charged at Dohyeon .

    
      

    

    “Graaaaah!”

    
      

    

    Their attack was different this time. Gone was the eerie breathing; now their cries were filled with intense hostility and fear.

    
      

    

    [Sword of Harmony and Chaos, Second Form]

    
      

    

    [Chains of Harmony and Chaos]

    
      

    

    
      
        Swish! Crack!
      
    

    
      

    

    Dohyeon ’s sword and scabbard painted the air with dazzling trails in all directions. Wherever his blade traced, the freaks’ limbs were severed and broken.

    
      

    

    
      ‘This swordsmanship... worthy of the Wudang legend.’
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      

    

    Dohyeon  solemnly recited his sword incantation, lightly swung the blade once, and returned it to its scabbard. The monsters shivered and collapsed, unmoving.

    
      

    

    “I’ve destroyed the blood paths that act as the anchor for the Undying Lives Corps. The curse should be lifted now. Rest in peace. Amitabha.”

    
      

    

    As he said, the golden-clad freaks lay still, not stirring at all.

    
      

    

    “Hahah. That is, if they were the Undying Lives Corps.”

    
      

    

    As Yeon Mujung’s words ended, a cold crimson aura shot out from his Magistrate Brush and surged toward the fallen monsters.

    
      

    

    “Shhhh... shhhh...”

    
      

    

    Then, the ones smashed by Dohyeon  began to rise again, their torn and punctured bodies slowly regenerating.

    
      

    

    “Wh-What sort of monstrous evil is this...?”

    
      

    

    “Little rat. Your judgment wasn’t wrong. You simply didn’t know about the Soul-Destroying Jiangshi.”

    
      

    

    “My sword has not yet been broken.”

    
      

    

    Dohyeon  again gathered his energy, tracing the Taiji symbol in the air, and released a powerful force.

    
      

    

    
      
        Boom!
      
    

    
      

    

    The freaks’ regenerating bodies were struck, and with explosive force, their limbs were scattered into the air.

    
      

    

    “Indeed. The Soul-Destroying Jiangshi cannot be subdued so easily. But you've already used up much inner energy, those techniques, including your Harmony and Chaos and the force just now, must have drained you. Huhuhuhu.”

    
      

    

    Dohyeon  flinched inwardly at Yeon Mujung’s sharp words, but did not show it outwardly. The cycle repeated, Dohyeon  struck them down, and they rose again. This went on several times, and soon he was utterly exhausted, gasping for air.

    
      

    

    “Huff, huff.”

    
      

    

    “Hahaha.”

    
      

    

    Yeon Mujung twirled his Magistrate Brush, and again the cold red aura enveloped the monsters.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha...”

    
      

    

    
      ‘This is bad. I don’t even have twenty percent of my energy left.’
    

    
      

    

    “Hahaha. You’re a boy who doesn’t know how to give up. But you’re only prolonging your own suffering...”

    
      

    

    “Huff, huff…”

    
      

    

    “Still, the Sword of Harmony and Chaos, worthy of Wudang’s name. I will remember it.”

    
      

    

    The Soul-Destroying Jiangshi’s eyes glowed with bloodlust. Even they were sensing it now, The one who had dismembered them dozens of times was nearing his end.

    
      

    

    “Dohyeon, Swordmaster of Harmony and Chaos. I shall not forget your name. You may go now.”

    
      

    

    “Hahahaha...”

    
      

    

    Though facing certain death, Dohyeon  let out a meaningful laugh, causing Yeon Mujung to furrow his brow.

    
      

    

    “Is the great Dohyeon losing his mind at the brink of death?”

    
      

    

    “I only have one last question. Will you answer?”

    
      

    

    “Very well. I’ll grant you that. You’re about to die anyway, might as well leave with no regrets.”

    
      

    

    Dohyeon  nodded at Yeon Mujung’s words.

    
      

    

    “Are you moving to Maoshan Sect to seize the Sky-Shattering Blade?”

    
      

    

    “Kukuku, we’ve already located it. The depths of Maesang Valley is connected to a secret path in Maoshan Sect, so we were heading there.”

    
      

    

    “Then... What of the warriors of Maoshan Sect?”

    
      

    

    “Those fools are probably still at Maesang Valley’s entrance, insisting the Sky-Shattering Blade isn’t in Maoshan Sect.”

    
      

    

    “I see. So the Maoshan Sect remains unharmed. Then your goal was to infiltrate Maesang Valley through Maoshan Sect’s secret tunnel?”

    
      

    

    “Boy, if you’re still curious, go ask the King of Hell yourself.”

    
      

    

    “Vice Leader. But I wonder... even if what you say is true, will your Soul-Destroying Sect truly remain unscathed?”

    
      

    

    
      
        Screeeeeech!
      
    

    
      

    

    Apparently tired of the conversation, Yeon Mujung waved his hand. The Soul-Destroying Jiangshi screamed eerily and lunged at Dohyeon . Their intent was clear, they would tear him to shreds just as he had done to them. But—

    
      

    

    “Amitabha!”

    
      

    

    A resounding, dignified male voice echoed, filled with deep inner power. It was Changryonghu, Wudang’s voice master, whose sound subdued all evil.

    
      

    

    
      
        BOOOOOM!
      
    

    
      

    

    The instant he appeared, a tremendous force struck the four Soul-Destroying Jiangshi. Their bodies didn’t just break, they disintegrated. A radiant Taiji symbol floated in the air.

    
      

    

    “What is this?!”

    
      

    

    Yeon Mujung’s face twisted in shock and fear.

    
      

    

    “Completed Taiji Aura?! Who are you?!”

    
      

    

    Such martial skill could only come from Taiji Swordmaster, True Justice Sage, Wudang’s most revered, or the current Wudang Head, Cheonghyeon .

    
      

    

    “Are you alright, Senior Brother?”

    
      

    

    “Heh, I was just about to call for your help.”

    
      

    

    The dazzling Taiji glow slowly faded from the air. And revealed was a strikingly handsome Taoist, helping Dohyeon  to his feet.

    
      

    

    “Junior Brother, don’t worry about me. Show no mercy. These ones are unlike that Sir Monstrous Dragon. They kill without hesitation. If left alive, they will bring hell to the world.”

    
      

    

    “I shall remember that. Senior Brother.”

    
      

    

    Though Dohyeon  escaped the encirclement, no one dared stop Yushin, who had displayed such fearsome power.

    
      

    

    “Who are you?!”

    
      

    

    “I am Yushin of Wudang.”

    
      

    

    Calmly stepping forward without even drawing his sword.

    
      

    

    But contrary to the earth-shaking power he had just displayed, there was no pressure from him. Only the free, gentle feel of a mountain breeze.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Impossible. I can't even read his level?’
    

    
      

    

    “A youngster martial artist dares to challenge me?!”

    
      

    

    “I show no mercy to those who oppress Wudang and the people.”

    
      

    

    At Yushin’s proud words, the Soul-Destroying Sect rushed in, not waiting for orders.

    
      

    

    “How dare you oppose the Vice Leader!”

    
      

    

    “Attack!”

    
      

    

    Startled by Yushin’s entrance, they had initially hesitated, but seeing no threatening aura from him, their fear faded, and they charged, tightening the net around Dohyeon.

    
      

    

    “Yaaah!”

    
      

    

    Martial techniques aiming at Yushin’s vital pressure points flew from all directions.

    
      

    

    [Taiji Celestial Steel Qi – Third Form]

    
      

    

    [Taiji Thunder Steel]

    
      

    

    
      
        BOOOOM!
      
    

    
      

    

    Centered on Yushin, a circular wall of Taiji aura expanded.

    
      

    

    “Uwaaaaaaagh!”

    
      

    

    Falling leaves in autumn. Like dry leaves caught in a fall breeze, the Soul-Destroying Sect were flung helplessly by the Taiji Thunder Steel.

    
      

    

    “How dare you!”

    
      

    

    Stunned, Yeon Mujung swung his Magistrate Brush toward it.

    
      

    

    
      
        BOOOM!
      
    

    
      

    

    “What?!”

    
      

    

    Yeon Mujung’s brush, filled with power, was swallowed by the advancing Taiji Wall.

    
      

    

    “Raaaaagh!”

    
      

    

    [Soul-Destroying Death Brush]

    
      

    

    [Thunder-Suppressing Heaven]

    
      

    

    
      
        Claaaaash!
      
    

    
      

    

    Yeon Mujung gathered all his power, slashing the air again. A thunderous roar split the sky, releasing a crimson force that pierced the heavens and clashed with the Taiji Wall.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Even at great cost... I barely nullified it.’
    

    
      

    

    One strike had decimated a hundred elite warriors. Even Yeon Mujung, nearing the peak of martial arts, had barely blocked it. Yet Monstrous Dragon had split that same wall with a single slash, remembering this, Dohyeon  let out a hollow laugh.

    
      

    

    “How can a human wield such destructive force...”

    
      

    

    Smiling softly, Yushin walked toward Yeon Mujung.

    
      

    

    Behind him, the few surviving MYeongwang Troops trembled in terror. It was a scene of horror.

    
      

    

    “Aaaah...”

    
      

    

    “Ugh...”

    
      

    

    Most of them had died in the earlier strike. The few still breathing soon slumped over, lifeless.

    
      

    

    “Yushin, was it?”

    
      

    

    Yeon Mujung, now stripped of his eerie grin, asked in a serious tone.

    
      

    

    “Yes.”

    
      

    

    “A Young martial artist with such incredible power, I’ve never heard of you. Who are you really?”

    
      

    

    It seemed even Yushin was embarrassed to speak about the grand title. His face slightly reddened.

    
      

    

    “I am Martial Dragon, Yushin.”
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    3rd floor of Three Lotus, where Sichuan, Qinghai, and Xian converge.

    
      

    

    Warm morning sunlight was shining through the closed window of the guestroom.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Don’t worry. Everything will be fine. And… ah, never mind. Let’s talk when we meet! You can find me, right? You better not fail to find me.’
    

    
      

    

    Once again, the memory of that day came back to me, accompanied by her smile and voice. Back then, I tried to say something. No, I should have said it. Just this one sentence...

    
      

    

    
      ‘I’ll find you again. No matter what.’
    

    
      

    

    That unspoken sentence on the final day still feels like a lump in my chest, tightening around my heart.

    
      

    

    
      ‘No matter what it takes, I’ll find you again….’
    

    
      

    

    『Commander.』

    
      

    

    “Aagh…”

    
      

    

    『Commander Shin Hyuk.』

    
      

    

    “Aagh…”

    
      

    

    『Oh my, you two, step aside. Let me try.』

    
      

    

    『Do you really think things will change just because Ms. Lucia calls him? It looks like he's having that nightmare again.』

    
      

    

    『That’s exactly why I should be the one. Just move for now.』

    
      

    

    『…』

    
      

    

    『Brother~』

    
      

    

    “Mm…?”

    
      

    

    『If you don’t wake up, I won’t make you breakfast.』

    
      

    

    “Crystal…?”

    
      

    

    As soon as he opened his eyes, Shin Hyuk sat up in bed with a wry smile.

    
      

    

    “Lucia?”

    
      

    

    『Oh dear, how sad. The first words I hear from my beloved’s bed are another woman’s name. My maiden’s heart is breaking.』

    
      

    

    Ignoring Lucia’s dramatics, Shin Hyuk glanced around and saw the A4 satellite aiming a syringe filled with some unknown liquid at him.

    
      

    

    “Victorino, don’t you have anything to say?”

    
      

    

    『I apologize. It appeared you were having another nightmare, so I was considering administering a stimulant via the A4 satellite…』

    
      

    

    He also saw the A4 satellite in full combat readiness with its alert radar active.

    
      

    

    “…Right. Opera, you have nothing to add?”

    
      

    

    『No hostile psionic energy detected during your rest, Commander.』

    
      

    

    “I should’ve known better than to talk…”

    
      

    

    Letting out a deep sigh, Shin Hyuk got up from bed.

    
      

    

    The high intelligence of the A.I.s was incredibly useful for battle and operations, but when it came to daily life, moments like these made him question whether they were truly computers.

    
      

    

    “Victorino.”

    
      

    

    『Yes, Commander.』

    
      

    

    “Trying to stick a needle in someone while they’re sleeping without consent? Don’t you think that’s a bit much…?”

    
      

    

    『According to ship operation protocols, your safety is our top priority.』

    
      

    

    Hearing Victorino brandish ship protocols like a sword in a situation where a scolding was warranted, Shin Hyuk pressed his temples firmly.

    
      

    

    “My head’s starting to hurt…”

    
      

    

    『Still, your condition seems much improved. Compared to your first sleep at Cheongdong County, today is very stable.』

    
      

    

    “I suppose it’s because I feel calmer, knowing we’re under the same sky.”

    
      

    

    『That’s a positive outlook, Commander.』

    
      

    

    『Oh my, how romantic. Under the same sky, he said. Oh dear, what do I do!』

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk felt another headache coming on.

    
      

    

    “That was a mistake… Anyway, I need to change out of these pajamas. Lucia, disable A4 satellite camera control.”

    
      

    

    There was something discomforting about changing in front of Lucia, who resembled Crystal in certain ways.

    
      

    

    『Brother, what are you saying? As your data computer, I monitor your bio-rhythm, psionic energy, and even astral waves……』

    
      

    

    “…Fine. Just watch.”

    
      

    

    Grumbling, Shin Hyuk removed his pajamas and changed into a plain black martial robe he had requested from the inn’s attendant.

    
      

    

    『Brother, please don’t say things like that.』

    
      

    

    He seriously considered searching the data computer for Crystal’s astral presence.

    
      

    

    Once changed, Shin Hyuk snapped his fingers.

    
      

    

    『Commencing Teresa-class ship report.』

    
      

    

    “Summarize only the key points.”

    
      

    

    『Yes. As of today, front-line fighters Jeonjo and Yoonje have begun PEF enhancement training and martial arts analysis. Estimated completion time is 10 days.』

    
      

    

    “Training methods?”

    
      

    

    『A blend of augmented and virtual reality, simulating special operations scenarios.』

    
      

    

    “Good, Tori’s taken care of. Next, Lucia.”

    
      

    

    『Yes, Brother.』

    
      

    

    “Any updates?”

    
      

    

    『During your rest, I found a clue about the Wavebreaker.』

    
      

    

    “Tell me more.”

    
      

    

    『The last trace led from Maoshan Sect to Maesang Valley.』

    
      

    

    “Then we should head straight to Maesang Valley. What’s the distance from here?”

    
      

    

    『As previously mentioned, it will take about five hours if we travel while concealing your astral energy.』

    
      

    

    “Alright. Let’s do that. Any updates on the prisoners at Geummi Mountain?”

    
      

    

    『I’ve prepared video footage. Would you like to see it?』

    
      

    

    “Yes.”

    
      

    

    『Outputting to CEC.』

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk’s left eye began to glow.

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    
      ‘Phew… What should I do?’
    

    
      

    

    Mijong glanced at Cheong Ho walking beside him, sinking into a deep worry. With Shin Hyuk gone, if Cheong Ho went on a rampage, there would be no stopping it. Though injured and more like a toothless tiger, a tiger was still a tiger.

    
      

    

    “Excuse me, Fine sir.”

    
      

    

    “Are you speaking to me?”

    
      

    

    Cheong Ho, who had already retrieved his blade from the weapons pile without Mijong’s permission, responded.

    
      

    

    “Hehe, yes, that’s right.”

    
      

    

    Reaffirming that Shin Hyuk was gone, Mijong quickly shifted his tone.

    
      

    

    “Go on.”

    
      

    

    “As Master Sa Hyun instructed, we’ll begin transporting the heroes of Green Forest and the Daoists of Kunlun to Geummi Mountain. I wanted to ask if you had any objections.”

    
      

    

    If you plan to run, just do it. I won’t stop you. So don’t start a fight, just be honest. Though phrased diplomatically, that was the essence.

    
      

    

    “No. A man’s word is his bond. What choices does a defeated warrior have?”

    
      

    

    At Cheong Ho’s words, Mijong let out a sigh of relief.

    
      

    

    “But I must contact the Sect Leader about our situation.”

    
      

    

    Mijong frowned. If he said no here, blood might be spilled.

    
      

    

    “That’s…”

    
      

    

    With Shin Hyuk gone and the Kunlun Daoists all beaten to a pulp, Mijong had no means to stop him.

    
      

    

    “Very well. Go ahead.”

    
      

    

    Cheong Ho gestured, summoning a relatively uninjured top-tier fighter. With a nod, the warrior vanished in a flash.

    
      

    

    “Let’s proceed.”

    
      

    

    Once things were settled, Mijong gathered the group and resumed their journey to Geummi Mountain. After walking for about half an hour, the base of Geummi Mountain came into view.

    
      

    

    “Hold on!”

    
      

    

    Cheong Ho suddenly shouted, halting the entire group. His eyes widened as if they were about to pop out.

    
      

    

    “Who are you?! Reveal yourself!”

    
      

    

    A masked figure appeared before them, face completely covered.

    
      

    

    “Sharp senses.”

    
      

    

    The voice echoed strangely, not sounding human.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Not below me.’
    

    
      

    

    As Cheong Ho reached for his blade, all mobile bandits fixed their eyes on the weapons pile.

    
      

    

    “Who are you, and why do you block our path?”

    
      

    

    “Impatient fellow. Just wait a moment.”

    
      

    

    The masked figure remained still, arms crossed, observing the bandits and soldiers. Before long, another masked figure appeared from the air, carrying a man over his shoulder.

    
      

    

    “That’s?!”

    
      

    

    
      
        Thud!
      
    

    
      

    

    It was the same elite fighter Cheong Ho had dispatched to make contact, now unconscious. 

    
      

    

    The second masked figure spoke, also using an altered voice impossible to trace.

    
      

    

    “He’s only unconscious. No need to worry.”

    
      

    

    
      ‘Who are these people? Their presence clearly surpasses mine.’
    

    
      

    

    Two masked masters, each exuding overwhelming power. Their appearance filled the bandits and Daoists with fear and dread.

    
      

    

    “We serve Lord Shin Hyuk.”

    
      

    

    At that declaration, Mijong and the soldiers’ faces brightened, while the bandits’ turned grim. Their aura alone was enough to imply they’d split anyone in two if provoked. Even Mijong, a mere third-rate fighter, sensed they were at least at the peak level.

    
      

    

    “Who is Captain Mijong?”

    
      

    

    “Yes, that would be me.”

    
      

    

    Stepping forward, Mijong responded.

    
      

    

    “Thank you for coming this far. You may now return to Cheongdong County. We’ll handle the rest.”

    
      

    

    “Understood. Let’s go, everyone.”

    
      

    

    Bowing to the masked figure, Mijong led the soldiers away without looking back.

    
      

    

    “What do you plan to do with us?”

    
      

    

    Cheong Ho, still tense, asked.

    
      

    

    “You need only fulfill your promise to our Lord. Resistance will not be tolerated.”

    
      

    

    “You mean Shin Hyuk?”

    
      

    

    “How dare you!”

    
      

    

    
      
        Boom!
      
    

    
      

    

    The first masked figure, silent until now, drew his blade the moment Cheong Ho uttered the name. A fierce crimson energy burst out, creating a massive crater before Cheong Ho.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Tremendous power!’
    

    
      

    

    With barely any motion, he had unleashed sword energy, enough to chill Cheong Ho’s spine.

    
      

    

    “This is your first and last warning. Never speak our Lord’s name lightly.”

    
      

    

    After witnessing this, the bandits no longer even considered fighting back. Everyone was injured and battered, it would be suicide.

    
      

    

    As the masked figure sheathed his sword, the other spoke.

    
      

    

    “Up Geummi Mountain, you’ll find digging structures. You’ll help with excavation and transport minerals to the summit.”

    
      

    

    The bizarre order stunned the bandits, but after witnessing the sword display, none dared protest.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Master… what is this?’
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Quiet. Watch. Do not act rashly. The others can’t even move.’
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Yes, understood.’
    

    
      

    

    In the chaos, Yuyang and Taeseong, now conscious, exchanged thoughts through telepathy.

    
      

    

    “We’ll treat your wounds. Work in shifts and rest accordingly.”

    
      

    

    “Just don’t leave Geummi Mountain. And let me warn you now—”

    
      

    

    The masked figure’s warning prompted inner ridicule from the bandits. Two peak-level warriors couldn’t stop 300 people if they scattered in all directions.

    
      

    

    “Acting Captain Victorino. Ready.”

    
      

    

    『Copy that. Ion cannon standing by.』

    
      

    

    “Death-row inmates, step forward.”

    
      

    

    Two trembling inmates approached.

    
      

    

    “I’ll give you a chance. Escape if you can. We won’t stop you.”

    
      

    

    Still hesitant, they didn’t move.

    
      

    

    
      
        Thud!
      
    

    
      

    

    “Would you rather die here and now?!”

    
      

    

    The fearsome masked warrior slammed his blade into the ground, and the prisoners fled in opposite directions.

    
      

    

    “Hmm…”

    
      

    

    About 900 meters away from the group, the masked figure raised his hand.

    
      

    

    『Ion cannon lock-on complete.』

    
      

    

    “Ahhh!”

    
      

    

    “Guh!”

    
      

    

    The sky split as two blue beams struck down.

    
      

    

    
      
        Boom!
      
    

    
      

    

    『Targets hit. Scanning for life signs.』

    
      

    

    “……”

    
      

    

    “……”

    
      

    

    Everyone stood in stunned silence. The beams left no trace of the prisoners, but the scorched earth remained.

    
      

    

    『No life signs detected.』

    
      

    

    “So, no more thoughts of escape. Let’s move.”

    
      

    

    With that, the group began the climb. At the summit were strange mining structures. The masked warriors split the group and launched themselves to the peak.

    
      

    

    
      
        Bzzt~!
      
    

    
      

    

    The Teresa ship’s entrance opened, revealing the masked warriors.

    
      

    

    『Well done, Jeonjo, Yoonje.』

    
      

    

    “It was nothing, Acting Captain.”

    
      

    

    “Call us anytime.”

    
      

    

    To conceal their supposedly dead identities, Jeonjo and Yoonje used masks and voice modulators, just as Shin Hyuk planned, pressing the prisoners into resource extraction for Teresa's energy recharge.

    
      

    

    『Then we’ll resume your combat training as scheduled. We’ll call if anything suspicious happens.』

    
      

    

    “Understood.”
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      Chapter 37. Entrance of Maesang Valley (1)
    

    
      

    

    “Branch Lord, this is Shadow 1 of the Immediate Shadows.”

    
      

    

    “Come in.”

    
      

    

    As the door to the office of Am Yeon-baek, the Branch Lord of the Qinghai Division of the Demonic Cult, opened, Shadow 1 made his appearance.

    
      

    

    “What is it?”

    
      

    

    “A carrier pigeon has arrived from headquarters. Due to the security level of the directive, it seems only you are authorized to view it, Branch Lord.”

    
      

    

    “Is that so? Is it related to the Monster Dragon?”

    
      

    

    At Am Yeon-baek’s curious gesture, the tiny scroll in Shadow 1’s hand floated through the air and landed before him.

    
      

    

    [Top-Level Directive.

    
      

    

    Concentrate all forces of the Qinghai Division currently active in Qinghai at the main Qinghai base.

    
      

    

    An additional ten units of Celestial Demon Sight Corps from headquarters are being dispatched; take them under your command.

    
      

    

    The target area is Maesang Valley, located southwest of Xian. The target is the ‘Sky-Shattering Blade.’

    
      

    

    Am Yeon-baek of the Qinghai Division is appointed as the commander of the Sky-Shattering Blade Search Squad. Upon receiving this directive, proceed to Xi’an and join forces with headquarters.]

    
      

    

    After reading the entire directive, Am Yeon-baek’s expression hardened as he incinerated the scroll with Ascendant Flame Technique.

    
      

    

    “Shadow 1.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, sir.”

    
      

    

    “Where is the Monster Dragon currently?”

    
      

    

    “It’s said he defeated the Green Forest and Kunlun, and is now moving toward Xian.”

    
      

    

    “Then he must have learned about the Sky-Shattering Blade too.”

    
      

    

    As he scratched his nose and tapped the desk with his fingers, Am Yeon-baek fell into deep thought.

    
      

    

    “Kunlun can’t head to Xian, can they?”

    
      

    

    “Likely not. Considering they were subdued by the Monster Dragon and with Master Yuyang  and Master Taeseong  imprisoned in Mount Geummi, they’ll have to restore Kunlun’s reputation first.”

    
      

    

    “The Monster Dragon mentioned something before.”

    
      

    

    “What did he say?”

    
      

    

    “He said he came to the Central Plains to find a person and an item. I suspect the Sky-Shattering Blade might be one of them.”

    
      

    

    “Then...?”

    
      

    

    “First, we should head to Maesang Valley and join the forces dispatched from headquarters.”

    
      

    

    “Does that mean...?”

    
      

    

    “Yes. Headquarters is officially entering the contest for the Sky-Shattering Blade.”

    
      

    

    Shadow 1’s expression darkened. Under normal circumstances, this would be a prime opportunity to enhance the Cult’s prestige, but the situation was different now. A supreme expert, perhaps beyond even that, was showing interest in the Sky-Shattering Blade.

    
      

    

    “Branch Lord, surely you’re not thinking of confronting the Monster Dragon?”

    
      

    

    “Ha ha...”

    
      

    

    Am Yeon-baek chuckled at Shadow 1’s worried question.

    
      

    

    “Are you out of your mind? Knowing that not even three hundred Green Forest warriors or Enemy-Splitting Blade Cheong Ho could touch him, and that even Kunlun’s Cloud Dragon Swordmasters weren’t able to hold a candle against him, would you suggest a direct confrontation?”

    
      

    

    “My apologies, Branch Lord. My thoughts were shallow.”

    
      

    

    “Realistically speaking, what kind of force would be needed to stop the Monster Dragon?”

    
      

    

    Shadow 1’s mind raced.

    
      

    

    Judging by the Monster Dragon’s skills, it would take at least one supreme expert to even consider facing him. If a faction lacked such a fighter, even pouring in all their forces wouldn’t be enough.

    
      

    

    “Perhaps dozens of peak masters, or a single supreme master would be required.”

    
      

    

    “If you were the head of a major sect, would you dispatch a supreme master for this, no matter how important the Sky-Shattering Blade is?”

    
      

    

    “Well…”

    
      

    

    Shadow 1 was at a loss for words.

    
      

    

    Supreme masters were often the heads of their sects, or at the very least masters of great renown. Their pride and status were unmatched. No sect could easily mobilize such figures.

    
      

    

    “Then what do you think is the biggest difference between other supreme masters and the Monster Dragon?”

    
      

    

    “Hmm. Perhaps his unique martial arts? His aura is unreadable, and he uses powerful hidden weapons and movement techniques unlike anything we’ve seen.”

    
      

    

    “That’s related to his techniques. I’m asking about his actions and mindset.”

    
      

    

    “Well…”

    
      

    

    “The Monster Dragon is young, very young. He also has a clear goal and actively pursues it. Unlike other supreme masters who rarely leave their sects, he moves with power and intent. If something stands in his way, what do you think will happen?”

    
      

    

    “Ah?!”

    
      

    

    “First, let’s follow headquarters’ orders and head to Xian. Inform the sub-branch leader of the situation.”

    
      

    

    “By your command.”

    
      

    

    As Shadow 1 withdrew, a deep concern settled over Am Yeon-baek’s face.

    
      

    

    
      ‘No matter what happens, we must avoid the foolish mistake of clashing with the Monster Dragon.’
    

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    “‘Martial Dragon,’ huh... It’s not arrogance when your divine aura backs it up.”

    
      

    

    
      ‘Heh… My junior’s martial arts have advanced to another level in that short time.’
    

    
      

    

    [Taiji Celestial Steel Qi – First Style]

    
      

    

    [Taiji Line Steel]

    
      

    

    From Yushin’s left hand, the symbol of Taeguk appeared, followed by a burning line of qi, fierce and bright.

    
      

    

    
      ‘This is the end.’
    

    
      

    

    Despair shadowed Yeon Mujung’s eyes. The moment that line of death struck, the few subordinates who had barely survived would be annihilated. From Yeon Mujung’s throat came a blood-choked warning.

    
      

    

    “Cease your technique. If you do not, the head of the Maoshan Sect will roll.”

    
      

    

    
      Swoosh!
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Junior, stop!’
    

    
      

    

    The deadly line of qi that had seemed ready to cleave Yeon Mujung and the remaining Soul-Destroying Jiangshi Corps in two stopped like a lie at Dohyeon ’s sound transmission.

    
      

    

    “Haa, haa…”

    
      

    

    “Hiieeeek…”

    
      

    

    The Soul-Destroying Jiangshi warriors, breathless and pale before the line of death, gasped involuntarily.

    
      

    

    
      
        Flaaash!
      
    

    
      

    

    Still blazing with power, the line of qi vanished like molten candy in water as Yushin retrieved his energy with indifference.

    
      

    

    “Thank your senior.”

    
      

    

    Having silently used light footwork to arrive beside Yushin, Dohyeon  looked at him with pride and gentle affection.

    
      

    

    “Deputy Cult Leader.”

    
      

    

    “…Speak.”

    
      

    

    At Dohyeon ’s call, Yeon Mujung responded with despair.

    
      

    

    “Please call off the cultists.”

    
      

    

    As Yeon Mujung nodded in resignation, the Soul-Destroying Jiangshi Cultists collapsed where they stood.

    
      

    

    “You as well, junior. Withdraw your sword.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, senior.”

    
      

    

    As the Taeguk Line faded away, Yushin collected his energy.

    
      

    

    ‘Junior, recall that Yeon Mujung’s title includes ‘Arbiter.’ He may be ruthless and cunning, but he never lies.’

    
      

    

    Even outside of battle, Yushin rarely let his emotions show. He understood the meaning behind his senior’s transmission.

    
      

    

    
      ‘I will keep that in mind, senior.’
    

    
      

    

    “Is it true you mentioned the safety of the Maoshan Sect Master?”

    
      

    

    “It is.”

    
      

    

    “Then I’ll ask directly.”

    
      

    

    Dohyeon ’s eyes turned cold.

    
      

    

    “What do you want?”

    
      

    

    “I want to trade my life and the lives of my followers for the lives of the Maoshan disciples, including their master.”

    
      

    

    “Very well.”

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    One in a thousand, no, one in ten thousand, hopefuls seeking the Sky-Shattering Blade, or dreaming of miraculous fortune, were heading toward Maesang Valley in the thousands.

    
      

    

    “Whew… For so many martial artists to gather at Maesang Valley, this is no ordinary matter, senior.”

    
      

    

    The frown deepened on the brow of Emei Sect disciples clad in white robes. It was already headache-inducing to face off against the righteous factions. Now, vagabonds of unclear allegiance were also approaching in droves.

    
      

    

    “Tsk tsk, even the riffraff now lust after treasure.”

    
      

    

    A young man in crisp yellow martial attire clicked his tongue as he disdainfully eyed the approaching wanderers.

    
      

    

    “Heh heh, Young Lord Dang. Let us simply uphold the laws of the martial world.”

    
      

    

    “Amitabha…”

    
      

    

    Jeongin , in his azure robes and round, gentle features, responded calmly, and the composed Abess Hwa Jin from Hwaeom Monastery quietly chanted Buddha’s name.

    
      

    

    These three represented the strongest orthodox factions in Sichuan, Cheongseong Sect, Emei Sect, and the Tang Clan, and led the search party for the Sky-Shattering Blade.

    
      

    

    “Time crawls like a tortoise. Master Jeongin, Master Hwa Jin. The real players have arrived, unlike those vagabonds.”

    
      

    

    Even before Tang Myeong-ho’s words finished, the sound of galloping hooves echoed like thunder. Riding in on silver flags adorned with golden emblems, burly warriors carrying massive steel swords appeared on horseback.

    
      

    

    If Kunlun represented the orthodox powers in Qinghai, then its evil counterpart, the Iron Soul Sect, one of the Eight Demonic Sects, had now arrived.

    
      

    

    The orthodox warriors near the entrance of Maesang Valley instinctively drew their weapons.

    
      

    

    “I am the Iron Soul Swordmaster, Lee Sang-hyeon.”

    
      

    

    A low murmur of dread spread among the crowd.

    
      

    

    Lee Sang-hyeon, a peak expert of the Iron Soul Sect, was a widely feared name.

    
      

    

    “Leave now if you realize you’re not the rightful owner of the treasure.”

    
      

    

    He made his intentions clear.

    
      

    

    “Hmph…”

    
      

    

    Even among the post-generation masters, there was no small amount of indignation at such an openly scornful attitude. After all, Cheongseong, Tang, and Ami were no less powerful than the Iron Soul Sect.

    
      

    

    “Indeed, worthy of one who holds the Iron Soul Sword. Hehehe.”

    
      

    

    From behind the Iron Soul Sect came hundreds clad in green gloves and dozens of monks in red robes emanating eerie energy.

    
      

    

    “Ten Thousand Poison Sect of South Sea…”

    
      

    

    Though not one of the Eight Demonic Sects, the Ten Thousand Poison Sect of South Sea was one of the Four External Evils, its power rivaling any major sect. In terms of lethality, it was second to none.

    
      

    

    “You speak the truth, fine sir.”

    
      

    

    “Potala Palace…”

    
      

    

    Appearing with them were monks from the Potala Palace, rulers of the Western Region and another of the Four External Evils. With one Demonic Sect and two of the External Evils present, the tension among the martial artists soared.

    
      

    

    “I see… So that’s how it is. Amitabha.”

    
      

    

    Master Jeongin’s solemn expression deepened.

    
      

    

    The simultaneous appearance of a Demonic Sect and two External Evil forces meant there must have been a hidden alliance, a rare occurrence in the selfish and disjointed world of the demonic path.

    
      

    

    “I think we’ll have to give up. Entering Maesang Valley now would be a death sentence.”

    
      

    

    “Damn those so-called noble disciples, so blinded by greed…”

    
      

    

    “With the demonic factions arriving en masse, there’s no way we can achieve our goal now.”

    
      

    

    The forces gathered at Maesang Valley’s entrance were calculating their next moves, weighing purpose against survival.
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    Meanwhile, not far from Maesang Valley Three hundred warriors, neatly clad in black martial uniforms, were swiftly moving through the wind toward Maesang Valley.

    
      

    

    "Hmm?"

    
      

    

    Among them, the sharp-eyed man at the very front suddenly came to a halt, as if sensing something unusual.

    
      

    

    "What is it, Young Lord?"

    
      

    

    "I will report."

    
      

    

    "A report? That's unnecessary."

    
      

    

    Wei Jicheon, the Black Moon Demon Sword, the successor of the Heavenly Demon Cult to which Am Yeonbaek belonged, one of the three major sects of the Demonic Cult, and, caused a look of confusion to appear in Am Yeonbaek’s eyes.

    
      

    

    "We are in the middle of an operation. It is only natural to report to and show respect for the highest commander."

    
      

    

    
      ‘Indeed, he is worthy of being called the rising sun of the Demonic Cult. Young Lord.’
    

    
      

    

    A gleam of admiration appeared in Am Yeonbaek’s eyes. Not long ago, he had felt jealousy at the remarkable talent of Monstrous Dragon and Martial Dragon, but upon seeing the Young Lord again, those feelings were significantly diminished.

    
      

    

    Although Wei Jicheon might slightly lag behind in martial prowess compared to Monstrous Dragon and Martial Dragon, that was only because the two had pioneered an unprecedented level in the history of the martial world.

    
      

    

    If not for them, Wei Jicheon would undoubtedly be considered the most outstanding among the post-generation elites.

    
      

    

    "You haven't changed, Young Lord."

    
      

    

    A smile formed on Am Yeonbaek’s lips.

    
      

    

    "I sensed an alien aura not far from here. Or rather, it’s hard to say if it’s a human aura or one from nature..."

    
      

    

    Wei Jicheon’s expression darkened. Having never felt such a type of aura since mastering martial arts, he was confused due to being unable to clearly identify it.

    
      

    

    "Is it something concerning enough to worry you, Young Lord?"

    
      

    

    Although Wei Jicheon currently held a lower position in the operation than Am Yeonbaek, his martial prowess surpassed Am Yeonbaek's, approaching the realm of perfection.

    
      

    

    Seeing such a man hesitate with a serious expression made Am Yeonbaek uneasy.

    
      

    

    "It is unique. A type of aura I have never sensed before. It feels as if nature itself is alive and moving."

    
      

    

    "Could it be...?"

    
      

    

    Suddenly, a name flashed through Am Yeonbaek’s mind like lightning. Someone whose aura felt like nature itself, an aura never felt before. Monstrous Dragon,Sa Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    "Do you have someone in mind?"

    
      

    

    "Young Lord, with all due respect as the commander of this operation, may I ask one thing?"

    
      

    

    "Of course. Please speak."

    
      

    

    "I am well aware of your competitiveness and your spirit as a warrior who yearns to face the strong."

    
      

    

    "You're too kind."

    
      

    

    Could it be that the strong one he seeks is in Maesang Valley? Is the one who revealed such a nature-like aura that very person?

    
      

    

    Wei Jicheon felt puzzled by Am Yeonbaek’s suddenly cryptic words.

    
      

    

    "Until this operation is over, please promise to follow my instructions."

    
      

    

    "I will."

    
      

    

    Wei Jicheon’s response made Am Yeonbaek nod.

    
      

    

    "Most likely, the aura you sensed belongs to the one called Monstrous Dragon."

    
      

    

    "Monstrous Dragon, you say...?"

    
      

    

    "You probably didn't hear the reports about the monstrous warriors when you departed for Maesang Valley. The news about the appearance of two rising stars, Monstrous Dragon and Martial Dragon."

    
      

    

    "Monstrous Dragon and Martial Dragon?"

    
      

    

    Wei Jicheon’s eyes sparkled like a child receiving a toy. He knew Am Yeonbaek well. If even he referred to them with such grand nicknames, then they were no ordinary martial artists.

    
      

    

    "I must admit, I’ve never heard of those titles. Has a hidden master worthy of such grand titles appeared?"

    
      

    

    "That’s understandable. I was the one who gave them those names."

    
      

    

    Am Yeonbaek briefly told Wei Jicheon about Sa Shin Hyuk the Monstrous Dragon, and Yoo Shin the Martial Dragon.

    
      

    

    
      Fwoosh!
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Oh dear… He’s getting fired up hearing about strong warriors. What a born warrior indeed.’
    

    
      

    

    Am Yeonbaek couldn’t take his eyes off the Young Lord, who now looked at him with eyes similar to how Dohyeon looked at Yoo Shin.

    
      

    

    "Then, what you mean is that the master currently heading toward Maesang Valley..."

    
      

    

    "Is very likely to be Monstrous Dragon. I will go ahead and assess the situation."

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    
      ‘Lucia.’
    

    
      

    

    『Lucia, entering now.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Report the results from the spy bugs and surveillance satellites.’
    

    
      

    

    『Astral energy waves have been detected. And surprisingly, a ‘presence’ has been found with approximately 40% of the body energy compared to the original Crystal’s, along with the approximate location of an object presumed to be Sky-Shattering Blade.』

    
      

    

    ‘What? 40%? And this “presence”? Has Crystal’s astral gathered and taken over a living being’s body?’

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk’s expression hardened. This was an unforeseen situation he hadn’t considered in advance.

    
      

    

    『Nothing is confirmed yet. It’s also not clear whether the astral that this presence possesses is truly identical to Crystal’s. But it doesn’t change our objective. The focus should remain on retrieving Sky-Shattering Blade and recovering the astral energy held by the unknown presence.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘...You’re right, Lucia. Output the locations of the astral objects through the CEC.’
    

    
      

    

    『Yes, brother. Good luck.』

    
      

    

    Just as Shin Hyuk was about to enter Maesang Valley, multiple targets appeared on the CEC.

    
      

    

    『Multiple lifeforms classified under the categories “Peak” and “First-Class Martial Artist” are approaching.』

    
      

    

    With the approach of numerous lifeforms possessing high PEF values, warning sounds from Opera rang repeatedly.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Lucia.’
    

    
      

    

    『Yes, brother. The approaching entities match 99.5% with the profile of the “Demonic Cult.” Leading them is Code Name: Am Yeonbaek, whom you previously encountered.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Is that so? Then I need to find out what their intentions are.’
    

    
      

    

    『Good thinking.』

    
      

    

    Barely a moment after finishing his conversation with Lucia, Am Yeonbaek appeared and greeted Shin Hyuk with a respectful bow.

    
      

    

    "Great hero. To meet again in such a place, our connection must be no trivial matter."

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk also returned the bow courteously.

    
      

    

    "Indeed. I never imagined we’d meet here again."

    
      

    

    After a brief exchange of greetings, Am Yeonbaek’s sharp eyes turned direct.

    
      

    

    "What you mentioned before, what you were looking for, it seems to be here."

    
      

    

    "Yes. Until recently I wasn’t certain, but now I am."

    
      

    

    Flames flickered in Shin Hyuk’s eyes.

    
      

    

    "To be honest, including those currently inside Maesang Valley, I too have brought subordinates here to recover that item."

    
      

    

    "Is that so?"

    
      

    

    As expected, this man was not unlikable. And he was clever. He knew exactly when to conceal his goals and when not to. Revealing his intention this openly suggested he was open to negotiation, or at least, some cooperation until their goals were met.

    
      

    

    "Yes. So I’d like to make a proposal to you, Monstrous Dragon, and ask you a few things."

    
      

    

    From the moment he sensed Sa Shin Hyuk’s presence, Am Yeonbaek had been calculating the odds. The best case was securing Sky-Shattering Blade while maintaining a good relationship with Monstrous Dragon. The worst was losing Sky-Shattering Blade and making an enemy of Monstrous Dragon.

    
      

    

    
      ‘That is the one scenario we must avoid.’
    

    
      

    

    "Go ahead."

    
      

    

    "Would you consider entering Maesang Valley together with us? While searching for Sky-Shattering Blade, I’d like to share our circumstances, the origins of Sky-Shattering Blade, and my proposal with you."

    
      

    

    
      ‘What do you think, Lucia?’
    

    
      

    

    『Joining the Demonic Cult to enter Maesang Valley would help avoid unnecessary conflict. The downside is potentially disputing ownership of Sky-Shattering Blade later, but if your goal is merely the astral energy inside it, surrendering the item afterward is acceptable.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘And if I don’t join?’
    

    
      

    

    『Unless you act directly, you could remain hidden and let the other factions fight each other, then swoop in and take the prize. But that’s unlikely to succeed.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘What if I do act directly?’
    

    
      

    

    『With the S4 satellite and your astral energy, you could subdue everyone in Maesang Valley. But there’s a high chance Sky-Shattering Blade or the mysterious astral being will flee sensing danger.』

    
      

    

    After weighing Lucia’s input, Shin Hyuk quickly made his decision.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Alright. I’ll join the Demonic Cult.’
    

    
      

    

    『Excellent decision.』

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk nodded.

    
      

    

    "Very well. Let’s do that."

    
      

    

    Am Yeonbaek’s face brightened noticeably at Shin Hyuk’s acceptance. Had Shin Hyuk refused and acted alone, he would’ve become an unpredictable variable.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Not bad. The next problem is securing the Sky-Shattering Blade…’
    

    
      

    

    A transcendental master, one who surpasses the peak, an unknown entity described by martial enthusiasts as having the might of a hundred peak warriors.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Moreover, Monstrous Dragon is beyond even that. He defies the martial world’s logic.’
    

    
      

    

    "I am sincerely grateful for accepting the proposal."

    
      

    

    Currently, Shin Hyuk and Am Yeonbaek were just a short distance from the entrance of Maesang Valley, where several factions had gathered.

    
      

    

    "Hm? That person approaching now…?"

    
      

    

    The attention of the factions, which had been in a standoff, shifted with Am Yeonbaek’s arrival.

    
      

    

    "A deputy lord of the Celestial Demon Sight Corps?"

    
      

    

    "Why is the Demonic Cult’s Qinghai Division here?"

    
      

    

    "Isn’t that Am Yeonbaek of the Shadowless Dagger…?"

    
      

    

    Warriors of the orthodox and unorthodox factions turned their gazes to Am Yeonbaek. He was one of the most publicly known experts from the Demonic Cult, his presence signaled that a formidable force had neared Maesang Valley.

    
      

    

    Then, with a loud cry, fifty warriors soared through the air and knelt before Am Yeonbaek. Among them, a sharp, blade-like young man approached Am Yeonbaek.

    
      

    

    "Shattering Heavenly Demon Division is now present."

    
      

    

    "Thank you for your efforts, Young Lord."

    
      

    

    
      ‘Each one is nearing the peak… How can this be…?’
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘The Young Lord of the Demonic Cult, Black Moon Demon Sword Wei Jicheon! The strongest of the post-generation elites has appeared?!’
    

    
      

    

    The aura exuding from the many peak warriors, including Wei Jicheon and Am Yeonbaek, was overwhelming.

    
      

    

    While the orthodox and unorthodox warriors were reeling from the Demonic Cult’s shocking appearance, another three hundred warriors in black uniforms rushed forward and knelt before Am Yeonbaek and Wei Jicheon.

    
      

    

    "True Demon Celestial Guard, now present."

    
      

    

    Though only a few peak warriors were among the newly arrived group, their synchronized report sent chills down everyone’s spine.

    
      

    

    "This is unbelievable. Two direct combat divisions of the Heavenly Demon Cult…?"

    
      

    

    As the factions stared each other down in tense standoff, a handsome young man walked casually out from behind the Demonic Cult ranks. Though he emanated no aura, his natural ease and the respectful bow Am Yeonbaek gave while stepping aside made everyone agree on one thing.

    
      

    

    This man was no ordinary person.

    
      

    

    "Who is that man?"

    
      

    

    "Wait a moment. He appeared with Am Yeonbaek, but why is he only now making his presence known?"

    
      

    

    The man who now stood by Am Yeonbaek, to whom even the Young Lord of the Demonic Cult showed respect.

    
      

    

    Who was he?

    
      

    

    He didn’t look like a demonic cultist at all. As question marks filled everyone’s minds, one of the unorthodox warriors, unable to suppress his curiosity, stepped forward.

    
      

    

    "Who are you?"

    
      

    

    "Death God Hyuk."
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      Chapter 39. Secret Passage
    

    
      

    

    Together with the remnants of the Soul-Destroying Sect, Dohyeon  and Yushin entered Maesang Valley, but they couldn’t hide their confusion as not a single disciple could be seen there.

    
      

    

    As if he had anticipated this situation, Yeon Mujung confidently advanced deep into Maesang Valley and, without difficulty, uncovered a secret passage.

    
      

    

    “Master, what is this place?”

    
      

    

    Yushin, walking behind them with Yeon Mujung and the remaining forces of Undying Jiangshi leading the way, asked Dohyeon .

    
      

    

    “It is a secret passage of Maoshan Sect.”

    
      

    

    “Have you been to such a place before, Master?”

    
      

    

    “Hehehe, my disciple. Though the Maoshan Sect may not sit among the Nine Great Sects, it is still a powerful sect not far behind the Soul-Destroying Sect.”

    
      

    

    At Dohyeon ’s words, Yushin nodded. Even a great sect like Wudang had secret passageways in Sangcheong Valley prepared for emergencies and maintained a vigilant readiness.

    
      

    

    In a treacherous murim where even a mighty sect like Wudang exercised such caution, it seemed natural that the Maoshan Sect would be no different.

    
      

    

    “I understand what you mean.”

    
      

    

    The secret passage was just wide enough for a single person to pass through, and thinking of emergencies, Dohyeon  placed Yeon Mujung at the very front, followed by Yushin.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Indeed, he is worthy of being called the Swordmaster of Harmony and Chaos. He shows no openings.’
    

    
      

    

    Yeon Mujung’s worries deepened. If things continued this way, not only would they lose the Maoshan Sect’s leader, but also fail to recover Sky-Shattering Blade and risk exposing the Soul-Destroying Sect’s secrets.

    
      

    

    But there was no way to deal with that young Daoist from Wudang, who called himself Martial Dragon. From direct experience, he knew that even the Soul-Destroying Sect’s leader would not be able to guarantee victory against such a supreme expert.

    
      

    

    
      ‘How did Wudang raise such a disciple, that a boy who looks barely past puberty can exhibit such terrifying martial arts?’
    

    
      

    

    As the memory of the duel with Yushin surfaced, cold sweat trickled down Yeon Mujung’s back.

    
      

    

    Putting aside the immense internal energy and devastating martial arts, what was truly terrifying was the unwavering mental strength he displayed even in such unusual circumstances, despite seemingly being a newcomer to Jianghu.

    
      

    

    Yeon Mujung even suspected the boy might be a reborn former grandmaster of Wudang.

    
      

    

    “Disciple, have you detected anything yet?”

    
      

    

    The underground tunnel, which started narrow enough for only one person to pass through, gradually widened until six grown men could pass side by side. After traveling for about two shichen, Dohyeon  asked Yushin.

    
      

    

    “I cannot be certain, but I feel something.”

    
      

    

    Yeon Mujung clenched his fists tightly. They were close to the most hidden space within the secret passage.

    
      

    

    “To sense the energy of Sky-Shattering Blade, impressive instinct indeed.”

    
      

    

    At the mention of Sky-Shattering Blade from Yeon Mujung’s mouth, Dohyeon ’s expression stiffened.

    
      

    

    “But Sky-Shattering Blade is the Soul-Destroying Sect’s treasured weapon, why is it in Maesang Valley?”

    
      

    

    “Because Maoshan Sect stole it.”

    
      

    

    “Who in the world from the Maoshan Sect could have stolen the Soul-Destroying Sect’s treasure without anyone knowing?”

    
      

    

    “Hahaha, would you believe it if I told you it was stolen by a girl who had just passed fifteen?”

    
      

    

    “You mean, Sky-Shattering Blade?!”

    
      

    

    Dohyeon  was greatly shocked. A weapon like Sky-Shattering Blade would surely have been kept in the deepest, most secure part of Soul-Destroying Sect, guarded by heavy security or hidden in a place only the sect leader would know. It was hard to imagine how such a divine treasure could be stolen.

    
      

    

    “She was not an ordinary girl, of course, but it’s still surprising given she was merely a teenage girl.”

    
      

    

    With a hollow laugh, Dohyeon recited a Buddhist phrase. Until he met Shin Hyuk, he had firmly believed that the greatest martial prodigy in the world was Yushin.

    
      

    

    But if someone could steal Sky-Shattering Blade from the secret vault of Soul-Destroying Sect alone at such a young age, she must indeed possess extraordinary talent.

    
      

    

    “Hehehe, is this the emergence of yet another divine talent? To think there is another young genius to rival my disciple, aside from that ‘Monstrous Dragon.’ The world truly is vast.”

    
      

    

    “‘Monstrous Dragon’?”

    
      

    

    At Yeon Mujung’s question, Dohyeon  smiled faintly.

    
      

    

    “It seems the name of the ‘Monstrous Dragon’ has not yet reached the West.”

    
      

    

    “Haha, to be called a dragon right off the bat, that’s quite arrogant.”

    
      

    

    Yeon Mujung laughed loudly. He wasn’t wrong. It was not common to have the word “dragon” in one’s very first nickname.

    
      

    

    “So tell me, how skilled is this Monstrous Dragon? You say he can rival your disciple?”

    
      

    

    Answering absentmindedly to divert the focus, Yeon Mujung suddenly froze. Comparable to Martial Dragon?

    
      

    

    “Hehehe, he is…”

    
      

    

    “Hahahaha, surely not as skilled as that brat.”

    
      

    

    “You’re mistaken.”

    
      

    

    It was Yushin, who had been silently listening to the conversation between Dohyeon  and Yeon Mujung, who spoke. Something about the subtle disdain toward the Monstrous Dragon rubbed him the wrong way.

    
      

    

    “What do you mean mistaken? Are you saying he’s on par with you?”

    
      

    

    “No.”

    
      

    

    “Oh? Then you're saying there truly is another genius who can match you? From where? Kunlun? Or Mount Hua?”

    
      

    

    Unlikely, he thought, but those were at least plausible sects capable of producing such a martial artist.

    
      

    

    “I do not know. He is not from the Central Plains.”

    
      

    

    “Oh? An outsider then? A disciple of North Sea Ice Palace or South Sea Sword Sect?”

    
      

    

    Yushin gently shook his head.

    
      

    

    “Then, from South Sea Fist Sect?”

    
      

    

    “No. He said he came from a faraway place. He is not from the Central Plains.”

    
      

    

    “Then what is his skill like? Have you fought him?”

    
      

    

    “Yes.”

    
      

    

    “Oh? And the result?”

    
      

    

    At Yeon Mujung’s question, Yushin smiled faintly.

    
      

    

    “You won?”

    
      

    

    “I lost. Completely, without a single shred of regret.”

    
      

    

    “Hehehe…”

    
      

    

    Yeon Mujung let out a hollow laugh.

    
      

    

    To be defeated so completely, could it be that he had already reached the ultimate peak in his twenties?

    
      

    

    Such a thing would be unprecedented in the long history of Murim.

    
      

    

    “Very well. Hard to believe, but you don’t seem like one to lie. Then, tell me, how strong is he? Can you describe it to me?”

    
      

    

    “When I gave it my all using Taiji against the Monstrous Dragon’s hidden weapons, we were evenly matched. But if it turned into a prolonged fight, he would have subdued me using only his concealed weapons.”

    
      

    

    Even Dohyeon , who had avoided asking directly out of consideration for Yushin’s pride, listened with growing interest.

    
      

    

    “Then what if he used a sword?”

    
      

    

    “I would not last more than three moves.”

    
      

    

    “Hehehe, such a martial artist…”

    
      

    

    Yeon Mujung let out a helpless laugh. The Soul-Destroying Sect members around him were equally shocked. 

    
      

    

    Not long ago, Yushin’s martial arts were like heaven itself. And now, he claimed he couldn’t last three moves against someone?

    
      

    

    “Brother Dohyeon, I believe we should stop here.”

    
      

    

    While advancing through Maesang Valley’s secret passage, Yushin suddenly halted and spoke softly to Dohyeon .

    
      

    

    Seeing the calm depth in his disciple’s eyes, Dohyeon  nodded and turned to Yeon Mujung.

    
      

    

    “May I ask the Deputy Leader a question?”

    
      

    

    
      ‘Damn it… That brat Yushin has sensed the presence of sorcery.’
    

    
      

    

    “Ask.”

    
      

    

    “Where are the leader of Maoshan Sect and its disciples?”

    
      

    

    “Somewhere in Maesang Valley, I suppose.”

    
      

    

    Yeon Mujung, now desperate, replied insincerely.

    
      

    

    He had to hide whatever the Soul-Destroying Sect was doing. If that wasn’t possible, he had to at least buy time. Tension immediately filled the room.

    
      

    

    “Buddha preserve us. Unlike my disciple, I shall have no hesitation.”

    
      

    

    It was a threat. If not for his request earlier, Yeon Mujung and his followers would already be facing judgment in the underworld. In other words, he wouldn’t stop Yushin this time if they tried anything foolish.

    
      

    

    “I shall ask one last time. Where are the leader and disciples of the Maoshan Sect?”

    
      

    

    Yeon Mujung’s thoughts grew complex. One thing was clear, any resistance here would lead to another crushing defeat at the hands of Yushin and his followers.

    
      

    

    
      ‘That brat is already close to the ultimate peak. A head-on confrontation is suicide. Perhaps it’s wiser to lure them deeper and seek an opportunity there…’
    

    
      

    

    “They are in the inner sanctum, awakening Sky-Shattering Blade.”

    
      

    

    Awakening?

    
      

    

    Wrinkles formed on Dohyeon ’s brow. While it was widely known that Sky-Shattering Blade was more of a sorcerous weapon than a typical divine armament, awakening it?

    
      

    

    “Awakening Sky-Shattering Blade? What is slumbering within it…? No, more importantly, why are the people of Maoshan Sect the ones awakening it?”

    
      

    

    “I shall tell you the hidden story connecting Soul-Destroying Sect, Maoshan Sect, and Sky-Shattering Blade.”

    
      

    

    “A hidden story?”

    
      

    

    “Yes. The secret tale of Soul-Destroying Sect and Maoshan Sect…”

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    15 years ago.

    
      

    

    
      
        Whoosh—
      
    

    
      

    

    Just past midnight. A massive estate, the kind usually owned by a powerful local noble, was engulfed in flames, sending dust and ash into the air. This estate was known as Yohwajang.

    
      

    

    “Find them. Leave no living being behind, not even a single animal.”

    
      

    

    Hundreds of black-clad warriors in night gear, torches blazing through the dark night, scoured every corner, their shouts echoing like thunder.

    
      

    

    “Aaaagh!”

    
      

    

    “Kyaaaah! Pl-Please, spare—”

    
      

    

    
      
        Slash!
      
    

    
      

    

    With no hesitation, blades swung mercilessly, cutting down men, women, and children alike, extinguishing lives in heaps.

    
      

    

    “Commander, reporting.”

    
      

    

    “Speak.”

    
      

    

    “We have not yet found any girls under the age of three. We are currently executing all inhabitants of the estate…”

    
      

    

    One of the night warriors reported to what appeared to be the commander. Among the sea of black night gear, the commander stood out with a red hair tie and a distinct, ancient-looking sword.

    
      

    

    “Find them. The Grand Guardian of the Forbidden Corps himself gave this order. No mistakes will be tolerated.”

    
      

    

    His voice, small yet resonant and dark, grated like metal being ground.

    
      

    

    “As you command.”

    
      

    

    As his command was given, the night warriors intensified their search, blades striking wherever a breath of life was sensed. No corner, not even beneath eaves or rooftops, was spared their step.

    
      

    

    
      
        Creak…
      
    

    
      

    

    Not only people, but even livestock were slaughtered in this merciless bloodbath.

    
      

    

    
      
        BOOM!
      
    

    
      

    

    At that moment, a building in a remote corner of the estate exploded, and five black-robed warriors dashed toward the rear gate.

    
      

    

    The night warriors blew whistles, and reinforcements rapidly arrived in response. The black-robed warriors each carried an infant wrapped in white cloth and rushed to escape the estate.

    
      

    

    “Pursue them.”

    
      

    

    Though they desperately fled, one by one, they were overtaken by the pursuing night warriors and fell in battle. Even the infants they carried could not escape the grasp of fate.

    
      

    

    “Commander, reporting.”

    
      

    

    “The result?”

    
      

    

    “No survivors. No witnesses remain alive.”

    
      

    

    “Erase all traces and withdraw.”

    
      

    

    “As you command.”
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      Chapter 40. Ju Socheon and Maoshan Sect
    

    
      

    

    As the group clad in dark night robes vanished and dawn broke, an elderly man dressed in black martial garb appeared at Demonic Flower Manor's stable.

    
      

    

    Without hesitation, the old man walked among the dead livestock and stopped in front of a cow lying in the most secluded spot. Strangely, there was a tiny tube piercing the cow’s belly, but it was so small that it was easily missed by others' eyes.

    
      

    

    
      Splat!
    

    
      

    

    Dead blood spurted out, and a few drops splashed onto the old man's face. Yet, he seemed too pressed for time to even care as he frantically rummaged through the cow’s belly.

    
      

    

    “Milady, please be safe. I beg you…”

    
      

    

    As he desperately tore through the cow’s belly, the old man finally discovered a newborn baby with the tiny tube in her mouth. He gently held the child in his arms.

    
      

    

    
      
        Crash!
      
    

    
      

    

    “Search! Do not overlook the smallest trace!”

    
      

    

    “Yes, sir!”

    
      

    

    Only after daylight broke did the military patrol, having received reports of the incident at Demonic Flower Manor, storm in and began tearing through the grounds just like the night-robed group had before.

    
      

    

    
      ‘The destination is Maesang Valley. First, I must hide.’
    

    
      

    

    When the old man, holding the baby in his arms, reached halfway up the mountain behind the estate, a low and broad, unsettling voice echoed in his ears.

    
      

    

    “I found it strange that Jang Un, Demonic Flower Manor’s top master, was missing.”

    
      

    

    The old man didn’t even respond, he simply ran.

    
      

    

    “Go after him.”

    
      

    

    Thus began a suffocating chase. The old man’s light footwork was at the pinnacle of mastery, but his path was constantly blocked by night-robed warriors, slowing his pace. Moreover, as skirmishes continued, wounds began to accumulate on his body.

    
      

    

    “Please…”

    
      

    

    Just as the old man’s inner strength was nearly depleted, he finally arrived at his destination, Maesang Valley. Catching his breath and glancing back, he saw hundreds of night-robed pursuers rapidly approaching.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Even after reaching Maesang Valley, I couldn’t shake the pursuit. Heavens, are you truly trying to end Demonic Flower Manor’s legacy?’
    

    
      

    

    Had he been alone, he would have faced the enemy and prepared for his final battle. As a warrior, he would have taken down at least one more enemy on the road to the afterlife. But with the child in his arms, he had to run, run as long as he possibly could, no matter how hopeless it seemed.

    
      

    

    And then, the entrance to Maesang Valley came into view.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Is this divine luck…?’
    

    
      

    

    Hope and despair simultaneously flashed in the old man's eyes. At the entrance to Maesang Valley, an array formation was spread.

    
      

    

    
      ‘That’s the place.’
    

    
      

    

    The old man leapt into Maesang Valley.

    
      

    

    Maesang Valley. At the entrance of the gorge, which transitioned into a cave, a Daoist with kind eyes in his mid-forties appeared. Having found little success in his Daoist studies, the man had chosen seclusion for training. It was on a winter night, three years into his retreat, that he encountered the black-garbed warrior at Maesang Valley’s entrance. The warrior handed him a girl and a small dagger, pleading earnestly.

    
      

    

    “Daoist, please. I beg of you.”

    
      

    

    Though he was clearly a proud master who had surpassed the pinnacle, his desperate eyes took the Daoist aback. Even as a stranger, he radiated righteousness and strength, a true warrior who had lived for justice.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha… I shall not ask anything. What crime could a child possibly have?”

    
      

    

    “I will buy time. No one has seen your face yet. This grace, I will repay it even after death, or if there is a next life, by untying my hair and weaving it into straw sandals for you.”

    
      

    

    With heartfelt sincerity, the old man saluted the unknown Daoist and turned away.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Amitabha… This too must be Heaven’s will…’
    

    
      

    

    The Daoist quickly wrapped the child in spare robes and ran toward his sect, Maoshan.

    
      

    

    
      ‘The wind and snow will cover the traces…’
    

    
      

    

    And so, on the day Demonic Flower Manor fell, in a blizzard, Ju Socheon became a member of the Maoshan Sect.

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    The Daoist who brought Ju Socheon was So Eul, a mid-ranking master of Maoshan and disciple of its sect leader. When he returned to Maoshan after three years in seclusion, all Daoists warmly welcomed him.

    
      

    

    “Congratulations, Senior So Eul. You’ve finally taken on a disciple. The child overflows with spirit.”

    
      

    

    Under So Eul’s care and the Maoshan Sect’s love, Ju Socheon grew strong. While she showed great talent in martial arts, her true gift lay in the mystical arts. She excelled especially in talisman arts, spirit-summoning, and divine invocation. Then, on her fifteenth birthday, while on an errand for her master to buy books in the village, an incident occurred.

    
      

    

    “Oh… That child?”

    
      

    

    The Sub-leader of the Soul-Destroying Sect’s eyes gleamed as he spotted Ju Socheon.

    
      

    

    “To find a child brimming with spiritual energy like this, fortune smiles upon us. Bring her to me, no matter what it takes.”

    
      

    

    The Soul-Destroying Sect needed the spiritual energy of hundreds of children for a particular ritual. So when they found Ju Socheon, who held the equivalent of hundreds or even thousands, it was like winning the heavens’ favor.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Master…’
    

    
      

    

    Though exceptional in mystic arts, her martial prowess didn’t compare. Ju Socheon was unable to escape the Soul-Destroying Sect’s Sub-leader and his guards.

    
      

    

    “What?! Socheon has been taken?!”

    
      

    

    Chaos erupted within the Maoshan Sect upon learning of her abduction. And when they discovered the culprits, they were furious.

    
      

    

    Though Maoshan wasn't among the Nine Great Clans or the Eight Demonic Sects, it was one of the twin Daoist pillars of the martial world, alongside Wudang.

    
      

    

    Unlike Wudang, Maoshan focused more on Daoist studies and mystical arts, but no sect aside from demonic ones could easily challenge Maoshan’s might alone.

    
      

    

    “Find her! No matter the cost, bring Socheon back to me safely!”

    
      

    

    Master So Eul trembled with rage and concern. His elder brother, Sect Leader Tae-eul, was equally incensed.

    
      

    

    So were the other disciples of Maoshan.

    
      

    

    “I won’t let them live. I’ll even implant a spirit into myself if it means rescuing her.”

    
      

    

    “I’ll wipe those cursed bastards from existence!”

    
      

    

    Though Daoist scholars, the Maoshan Sect burned with vengeance.

    
      

    

    “If anything happens to Socheon, either the Soul-Destroying Sect or Maoshan will cease to exist.”

    
      

    

    The Maoshan leader personally led all disciples toward the Soul-Destroying Sect.

    
      

    

    “Oh ho… So this is the girl?”

    
      

    

    “Yes, Father, no, Sect Leader. With her, we can finally complete the Ritual of the Demon Vessel.”

    
      

    

    “Excellent. I had considered concentrating energy into an artificial vessel in the absence of a suitable child, but with her, nothing is lacking. But who is she?”

    
      

    

    “I only know her name…”

    
      

    

    As the Soul-Destroying Sect Leader and his son spoke, Ju Socheon’s face grew troubled.

    
      

    

    Then someone rushed in.

    
      

    

    “Master! Urgent news!”

    
      

    

    “What is it?”

    
      

    

    “The entire Maoshan Sect is advancing toward us!”

    
      

    

    “What?! Maoshan?!”

    
      

    

    This was no ordinary matter. Maoshan rarely moved, it was hard to even tell if they were a sect or a monastery. But their power was undeniable.

    
      

    

    “This is serious. What could possibly move Maoshan like this…?”

    
      

    

    As Maoshan approached, the Soul-Destroying Sect’s leaders gathered for emergency talks. Their shock deepened with each report. Maoshan was now at their front gates.

    
      

    

    “Why on earth…?”

    
      

    

    “At this rate, it’s war. Do they seek open conflict with a major sect like us?”

    
      

    

    “Unless the orthodox sects sent them to spark a righteous war…”

    
      

    

    “They mean to destroy us.”

    
      

    

    Tensions soared. The Soul-Destroying Sect had no choice but to gather all its forces. It was on the brink of all-out war.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Hand over Ju Socheon.’
    

    
      

    

    A final ultimatum came from Maoshan, and only then did the Soul-Destroying Sect realize what this was all about.

    
      

    

    “Send the child.”

    
      

    

    There was no other option. The Sect Leader’s ritual was important, but risking the sect’s destruction for an uncertain spell was insanity.

    
      

    

    
      Whoosh!
    

    
      

    

    As Ju Socheon was handed over under guard to Maoshan’s assembled disciples, an event that would later reshape the martial world quietly unfolded.

    
      

    

    In a forbidden sanctum known only to the Sect Leader, the artifact Sky-Shattering Blade began to move on its own and flew toward Ju Socheon.

    
      

    

    “Master!”

    
      

    

    “Yes, Socheon. It’s me. We’ve come for you.”

    
      

    

    To show they meant no harm, the Soul-Destroying Sect sent two unarmed maidservants with Ju Socheon. Just then, Sky-Shattering Blade slipped into her arms.

    
      

    

    Moved to tears, Ju Socheon trembled.

    
      

    

    “Oh…?”

    
      

    

    “Hm? Socheon, what is it? Did they hurt you?”

    
      

    

    “No, it’s just…”

    
      

    

    As she revealed the artifact in her robe, Master So Eul quickly pressed down on her hand, hiding it.

    
      

    

    “Socheon, you must be in shock. Let’s talk after we return.”

    
      

    

    Realizing something was going on, Ju Socheon nodded. She returned to Maoshan with the artifact in her arms. Though the Soul-Destroying Sect Leader officially ended the incident, he vowed never to forget Maoshan’s interference.

    
      

    

    “I will never forget this disgrace…”

    
      

    

    And so, the incident appeared to conclude. But—

    
      

    

    “S-Sky-Shattering Blade?!”

    
      

    

    Hoping to ease his unrest, the Soul-Destroying Sect Leader went to the sanctum, only to be shocked.

    
      

    

    “This can’t be…?!”

    
      

    

    Written on the wall where the artifact once lay:

    
      

    

    [The 15th Sect Leader of the Soul-Destroying Sect, Juyakran.]

    
      

    

    [I have found my Avatar. Prepare for my return.]

    
      

    

    The saga of Ju Socheon and the artifact Sky-Shattering Blade was only beginning.
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      Chapter 41. Ju Socheon and the Sky-Shattering Blade
    

    
      

    

    It began with a trivial nightmare.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Entrust everything to me. I shall make you a hero remembered forever in the history of Murim.’
    

    
      

    

    At first, she thought it was a pleasant dream, like those had by ordinary young female disciples who just entered puberty and dream of becoming chivalrous heroines living heroic lives.

    
      

    

    However, the more the dream repeated, the more unbearable it became. What began as a fairytale-like dream grew increasingly real, until eventually, the boundary between dream and reality blurred so much that she could feel the woman from her dream as if she were real.

    
      

    

    “Aaahhhh..!”

    
      

    

    Ever since Ju Socheon had embraced the Sky-Shattering Blade, the woman who appeared in her dreams began showing up more frequently, and with each appearance, Ju Socheon grew more emaciated.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Come to me. I shall help you achieve all that you desire.’
    

    
      

    

    “Go away! Please… just go away!”

    
      

    

    At some point, the once-faint voice in the dream grew clearer and clearer, and she even began to see hallucinations of the woman speaking to her in the waking world. And then, when Ju Socheon turned seventeen, while going about her usual daily routine, an abnormality occurred.

    
      

    

    
      ‘At last, the time has come.’
    

    
      

    

    The masterful female martial artist who had appeared in her dreams, protagonist of her nightmares approached her with a chilling smile, as though she were a living being. And thus, the will of the Asura Demon Empress reached Ju Socheon.

    
      

    

    Reality was overlaid with dreams. No, it was no longer just a dream. Asura Demon Empress’s memories, thoughts, and will began to consume Ju Socheon.

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    “A-AAAAAH!!”

    
      

    

    “S-Socheon!”

    
      

    

    While she was training in talismanic arts, Ju Socheon suddenly began trembling violently as if seized by a seizure. So Eul , who had been watching his disciple warmly, panicked and rushed toward her.

    
      

    

    “This is… the ‘Descending Spirit Possession Art’?! How could this happen… in Maoshan, of all places?!”

    
      

    

    Wasn’t this the sacred land of the Dao where evil spirits dared not tread?

    
      

    

    But the reason didn’t matter right now. So Eul ’s first priority was Ju Socheon’s safety.

    
      

    

    “Spirits of war, line up before me and march ahead!”

    
      

    

    So Eul  drew a wooden sword made from a phoenix tree from his waist, slashed through the air, and simultaneously formed the binding mudra with his left hand.

    
      

    

    “Ohohohohohoho.”

    
      

    

    But even So Eul ’s exorcising incantation, powered by considerable Daoist energy, had little effect.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Socheon, please hang on just a little longer.’
    

    
      

    

    As So Eul  desperately tried to suppress the surging demonic energy, sensing the immense presence, Daoists from Maoshan rushed to Ju Socheon’s side.

    
      

    

    “The Sacred Commitment Seal, Great Vajra Wheel Seal.”

    
      

    

    “Outer Lion Seal, Inner Lion Seal, Outer Binding Seal, Inner Binding Seal.”

    
      

    

    “Wisdom Fist Seal, Solar Wheel Seal, Hidden Treasure Vase Seal.”

    
      

    

    Dozens of Daoists formed seals and began chanting Daoist scriptures, focusing all their power toward Ju Socheon.

    
      

    

    “Immeasurable Life Buddha!”

    
      

    

    “Ah!! Wicked spirit, begone from this place!”

    
      

    

    The power of the exorcising incantations chanted by the Maoshan Daoists began absorbing into Ju Socheon’s body. Soon, red and blue energies clashed across Ju Socheon’s form, and though the sinister energy resisted fiercely, it eventually lost its power against the many voices chanting the exorcism.

    
      

    

    
      
        Thud!
      
    

    
      

    

    Ju Socheon’s body rose into the air, and as the red energy was expelled, she fell to the ground.

    
      

    

    At the same time, a dagger embedded with a red gem fell from her chest, ringing clearly as it struck the floor.

    
      

    

    “This can’t be?! Why is the Sky-Shattering Blade in Socheon’s possession? I clearly sealed it under Maoshan’s sacred prohibition…”

    
      

    

    Staring at the ominously glowing Sky-Shattering Blade, Tae-eul  urgently questioned So Eul .

    
      

    

    “That day… my selfishness brought this upon her…”

    
      

    

    “Pull yourself together, brother! The Sky-Shattering Blade… we must reseal it immediately!”

    
      

    

    Even as So Eul  blamed himself, the Sky-Shattering Blade continued to emit a sinister energy, attempting to seize Ju Socheon once more.

    
      

    

    “We must begin the sealing ritual for the Sky-Shattering Blade at once.”

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * * 
    

    
      

      

      

    

    However, despite all of Maoshan Sect’s efforts, it was impossible to completely seal the Sky-Shattering Blade. They managed to suppress its rampage temporarily, but with no way of knowing when it might happen again, both Ju Socheon and the Maoshan Sect had to live in constant anxiety.

    
      

    

    As days passed, leaving the Maoshan Sect mentally and physically drained, a letter arrived from the Soul-Destroying Sect. The spirit attempting to descend into Ju Socheon was none other than the 15th Patriarch of the Soul-Destroying Sect, Asura Demon Empress, Juyakran.

    
      

    

    “Why not resolve this lingering enmity between our sects by combining our strengths at the heart of Maesang Valley?”

    
      

    

    “Senior Brother…”

    
      

    

    Moved by So Eul ’s pleading eyes, Tae-eul  nodded.

    
      

    

    “Do not worry, Though I too have not wholly severed my worldly attachments, I would never abandon a disciple of Maoshan while still carrying this sword.”

    
      

    

    And so, the Maoshan Sect and the Soul-Destroying Sect agreed to join forces at the depths of Maesang Valley to seal Asura Demon Empress’s soul within the Sky-Shattering Blade.

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * * 
    

    
      

      

      

    

    “Hoooh… so there was such a hidden tale between the Maoshan and Soul-Destroying Sects.”

    
      

    

    Learning the truth about the incident involving Asura Demon Empress’s soul and the Sky-Shattering Blade, Dohyeon grew grave with concern.

    
      

    

    “Wait.”

    
      

    

    “What is it, Brother?”

    
      

    

    “Senior, I believe we must stop here.”

    
      

    

    Without a moment’s hesitation, Dohyeon halted upon Yushin’s words, and Yeon Mujung felt his heart drop. In the next instant, Yushin turned around and bolted back the way they had come at terrifying speed.

    
      

    

    [Lone Cloud Blade]

    
      

    

    [Dance of the Lone Blade]

    
      

    

    With a flash of swordlight, the drawn blade formed a brilliant aura.

    
      

    

    
      
        Screeeeech!
      
    

    
      

    

    When the sword aura struck a seemingly solid stone wall, the sound of a ghost’s wail rang out and a hidden passage was revealed.

    
      

    

    “This way, Senior.”

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * * 
    

    
      

      

      

    

    “Master, something terrible has happened!”

    
      

    

    A young girl with wide, clear eyes like those of a deer stamped her feet in panic.

    
      

    

    “What is it, Socheon?”

    
      

    

    “A powerful master has discovered this place!”

    
      

    

    “What do you mean by that, and how do you know?”

    
      

    

    So Eul  responded while reaching for the wooden sword at his waist. Anyone capable of finding this place without prior knowledge must possess the perception of a transcendent grandmaster.

    
      

    

    
      ‘But… how could Socheon know that?’
    

    
      

    

    “Well… I asked an Evil Spirit to keep watch around us.”

    
      

    

    “An Evil Spirit, you say?”

    
      

    

    Evil spirits were a type of spirit formed from lingering grudges or thoughts inhabiting animals or objects, souls that failed to become proper monsters, known simply as spirits.

    
      

    

    “Yes, Master.”

    
      

    

    “To summon and command an Evil Spirit without me noticing… how impressive.”

    
      

    

    Though the situation was serious, So Eul  couldn’t help but smile in pride at his disciple’s remarkable growth.

    
      

    

    “Master, this isn’t the time to be impressed.”

    
      

    

    “Hrm, my apologies. Please continue.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, Master. The Evil Spirit told me… someone with perfectly harmonized yin and yang, possessing the aura of a dragon, subdued evil and entered the secret path.”

    
      

    

    
      ‘Could it be… Yeon Mujung’s deputy leader was defeated?’
    

    
      

    

    “The Evil Spirit trembled in fear. It said it couldn’t even approach, so I couldn’t learn much more…”

    
      

    

    “What happened to it?”

    
      

    

    “It vanished… after saying the man had found this place.”

    
      

    

    So Eul ’s face twisted in shock. Though an Evil Spirit was still a spirit under human control, it was no lowly ghost. In fact, it could devour most lingering spirits with ease. That it had been erased so easily—

    
      

    

    “He destroyed a Evil Spirit that effortlessly?!”

    
      

    

    Socheon nodded, looking sorrowful, as if mourning the Evil Spirit that had vanished helping her.

    
      

    

    “A being of perfectly harmonized yin and yang with the aura of a dragon… Could it be Wudang?”

    
      

    

    “Master…”

    
      

    

    “It’s alright. If it is Wudang, then there may be room for negotiation.”

    
      

    

    “But…”

    
      

    

    “Don’t worry. The ritual is almost complete. Let us go, Socheon.”

    
      

    

    A stone wall marked with mysterious patterns began to glow red.

    
      

    

    With a smooth grinding sound, the wall opened. From within, an icy chill exploded outward like the gates of the underworld swinging wide.

    
      

    

    “Immeasurable Life Buddha…”

    
      

    

    Ju Socheon stepped through the passage first, and So Eul  followed after, drawing his violet-wooden sword and swinging it wide as he chanted a mantra.

    
      

    

    Moments later, the Wudang and Soul-Destroying Sect figures arrived where they had stood.

    
      

    

    “Then let us finalize the negotiation. Enter.”

    
      

    

    With resolve, Yeon Mujung stepped toward the sealed wall. Drawing his Judge’s Brush, he released its strange red aura onto the stone surface.

    
      

    

    
      
        Rrrrrumble!
      
    

    
      

    

    The stone split in two, revealing the path Ju Socheon and So Eul  had taken.

    
      

    

    “I shall take the lead.”

    
      

    

    As Yeon Mujung walked through the opening, he gestured toward Yushin and Dohyeon .

    
      

    

    
      ‘Remain vigilant, Brother.’
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Understood, Senior.’
    

    
      

    

    After walking down the dark passage for about a dozen steps, a sudden light revealed a vast chamber.

    
      

    

    “What in the world…? Immeasurable Life Buddha…”

    
      

    

    The sight before Dohyeon  and Yushin was enough to make their eyes widen. A girl who looked barely of age floated at the center of a mysterious ritual. And before her chest, the long-sought Sky-Shattering Blade glowed with a crimson aura.

    
      

    

    “Spirits of war, line up before me and march ahead…”

    
      

    

    Maoshan Daoists sat in solemn meditation, chanting mantras. On the other side, Soul-Destroying Sect members knelt, exuding chilling energy.

    
      

    

    “That girl is Ju Socheon.”

    
      

    

    Yeon Mujung’s voice stabbed into their ears like a needle.

    
      

    

    “What…?”

    
      

    

    Just as Yushin moved to dash in and pull her from the ritual, Yeon Mujung smiled coldly.

    
      

    

    “The moment that girl leaves the center of the Underworld Soul Revival Ritual, she dies.”

    
      

    

    “What are you saying?!”

    
      

    

    “I have kept my promise. Do you not see the Maoshan Sect’s head and disciples there?”

    
      

    

    Just as he said, the Maoshan leader and his disciples were seated to Ju Socheon’s left.

    
      

    

    “Then this ritual… is the one to seal Asura Demon Empress’s soul into the Sky-Shattering Blade?”

    
      

    

    “Heheheh, indeed. That is why neither Ju Socheon nor the Maoshan or Soul-Destroying Sect members can move. A single misstep will kill them all.”

    
      

    

    “You dare use their lives as hostages?!”

    
      

    

    Dohyeon flared with rage, but Yeon Mujung replied with a lazy grin.

    
      

    

    “Soul-Destroying Sect's Judge has never once broken a promise.”

    
      

    

    “What are you getting at?”

    
      

    

    “To save the Maoshan leader’s life, the ritual must be completed.”

    
      

    

    “Senior, I believe he speaks the truth. If the energy flow is disturbed, the ritual will engulf their bodies.”

    
      

    

    Yushin, ever sensitive to the flow of qi, spoke cautiously.

    
      

    

    “Very well. Once the ritual ends and Ju Socheon returns to normal, we shall take custody of her and the Maoshan disciples.”

    
      

    

    Dohyeon ’s trembling expression hardened with resolve.
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      Chapter 42. The Return of Asura Demon Empress
    

    
      

    

    "Sa Shin Hyuk?"

    
      

    

    The martial artist who asked the question tilted his head at a 45-degree angle. Even after racking his brain, it was clearly a name he was hearing for the first time. And yet, if someone like Am Yeon-baek was treating this person so respectfully, then just who in the world...?

    
      

    

    "Are you affiliated with the Demonic Sect?"

    
      

    

    Unable to suppress his curiosity at the appearance of a figure named Sa Shin Hyuk, a warrior of the unorthodox sect boldly stepped forward. However, an abrupt chill swept over him, and his instincts told him to switch from informal to formal speech.

    
      

    

    "The Demonic Sect? No. I'm just accompanying them."

    
      

    

    "Accompanying, you say... What kind of person must you be, then, to walk alongside not only the head of the Qinghai Branch but also the young lord of the Heavenly Demon Sect?"

    
      

    

    "How should I explain this..."

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk gave a vague smile and tousled his hair.

    
      

    

    "Great warrior, is there any need to waste time?"

    
      

    

    Even before Am Yeon-baek finished speaking, the Demonic Sect’s martial force began to move. A group that prioritized the sword over speech, those who moved under the iron-blooded laws of ruthless survival of the fittest. Rumors about the Demonic Sect resurfaced in the minds of those gathered here.

    
      

    

    "Amitabha, may I ask you to halt for a moment?"

    
      

    

    Until now, disciples of Maoshan Sect had kept everyone from entering the interior of Maesang Valley by exploiting the standoff between orthodox and unorthodox sects, but with the sudden appearance of the Demonic Sect and Shin Hyuk, the deadlock was broken, and they had no choice but to intervene.

    
      

    

    "A disciple of Maoshan Sect?"

    
      

    

    A Daoist with talismans and a wooden sword at his waist, symbols unique to the Maoshan Sect’s spells, bowed in martial courtesy to Am Yeon-baek.

    
      

    

    "I am Seon Shun of the Maoshan Sect."

    
      

    

    "I am Am Yeon-baek, responsible for the Qinghai Branch of the Demonic Sect."

    
      

    

    Am Yeon-baek wore a seemingly polite smile, but his gaze betrayed no emotion as he stared at his opponent.

    
      

    

    
      ‘So the Maoshan Sect isn’t even worth acknowledging…?’
    

    
      

    

    "Sir, Maesang Valley is the territory of the Maoshan Sect."

    
      

    

    Am Yeon-baek scratched his nose and approached with leisurely, carefree steps in response to the Maoshan Sect disciple’s words.

    
      

    

    "So?"

    
      

    

    "We ask that you abide by the principles of the martial world."

    
      

    

    Seon Shun spoke with solemn weight, to which Am Yeon-baek replied while locking eyes with him.

    
      

    

    "What is it you want?"

    
      

    

    "Amitabha... Please, return."

    
      

    

    "That's not a bad suggestion. Very well. I shall do so."

    
      

    

    The faces of the Maoshan Sect disciples lit up at Am Yeon-baek’s reply.

    
      

    

    "However, on one condition."

    
      

    

    "What is it? If it’s within my means, I shall comply."

    
      

    

    "Bring me the Sky-Shattering Blade."

    
      

    

    "The Sky-Shattering Blade is not here. Why would you seek the treasure of the Soul-Destroying Sect in this place?!"

    
      

    

    To Seon Shun’s answer, Am Yeon-baek’s tone shifted as he let out a dry laugh.

    
      

    

    "I don’t dislike people with backbone like you. But I think you're misunderstanding something."

    
      

    

    "…What do you mean?"

    
      

    

    "If not for the great warrior beside me, you would already be a corpse. I am not one to waste time."

    
      

    

    "Are you threatening me?!"

    
      

    

    "Senior Brother…"

    
      

    

    Just as Seon Shun reached for his talismans in anger, a pure-eyed Daoist caught his sleeve.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Please endure it. If we hold out for just one more hour longer, even if they enter Maesang Valley, the spell of the junior sister will have already ended, and the Soul-Destroying Sect will have taken the Sky-Shattering Blade.’
    

    
      

    

    "Hmm…"

    
      

    

    Seon Shun stepped back upon hearing his disciple’s mental transmission filled with both restraint and concern.

    
      

    

    
      ‘The one holding the reins here is not the young lord of the Heavenly Demon Sect nor Am Yeon-baek, but that man called Monstrous Dragon…?’
    

    
      

    

    "Monstrous Dragon, you are the great warrior Sa Shin Hyuk, correct?"

    
      

    

    Seon Shun asked Shin Hyuk with a respectful martial bow.

    
      

    

    "Yes, that is correct."

    
      

    

    "Are you also seeking the Sky-Shattering Blade?"

    
      

    

    "Perhaps so."

    
      

    

    "Would you believe me if I told you the Sky-Shattering Blade is not here?"

    
      

    

    "I understand your words, Master Daoist, but I must see for myself."

    
      

    

    "Then, may I ask one thing?"

    
      

    

    "What is it?"

    
      

    

    "Please grant us a little time. Just one hour... No, 30 minutes will suffice. I will send word inside and seek the Sect Leader’s permission. Even if no answer comes, I shall open the way for you after two quarters. Could you wait just a little?"

    
      

    

    Seon Shun also thought that if they could stall just a bit longer, as his disciple said, the Sky-Shattering Blade would have already vanished from Maesang Valley. However, Am Yeon-baek’s expression hardened at Seon Shun’s request.

    
      

    

    "Monstrous Dragon, is there any need to give them time?"

    
      

    

    
      ‘Lucia.’
    

    
      

    

    『Yes, brother.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘The way they’re talking, there must be something. Any updates on the Astral Object?’
    

    
      

    

    『The astral waves are intensifying. I can’t tell if it’s due to something special or just a natural reaction to your proximity. The spy bugs are still sweeping the cave.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘So we need a little more time to pinpoint it.’
    

    
      

    

    『Yes.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Alright.’
    

    
      

    

    "Young Lord? And Branch Head?"

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk’s call, Am Yeon-baek and Wi Ji-cheon’s pupils trembled slightly.

    
      

    

    "Yes, great warrior."

    
      

    

    "Yes."

    
      

    

    "Would you be willing to wait just a bit longer?"

    
      

    

    Am Yeon-baek exchanged glances with the young lord, then gave a reluctant nod.

    
      

    

    "Very well. We shall follow your will."

    
      

    

    Hearing Am Yeon-baek’s reply, Shin Hyuk turned to the disciples of Maoshan Sect.

    
      

    

    "Good. Then let’s grant you a bit more time."

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    With a crimson light, a sinister aura surged forth as the spell reached completion.

    
      

    

    
      Fwoosh!
    

    
      

    

    Then, the red glow faded, and a clear, cool blue energy flowed from Ju Socheon’s body like spring water.

    
      

    

    "Huff… Huff…"

    
      

    

    "Haaah… Haaah…"

    
      

    

    As soon as the spell ended, disciples of the Maoshan Sect and Soul-Destroying Sect collapsed to their knees, gasping and bracing themselves on the ground.

    
      

    

    "Socheon, are you conscious? Quickly, let go of the Sky-Shattering Blade."

    
      

    

    Though his whole body felt like a drenched rag from having poured all his internal and spiritual energy into the spell, So Eul approached Ju Socheon and urged him to discard the Sky-Shattering Blade.

    
      

    

    "Ugh… Master…?"

    
      

    

    "Yes, Socheon, it's your master. I’m right here."

    
      

    

    "Master…"

    
      

    

    "What is it, Socheon?"

    
      

    

    "R-Run away…! Aaaaaagh!"

    
      

    

    
      
        Stab! Thud!
      
    

    
      

    

    Suddenly, Ju Socheon’s energy shifted violently. He plunged the Sky-Shattering Blade into So Eul’s chest and kicked him away. Caught off guard, So Eul lost consciousness and was flung to the feet of Yu Shin and Dohyeon.

    
      

    

    "Aaaaaaaaagh!"

    
      

    

    A scream filled with agony as his soul was devoured erupted from Ju Socheon’s mouth.

    
      

    

    
      Fwoosh!
    

    
      

    

    The previously clear blue energy began to rapidly turn crimson.

    
      

    

    "Ohohohoho~"

    
      

    

    A laugh laced with sinister energy rang out as Ju Socheon’s body became enveloped in red aura.

    
      

    

    "What is the meaning of this?! You, Vice-Sect Leader of Yeon Mujung! This isn't what you promised!"

    
      

    

    Dohyeon shouted in disbelief.

    
      

    

    "Senior Brother, now’s not the time to be shocked."

    
      

    

    
      
        Screech!
      
    

    
      

    

    The Sky-Shattering Blade, now released from Ju Socheon’s hand, began streaking through the air at such speed it was barely visible, striking down the Maoshan Sect disciples who were still gasping from the completed spell.

    
      

    

    "Principle of Controlling Dagger with Qi?!"

    
      

    

    As Dohyeon reached for his sword to defend the falling disciples, Yu Shin stepped forward.

    
      

    

    "I will stop him."

    
      

    

    [Lone Cloud Blade]

    
      

    

    [Dance of the Lone Blade]

    
      

    

    The Sky-Shattering Blade, which had been wreaking havoc through the air, flew toward Yu Shin, but the sword that had seemed unstoppable lost its force when it encountered Yu Shin’s single strike and had no choice but to return to Ju Socheon’s hand.

    
      

    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      

    

    Grasping the Sky-Shattering Blade, Ju Socheon let out a bewitching, seductive laugh.

    
      

    

    "Hohoho, quite a skilled young man, aren’t you?"

    
      

    

    "Amitabha. Who are you, Sir?"

    
      

    

    Thinking he had narrowly averted disaster, Dohyeon  stepped forward.

    
      

    

    "Hohohoho, such spiritual clarity, how rare! Even standing before me, you maintain composure. Impressive. Now then, why don’t you guess who I am?"

    
      

    

    Dohyeon ’s expression turned grave at Ju Socheon’s arrogant words.

    
      

    

    "You… Could it be… the 15th Sect Leader of the Soul-Destroying Sect, Asura Demon Empress Juyakran?"

    
      

    

    "Sharp one, aren’t you, child?"

    
      

    

    The shock of the name uttered from Ju Socheon’s mouth weighed heavily on Dohyeon ’s face.

    
      

    

    "Disciple."

    
      

    

    "Yes, Master."

    
      

    

    "Beware the Sky-Shattering Blade. We don’t know what might happen if you're cut by it."

    
      

    

    "Do not worry."

    
      

    

    With his master’s warning engraved in his heart, Yu Shin stepped forward.

    
      

    

    "You intend to oppose me?"

    
      

    

    "Shatter Evil, Reveal Justice. I cannot ignore evil before my eyes."

    
      

    

    As Yu Shin circulated his inner energy, it manifested into visible form radiating a brilliant Taiji symbol before him. It was the manifestation of Taiji Celestial Steel Qi, emitting a pure blue aura that seemed to cleanse the very soul.

    
      

    

    "More impressive than I thought."

    
      

    

    Ju Socheon, watching the energy unfold, narrowed his eyes.

    
      

    

    The red aura encroaching the area began to recede and then returned to Ju Socheon’s body.

    
      

    

    "Followers of Soul-Destroying Sect, heed the command of I, Juyakran."

    
      

    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      

    

    All members of the Soul-Destroying Sect, led by Yeon Mujung, performed full prostration, awaiting her orders.

    
      

    

    "We shall fulfill the will of the Soul-Destroying Sect. Spread the word, the return of Asura Demon Empress Juyakran is upon the world."

    
      

    

    "We obey."

    
      

    

    "Disciple, we must stop them."

    
      

    

    As the Soul-Destroying Sect members rushed toward the exit of Maesang Valley, a panicked Dohyeon  also drew his sword. If these followers escaped and spread word of Juyakran’s return to the Demonic Sects, it would unite the evil sects under her name, plunging the martial world into chaos.

    
      

    

    [Taiji Celestial Steel Qi, Form One]

    
      

    

    [Taiji Line Steel]

    
      

    

    "Haap!"

    
      

    

    From Yu Shin’s hand, strands of energy extended like whips. However, in response to this sharp energy, Juyakran’s form also sprang into action.

    
      

    

    Swoosh!

    
      

    

    With a tearing sound in the air, the Sky-Shattering Blade flew toward the web of Taiji Line Steel that had been extending to ensnare the fleeing Soul-Destroying Sect members.

    
      

    

    
      
        Slice!
      
    

    
      

    

    "Ooooh… O sovereign of the Soul-Destroying Sect…"

    
      

    

    The razor-sharp energy from the Sky-Shattering Blade cleanly cut through Yu Shin’s Taiji Line Steel, and with renewed zeal, the Soul-Destroying Sect members began escaping Maesang Valley.

    
      

    

    "I still have one more move left."

    
      

    

    Yu Shin’s eyes gleamed.

    
      

    

    [Taiji Celestial Steel Qi, Form Two]

    
      

    

    [Taiji Net Steel]

    
      

    

    Dozens of strands of Taiji Line Steel formed a dense net, attempting to surround the escaping sect members. But then, a freezing chill rushed toward Yu Shin.

    
      

    

    "You dare ignore me, child?"

    
      

    

    Ju Socheon, no, Asura Demon Empress Juyakran, unleashed her signature technique.

    
      

    

    [Nether Palm of Soul Entrapment, First From]

    
      

    

    [Wraith Manifestation]

    
      

    

    
      
        Bababababang!
      
    

    
      

    

    Delicate, ghostly hands filled the air, snatching at the Taiji Net Steel net and slamming it into the ground. The hands transformed, becoming fists, blades, and countless other deadly forms, descending upon Yu Shin.

    
      

    

    "Haah!"

    
      

    

    With a crisp cry, Yu Shin focused his energy, raised his left hand to brace the air, stepped forward with his left foot, and lifted his heel. He positioned his right hand’s edge near his solar plexus and lightly swayed, assuming the ready stance of Taiji Fist.

    
      

    

    
      
        Tap, tadadak!
      
    

    
      

    

    Then, employing the forms of Taiji Fist, Yu Shin neatly dispelled the countless ghostly hands. Even the Asura Demon Empress gasped in admiration.

    
      

    

    "Oh my, what extraordinary talent you possess, child. Not even during my heyday in the martial world did I see a Daoist perform Taiji Fist with such mastery. Truly, you astonish me."

    
      

    

    The clash of two unmatched masters captivated every martial artist on the battlefield, ally or foe, they simply could not look away.

    
      

    

    "What are you all dawdling for?"

    
      

    

    Startled by Asura Demon Empress’s sharp command, the Soul-Destroying Sect members resumed their escape, and now even Yu Shin, focused on the battle before him, couldn’t intervene.

    
      

    

    "Master, please take care of Maoshan Sect’s disciples."

    
      

    

    "Do not worry, disciple."

    
      

    

    Yu Shin and Asura Demon Empress began drawing forth their inner power, flames of battle burning in their eyes.
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    “This way.”

    
      

    

    Dohyeon  swiftly picked up the fallen So Eul and shouted toward the Daoists of Maoshan Sect. Only then did the Daoists, who had exhausted all their strength completing the ritual, seem to come to their senses at Dohyeon 's words, and they began moving in a hurry.

    
      

    

    “I have not given my permission.”

    
      

    

    
      
        Screeeeech!
      
    

    
      

    

    Once again, from Juyakran’s hand, the Sky-Shattering Blade was launched at a terrifying speed, sweeping toward the disciples of Maoshan Sect who were moving toward the passage used by the escaping Soul-Destroying Sect members alongside Dohyeon .

    
      

    

    [Nether Palm of Soul Entrapment, Second Form]

    
      

    

    [Descent of the Demon Empress]

    
      

    

    Simultaneously as she launched the Sky-Shattering Blade, Asura Demon Empress leapt toward Yushin, releasing concentrated internal energy. Her intent was clear, just as Yushin had previously blocked her movements, she now aimed to seal him.

    
      

    

    [Fist of the Martial Apex, First Form]

    
      

    

    [Thunderous Death Palm]

    
      

    

    From Yushin's both hands, dozens of fist-force blasts formed and began to encroach upon Asura Demon Empress’s projected energy.

    
      

    

    “Hohoho, you may survive, but what of them?”

    
      

    

    Though Yushin had beautifully defended against Juyakran’s force, just as she said, he didn’t seem to have enough energy left to block the Sky-Shattering Blade flying toward the disciples of Maoshan Sect. But—

    
      

    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      

    

    At that moment, Yushin’s sword let out a clear ring and, as if alive, flew out, moving at nearly twice the speed of the Sky-Shattering Blade.

    
      

    

    
      
        Claaang!
      
    

    
      

    

    Yushin's sword struck the blade of the flying Sky-Shattering Blade with a precise arc, altering its trajectory. It was the manifestation of the Principle of Controlling Sword with Qi.

    
      

    

    “Now, quickly!”

    
      

    

    Not missing the moment, Dohyeon shouted urgently again, and the disciples of Maoshan Sect began to flee as if they'd been waiting for that signal.

    
      

    

    “So Eul’s life is hanging by a thread. If we move too hastily, his condition could worsen. I’ll carry him and follow behind. Don’t worry about us, just get out of here.”

    
      

    

    The disciples of the Maoshan Sect showed both regret and gratitude. Dohyeon  was right. Having expended all their energy on the ritual, staying would only be a hindrance to Yushin and Dohyeon, so they no longer hesitated and quickly evacuated the cave.

    
      

    

    “Haap!”

    
      

    

    “Haat!”

    
      

    

    The sound of blades clashing and shouted kiais filled the air. As Qi-controlled swords and daggers collided, Yushin’s fist techniques and Asura Demon Empress’s Nether Palm of Soul Entrapment crashed together with a roar.

    
      

    

    
      
        Bababababang!
      
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Chaaash!
      
    

    
      

    

    [Taiji Celestial Steel Qi]

    
      

    

    “How pathetic.”

    
      

    

    [Asura Soul-Crushing Steel Qi]

    
      

    

    
      Fwoosh!
    

    
      

    

    A murky, dark internal energy flowed from the white hands of Asura Demon Empress. The pitch-black energy, spreading like smoke, began to consume and devour the power of the Taiji Celestial Steel Qi.

    
      

    

    
      ‘It seems the Maoshan Sect Daoists have escaped safely.’
    

    
      

    

    Now, the only ones he needed to worry about were Dohyeon  and the gravely injured So Eul .

    
      

    

    
      ‘If it’s Senior Brother Dohyeon, he’ll be able to protect So Eul .’
    

    
      

    

    Unleashing a surge of energy that momentarily repelled Asura Demon Empress’s assault, a burning light rose in Yushin’s eyes.

    
      

    

    
      ‘I’m going.’
    

    
      

    

    Reaching out to call his sword back, Yushin smoothly swung the drawn scabbard horizontally and used it to defend his body’s centerline, then spun the sword once in his hand and reversed his grip, this was the stance of the Sword of Harmony and Chaos.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha.”

    
      

    

    With a resonant invocation, Yushin’s sword began to blaze with white-hot energy.

    
      

    

    [Martial Dragon Style Sword of Harmony and Chaos Application Technique]

    
      

    

    [Dividing Sword of Harmony and Chaos, Dual Intent Forms]

    
      

    

    [Taiji Radiant Sword]

    
      

    

    Amidst the burning light, the soft form of a Taeguk symbol emerged, the manifestation of the legendary Taiji Radiant Sword of the Wudang Sect.

    
      

    

    [Six Harmonies Sword Technique]

    
      

    

    And with a deep vibration, from Yushin’s reversed grip sword emanated an aura as heavy as Mount Tai. Dual Intent, splitting one’s mind to perform two techniques simultaneously, the domain of Sword of Harmony and Chaos’s tenfold mastery.

    
      

    

    Using two sword techniques simultaneously was astonishing enough, but now, applying the secret of the Sword of Harmony and Chaos to wield both the Taiji Radiant Sword, known as the strongest among Wudang’s nine legendary swords, and the Six Harmonies Sword Technique, nearly equal in defensive strength, was even more breathtaking.

    
      

    

    At this moment, Yushin had surpassed mastery and was forging a domain all his own.

    
      

    

    “You truly do surprise me. Though I pride myself on having lived many years, I have never seen a genius such as yourself.”

    
      

    

    Though an enemy, Asura Demon Empress couldn't help but feel a rush of excitement at encountering such a brilliant youth. Yet, the cruel fate of having to cut down such a talent made her sigh in resignation.

    
      

    

    “Here I come.”

    
      

    

    [Taiji Radiant Sword, First Form]

    
      

    

    [Taiji Sunrise]

    
      

    

    From Yushin’s sword burst forth a radiant energy that seemed to herald the morning light, spreading in all directions. His sword then swept diagonally, unleashing Taeguk energy.

    
      

    

    Asura Demon Empress frowned. Her instincts screamed that this energy was dangerous, and she instinctively swung the Sky-Shattering Blade in response.

    
      

    

    “Damn it...!”

    
      

    

    A rare vulgarity slipped from Asura Demon Empress’s elegant lips, and her brow furrowed. Had she tried to evade from the start, perhaps it would’ve been different, but engaging Yushin to test his strength had been a mistake.

    
      

    

    [Extermination Flame]

    
      

    

    A blue demonic flame erupted from her body, instantly extinguishing the Taiji Sunrise’s energy. Though the sword aura had been erased, Yushin’s sword continued to thrust through the fire, forcing Asura Demon Empress to lean her head back to dodge and retreat quickly.

    
      

    

    [Demonic Empress’ Sovereign Step]

    
      

    

    Just as distance widened, Asura Demon Empress’s figure suddenly multiplied, dozens, perhaps hundreds of afterimages danced through the cave, filling it with the shadows of Nether Palm of Soul Entrapment.

    
      

    

    
      ‘No escape.’
    

    
      

    

    Yushin’s expression hardened slightly.

    
      

    

    ‘It’ll consume a lot of internal energy, but it’s unavoidable.’

    
      

    

    [Taiji Celestial Steel Qi, Third Form]

    
      

    

    [Taiji Thunder Steel]

    
      

    

    
      
        Flash! KABOOM!
      
    

    
      

    

    A circular explosion of Taiji energy erupted from Yushin’s body, expanding outward and obliterating the shadowy clones of Nether Palm of Soul Entrapment. By the time all the illusions had vanished, the momentum of the Taiji Thunder Steel had weakened, but its clarity and purifying power sent chills through Juyakran.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Truly, this is the legend of the Soul-Destroying Sect who once defeated the elites of Ami Sect alone, Asura Demon Empress Juyakran.’
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Her energy doesn’t seem to diminish at all. Either she’s hiding her full power, or she hasn’t even started trying yet? Against me, Asura Demon Empress Juyakran?’
    

    
      

    

    A ghostly light flickered in Juyakran’s eyes.

    
      

    

    
      ‘No helping it. Though it wounds my pride, I can’t defeat this youth with martial arts alone. I must invoke the power of the Sky-Shattering Blade.’
    

    
      

    

    “Sky-Shattering Blade, peerless weapon. Grant me the power of the blade.”

    
      

    

    As her chant ended, an astonishing event occurred.

    
      

    

    Leaving Juyakran’s hand, the Sky-Shattering Blade rose into the air on its own, emitting a sinister red glow.

    
      

    

    The red gem embedded in the hilt began to blink rapidly, its light deepening until it began to radiate black energy. Watching from afar while tending So Eul’s wounds, Dohyeon ’s pupils trembled slightly.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Be careful, Brother...’
    

    
      

    

    “Agh...”

    
      

    

    Even Yushin had to take a step back from the terrifying energy released by the unbound Sky-Shattering Blade.

    
      

    

    
      
        — “Aaaaaaaaah…”
      
    

    
      

    

    
      
        — “Let me go... my soul…”
      
    

    
      

    

    
      
        — “Just destroy me instead... it’s too painful…”
      
    

    
      

    

    Countless voices, seemingly from trapped souls, echoed out from the Sky-Shattering Blade’s malevolent aura.

    
      

    

    “Silence. That’s still not enough to pay for the blood of my brothers, my parents, and my devoted disciples.”

    
      

    

    “No way...?”

    
      

    

    A chilling thought raced through Yushin’s mind.

    
      

    

    
      ‘When the Sky-Shattering Blade struck the disciples of Ami Sect... their bodies trembled violently, and many collapsed. I saw... a distinct energy drawn from them toward Juyakran.’
    

    
      

    

    That legend Dohyeon had told him, was it true? That the souls of the Ami Sect disciples struck by the Sky-Shattering Blade were trapped within?

    
      

    

    “Is that the true power of the Sky-Shattering Blade?”

    
      

    

    “Hohoho, the Sky-Shattering Blade merely amplifies my sorcery exponentially. It is my technique, Soul-Binding Heart Art that enslaves their souls.”

    
      

    

    “To extinguish so many lives is already a grave sin... and now you imprison their souls, preventing their ascension? Why do you commit such a monstrous karmic burden?”

    
      

    

    “To extract the debt owed to me, to my brothers, and to my sect.”

    
      

    

    “What are you planning to do with the souls of the dead?”

    
      

    

    “Ohohohoho, why don’t you watch and see?”

    
      

    

    
      
        — “Aaaaaah…”
      
    

    
      

    

    With that eerie laughter, the cries of tormented souls echoed from the Sky-Shattering Blade once more. And then, the red gem embedded in its hilt pulsed, and the energy that flowed out of the Sky-Shattering Blade began to absorb into Asura Demon Empress.

    
      

    

    “No... could it be?”

    
      

    

    “You’re a perceptive one.”

    
      

    

    “You absorb the souls of the dead to enhance your internal energy... like the Star-Absorbing Great Art?”

    
      

    

    “Incorrect. That technique has side effects. My method has none. I call it Soul-Absorbing Grand Art.”

    
      

    

    “Then I must defeat you to free those souls.”

    
      

    

    “Ohohoho, try if you dare.”

    
      

    

    
      ‘May they rest in peace.’
    

    
      

    

    Yushin offered a silent prayer for the Ami Sect disciples. Though shaken by the demonic energy and evil aura, he steadied his mind through sheer will and his eyes blazed again.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha!”

    
      

    

    Yushin’s resonant invocation echoed through Maesangok Valley. 

    
      

    

    With it, incandescent Qi enveloped his entire body like fire. It was Taiji Celestial Steel Qi, Full Power. Carving the Taiji symbol through the air, Yushin’s blade once again traced a brilliant arc.

    
      

    

    [Taiji Radiant Sword, Third Form]

    
      

    

    [Yin and Yang of Taiji]

    
      

    

    “Only now do you show your true strength. But can a mere mortal defy divine power?”

    
      

    

    “Break evil, reveal righteousness. The will of God of righteousness shall not waver.”

    
      

    

    As if echoing his conviction, his energy blazed even more fiercely, forming a brilliant Taeguk on his sword.

    
      

    

    “That is your conviction, is it? Very well, come at me!”

    
      

    

    Yushin’s figure cut through the air, shooting forward.
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        Beep-beep-beep-beep-beep-beep-beep
      
    

    
      

    

    『Warning, warning.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Lucia, what’s going on?’
    

    
      

    

    At the entrance of Maesang Valley, where the forces of the Orthodox and Demonic sects had gathered. Due to Seon Shun’s request, Shin Hyuk had refrained from entering Maesang Valley during the second awakening period and was instead monitoring the situation in real time using spy bugs when a sharp alarm rang out.

    
      

    

    『Loading 95%…』

    
      

    

    With the warning sound, a blue light flowed from Shin Hyuk’s left eye, where the CEC was mounted, and a video began to play.

    
      

    

    『Commander, information computer Lucia reporting.』

    
      

    

    It wasn’t Lucia’s usual playful voice.

    
      

    

    『A new codename has been generated. Codename: Ju Socheon. This subject is in possession of an item containing astral energy, the Sky-Shattering Blade.』

    
      

    

    ‘Summary.’

    
      

    

    『As of this moment, Codename: Yushin and Codename: Ju Socheon have commenced battle.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Master Yushin? Any abnormalities?’
    

    
      

    

    『Yushin’s PEF just surpassed 2,850,000.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Hm? Is the opponent that strong?’
    

    
      

    

    A battle against an individual with a PEF surpassing 2,800,000 would require Shin Hyuk to accept considerable damage. Especially with the ship’s energy not fully restored, and the need to mobilize the S4 satellite rather than the A4 satellite.

    
      

    

    But for Yushin, whom Shin Hyuk acknowledged as powerful, to exert his full strength meant a formidable new figure had appeared.

    
      

    

    『Yes, Commander. The spy bug’s main stats are currently focused on PEF detection, so video output may not be smooth.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Summarize the key scenes and display them.’
    

    
      

    

    『Yes.』

    
      

    

    Lucia displayed the key combat footage between Yushin and Ju Socheon on Shin Hyuk’s CEC in quick succession.

    
      

    

    
      ‘It’s definitely Yushin. But something about the opponent’s PEF levels is off. I suppose I’d better go myself. The waiting time has passed, hasn’t it?’
    

    
      

    

    『Of course.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Alright, let’s move in.’
    

    
      

    

    “Sub-leader, I’ll head in first, so please take care of the rest.”

    
      

    

    “Huh? What are you suddenly…?”

    
      

    

    
      ‘Stealth mode on.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that.』

    
      

    

    Just as Am Yeonbaek looked puzzled and asked back, Shin Hyuk had already disappeared. Like a ghost, Shin Hyuk’s figure vanished as he infiltrated the entrance of Maesang Valley behind the Mosan Sect disciples.

    
      

    

    And as Shin Hyuk, who had been sitting idly on a rock showing no signs of movement, vanished like a phantom, the factions in a standoff at the valley entrance began to stir in alarm.

    
      

    

    “Where did that man called the Monstrous Dragon disappear to?!”

    
      

    

    “Surely he didn’t slip into Maesang Valley behind our backs?!”

    
      

    

    
      ‘Tsk… Was this what he meant when he asked me to take care of things?’
    

    
      

    

    Am Yeonbaek gave a bitter smile. With Shin Hyuk’s sudden disappearance, the delicate balance between the Orthodox and Demonic sects was now on the verge of collapsing.

    
      

    

    “Hey, Sub-leader. What’s the meaning of this?”

    
      

    

    “Yes, explain yourself immediately!”

    
      

    

    But for Am Yeonbaek, who had no intention of clashing with Monstrous Dragon regardless of the outcome, this wasn’t necessarily a bad situation.

    
      

    

    If Monstrous Dragon had disappeared, it meant that Shin Hyuk had either entered Maesang Valley undetected or found an alternate route inside.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Perhaps I should entrust the Sky-Shattering Blade to the Monstrous Dragon.’
    

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    
      ‘Alright, disengage stealth mode.’
    

    
      

    

    After infiltrating quite deep into Maesang Valley, Shin Hyuk disabled stealth mode.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Lucia, where is the Sky-Shattering Blade?’
    

    
      

    

    『Codename: Ju Socheon, currently engaged in combat, is in possession of it.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Good. Let’s keep moving. Map.’
    

    
      

    

    『Yes, Brother.』

    
      

    

    Lucia marked the Sky-Shattering Blade’s location on Shin Hyuk’s CEC, showing Yushin and Asura Demon Empress on screen. Their PEF levels, fluctuating in real-time, displayed chaotically in Shin Hyuk’s left eye.

    
      

    

    『Brother, multiple life forms are approaching this location rapidly.』

    
      

    

    『Hostile psionic energy response detected. A4 satellite power output rising.』

    
      

    

    As Lucia’s words ended, a warning tone from Opera accompanied the activation of the A4 satellite.

    
      

    

    “Out of the way!”

    
      

    

    One of the Soul-Destroying Sect followers, unaware of the current situation outside Maesang Valley, shouted as a young man blocked the path and was approaching them head-on.

    
      

    

    
      
        Crack!
      
    

    
      

    

    “Aaaaargh!”

    
      

    

    But the foot of the Soul-Destroying Sect warrior who kicked Shin Hyuk shattered with a chilling crack upon impact with a suddenly materialized orb.

    
      

    

    Unable to overcome the law of inertia, the warrior tumbled forward and clutched his shattered foot, unable to rise.

    
      

    

    “Wow… The locals here seem even worse than those in Qinghai. At least there, they asked for your name before swinging their fists, but here, it’s straight to kicking, huh?”

    
      

    

    Smirking, Shin Hyuk faced hundreds of Soul-Destroying Sect members charging toward him. At the unexpected development, Yeon Mujung, who had been at the center of the formation, furrowed his brow.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Who in the world is that guy?’
    

    
      

    

    If it had been before meeting Yushin, he would have immediately ordered to eliminate him, but now an unpleasant feeling, no, his instincts were urgently warning him against it.

    
      

    

    “You bastard!”

    
      

    

    “No time! Get rid of him now!”

    
      

    

    Just as Yeon Mujung hesitated, someone shouted, and dozens of warriors rushed at Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    “No! Stop!”

    
      

    

    Yeon Mujung shouted urgently to halt his men, but they had already crossed the point of no return.

    
      

    

    Various attacks flew at Shin Hyuk from all directions, but with the satellite already ramping up its power and preparing for battle, Opera treated it like wolves swarming a rabbit.

    
      

    

    『Hostile psionic energy detected. Engaging response.』

    
      

    

    “What? Art of Controlling Orbs?!”

    
      

    

    Yeon Mujung and the Soul-Destroying Sect warriors froze in terror. Out of nowhere, six glowing blue orbs floated around Shin Hyuk and began firing indiscriminate destructive rays.

    
      

    

    “Ugh!”

    
      

    

    “Aaaagh!”

    
      

    

    “Urgh!”

    
      

    

    
      
        Thud
      
    

    
      

    

    The overwhelming divine aura from Shin Hyuk brought all Soul-Destroying Sect followers to a halt, and their representative, Yeon Mujung, stepped forward.

    
      

    

    “Who are you?”

    
      

    

    “Death God Hyuk.”

    
      

    

    In that instant, Yeon Mujung recalled the conversation he had with Yushin regarding the young prodigy called Monstrous Dragon.

    
      

    

    
      ‘You dueled with a man called Monstrous Dragon, yes? I assume you won?’
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘I was utterly defeated, without a sliver of regret.’
    

    
      

    

    Yushin’s unexpected reply had once shaken his faith in his own martial arts.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Then what level is that man’s martial skill? Could you tell me?’
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘When my disciple gave it his all against Monstrous Dragon’s hidden weapons, it was a draw. But in a long fight, the Monstrous Dragon would’ve overwhelmed him with hidden weapons alone.’
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘And if he had used a sword?’
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘I wouldn’t even last three seconds.’
    

    
      

    

    A monster even Yushin couldn’t handle, and now they had run into that monster in a dead-end. He felt like a mouse cornered by a cat.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Damn it, why here of all places?!’
    

    
      

    

    “Everyone stand down.”

    
      

    

    Following Yeon Mujung’s order, the Soul-Destroying Sect members began retrieving the injured and swiftly distanced themselves from Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    “Why do you block the path of our sect?”

    
      

    

    “Let’s be precise with our words.”

    
      

    

    “What?”

    
      

    

    “I didn’t block the path. You charged at me and tried to harm me, how is that my fault?”

    
      

    

    “That’s…”

    
      

    

    He had a point. It was true that it was the Soul-Destroying Sect warriors who tried to forcibly push past a stationary Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    “Let’s make it clear that this was self-defense.”

    
      

    

    “…”

    
      

    

    The word ‘self-defense,’ rarely heard in the martial world, left everyone speechless. A man whose speech sounded alien to the era, and who acted without regard for consequences, that was Shin Hyuk’s first impression etched into their minds.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Monstrous Dragon… Whoever came up with that alias really nailed it.’
    

    
      

    

    Am Yeonbaek’s ears suddenly itched.

    
      

    

    “I am Yeon Mujung, Vice-Cult Leader and Judge of the Soul-Destroying Sect. Is your alias truly Monstrous Dragon?”

    
      

    

    It was a respectful question, something no one had expected from Yeon Mujung. Even Yushin hadn’t received such courtesy, shocking the Soul-Destroying Sect members.

    
      

    

    “That’s correct.”

    
      

    

    “I apologize for blocking your path. We were fleeing Maesang Valley in haste and inadvertently showed disrespect to you, great warrior.”

    
      

    

    “Hm?”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk smiled subtly and watched Yeon Mujung.

    
      

    

    
      ‘As long as we escape safely and spread the word of Asura Demon Empress’s return, the orthodox sects will crumble, and the Demon Queen will emerge with the Sky-Shattering Blade in hand.’
    

    
      

    

    “So, what exactly are you trying to say?”

    
      

    

    “I offer a sincere apology for my subordinates’ offense. Please allow us to pass.”

    
      

    

    “Very well. But allow me one question.”

    
      

    

    “Go ahead.”

    
      

    

    “Where is it?”

    
      

    

    “What do you mean?”

    
      

    

    “The Sky-Shattering Blade.”

    
      

    

    『Brother, the psionic energy is abnormally dispersed. It seems to be hidden within a space using what they call ‘Inescapable Formation.’』

    
      

    

    “If you continue in the direction you came from, you’ll find it.”

    
      

    

    “Well then, that’s good enough for me.”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk’s surprisingly cooperative response brought confusion to the Soul-Destroying Sect members’ faces. Could he really be letting them go? But his next words brought a sigh of relief.

    
      

    

    “Go on. I won’t stop you.”

    
      

    

    With that, the Soul-Destroying Sect began moving at top speed, gathering their wounded and distancing themselves from Shin Hyuk.

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    “Stand down.”

    
      

    

    “Was that directed at me?”

    
      

    

    Am Yeonbaek’s lips curved slightly upward.

    
      

    

    “Yes, it was.”

    
      

    

    “I heard orthodox warriors speak with their swords. Why are you speaking with words instead?”

    
      

    

    Provoked by Am Yeonbaek’s tone, Tang Myeongho clenched his fists tightly.

    
      

    

    After Sashin Hyuk’s sudden disappearance, the factions quickly assumed he had entered Maesang Valley. Both Orthodox and Demonic factions attempted to follow, only to be blocked by Am Yeonbaek and the Demon Sect forces.

    
      

    

    “Since that man called Sashin Hyuk has entered, isn’t it only fair for both Orthodox and Demonic warriors to have the right to enter as well?”

    
      

    

    Tang Myeongho, the young lord of the Tang family,ranked among the top three of the later-stage orthodox generation, retorted sharply.

    
      

    

    “He speaks truthfully, young lord.”

    
      

    

    Lee Sanghyun of the Iron Soul Gate, representing the Demonic sect, joined in.

    
      

    

    “Stand aside. If not, the Demonic sect will have to face the full force of both Orthodox and Demonic alliances.”

    
      

    

    Believing that Sashin Hyuk had entered the valley, the usually oil-and-water factions now showed a rare intent to cooperate to follow him.

    
      

    

    “Heed my words, Shattering Heavenly Demon Division and True Demon Celestial Guard.”

    
      

    

    At Am Yeonbaek’s command, tension surged. No one had drawn their swords, but all warriors quietly gathered their energy, awaiting his next words.

    
      

    

    If he gave the order to attack, this would mark the beginning of a grand Orthodox-Demonic martial war. That thought filled everyone’s minds with dread.
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    In that moment when everyone’s nerves were on edge, the sound of hundreds of urgent footsteps echoed from within Maesang Valley.

    
      

    

    “Out of the way!”

    
      

    

    “Isn’t that…?”

    
      

    

    Led by Yeon Mujung, the Vice Leader of the Soul-Destroying Sect, the elite forces of the sect appeared before the crowd.

    
      

    

    From the eyes of the evil sects, joy appeared. From the righteous sects, confusion. And from the forces of the Demon Cult led by Am Yeonbaek, there was visible dismay.

    
      

    

    “Hear the words of this one.”

    
      

    

    Since Yeon Mujung had suddenly appeared from within Maesang Valley, the focal point of all current events, everyone’s attention was drawn to him.

    
      

    

    “The owner of the Sky-Shattering Blade has been decided.”

    
      

    

    
      
        Thud!
      
    

    
      

    

    The emotions of shock, astonishment, and confusion hit everyone like stones crashing down upon their heads. All this while, the Demon Cult, Orthodox factions and Unorthodox factions had gathered here debating over who would claim the Sky-Shattering Blade, and now someone was saying its owner had already been decided?

    
      

    

    Alongside the sense of futility, curiosity surged about who that owner could be.

    
      

    

    “?!”

    
      

    

    “What does that mean…?”

    
      

    

    “Are you saying the Sky-Shattering Blade really was in Maesang Valley?”

    
      

    

    At Yeon Mujung’s declaration, chaos erupted, some drew their weapons, others demanded immediate entry into Maesang Valley. It was a frenzy.

    
      

    

    “Silence!”

    
      

    

    Watching the tumult, Yeon Mujung gathered his inner energy and shouted again to regain the crowd’s attention, then made an astonishing announcement.

    
      

    

    “All of you must know of the 15th sect leader of our cult, Asura Demon Empress.”

    
      

    

    Who wouldn’t? A peerless Demon Empress who annihilated the elite forces of Ami in a single campaign, the heroine who forged the legend of the Sky-Shattering Blade.

    
      

    

    “The 15th sect leader of our Soul-Destroying Sect, Asura Demon Empress, has returned.”

    
      

    

    “That can’t be…”

    
      

    

    “That accursed witch?!”

    
      

    

    Yeon Mujung’s words sent a tsunami of shock crashing through the factions of Demon Cult, Orthodox factions and Unorthodox factions.

    
      

    

    If the Asura Demon Empress had returned with the Sky-Shattering Blade in hand, it meant that hell would once again be unleashed upon the human world.

    
      

    

    
      ‘The era of the Soul-Destroying Sect is dawning.’
    

    
      

    

    The crowd gathered at Maesang Valley paled at Yeon Mujung’s proclamation.

    
      

    

    If it were true that the Asura Demon Empress had returned, and the legend of the Sky-Shattering Blade was real, then the notion of the Soul-Destroying Sect unifying the murim world wasn’t so far-fetched after all.

    
      

    

    “Brothers of the Unorthodox path! Lend us your strength! If the warriors of the demonic path unite under the blessing of the Asura Demon Empress and the Sky-Shattering Blade, nothing shall stand in our way!”

    
      

    

    As he scanned the dazed and bewildered crowd with a smug smile, Yeon Mujung looked toward the assembled forces of the Sapa and declared his intentions in a solemn tone.

    
      

    

    “Indeed…”

    
      

    

    Just as the Unorthodox leaders began nodding in agreement, another burst of urgent footsteps erupted as hundreds of Taoist monks leapt out of Maesang Valley.

    
      

    

    “Do not listen to that man!”

    
      

    

    “Wait, isn’t that…?”

    
      

    

    At the head of the suddenly arriving monks from the Maoshan Sect stood the sect master himself, Sage Tae-eul, who cut off Yeon Mujung’s speech and shouted sternly.

    
      

    

    “Asura Demon Empress has not fully descended!”

    
      

    

    Once more, confusion smashed into the crowd like falling stones.

    
      

    

    “What is he saying?”

    
      

    

    “What’s going on…?”

    
      

    

    “What exactly happened inside Maesang Valley?”

    
      

    

    Asura Demon Empress hasn’t fully descended? What did that even mean?

    
      

    

    As the martial artists, busy calculating the rapidly shifting power dynamics of the murim world, looked on, Am Yeonbaek’s gaze changed.

    
      

    

    “Speak!”

    
      

    

    Am Yeonbaek, who had calmly watched the chaos unfold between the Soul-Destroying Sect aligned with the Sapa and the Maoshan Sect aligned with the Orthodox factions, finally spoke with weight.

    
      

    

    “Maoshan Sect Patriarch, continue.”

    
      

    

    Sage Tae-eul gave Am Yeonbaek a slight nod and continued his words.

    
      

    

    “To put it simply, Asura Demon Empress’s soul was sealed within the Sky-Shattering Blade. For certain reasons, a disciple of our sect came into possession of it. Our sect was deceived by the Soul-Destroying Sect and inadvertently aided in her descent. As a result, the Asura Demon Empress’s soul entered the disciple’s body.”

    
      

    

    “Kuhuhu… Everyone knows the ruthless ways of the martial world. Our scheme succeeded, and that’s all that matters. The process is irrelevant. In the murim, only results matter. Is that not so?”

    
      

    

    Yeon Mujung casually responded to Sage Tae-eul’s words.

    
      

    

    Such acts were unforgivable by the standards of the Orthodox factions, but the Demonic and Unorthodox sects saw things differently. Whether through force or deception, only strength and outcome mattered to them.

    
      

    

    “You may be right. However, there is one thing you and the Soul-Destroying Sect have overlooked.”

    
      

    

    “Kuhuhu, and what might that be?”

    
      

    

    Yeon Mujung scoffed and accepted the challenge in Sage Tae-eul’s words.

    
      

    

    “Asura Demon Empress will never be able to fully control Socheon’s body. I stake the honor of myself and the Maoshan Sect on this.”

    
      

    

    His words shook the entire crowd. For a sect master to stake the honor of himself and his sect, especially one from the honor-bound righteous faction, meant his words carried tremendous weight.

    
      

    

    
      ‘The Soul-Destroying Sect and Asura Demon Empress underestimated Socheon’s potential. They will never fully claim her body.’
    

    
      

    

    “Furthermore, the power of the Sky-Shattering Blade is not to control those it wounds.”

    
      

    

    “What…?”

    
      

    

    Even the Soul-Destroying Sect and Yeon Mujung’s pupils shook at Sage Tae-eul’s revelation. Everyone had believed that was the Sky-Shattering Blade’s power. If not, then what was its true ability?

    
      

    

    “The power of the Sky-Shattering Blade is…”

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    『P202 small rocket round ready.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Fire.’
    

    
      

    

    Three orbs that had appeared around Shin Hyuk lit up at once and launched arm-length projectiles.

    
      

    

    
      
        BOOOOOM!
      
    

    
      

    

    With a deafening explosion, a large boulder shattered, dispelling the formation and revealing a hidden space.

    
      

    

    『Beep-beep-beep-beep. Warning. Unexpected event.』

    
      

    

    Now, the Sky-Shattering Blade and Yushin were just a few steps away. As Shin Hyuk cautiously approached the site, Lucia’s urgent warning rang in his ear.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Report.’
    

    
      

    

    『Our expectations were wrong, Oppa.』

    
      

    

    As her voice trembled along with the alert, Shin Hyuk swept his hair back and nodded slightly.

    
      

    

    
      ‘What happened?’
    

    
      

    

    『Yushin’s life is in danger. If this continues, retrieving the Sky-Shattering Blade will be impossible and—』

    
      

    

    ‘That person named Ju Socheon has defeated Yushin?’

    
      

    

    Yushin wasn’t the type to fall so easily. They had based their strategy on having a little more time, and now to hear he had already fallen, shock filled Shin Hyuk’s expression.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Opera, prepare for high-speed mobility mode.’
    

    
      

    

    『Please set your desired speed, Commander.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Activate barriers. Smash through any minor obstacles. Full speed.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that.』

    
      

    

    
      
        BOOOM!
      
    

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk’s body lifted slightly into the air, about three inches and six orbs surrounding him began to glow, enveloping him in a blue aura. And then, Shin Hyuk’s body blasted forward with a massive sonic boom.

    
      

    

    “Haaah… Haaah…”

    
      

    

    A young girl, Ju Socheon or rather, her body possessed by Asura Demon Empress’s soul gasped as she glared at the fallen youth before her with a cold, disgusted expression.

    
      

    

    
      ‘If it hadn’t been for the Sky-Shattering Blade… No, if that boy's sword had even counted as a treasured blade…’
    

    
      

    

    Her gaze fell on the shattered weapon, now reduced to powder with only the hilt remaining, as the Sky-Shattering Blade hovered menacingly over Yushin’s heart.

    
      

    

    If she left this man alive, there would only be future regrets. Even now, he was this strong. In one year, no, in just a few months, he would grow into a dragon she could never slay.

    
      

    

    She could not let him live.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Such talent, wasted. Blame the righteous sects… and your ill-fated meeting with me, Ju Yakran.’
    

    
      

    

    As her blade was about to plunge into Yushin’s heart—

    
      

    

    “Junior brother!”

    
      

    

    Do Hyun, who had been protecting So Eul, shouted in desperation as he hurled his sword.

    
      

    

    The blade, moving with the mysterious rhythm of the Art of Returning Intent, flew straight toward Asura Demon Empress.

    
      

    

    “Hmph.”

    
      

    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      

    

    Even without swinging the Sky-Shattering Blade, something blocked the strike, Do Hyun’s sword bounced off uselessly. But he didn’t give up. His junior brother’s safety came first. That his attack was easily blocked didn’t matter.

    
      

    

    ‘Junior brother!’

    
      

    

    Do Hyun retrieved his rebounding sword with the Void Manipulation Art and launched himself forward again with his ultimate technique, Sword of Harmony and Chaos.

    
      

    

    “This child, too, bows before me!”

    
      

    

    Asura Demon Empress, as if mocking him, opened her eyes wide.

    
      

    

    [Yama’s Infernal Flame]

    
      

    

    Her gaze summoned a hellish fire that shot toward Do Hyun.

    
      

    

    
      
        BOOOM!
      
    

    
      

    

    “Aagh!”

    
      

    

    Do Hyun, in full charge, was flung backward at double the speed. In that moment, he saw the Sky-Shattering Blade plunging toward Yushin’s heart.

    
      

    

    “No!”

    
      

    

    With a horrific sound of flesh being pierced, blood sprayed like a fountain.

    
      

    

    “Huh?”

    
      

    

    “No way?!”

    
      

    

    Asura Demon Empress’s stunned eyes and Do Hyun’s dying scream echoed throughout the chamber.

    
      

    

    As he barely steadied himself, Do Hyun saw the scene, So Eul had thrown herself forward with the last of her strength, the Sky-Shattering Blade buried in her abdomen, holding Ju Socheon’s hand and pleading.

    
      

    

    “Socheon… Please, please come back to your senses. Your foolish master begs of you…”

    
      

    

    “You wretched old bastard, dare to interfere with me.”

    
      

    

    “Socheon, you must not lose. Do not yield to a vengeful spirit—”

    
      

    

    “How dare you!”

    
      

    

    Asura Demon Empress’s left hand blazed crimson with power.

    
      

    

    Without hesitation, she struck So Eul’s head.

    
      

    

    “Socheon…”

    
      

    

    Her head shattered in an instant.

    
      

    

    “Master So Eul!!!”

    
      

    

    Even as her life faded, So Eul focused all her remaining energy to hold down the Sky-Shattering Blade and Asura Demon Empress’s right hand.

    
      

    

    With a cry of burning emotion, Do Hyun lifted Yushin’s body without hesitation.

    
      

    

    
      ‘I won’t waste the time you gave your life to buy.’
    

    
      

    

    Then, he turned and sprinted toward the exit of Maesang Valley.

    
      

    

    “You think you can escape from me?!”

    
      

    

    Asura Demon Empress, furious, pulled the Sky-Shattering Blade from So Eul’s abdomen and slashed it, ripping her body apart.

    
      

    

    “Go!”

    
      

    

    The Sky-Shattering Blade, glowing with a demonic red light, launched forth to pierce both their hearts.

    
      

    

    
      
        Screeeech! Paaaaaah!
      
    

    
      

    

    Sensing its terrifying approach, Do Hyun turned, clenching his eyes shut. If he was going to die, he would die before his disciple. As the Sky-Shattering Blade was about to strike his heart—

    
      

    

    A brilliant flash filled his vision.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Heh… They say the world shines in your final moments…’
    

    
      

    

    “Master, I’m sorry for being such a useless senior.”

    
      

    

    “No… I don’t think there’s any better senior than you, Do Hyun.”

    
      

    

    “That voice…?”

    
      

    

    “It’s been a while, Do Hyun.”

    
      

    

    Standing there, holding the Sky-Shattering Blade in one hand, Shin Hyuk smiled at Do Hyun.

    
      

    

    “Benefactor monstrous dragon?!”
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    A blazing orb and a blue aura enveloping the whole body. This smile, filled with joy, unmistakably belonged to the "Monstrous Dragon" Shin Hyuk from Do Hyeon 's memories.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Great Elder of the Grand Heavens… Thank you. Truly, thank you.’
    

    
      

    

    In this moment where death was mere inches away, the strongest martial artist he knew had appeared as his most dependable ally.

    
      

    

    “Venerable Monstrous Dragon, how can I ever repay this grace…”

    
      

    

    “It’s alright. I also came to obtain the Sky-Shattering Blade. Even if it’s by coincidence, I’m glad to be able to help you, Master Daoist.”

    
      

    

    “Eeekk!”

    
      

    

    Before they could even exchange proper greetings, a voice filled with rage erupted from the Asura Demon Empress. As she glared at Shin Hyuk and Do Hyeon  with fury, the sheer malevolence in her gaze felt as if it could rip a person apart.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Who is that bastard that I can’t even sense a trace of aura from?!’
    

    
      

    

    “Come to me, Sky-Shattering Blade!”

    
      

    

    The Sky-Shattering Blade in Shin Hyuk’s hand tried to wriggle free, but it only trembled helplessly, unable to escape his grasp.

    
      

    

    “Hmph, do you think one who is not its master could grasp the Sky-Shattering Blade?!”

    
      

    

    Asura Demon Empress’s body was enveloped in a crimson glow, and in sync with her, the Sky-Shattering Blade began to emit an ominous red light, struggling even more fiercely in Shin Hyuk’s hand.

    
      

    

    “Well, well…”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk let out a bitter smile. He hadn’t expected it to be easy, but this development was beyond his imagination.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Still, it’s not like I don’t have a method. Opera.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that. Initiating S4 Satellite. Output increasing. 50%, 55%…』

    
      

    

    Before Shin Hyuk’s eyes, a dark sphere emerged, radiating an abyss-like energy as if devouring everything like a black hole.

    
      

    

    『Micro-scale Barrier Warhead EFM: Energy Field Missile ready.』

    
      

    

    As the output of the S4 Satellite increased, a small sphere slowly formed, emanating a formidable aura as it awaited Shin Hyuk’s command.

    
      

    

    “Fire.”

    
      

    

    Even while channeling ritual power into the Sky-Shattering Blade, Asura Demon Empress didn’t let her guard down. She spotted the sphere flying toward her and hurriedly assumed a defensive stance.

    
      

    

    
      
        Boom~!
      
    

    
      

    

    However, the sphere harmlessly landed on the ground just a single jang in front of her and vanished with a faint popping sound.

    
      

    

    “What trickery is this? Are you mocking me?”

    
      

    

    “No, I was buying time. You’ll want to remain right where you are for about 15 minutes.”

    
      

    

    “What do you mean?”

    
      

    

    “You’ll find out soon enough. But I do have one question.”

    
      

    

    “What is it?”

    
      

    

    “Ju Socheon... No, should I call you Juyak Ran now?”

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk’s words, Asura Demon Empress let out a dry chuckle.

    
      

    

    “You dare speak so insolently even while knowing who I am?”

    
      

    

    “So it is you, then. Very well, Miss Juyak Ran.”

    
      

    

    “Miss?”

    
      

    

    Asura Demon Empress was dumbfounded by the word she’d never heard before in her life.

    
      

    

    “You’re a dead person, aren’t you? It seems like your soul is clinging to the astral energy within the Sky-Shattering Blade, doesn’t it?”

    
      

    

    “What nonsense are you spewing?”

    
      

    

    “In this world’s terms, it would mean your soul has been parasitizing the Sky-Shattering Blade’s unique energy. I’m guessing you used that energy to possess the body of that girl, Ju Socheon.”

    
      

    

    “Hohohohoho. Let’s say you’re right. So what?”

    
      

    

    “The special energy inside the Sky-Shattering Blade. That originally belonged to me, so I’ll be retrieving it now.”

    
      

    

    “You insolent fool. Child, I can no longer indulge your nonsense.”

    
      

    

    “Well then, let’s end this conversation. I have plenty of things to do, and I’d rather not waste any more time.”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk gently shook his head and tossed the Sky-Shattering Blade into the air.

    
      

    

    As it slowly ascended, it abruptly stopped mid-air. The S4 Satellite transformed into a shape resembling the Korean letter “ㄷ” emitting dozens of black rays that latched onto the Sky-Shattering Blade.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Begin, Opera.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that. Initiating Astral Energy Retrieval Sequence. Estimated time to completion: 350 seconds. S4 Satellite will be unavailable during this period. Extreme caution is advised.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘I’m well aware. Focus on the operation.’
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Ziiiiiiing!
      
    

    
      

    

    The Sky-Shattering Blade began to vibrate mid-air, producing a resonant hum like a scream of agony.

    
      

    

    “What is this?! You bastard, you’re a ritualist?!”

    
      

    

    This strange brat had bound the Sky-Shattering Blade with some bizarre sphere and was now performing some kind of ritual. She didn’t know exactly what it was, but she could feel the bond between herself and the Sky-Shattering Blade weakening by the second.

    
      

    

    If this continued, Ju Socheon would regain consciousness, and she’d be forcibly expelled from the girl’s body.

    
      

    

    “Stop it!”

    
      

    

    Panicked, Asura Demon Empress launched a force attack at Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    
      
        Boom~!
      
    

    
      

    

    “What the?! What is this...?!”

    
      

    

    To her astonishment, the force she had unleashed exploded harmlessly 3 meters in distance from her, not even touching Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    “Dark sorcery?!”

    
      

    

    Even though she usually considered her own techniques to be dark arts, this baffling phenomenon made her blurt out the word instinctively.

    
      

    

    『Progress report: 35%, 36%, 37%...』

    
      

    

    “Haaah...”

    
      

    

    She could feel her strength draining. The weakening soul bond was taking a toll on her.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Ugh... This is...’
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘No! Fall asleep again!’
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Ugh...’
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Sleep in my embrace. I’ll make you the Queen of the Demonic Path... Aaaagh!’
    

    
      

    

    Ju Socheon’s soul, once submerged, began to awaken.

    
      

    

    Asura Demon Empress tried desperately to re-seal the girl’s soul, but the weakening link to the Sky-Shattering Blade sapped her strength.

    
      

    

    Moreover, Juyak Ran’s demonic power was inversely proportional to Ju Socheon’s spiritual energy, which continued to grow.

    
      

    

    
      ‘No... I can’t hold her soul down on my own anymore. I must retrieve the Sky-Shattering Blade!’
    

    
      

    

    [Asura Soul-Crushing Steel Qi]

    
      

    

    Her hands turned gray.

    
      

    

    [Demonic Empress’ Sovereign Step]

    
      

    

    Though the distance to Shin Hyuk was close, she exerted maximum speed, and her figure vanished on the spot.

    
      

    

    
      
        Boom~!
      
    

    
      

    

    “Kyaaak!”

    
      

    

    Just as the Azure Demon of the past had, Juyak Ran’s body was flung backward, repelled at full speed by the EFM barrier.

    
      

    

    “Urgh...!”

    
      

    

    Suppressing her surging blood, she vomited a mouthful of it as shock clouded her eyes.

    
      

    

    『Progress: 70%, 71%...』

    
      

    

    “You bastard! What kind of black magic is this?!”

    
      

    

    At her furious cry, Shin Hyuk smirked.

    
      

    

    “Even if I say it’s science and technology, no one seems to understand. Psionics. In other words... it’s a barrier that cannot be escaped by anyone with a certain level of internal energy.”

    
      

    

    “Coward! Do you think I’ll give up like this?!”

    
      

    

    『Progress: 75%, 76%...』

    
      

    

    “Oh Three Lord Gods, grant me strength...”

    
      

    

    Despite being unable to break through the barrier, Asura Demon Empress refused to give up. A crimson glow began rising from her body once again.

    
      

    

    
      ‘If I can’t pass through with inner power, then perhaps with sorcery.’
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Boom! Boom! Boom!
      
    

    
      

    

    The crimson glow split into three streams, red, black, and a final dark blue.

    
      

    

    “Brahma, Shiva, Vishnu. Oh Three Lord Gods, heed this maiden’s plea.”

    
      

    

    Asura Demon Empress Juyak Ran’s secret technique. A destructive sorcery that drew upon the power of the strongest deities from the Western lands, the very origin of the Sahon Sect, was nearing completion.

    
      

    

    『Progress: 89%, 90%...』

    
      

    

    Watching calmly as the progress ticked forward, Shin Hyuk’s expression stiffened slightly.

    
      

    

    
      ‘That’s not psionic energy. This feels… dangerous.’
    

    
      

    

    And he was right.

    
      

    

    『Beep beep beep beep.』

    
      

    

    『Warning.』

    
      

    

    A shrill alarm from the A4 Satellite was accompanied by a frantic voice from Lucia.

    
      

    

    『Brother, it’s dangerous. The enemy’s technique isn’t psionic energy. You must destroy it before it’s completed. You must act now...』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Alright.’
    

    
      

    

    A glint lit up in Shin Hyuk’s eyes.

    
      

    

    『You can’t get support from Opera. A4 Satellite alone won’t be able to suppress the concentrated energy...』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Did you forget, Lucia? Who the Grand Master of A4 Satellite is?’
    

    
      

    

    『Yes, Commander. Info-computer Lucia, assisting.』

    
      

    

    
      Fwoosh!
    

    
      

    

    Three orbs suddenly appeared around Shin Hyuk, emitting a brilliant blue light.

    
      

    

    “Art of Controlling Orbs?!”

    
      

    

    Asura Demon Empress’s eyes widened.

    
      

    

    
      ‘That brat is a master on the same level as Yushin?!’
    

    
      

    

    She had dismissed him as merely a strange ritualist, but now warning bells clanged in her mind.

    
      

    

    “Indeed, the Orb-Wielding Art of the Monstrous Dragon is worthy of its name.”

    
      

    

    Do Hyeon, who had been performing first aid on Yushin, looked on in awe.

    
      

    

    “Haaaah!”

    
      

    

    The A4 Satellite’s blue light deepened like a burning flame, in sync with an ominous force now emanating from Shin Hyuk’s body as well.

    
      

    

    『Progress: 93%, 94%...』

    
      

    

    
      ‘A level of energy that causes shivers! No, rather than internal energy, perhaps it should be called natural force?! As expected, the Monstrous Dragon has reached the realm of Void Realm!’
    

    
      

    

    Do Hyeon  trembled from the force radiating from Shin Hyuk’s body.

    
      

    

    “Burn it all. Triple Hell Lighting.”

    
      

    

    The moment Shin Hyuk quietly murmured those words, his body was engulfed in radiant light, like a blazing sun. The light extended into the A4 Satellite, supplying it with psionic energy.

    
      

    

    
      Fwoooooosh!
    

    
      

    

    Each orb, now like miniature suns, flared brightly as they transformed into massive fireballs.

    
      

    

    “Go.”

    
      

    

    『Progress: 98%, 99%...』

    
      

    

    “No way! A martial artist at the level of Void Realm actually exists in the martial world?!”

    
      

    

    Asura Demon Empress’s voice trembled in disbelief, but Shin Hyuk paid no mind. The A4 Satellites shot forward like beams of light and struck her forming energy.

    
      

    

    
      
        Crack!
      
    

    
      

    

    There was no explosion. No impact. Just as old paper crumbles to dust with time, the energy disappeared without resistance.

    
      

    

    『Progress: 100%. Astral energy retrieval complete, Commander.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Well done, Opera.’
    

    
      

    

    At the same time, the red glow radiating from the Sky-Shattering Blade vanished.

    
      

    

    “No, no! Kyaaaaaaaaaaaah!”

    
      

    

    Only a desperate scream echoed through the chamber.
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        Thud!
      
    

    
      

    

    As Ju So-cheon’s body collapsed like a puppet whose strings had been cut, Dohyeon, who had been watching the battle, cautiously asked, “What happened to Asura Demon Empress Ju Yak-ran?”

    
      

    

    “She’s dead. More precisely, she won’t be able to remain in the Sky-Shattering Blade any longer, so you may assume her soul will soon vanish.”

    
      

    

    “Sir Monstrous Dragon, may I ask you a favor?”

    
      

    

    “Yes, please go ahead.”

    
      

    

    “Over there lies the corpse of Master So Eul of Maoshan Sect. I simply cannot leave behind a fellow martial artist who once walked the same path. So…”

    
      

    

    At Dohyeon’s request, Shin Hyuk nodded.

    
      

    

    “Yes, I’ll take care of it.”

    
      

    

    Just as Shin Hyuk was about to retrieve So Eul’s body, an unexpected phenomenon occurred.

    
      

    

    Suddenly, Ju So-cheon’s body began to tremble violently. From her mouth burst a scream of agony, Ju Yak-ran’s voice echoing throughout Maesang Valley.

    
      

    

    “Kyaaaaaaah! Do you think this lady, this lady will die so easily?!”

    
      

    

    A red aura erupted from Ju So-cheon’s body, writhing into a flickering shape.

    
      

    

    “Is there no body to possess?!”

    
      

    

    Even amidst the pain, Asura Demon Empress’s soul frantically searched for a body to inhabit.

    
      

    

    Yushin and Dohyeon’s bodies were impossible. Having trained in Daoist internal energy since the beginning, they were filled with anti-demonic qi. And possessing the body of that man Shin Hyuk was even more unthinkable.

    
      

    

    “If it must come to this, even if I end up imprisoned in the Sky-Shattering Blade again, I must find a way for the future…”

    
      

    

    Having made her decision, Asura Demon Empress’s soul turned toward the Sky-Shattering Blade.

    
      

    

    Asura Demon Empress’s red aura enveloped the Sky-Shattering Blade and began to seep into it. But the moment she entered it, Ju Yak-ran was pierced by a sense that something had gone terribly wrong. This was different from before.

    
      

    

    “Aaaaaaah! What is this…?!”

    
      

    

    Ju Yak-ran’s soul shrieked in unbearable pain.

    
      

    

    “I told you. You were only parasitizing the Sky-Shattering Blade through its unique aura. Now that I’ve reclaimed that aura, you can no longer remain within it.”

    
      

    

    
      ‘Lucia, switch the CEC to Astral Observation Mode.’
    

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk’s left eye began to blink red, different from usual.

    
      

    

    『Brother, based on the analysis, it’s predicted that Codename: Ju Yak-ran’s astral form will be annihilated within 10 seconds.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Good work, Lucia.’
    

    
      

    

    “Then, I pray we meet again under better circumstances in the next life, Asura Demon Empress Ju Yak-ran.”

    
      

    

    “No, noooooooo!”

    
      

    

    The red aura, which had forcefully seeped into the Sky-Shattering Blade, began to scatter bit by bit. The moment of annihilation was imminent.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Not yet. Not yet! If it has come to this—!’
    

    
      

    

    With her last ounce of strength, Ju Yak-ran caused the Sky-Shattering Blade to speed forward. Even Shin Hyuk, who was watching her soul disperse, hadn’t anticipated she could still act.

    
      

    

    In that fleeting moment, before Shin Hyuk could react, the Sky-Shattering Blade, moving at incredible speed, flew toward So Eul’s body, whose head was half-crushed and whose heart had ceased.

    
      

    

    “Even if I must become a Sword Spirit, I will prepare for the future. My life’s wish… I cannot vanish without avenging myself!”

    
      

    

    The Sky-Shattering Blade embedded itself into So Eul’s heart and began to emit an ominous glow.

    
      

    

    As it had only been a short time since death, So Eul’s soul had not yet fully realized its demise. Using this lingering soul, Asura Demon Empress began the final spell to create a new vessel for her spirit to dwell in.

    
      

    

    “You truly never give up, do you? Well, villains ought to act like villains.”

    
      

    

    With a bitter expression, Shin Hyuk walked toward the Asura Demon Empress.

    
      

    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      

    

    The moment Shin Hyuk grabbed the Sky-Shattering Blade’s hilt, Ju So-cheon barely managed to open her eyes.

    
      

    

    
      ‘M-Master?!’
    

    
      

    

    “For your sins, you shall pay with your soul. Become my energy now.”

    
      

    

    The sight of her master’s heart pierced by the Sky-Shattering Blade struck Ju So-cheon with such shock that she once again lost consciousness.

    
      

    

    Burned into her mind was the tragic image of her master, the Sky-Shattering Blade embedded in his chest, and Shin Hyuk’s voice commanding her to pay for her crimes.

    
      

    

    “No, nooooooooo!”

    
      

    

    Asura Demon Empress’s desperate scream echoed through the cavern. As if to drown it out, a blue light burst forth from Shin Hyuk’s body. It lasted only a moment, but the brilliance was intense. The Sky-Shattering Blade, bathed in blue light, lost its glow.

    
      

    

    With a bitter look, Shin Hyuk pulled the Sky-Shattering Blade from So Eul’s heart. At the same time, Ju So-cheon’s heart, in Dohyeon’s arms, began to beat rapidly as she witnessed her master’s death.

    
      

    

    
      
        Thump-thump.
      
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Master… Master So Eul…’
    

    
      

    

    The face of the kind teacher she had revered like a father came to mind.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Even if I must burn away my worthless soul… I’ll avenge my Master's resentment.’
    

    
      

    

    『Beep beep beep beep beep.』

    
      

    

    A shrill alarm echoed in Shin Hyuk’s ear as Lucia’s urgent voice followed.

    
      

    

    『Commander, you must retreat! Astral waves nearing 40% of Codename: Crystal’s have been detected from Codename: Ju So-cheon!』

    
      

    

    
      ‘40%?! Why is that level of astral energy suddenly—?’
    

    
      

    

    『It seems a significant portion of Codename: Crystal’s astral energy was also absorbed by Ju So-cheon. As Asura Demon Empress’s soul exited, it caused the first shock, and your astral energy triggered a secondary shock, likely leading to an awakening. An astral energy explosion is imminent!』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Opera.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that. Initiating reboot sequence for S4 Satellite. Due to astral absorption, reactivation will take approximately 5 minutes.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Damn it.’
    

    
      

    

    The word “danger,” long forgotten, resurfaced in Shin Hyuk’s mind.

    
      

    

    “Master Dohyeon, run. Head for the exit of Maesang Valley.”

    
      

    

    “What are you—”

    
      

    

    “There’s no time to explain. A massive explosion is about to happen. I’ll stay and try to contain it, but I can’t guarantee your safety or Sir Yushin’s. Carry him and go. Hurry!”

    
      

    

    “Amitabha… Understood.”

    
      

    

    Hearing Shin Hyuk’s uncharacteristically urgent tone for the first time, Dohyeon didn’t hesitate. He lifted Yushin onto his back and began making his way out of Maesang Valley.

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    “Continue speaking.”

    
      

    

    Amyeonbaek’s calm yet heavy voice pressured Tae-eul.

    
      

    

    “When a person with sufficient training in spells uses them, they can imbue a weapon with their soul and use it as a spiritual vessel. However, the main ability of the Sky-Shattering Blade is the amplification of spell power.”

    
      

    

    “Don’t tell such lies!”

    
      

    

    Yeon Mujung interrupted, visibly enraged.

    
      

    

    “You think we fully trusted your Saheon Sect’s cooperation? Maoshan Sect also investigated the Sky-Shattering Blade. There was no such ability to control those cut by the blade. Most likely, Saheon Sect amplified some malicious sorcery using the Sky-Shattering Blade.”

    
      

    

    “Even so, the Asura Demon Empress has returned and reclaimed the Sky-Shattering Blade. Do you not understand the implications?!”

    
      

    

    “So-cheon is a child with more spiritual power than anyone I’ve seen. Though she was briefly possessed by the Asura Demon Empress, it would be impossible to completely overtake her.”

    
      

    

    As Yeon Mujung and Tae-eul’s argument escalated, the surrounding factions became increasingly confused.

    
      

    

    “Then the Asura Demon Empress hasn’t fully returned?”

    
      

    

    “Who are we supposed to believe…?”

    
      

    

    Even the unorthodox sects were hesitant to follow Yeon Mujung blindly.

    
      

    

    “If the Asura Demon Empress has truly awakened, we can’t stop her with just the people here.”

    
      

    

    “Perhaps we should retreat and assess the situation…”

    
      

    

    “No. The Asura Demon Empress is a figure of the past. Tales of her have likely been greatly exaggerated.”

    
      

    

    The factions, orthodox and unorthodox alike, were split, unable to take decisive action.

    
      

    

    “Silence!”

    
      

    

    Amid the chaos, the demon cult leader Amyeonbaek roared.

    
      

    

    “Unbelievable. Has our cult grown so quiet that fools think they can act up in our presence?”

    
      

    

    As the strongest individual faction present, the appearance of the Demon Sect brought all eyes to Amyeonbaek.

    
      

    

    “No more words. Whether it’s the Sky-Shattering Blade or Asura Demon Empress, we’ll kill and take what we want.”

    
      

    

    As tension reached its peak, the Demon Sect moved first.

    
      

    

    At Amyeonbaek’s command, the cultists drew their swords without hesitation. The Demon Sect didn’t concern themselves with odds or losses. If strong, they would take; if weak, they would break. That was their nature.

    
      

    

    Even the disciples of the Maoshan Sect and Saheon Sect watched nervously as Amyeonbaek prepared to act. But at that moment, from Maesang Valley’s entrance appeared Dohyeon, supporting a young Daoist.

    
      

    

    “Wait, isn’t that…?”

    
      

    

    “Swordmaster of Harmony and Chaos?!”

    
      

    

    “One of Wudang’s Twelve Elders, why is he here…?”

    
      

    

    What in the world had happened inside Maesang Valley? The crowd felt nothing could surprise them anymore.

    
      

    

    ‘Dohyeon and Martial Dragon?! How are they emerging from Maesang Valley, and in that condition?! Who could possibly injure Martial Dragon like that? Could it be… that Sir Monstrous Dragon who went in? No… that man isn’t the type. Then who…?’

    
      

    

    Amyeonbaek could no longer make sense of the situation inside Maesang Valley.

    
      

    

    
      ‘What on earth is happening inside…?’
    

    
      

    

    
      
        KWAOOOOOM!
      
    

    
      

    

    As Amyeonbaek’s thoughts deepened, a thunderous explosion erupted from within Maesang Valley. Something shot out at incredible speed.

    
      

    

    
      
        BANG!
      
    

    
      

    

    Like an arrow from a taut bowstring, something had flown from deep within Maesang Valley and smashed into the earth, creating a massive crater.

    
      

    

    
      
        CRASHHHHHH!
      
    

    
      

    

    It was as though every thunder bomb in the world had gone off at once. Maesang Valley collapsed, sending clouds of dust billowing into the sky.

    
      

    

    “W-What’s going on?!”

    
      

    

    “Maesang Valley exploded? Is this a volcanic zone?!”

    
      

    

    “And what just slammed into the ground?!”

    
      

    

    
      
        BOOM!
      
    

    
      

    

    Before the crowd could react, a doll-like figure shot out of the crater, covered in dust. The strange figure flew across the sky, toward Maesang Valley’s entrance, but then stopped midair as if remembering something.

    
      

    

    “No way… Heavenly Soaring Step Emperor?”

    
      

    

    “Spectral Bolt used with the Void Control Technique?”

    
      

    

    Seeing Shin Hyuk’s reverse-gravity system for the first time, martial artists from all sects scrambled to interpret his movement with their own martial knowledge.

    
      

    

    They concluded that whoever this was had easily surpassed the apex of martial mastery, based on movement alone.

    
      

    

    “That’s…?”

    
      

    

    “Sir Monstrous Dragon?”

    
      

    

    Having watched the crater closely since something had flown out, Dohyeon and Amyeonbaek widened their eyes.

    
      

    

    Despite the dust, the figure’s identity was unmistakable.

    
      

    

    It was Master Monstrous Dragon, Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    “Tsk, tsk.”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk, brushing off the dust in midair, wore an expression of awkward dismay.

    
      

    

    
      
        Crack!
      
    

    
      

    

    With the dust came the sound of his iconic A4 satellites shattering. The orbs that once radiated dazzling light and terrifying power. Even if others didn’t know, Amyeonbaek and Dohyeon knew very well how dangerous those orbs were.

    
      

    

    “Unbelievable! Sir Monstrous Dragon’s orbs? Who could destroy such orbs imbued with supreme sorcery?!”

    
      

    

    “Amitabha… could it have been that child, Ju So-cheon…?”

    
      

    

    They were too stunned by the sight to make sense of it.

    
      

    

    
      ‘S4 satellite activation status?’
    

    
      

    

    『Currently at 82%.』

    
      

    

    
      
        BOOM!
      
    

    
      

    

    『Detected hostile psionic energy reaction. Codename: Ju So-cheon is approaching.』

    
      

    

    “What now?!”

    
      

    

    “Another explosion?!”

    
      

    

    As the partially collapsed entrance of Maesang Valley blew apart again, stones scattered in every direction, and a young girl appeared from the rubble.

    
      

    

    “S-So-cheon?!”

    
      

    

    The disciples of Maoshan, led by Tae-eul, cried out in shock and relief, but the fiery determination in her eyes was locked solely onto Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    “My master’s enemy… I won’t let you live.”

    
      

    

    Despite her youthful appearance, her tone and expression were nothing short of murderous.
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      ‘All A4 satellites have been destroyed. Opera, initiate sub-satellites with additional armaments.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that. Detecting hostile psionic energy. Current target PEF: 2,700,000. Commencing battle with code name: Ju Socheon. Objective: complete silencing of the enemy.』

    
      

    

    A blue light leaked from Shin Hyuk’s left eye. As the CEC activated in response to full combat initiation, the remaining sub-satellites began receiving energy.

    
      

    

    
      
        Paaaaah!
      
    

    
      

    

    Three orbs reappeared from Shin Hyuk’s bosom, flaring in blue light.

    
      

    

    “Art of Controlling Orbs?!”

    
      

    

    “To think he can use Heavenly Soaring Step Emperor and even the Art of Controlling Orbs...”

    
      

    

    “I must’ve been blind not to recognize a master from Beyond heavens.”

    
      

    

    The martial artists, witnessing Shin Hyuk’s qinggong and orb technique for the first time, began to stir.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Indeed, there was a reason the Qinghai sub-branch couldn’t praise his martial prowess enough.’
    

    
      

    

    In particular, the young master of the Demonic Sect, Wei Jicheon , had to fight back the urge to draw his sword and challenge him to a duel. His heart pounded uncontrollably.

    
      

    

    “Everyone, retreat at least a half a kilometer!”

    
      

    

    While watching Ju Socheon approach, Shin Hyuk shouted through the satellite’s voice amplification system.

    
      

    

    The voice, unlike typical roars or inner transmissions used by martial masters, carried clearly and unnaturally, creating a strange sense of alienness among the martial artists.

    
      

    

    “Everyone retreat beyond a Half a kilometer!”

    
      

    

    Upon hearing Shin Hyuk’s warning, Am Yeonbaek shouted a command, and the demonic cultists swiftly withdrew from the entrance of Maesang Valley.

    
      

    

    Even the righteous faction’s martial artists followed suit, and soon only Ju Socheon and Shin Hyuk remained in Maesang Valley.

    
      

    

    “Hoo... I believe there’s been a misunderstanding. It’s not too late to talk things through or perhaps spar with our hands.”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk approached with an awkward smile and attempted to speak with Ju Socheon. What returned, however, was a cold glare and a murderous aura sharp enough to shred through steel.

    
      

    

    “No words needed. Do you think I don’t recognize your petty attempt to escape the current situation with a few clever words? I’ll hear your excuses after I sever your head and lay it before my master’s spirit.”

    
      

    

    『Warning. Target’s PEF levels are abnormal.』

    
      

    

    Opera’s warning rang in Shin Hyuk’s ear.

    
      

    

    
      ‘…?!’
    

    
      

    

    [Soul Descent, a forbidden spell]

    
      

    

    [The Incarnate God, Zhao Yun Zilong]

    
      

    

    From the void formed an invisible pressure that distorted the air like a mirage. Gradually taking on form, the energy transformed into a towering figure over 8 cheok tall, clad in armor, holding a spear with an imposing stance.

    
      

    

    Though the colors and features weren’t entirely clear, it was enough for everyone watching to recall a single warrior. The founder of the Zhao spear technique, the Martial God Zhao Zilong, famed for his unmatched spearplay.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Lucia?’
    

    
      

    

    『A brief dimensional fluctuation has been detected. Code name: Ju Socheon appears to have used a spell that partially transferred energy from another dimension.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘What the hell did Ju Socheon summon?’
    

    
      

    

    『Though this is the strongest astral energy pulse I’ve recorded, analysis confirms the source to be a human soul.』

    
      

    

    『Commander, under fleet operations protocol, you are not authorized to directly engage unknown entities. Combat computer Opera requests control of the satellites. I will commence extermination strategy upon target acquisition.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Granted.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that. Assuming control of satellites now.』

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk’s satellites flared with a brilliant light.

    
      

    

    『I have a control.』

    
      

    

    “Aaaaaaaaah!”

    
      

    

    As Opera completed battle preparations, Ju Socheon’s voice echoed throughout the gorge. A spatial resonance, eerily reminiscent of Yu Shin’s Azure Dragon Howl but with something far stranger laced into it.

    
      

    

    What started as the soft voice of a woman was slowly overlaid with the commanding voice of a great warrior until Ju Socheon’s and the general’s voices became one, reverberating across the field.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Give me my spear and warhorse.’
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Yes, General. Preparations are underway.’
    

    
      

    

    Ju Socheon pulled a dainty silk pouch from her robes.

    
      

    

    Inside were a miniature Diamond Sutra and a Nugyom Divine Bead, along with talismans inscribed in cinnabar on thin spirit-yellow paper, rolled tightly.

    
      

    

    Ju Socheon plucked one from the bundle and tossed it into the air. The talisman burst into flames on its own and blazed.

    
      

    

    
      Fwoosh!
    

    
      

    

    [Moshan Secret Arts Talisman Technique]

    
      

    

    [Spell of Spiritual Energy Conversion]

    
      

    

    As the burning talisman disintegrated into red-glowing ash, it quickly wove together into armor and a spear formed from pure spiritual power and affixed itself to Ju Socheon.

    
      

    

    “This can’t be?! Protective qi... no, perhaps a variant of Rebounding Qi?”

    
      

    

    As Am Yeonbaek exclaimed in shock, Dohyeon shook his head and murmured a prayer.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha... That girl likely isn’t using qi. I’ve heard that when one reaches the highest realm of the Left Path, known as Sage Spirit and Enlightened Body, one can forge weapons and armor from their dao power. I suspect this is such a case.”

    
      

    

    “Sage Spirit and Enlightened Body?”

    
      

    

    “I’ve never seen it in person either. It’s long been regarded as a legend of the Daoist schools... But if the stories are true, its strength and durability rival even the strongest protective qi techniques of transcendent martial masters.”

    
      

    

    Even Dohyeon could no longer predict the outcome between Shin Hyuk and Ju Socheon. 

    
      

    

    Just moments ago, he would have bet everything on Shin Hyuk’s victory, but now, things were different. He didn’t know what level Ju Socheon’s spellcasting had reached, but her current state suggested power equal to or greater than Yu Shin’s.

    
      

    

    “Offer up your head, villain! Bring my master back to life!”

    
      

    

    『PEF reading: 2,950,000... 2,960,000... Target’s PEF continues to rise.』

    
      

    

    “General, avenge this girl’s enemy!”

    
      

    

    From Ju Socheon’s body, red and blue energies spiraled upward. The overwhelming force she exuded resembled that of the peerless hero who broke through enemy lines alone, Zhao Zilong of Mount Chang.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Opera.’
    

    
      

    

    『Hostile psionic energy confirmed. Beginning engagement until enemy is fully neutralized.』

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk’s body rebounded as he launched his satellites and widened the distance between himself and the charging Ju Socheon.

    
      

    

    The A4 satellites, separated from Shin Hyuk, released black energy to block Ju Socheon’s advance.

    
      

    

    [Zilong Style, Zhao Spear Technique of Mount Chang]

    
      

    

    In response, Ju Socheon’s spear swept the air as softly as drifting clouds.

    
      

    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      

    

    Amazingly, a single gentle motion dispersed three satellites simultaneously. The black energy they had emitted was halved in an instant, but the satellites quickly reoriented and resumed glowing brilliantly in the sky.

    
      

    

    『Close-range firing mode. Pulse laser ready. 2, 1, Fire.』

    
      

    

    Opera responded as if expecting such an attack, but Ju Socheon’s power was stronger than anticipated. With just one blow, half of the satellite’s photon barrier had been destroyed.

    
      

    

    “Do not underestimate the Martial God!”

    
      

    

    Though her master’s killer was merely dancing behind his orbs, Ju Socheon moved aggressively.

    
      

    

    “General, advance!”

    
      

    

    Ju Socheon’s enraged voice rang out, and her posture shifted. From gliding through beam fire like flowing mist, she suddenly came to a halt.

    
      

    

    And from her, a dreadful force erupted.

    
      

    

    [Zilong Style, Zhao Spear Technique of Mount Chang]

    
      

    

    [Dragonfang Impaler]

    
      

    

    Aligning her arms and spear in a straight line, Ju Socheon fixed her gaze on Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    『P301 medium rocket. Fire.』

    
      

    

    As soon as she stopped moving, Opera fired the medium-grade rocket without hesitation.

    
      

    

    
      
        Boooooom!
      
    

    
      

    

    The roar of the rocket exploding upon Ju Socheon’s slender frame made the observing martial artists tremble.

    
      

    

    『Detecting hostile psionic energy... Target PEF: 3,200,000.』

    
      

    

    『Beep, beep, beep, beep. Danger. Danger...』

    
      

    

    Through the rising dust and smoke, Ju Socheon emerged like a ghost, passing through the A4 satellites and charging toward Shin Hyuk. Though she’d clearly taken a direct hit, not even a tear marked her robes as she thrust her spear.

    
      

    

    The rotating energy and spirit force in the spear rivaled that of the finest martial arts and mystic techniques, it aimed straight for Shin Hyuk’s heart.

    
      

    

    『S4 satellite output rate: 99.5%... 100%. S4 satellite at maximum power. Initiating S4 satellite transformation.』

    
      

    

    Just then, the S4 satellite, which had absorbed astral energy from Pa Cheon Bi, completed its reactivation. It transformed into a glowing energy sword the moment it was ready, and met Ju Socheon’s spirit-charged spear head-on.

    
      

    

    [Sword Pattern Red]

    
      

    

    [Crimson Moon]

    
      

    

    “Ha!”

    
      

    

    
      
        BOOOM! BAAAM!
      
    

    
      

    

    The Zhao Spear Technique imbued with Ju Socheon’s spirit clashed with Shin Hyuk’s energy sword, creating a tremendous explosion. Her spirit-crafted spear met the S4 satellite’s main body.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Unbelievable?! It blocked General Zhao Zilong’s spear from the front?! That should be impossible for anyone not in the realm of Transcendence... Could that bastard really be a master of the Harmony realm?’
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘This is unexpected. For her to withstand the Crimson Moon of Sword Pattern Red? Could this girl fall into the category of those ‘Harmony realm masters’ I’ve never encountered before?’
    

    
      

    

    Stunned by each other’s power, Shin Hyuk and Ju Socheon clashed again. Her spear drew radiant trails in the sky, producing dozens of spear shadows.

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk’s red psionic sword precisely cleaved each one, aiming for an opening.

    
      

    

    “Tch.”

    
      

    

    Ju Socheon, fending off his attacks with deft spear movements, now moved wildly to strike at his vital points.

    
      

    

    “Ugh!”

    
      

    

    Frustration at not being able to vanquish her master’s killer in one blow contorted Ju Socheon’s face.

    
      

    

    Dodging the destruction beams, she pulled away, and her eyes gleamed with resolve.

    
      

    

    Ju Socheon drew twelve more talismans from her robes and scattered them through the air. As they caught fire, an ominous energy emerged.

    
      

    

    [Twelve Celestial Beast Art]

    
      

    

    [Descent of the Horse God]

    
      

    

    From the eerie remnants of the burned talismans, red smoke twisted and formed a massive warhorse.

    
      

    

    Like the ghost of the Red Hare summoned forth, the spectral steed exuded overwhelming pressure. Ju Socheon seized its reins with a roar and mounted it once more, clutching her spear tightly.

    
      

    

    “Prepare yourself!”

    
      

    

    [Zilong Style Zhao Spear Technique of Mount Chang]

    
      

    

    [Spear of the Rampaging Storm Horse]

    
      

    

    The warhorse, imbued with the power of the Horse God, surged toward Shin Hyuk as its ominous aura rippled outward.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Then...’
    

    
      

    

    [Sword Pattern Blue]

    
      

    

    The energy sword’s color shifted from red to blue, and the psionic waves unraveled like threads before converging.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Opera, absorb my psionic energy.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that.』

    
      

    

    The energy sword, now shaped like a disk, flared brightly as Shin Hyuk’s inner energy poured into it. The S4 satellite joined in, glowing with a blue flame.

    
      

    

    『Triple Hell Lighting ready.』

    
      

    

    At the same time, Ju Socheon’s steed accelerated toward Shin Hyuk at a speed beyond human perception.
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    “Yaaah!”

    
      

    

    With Ju Socheon’s shout, her figure overlapped with that of Zhao Zilong. Carrying the fierce energy of spear force, the phantom of Zhao Zilong moved as if to slash Shin Hyuk’s entire body to pieces.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Triple Hell Lighting Fire.’
    

    
      

    

    In sync with her movements, three S4 satellites launched a massive, sun-like sphere of blazing energy from their centers. The psionic-energy-formed sphere collided with the rampaging storm-lance momentum, cancelling each other out and unleashing a shockwave throughout the area.

    
      

    

    
      
        BAAAAAM!
      
    

    
      

    

    “O God of Horses, trample my enemy!”

    
      

    

    As Ju Socheon used the explosive force of the Triple Hell Lighting to launch herself backward from the horse, she infused the steed with her sorcery. The spirit horse, born of the spell, began to rampage wildly.

    
      

    

    
      
        HIIIIIEEEIGH!
      
    

    
      

    

    After letting out a shrill neigh, the horse’s body began to burn with sacred flames. In the blink of an eye, the entire horse, engulfed in hellfire, charged at Shin Hyuk, and just as the collision seemed imminent, his sword finally moved.

    
      

    

    [Sword Pattern Blue]

    
      

    

    [Blue Moon]

    
      

    

    As Shin Hyuk swung his energy swords in a cross (十) shape, a bluish, shield-like aura formed in front of him. Everyone, including the martial artists and even Ju Socheon, expected a tremendous impact and explosion when the energy of the godly steed collided with it, but the result completely defied their expectations.

    
      

    

    The blazing horse struck Shin Hyuk’s shield like a hammer hitting a rubber block, it couldn’t pierce through. Instead, guided by the direction of the blue energy, the force was diverted.

    
      

    

    “The god horse’s power?!”

    
      

    

    Just as Shin Hyuk intended, the flaming steed’s redirected charge now flew toward Ju Socheon. She hastily formed hand seals.

    
      

    

    [Twelve Celestial Beast Art]

    
      

    

    [Descent of the Monkey God]

    
      

    

    With her seals, a burnt talisman lit up with the character (monkey), and a small monkey-shaped spirit appeared.

    
      

    

    
      
        KIIKI-KIIKI!
      
    

    
      

    

    The monkey laughed gleefully and smiled toward the oncoming flaming steed.

    
      

    

    The summoned Monkey God’s form leaped onto the charging horse’s back. Jabbing its fingers into the horse’s eyes and ears while muttering an unintelligible chant, the god horse vanished.

    
      

    

    
      
        KIIKI-KIIKI-KIIKI!
      
    

    
      

    

    With laughter, or perhaps madness, the Monkey God’s form charged rapidly toward Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    
      ‘What the hell is that now?’
    

    
      

    

    『Analyzing, Oppa.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Opera, intercept it.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that. M127 Multi-Rocket System ready.』

    
      

    

    The S4 satellite began targeting the Monkey God’s form.

    
      

    

    “General Zhao, I’m coming!”

    
      

    

    As Ju Socheon gripped her spear with renewed strength, her spiritual energy erupted once again.

    
      

    

    『Warning. Code name: Ju Socheon is rapidly converting Astral Energy into Psionic Energy. Current PEF: 3,500,000!』

    
      

    

    As the warning sounded from Opera, the rising PEF value of Ju Socheon was displayed on Shin Hyuk’s CEC.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Damn. I thought the maximum output of the S4 satellites would end this quickly… This won’t be easy.’
    

    
      

    

    『Enemy’s energy reserves are unknown. The more the Astral Energy is converted into Psionic Energy, the more the values continue to spike.』

    
      

    

    “YAAAH!”

    
      

    

    [Zhaolong Style, Zilong Style Zhao Spear Technique of Mount Chang]

    
      

    

    [Annihilating Storm Spear]

    
      

    

    A spear strike like a storm that destroyed and pulverized everything rained down. At the same time, an ominous energy snuck toward Shin Hyuk’s blind spot, riding the massive wave of qi.

    
      

    

    
      
        KIIKI-KIIKI-KIIKI!
      
    

    
      

    

    The moment that unforeseen energy reached Shin Hyuk, the S4 satellite, which had been tracking the Monkey God’s form, locked onto the revealed trajectory.

    
      

    

    『Target secured. M127 Multi-Rocket Fire.』

    
      

    

    Opera launched a barrage of hundreds of rounds toward the Monkey God’s path, shredding its form apart with a shriek before it could strike Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Now!’
    

    
      

    

    『Warning. Support unavailable.』

    
      

    

    As Opera's attention was momentarily diverted due to the rocket barrage, Shin Hyuk was exposed to Ju Socheon’s attack.

    
      

    

    The Annihilating Storm Spear was a ranged spear-throwing technique. The spears formed of energy flew like arrows, akin to hundreds of cavalrymen hurling javelins in perfect unison.

    
      

    

    
      ‘She hasn’t figured out the S4 satellite’s energy sword pattern yet. In that case…’
    

    
      

    

    [Sword Pattern Blue]

    
      

    

    [Blue Moon]

    
      

    

    Once again, Shin Hyuk swung his energy swords in a cross (十) shape, and the blue shield-like aura appeared before him. Hundreds of spears struck the Blue Moon shield.

    
      

    

    Surprisingly, it reacted no differently than it had to the god horse’s force. Despite their overwhelming power, the spears failed to inflict any damage and were reflected back toward Ju Socheon.

    
      

    

    “What the hell?! You… cursed villain! What kind of dark arts are you using?!”

    
      

    

    Watching hundreds of powerful spears bounce back, Ju Socheon cried out in horror and rage. Then, the spear in her hand flew out and spun like a windmill.

    
      

    

    “Controlling Spear With Qi?!”

    
      

    

    The martial artists watching the battle were stunned. Even those who could wield the sword with energy were rare, and Shin Hyuk’s Orb Mastery was a unique, secret technique only he used.

    
      

    

    And yet, this young girl, not even twenty, not only showed incredible spell power, but could also wield her spear with energy?

    
      

    

    『Warning. Code name: Ju Socheon’s Astral Energy is again being converted into Psionic Energy. Current PEF: 3,750,000.』

    
      

    

    Ju Socheon’s hands never stopped forming seals.

    
      

    

    [Twelve Celestial Beast Art]

    
      

    

    [Descent of the Dragon God]

    
      

    

    This time, a giant red dragon appeared above Ju Socheon, holding a glowing red orb in its mouth.

    
      

    

    
      
        CRACKLE-CRACKLE!
      
    

    
      

    

    The lightning energy emitted from the orb clashed with the sea of spears and blocked them. The rotating, energy-controlled spear circled around and closed in on Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    『Report. Detecting a large, absorbable power source ahead. Psionic energy conversion sequence ready.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Perfect. I was worried about the S4’s remaining energy.’
    

    
      

    

    The Dragon God’s lightning crashed into the Blue Moon shield, only to be absorbed as if raindrops were falling into the ocean.

    
      

    

    
      ‘No way… Don’t tell me this shield can absorb all forms of attack, spiritual energy, sorcery, everything?!’
    

    
      

    

    Ju Socheon’s pupils trembled as she witnessed the scene.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Just once more… One more test. If my hypothesis is correct…’
    

    
      

    

    Soldiers assemble, form ranks, and march forth into battle.

    
      

    

    She swiftly formed ten seals.

    
      

    

    [Twelve Celestial Beast Art]

    
      

    

    [Descent of the Tiger God]

    
      

    

    
      
        ROOOAAARR!
      
    

    
      

    

    Even used alone, the Tiger God was a ferocious force. She amplified its power through sealing arts, summoning a giant white tiger that charged at Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    Meanwhile, Ju Socheon had already retrieved her spear, now gripped tightly in her hand, eyes locked in intense concentration.

    
      

    

    “Hrrrgh!”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk again swung his energy swords in a cross shape. The seemingly unstoppable force of the Tiger God vanished as well.

    
      

    

    “As expected… So that’s what it was. General, thank you.”

    
      

    

    Her words, tinged with realization, also hinted at resignation.

    
      

    

    With a calm look in her eyes, the rampaging storm that had engulfed her energy was gone.

    
      

    

    『P302 Mini Rocket. Fire.』

    
      

    

    Opera wouldn’t miss such an opportunity. To a battle computer, eliminating the enemy was paramount, there was no reason to hesitate just because their will to fight had waned.

    
      

    

    The mini rocket directly hit Ju Socheon, flipping the ground and sending debris everywhere in a massive explosion.

    
      

    

    “OOOOH!”

    
      

    

    “Is that one of the monster’s dark techniques?”

    
      

    

    “That was like dozens of thunder bombs exploding! So the monster wins in the end?”

    
      

    

    To the martial artists of Jeong-sama’s forces, it seemed that Ju Socheon had thrown everything she had. and yet, upon realizing her efforts were futile, had conceded. Naturally, they believed Shin Hyuk had won.

    
      

    

    『Opera, stop!』

    
      

    

    Lucia hurriedly halted Opera, which was preparing another strike.

    
      

    

    Despite the direct hit from the mini rocket, Ju Socheon’s PEF hadn’t dropped at all.

    
      

    

    『The target has not been silenced. Additional strike required.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Opera, standby.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that.』

    
      

    

    『Oppa, not yet. Code name: Ju Socheon is releasing an even more intense Astral Energy wave.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘I feel it too. What is this…? Pure Astral Energy?! Is that girl trying to harness the power of a crystal?!’
    

    
      

    

    『Commander, it’s dangerous.』

    
      

    

    Victorino’s urgent voice rang in Shin Hyuk’s ears.

    
      

    

    『Per operational protocol, we will initiate protective measures for Commander Shin Hyuk. Teresa’s long-range bombardment sequence, start.』

    
      

    

    “Descend upon me, lawless one of Heaven…”

    
      

    

    “Wait!”

    
      

    

    『Ion cannon, ground-target tactical missile standby. 50%, 51%... 』

    
      

    

    Even as Shin Hyuk tried to stop it, Ju Socheon’s final incantation had already begun.

    
      

    

    “Descend…”

    
      

    

    『Enemy Astral Pulse spiking. Long-range fire support needed. Emergency satellite cannon strike: Fire.』

    
      

    

    From high orbit, the surveillance satellite controlled by Teresa released a condensed beam of energy, transformed into a white beam of light that tore through the sky.

    
      

    

    As the radiant white light struck Ju Socheon, the explosion shook the earth, and her figure disappeared into the dust and shockwave.

    
      

    

    “Wh-What the hell?! What was that just now? Is that the monster’s might?!”

    
      

    

    “Can that even be called martial arts anymore?”

    
      

    

    “Even the heavens seem to bend to his power…”

    
      

    

    The martial artists were left dumbfounded by the overwhelming power of the satellite cannon. But then—

    
      

    

    “AAAAAHHHHH~”

    
      

    

    From the blast zone came a voice. not quite a song, not quite a scream.

    
      

    

    [Forbidden Astral Art of Heavenly Spirit Descent]

    
      

    

    [Incarnation of the Victorious Fighting Buddha, Sun Wukong]

    
      

    

    A free-spirited yet brutally violent aura poured out of Ju Socheon’s body.

    
      

    

    “Kukukuku… Ahahahahahaha!”

    
      

    

    As the girl’s voice gradually turned into that of a mischievous boy, Ju Socheon suddenly threw her head back and laughed maniacally toward the sky.

    
      

    

    “To think the day would come when I descend to this world once more… It feels like a dream.”
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    “Kyaho~!”

    
      

    

    It wasn’t Ju Socheon’s voice. It echoed through Maesang Valley like the excited scream of a child on the morning of a long-awaited field trip. But the sheer impact of the overwhelming volume alone turned the cheer into a tremendous sonic attack, charged with force.

    
      

    

    『The voice contains an immense astral wave and psionic energy.』

    
      

    

    “Aaagh!”

    
      

    

    “Uuurgh...”

    
      

    

    Even though they were more than 300 meters away, warriors with weaker inner strength fainted and collapsed.

    
      

    

    “Kuhahahahaha. Come forth, Ruyi!”

    
      

    

    Ju Socheon, laughing heartily for a while, plucked a strand of her hair and blew on it. Astonishingly, the hair transformed into a staff with a golden sheen.

    
      

    

    [The Sacred Metal Anchoring the Heavenly River’s Foundation – Ruyi Jingu Bang]

    
      

    

    The golden staff is said to have been used by Sun Wukong to subdue countless demons while journeying to Tianzhu with the monk Tang Sanzang. It was said to be kept tiny in his ear, taken out and wielded only when confronting monsters, now resurrected as a mythical weapon.

    
      

    

    Ju Socheon, gazing at the Ruyi Staff in her hand with great satisfaction, gave it a casual swing. The heavy sound of it slicing the wind grew louder as the Ruyi Staff began to move faster and faster, sweeping through the air in all directions.

    
      

    

    “Kuhahahahaha, splendid! So, child. What is it you ask of me?”

    
      

    

    Driving the Ruyi Staff into the ground, Ju Socheon let out a satisfied laugh and spoke.

    
      

    

    “Urgh...”

    
      

    

    “Please, stop...”

    
      

    

    “Krgh...”

    
      

    

    “Namu Amitabha...”

    
      

    

    Except for the peak masters, most of the martial artists who had been watching the battle between Ju Socheon and Shin Hyuk lost consciousness and collapsed. It was a truly absurd sight, and the warriors, overwhelmed, could not dare to open their mouths.

    
      

    

    “Ah, so you wish for that one to be punished. Do not worry. One strike will suffice. Kuhahahaha!”

    
      

    

    With a wild laugh, Ju Socheon did a backward flip. Even though she flipped away from where Hyuk was looking, the moment she spun mid-air, her form vanished, only to reappear behind Hyuk in the exact same flipping pose.

    
      

    

    And then, the Ruyi Staff came crashing down toward Hyuk’s head.

    
      

    

    『Evasive maneuver. Blocking attack trajectory.』

    
      

    

    Hyuk’s form shot forward at incredible speed.

    
      

    

    To buy even a moment for the evasive action, one of the spare A4 satellites collided with Ju Socheon’s Ruyi Staff in a burst of dazzling blue light.

    
      

    

    
      
        Clang! Wham!
      
    

    
      

    

    The moment it touched the Ruyi Staff, the light vanished, and the A4 satellite plummeted to the ground. But thanks to the time earned by sacrificing that satellite, Hyuk was able to gain some distance from Ju Socheon.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Suppress, triangular rounds.’
    

    
      

    

    At Hyuk’s command, a triangular formation of bullets was fired from the A4 satellite to check Ju Socheon’s movements, but the Ruyi Staff deflected them as if it had a will of its own.

    
      

    

    And then, it pointed straight at the retreating Hyuk.

    
      

    

    
      ‘What the hell is this?!’
    

    
      

    

    Startled, Hyuk swung his energy sword and struck the Ruyi Staff coming at him with terrifying speed.

    
      

    

    But instead of deflecting its trajectory, Hyuk’s energy sword rebounded off the Ruyi Staff.

    
      

    

    “Huh?”

    
      

    

    『Warning. Unable to alter the enemy's attack trajectory.』

    
      

    

    [Sword Pattern Blue]

    
      

    

    [Blue Moon]

    
      

    

    A blue aura extended from his sword, leaving behind a cross-shaped (十) trail. This was the manifestation once more of Blue Moon's absolute defense, which had nullified all attacks thus far.

    
      

    

    “Kikikiki.”

    
      

    

    A carefree chuckle escaped Ju Socheon’s lips as the blue shield-like energy blocked her path. It was the innocent laughter of a child who had just found a new toy.

    
      

    

    『Commander, the enemy’s weapon is emitting astral energy…!』

    
      

    

    As Lucia’s urgent warning ended, an ominous golden light burst from the Ruyi Staff.

    
      

    

    “This is...?”

    
      

    

    At the moment of impact between Blue Moon’s shield and the golden Ruyi Staff, the shield shattered completely.

    
      

    

    “This can’t be! A being capable of wielding astral energy actually exists in this world?”

    
      

    

    『M120 Flashbang, M130 Smoke grenade.』

    
      

    

    Under Opera’s control, the A4 satellite hurriedly launched two projectiles. The Ruyi Staff struck down the incoming rounds, but that was the trap, Hyuk had intended for them to explode, releasing blinding flashes and white smoke.

    
      

    

    “Damn it… This is completely outside of expectations.”

    
      

    

    Having narrowly escaped the crisis with Opera’s help, Hyuk tousled his bangs.

    
      

    

    “It’s impossible for a human to go against the power of a god. I’ll have you pay for your sins.”

    
      

    

    The divine glint faded from Ju Socheon’s face, and the pure, gleaming eyes of a girl returned.

    
      

    

    “You’ve shown strength far beyond my expectations.”

    
      

    

    “Are you mocking me? Do I seem so weak that my master’s enemy can make light of me?!”

    
      

    

    Hyuk’s expression hardened. And then, for the first time, chilling words spilled from his lips.

    
      

    

    “I can no longer continue this fight while holding back enough to spare your life.”

    
      

    

    
      ‘Opera, assist. Open psionic energy.’
    

    
      

    

    Hyuk’s eyes changed. Just as a golden light began to shine faintly in Ju Socheon’s eyes, a blue glow began to flicker in Hyuk’s.

    
      

    

    『Copy that. Assisting in the conversion and concentration of commander’s internal psionic energy. Psionic energy conversion, focus. Calculation complete. Energy Pattern Blue, Red, Black ready.』

    
      

    

    [Sword Pattern Red]

    
      

    

    [Red Moon]

    
      

    

    As Hyuk’s energy sword emitted a red glow, Ju Socheon’s childish giggle rang out once more, and her eyes began to gleam with a radiant golden hue.

    
      

    

    [Fiery Eyes and Golden Pupils]

    
      

    

    The all-seeing eyes that discern truth from falsehood. the eyes of the fighting Buddha descended once again into the physical world.

    
      

    

    “This humble Buddha didn’t realize such a fascinating creature had appeared while I was away in the heavens. Kikikiki. Were you also born from stone?”

    
      

    

    Even while speaking casually, Ju Socheon’s Ruyi Staff shot toward Hyuk at incredible speed.

    
      

    

    Opera scrambled the A4 satellites and fired every kind of projectile for suppression, but all of Hyuk’s attacks were effortlessly blocked by the playfully wielded Ruyi Staff.

    
      

    

    “Kikikiki. With the Fiery Eyes and Golden Pupils open, this Buddha’s eyes miss nothing and are fooled by nothing, so don’t try to test me with such crude techniques.”

    
      

    

    
      ‘As expected, even the energy of Pattern Red cannot cut through. In that case, the answer is clear.’
    

    
      

    

    “Come to me, Nimbus Cloud.”

    
      

    

    
      
        Rumble!
      
    

    
      

    

    The sky roared. In broad daylight, dark clouds covered the sun, and lightning flashed across the darkened heavens.

    
      

    

    
      
        BOOOOM!
      
    

    
      

    

    A bolt of lightning struck right in front of Hyuk, and a black cloud appeared before Ju Socheon.

    
      

    

    Lightly placing her body on the cloud, Ju Socheon slowly ascended. Once Nimbus Cloud was airborne, Ju Socheon clutched her Ruyi Staff atop the cloud, looking down arrogantly at Hyuk.

    
      

    

    『Warning. Enemy psionic energy is rising. Current level...』

    
      

    

    Ju Socheon’s eyes, turning completely golden, began to shine with a majestic and holy light, reminiscent of a Buddha.

    
      

    

    『Beep beep beep beep beep beep beep.』

    
      

    

    With Opera’s announcement, an alarm blared from Hyuk’s CEC.

    
      

    

    『Current hostile PEF reading. 7,000,000... 8,000,000... 9,700,000...』

    
      

    

    
      ‘It’s still going up?’
    

    
      

    

    『PEF 10,000,000.』

    
      

    

    In resonance with the slowly vibrating Nimbus Cloud, Ju Socheon’s body radiated a golden light, tearing through the atmosphere. It looked as if the heavens themselves were screaming.

    
      

    

    『Commander, this is Victorino. The current situation is being deemed a critical emergency. Although the astral wave test has not been completed, per fleet operation protocol, authorization is granted for up to 50% usage of your maximum astral energy. All activity on the Teresa is now suspended, and the data for your exclusive Hundred Sword Strike Art will be transmitted to Satellite S4. Estimated transfer time: 3 seconds.』

    
      

    

    『3, 2, 1. Transfer complete.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Confirmed.’
    

    
      

    

    For the first time since arriving in Murim, Hyuk assumed a formal sword stance.

    
      

    

    [Hundred Sword Strike Art]

    
      

    

    [Sword Pattern Red]

    
      

    

    [Red Moon Secret Technique]

    
      

    

    [Vermilion Bird Annihilation Stance]

    
      

    

    Anything touched by the wings of fire shall return to flame.

    
      

    

    “What an extraordinary mortal. With this level of skill, he could probably face off against the Battle God Natha without falling far behind. Have humans of this world evolved to such a degree?”

    
      

    

    Hyuk’s stance was exactly like a vermilion bird crouching to gather strength before taking flight. Even the Great Sage Equal to Heaven, the lawless outlaw of the celestial realm who never showed a shred of seriousness before the Jade Emperor, was genuinely impressed.

    
      

    

    “I never thought I’d have to use this much strength during my brief descent to the mortal realm. Now then, here I come!”

    
      

    

    It was a streak of light. Truly, Sun Wukong riding the legendary Nimbus Cloud was impossibly fast.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Opera, S4 satellite. Overclock.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that. Executing the commander’s orders.』

    
      

    

    S4 Satellite Overclock. Counter High-Speed Combat. Public Interception Tactical Mobility Equipment Activated.

    
      

    

    [Black Wings]

    
      

    

    From the sword Hyuk held, a black stream of energy burst out and spread behind his back like wings. And then, he moved so fast that even a peak master would have trouble following him with their eyes.

    
      

    

    “Impressive. You can keep up with the speed of the Nimbus Cloud.”

    
      

    

    『The enemy’s attack power and mobility far exceed expectations. S4 satellite remaining energy: 71%, 70%...』

    
      

    

    With Opera’s warning, Ju Socheon’s updated PEF reading was displayed on Hyuk’s CEC.

    
      

    

    『PEF 10,330,000, 10,450,000...』

    
      

    

    
      ‘The PEF isn’t decreasing… it’s still rising...’
    

    
      

    

    A grotesque grin formed on Ju Socheon’s face as she plucked two strands of her hair.

    
      

    

    “Phew~”

    
      

    

    She gazed at the hairs for a moment, then blew on them lightly.

    
      

    

    “What?!”

    
      

    

    Even Hyuk, who was rarely startled, widened his eyes in shock.

    
      

    

    “Kikikiki!”

    
      

    

    “Hehehehe!”

    
      

    

    “Well then, how do you like this, brat? This Buddha’s External Divine Art. Kuhahahaha.”

    
      

    

    As the three Ju Socheons burst into laughter simultaneously, the very air trembled and exploded with sonic shockwaves, forcing even the peak masters watching from 300 meters away to stagger and cover their ears.

    
      

    

    “Can that even be called martial arts?”

    
      

    

    “Miss Ju Socheon’s technique might be considered sorcery at least. But that beast…”

    
      

    

    “If Monstrous Dragon hasn’t reached the realm of Void Realm, then how could a human body possibly accomplish this?”

    
      

    

    Even the warriors of the orthodox and unorthodox factions trembled at the terrifying display of Ju Socheon’s power, yet could not hide their awe at Hyuk, who stood his ground without a flicker of hesitation.

    
      

    

    “Let’s go!”

    
      

    

    With a command from what seemed to be the real Ju Socheon, the three copies surrounding Hyuk all struck downward at once.

    
      

    

    
      
        BOOOOOM!
      
    

    
      

    

    It wasn’t so much that the ground cracked, it seemed to explode. A massive crater formed, but the three Ju Socheons looked upward.

    
      

    

    Floating above their crushing blow, Hyuk’s Black Wings spread behind his back, emanating a mysterious aura.

    
      

    

    “You would fight the Buddha in the sky?”

    
      

    

    Ju Socheon looked up at Hyuk with a scoff.

    
      

    

    “Come to me, Nimbus Cloud!”

    
      

    

    Three clouds formed in the sky and shot toward the three Ju Socheons.

    
      

    

    “Let’s go!”

    
      

    

    Mounted upon the clouds, the three Ju Socheons soared into the sky.

    
      

    

    Thus began a majestic battle, the likes of which no one in the martial world had ever witnessed.
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    The moment he saw the soaring clones of Ju Socheon, Shin Hyuk’s eyes gleamed.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Opera, M102 Curved Homing Missile.’
    

    
      

    

    『Ready.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Concentrate my psionic energy.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that.』

    
      

    

    “You! What are you scheming?!”

    
      

    

    Seeing Shin Hyuk’s unusual demeanor, the Ju Socheons rushed at him furiously, but once again, the Blue Pattern deployed, repelling the Ruyi Staff and creating distance from Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    “Haaaah!”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk’s body began to be enveloped in a radiant light, blazing like a scorching sun.

    
      

    

    “SOD (Stalker of Double) Hell Lighting.”

    
      

    

    『M102 Curved Homing Missile. Function split, homing system set.』

    
      

    

    “You think this Buddha will just sit here and take it?”

    
      

    

    Sensing that Shin Hyuk was aiming at his clones, Ju Socheon gathered power and swung his staff forcefully.

    
      

    

    Tremendous spiritual power surged toward the main body, causing the sky to tremble.

    
      

    

    A momentum that could shatter any attack directed at the clones radiated from Ju Socheon.

    
      

    

    “Fire!”

    
      

    

    At last, with Shin Hyuk’s command, the Hell Lighting launched toward the clones, and as the real Ju Socheon moved to intercept it, Shin Hyuk also darted forward at high speed.

    
      

    

    [Hundred Sword Strike Art]

    
      

    

    [Sword Pattern Red]

    
      

    

    [Secret Technique of the Crimson Moon]

    
      

    

    [Vermilion Bird Annihilation Stance - Severing the Heavens]

    
      

    

    “What is this?”

    
      

    

    Ju Socheon seemed briefly flustered by Shin Hyuk’s incredible momentum, but quickly returned to a fierce aura as he clashed blades with Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    
      
        Boom~! Crackkk!
      
    

    
      

    

    “Haaap!”

    
      

    

    “Eek. Yaaah!”

    
      

    

    Just before the clash between the red energy sword and the Ruyi Staff, the energies imbued in the two weapons collided first, bursting the surrounding air. Even the clouds scattered and dissolved under the spreading shockwave, and the two weapons ground against each other, screeching and sparking as they tried to tear and break one another.

    
      

    

    As Shin Hyuk swung his right arm wide, a gold-colored metal shard, about 1 chon in size, was sliced off.

    
      

    

    “What?!”

    
      

    

    Ju Socheon’s deer-like eyes widened even further.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Even the War God Nata couldn’t scratch the Ruyi Gold Staff?!’
    

    
      

    

    The fact that the indestructible Ruyi Staff had even a tiny sliver cut from it left Ju Socheon in utter shock.

    
      

    

    “Kuhuhu, even if it’s a fake hastily made from this girl’s spiritual power, to cut a Ruyi Staff imbued with this Buddha’s strength… truly remarkable. It’s like looking at my younger self. Hahahahaha!”

    
      

    

    The startled expression disappeared from Ju Socheon’s face, revealing once again the demeanor of the Gambling War Buddha, Son Haeng-ja.

    
      

    

    “You flatter me. But aren’t you forgetting something?”

    
      

    

    “What do you mean?”

    
      

    

    
      
        Boom! Boom!
      
    

    
      

    

    As Ju Socheon questioned him, two explosions erupted behind him, flames shooting into the sky.

    
      

    

    『SOD (Stalker of Double) Hell Lighting. Both rounds have hit.』

    
      

    

    With Opera’s report, a faint smile crept up Shin Hyuk’s lips.

    
      

    

    “You forgot about this.”

    
      

    

    “Kuh, kuk, kuhuhu… kuhuhuhuhuh…”

    
      

    

    Ju Socheon, laughing faintly like a madman, slowly placed his palm to his forehead.

    
      

    

    “Hahahahahahaha. First Hong Hae-ah, then Nata… and now you’re the third.”

    
      

    

    “What do you mean?”

    
      

    

    “Three who, despite their weakness, did not cower before this Buddha. Fine, I acknowledge you. In this girl’s body, subduing you will take a lot of time.”

    
      

    

    Ju Socheon laughed heartily, as if genuinely enjoying himself.

    
      

    

    “As I said earlier, you’re too strong. So I can’t fight while worrying about preserving your life any longer. An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. Now it’s my turn.”

    
      

    

    As Shin Hyuk finished speaking, his body shot up at terrifying speed.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Lucia.’
    

    
      

    

    『Yes, brother.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Calculate bombardment range.’
    

    
      

    

    『Already done. Target locked on.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Victorino.’
    

    
      

    

    『Yes, Commander.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Firing sequence for the Ion Cannon?’
    

    
      

    

    『Just give the command. Ready anytime.』

    
      

    

    “Everyone, fall back at least fifty jang from your current positions!”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk’s voice thundered across the entire Maesang Valley from above.

    
      

    

    Knowing well that Shin Hyuk never spoke in vain, Am Yeon-baek and Dohyeon were the first to move. Seeing them withdraw, the rest of the Just and Demonic factions hurriedly grabbed the unconscious and rushed away from the battlefield.

    
      

    

    “What on earth is he doing…?”

    
      

    

    “Ion Cannon, fire.”

    
      

    

    Flames sparked in Shin Hyuk’s eyes.

    
      

    

    『Copy that.』

    
      

    

    “Huh?”

    
      

    

    When Ju Socheon looked up at Shin Hyuk, the sky he floated in had turned a dazzling green. And then, something more dangerous than lightning, something unimaginable, tore through the sky. The moment the once-blue sky was wholly dyed in green—

    
      

    

    A green mass, moving at lightning speed, blanketed an area spanning 300 meters. 

    
      

    

    There was no sound, no shockwave. Only the green glow filled the space. Though it lasted only a brief moment, it felt like an eternity. When the green light finally faded from view, all the warriors who looked upon Maesang Valley were struck speechless.

    
      

    

    “…”

    
      

    

    “…Gone?”

    
      

    

    What lay before them could only be described with a single word. Annihilation. The place where Ju Socheon had stood seemed to have returned to nothingness.

    
      

    

    Not just the land, but even the air that had flowed through the area seemed to have vanished completely.

    
      

    

    “So this is the power of a martial artist who has reached the Void Realm.”

    
      

    

    “How can a human… revert a 300 meters space to nothing with a single strike?!”

    
      

    

    “Is this the victory of the monstrous dragon…?”

    
      

    

    Before the shock of the absurdly powerful technique could even settle, Shin Hyuk’s own display of strength sent shudders down the spines of every warrior who witnessed it.

    
      

    

    “Kuhuhuhuhu…”

    
      

    

    Yet, from somewhere, a laugh rang out, a mix of annoyance, admiration, and defiance.

    
      

    

    “To think I’d have to use even the Dragon Robe after Ruyi and Nimbus Cloud. Truly astonishing sorcery.”

    
      

    

    Rising slowly from the desolate remains of the ground, Ju Socheon stood again before Shin Hyuk, now wearing a robe adorned with a black dragon that seemed to slither across the vivid red fabric.

    
      

    

    “This… I hadn’t even considered something like this.”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk brushed back his bangs.

    
      

    

    
      ‘A human, or any lifeform, who can survive a direct hit from the Ion Cannon… can such a being even exist?’
    

    
      

    

    『Commander, the battle is not over yet.』

    
      

    

    With Opera’s voice, the S4 satellite began emitting blue light once more.

    
      

    

    “Truly, not much time remains. Let’s end this game now.”

    
      

    

    Plucking a few strands of hair and blowing on them, Ju Socheon instantly summoned 8 new clones, each swinging a Ruyi Staff. 

    
      

    

    With sounds of the air splitting, the clones surged in from every direction.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Opera.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that. High-speed mobility mode on.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Kid.’
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Yes, Great Sage Equal to Heaven.’
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Do you understand?’
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Understand what, my lord?’
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Time is of the essence.’
    

    
      

    

    Ju Socheon’s brow furrowed at Sun Wukong’s cryptic words in her head.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Why are you suddenly saying this?’
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘I hope your wish will come true.’
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Yes, I shall do my best.’
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Think of this as the last. Gather all the spiritual power you can.’
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Yes.’
    

    
      

    

    “Hell Lighting!”

    
      

    

    Once more, flames erupted from Shin Hyuk’s body.

    
      

    

    
      
        Rumble rumble rumble!
      
    

    
      

    

    “Here we go. Eliminate the clones in one strike and go for the real body.”

    
      

    

    [Hundred Sword Strike Art]

    
      

    

    [Sword Pattern Red]

    
      

    

    [Secret Technique of the Crimson Moon]

    
      

    

    [Vermilion Bird Annihilation Stance]

    
      

    

    With a crimson trail, Shin Hyuk's movements traced a zigzag, gracefully yet lethally scattering energy.

    
      

    

    
      
        Boom, Boom. Boom!
      
    

    
      

    

    Ju Socheon’s clones were halved in an instant, bursting like torn leather pouches. The scattered strands of hair were all that remained to show they had once existed.

    
      

    

    As the clones fell and Shin Hyuk charged forward, Ju Socheon, hiding his right hand behind him, plucked more strands of hair with his left, summoning another eight clones.

    
      

    

    『S4 Satellite remaining combat time: 27 seconds. Commander. Caution advised.』

    
      

    

    [Hundred Sword Strike Art]

    
      

    

    [Sword Pattern Black]

    
      

    

    [Mystic Moon]

    
      

    

    This time, Shin Hyuk’s sword, as if overlaid with black aura, was engulfed in dark flames.

    
      

    

    The moment the blazing sword slashed through the eight clones again, they exploded like bombs hidden within their bodies.

    
      

    

    
      
        Rumble Rumble Rumble!
      
    

    
      

    

    “That’s far enough.”

    
      

    

    Beyond the exploding clones, Ju Socheon finally revealed the right hand he had hidden. Her small, dainty hand opened slightly. As energy gathered between her fingers, it gradually took form.

    
      

    

    “A… gourd?”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk’s eyelid twitched. A signature reaction to confronting something he couldn’t comprehend.

    
      

    

    “It’s over now.”

    
      

    

    As she gently moved her tiny hand, the gourd’s mouth pointed directly at Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    『Warning. A remarkably dense concentration of astral energy is detected within the gourd. It’s dangerous. Comparable to an artificial black hole…….』

    
      

    

    “Damn it!”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk’s body began being sucked toward Ju Socheon.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Opera.’
    

    
      

    

    『A4 Satellite gravity control mode initiated. S4 Satellite anti-gravity field deployed.』

    
      

    

    『Beep beep beep beep.』

    
      

    

    『Warning. Gravitational field is ineffective.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Impossible… it’s not gravity?’
    

    
      

    

    “It’s over!”

    
      

    

    It was a desperate crisis. An unknown suction force was pulling Shin Hyuk in. Shockingly, not only his body but also his psionic energy was being drawn into the gourd.

    
      

    

    “Kgh… Opera, remaining output time of the S4 Satellite?”

    
      

    

    『14 seconds left. It’s time to take a gamble.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Victorino.’
    

    
      

    

    『Yes, Commander.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘I’ll use all the astral energy I have left.’
    

    
      

    

    『Dimensional analysis is still incomplete. Also, without a detailed physical assessment, using all your astral energy could—』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Do we have another option?’
    

    
      

    

    『…We do not.』

    
      

    

    Less than three jang remained between Shin Hyuk and the gourd.

    
      

    

    “I suppose I can now avenge my unjustly slain master.”

    
      

    

    Just as Ju Socheon’s voice, brimming with resentment, reached Shin Hyuk’s ears, the suction pulse from the gourd subtly changed.

    
      

    

    『Warning. Psionic energy and even the satellite’s photon barrier are being absorbed.』

    
      

    

    The S4 Satellite’s barrier lost its glow. The next attack would have to be taken with Shin Hyuk’s bare body.

    
      

    

    『Danger. S4 Satellite barrier has been lost.』

    
      

    

    “Astral energy, full release!”

    
      

    

    “Die!”

    
      

    

    Just as Ju Socheon’s anguished voice sounded and the gourd began to completely absorb Shin Hyuk, Something completely unexpected happened.

    
      

    

    “Ah… why…? Why…?”

    
      

    

    
      ‘Kid, your vessel was not trained enough to contain my soul. One moment. Only a single moment was all you could remain with me.’
    

    
      

    

    With the bitter voice of the Gambling War Buddha Son Haeng-ja, Ju Socheon’s eyes lost their Fiery Eyes and Golden Pupils and returned to their original obsidian hue.

    
      

    

    “No…”

    
      

    

    A single tear dropped, and Ju Socheon collapsed on the spot.

    
      

    

    『Commander. Astral energy release sequence has been halted.』
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    With Victorino’s voice, Shin Hyuk’s astral energy began to be sealed once again.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Good. Having to use all my astral energy would’ve been a situation I’d rather avoid too.’
    

    
      

    

    『Codename: No further astral waves detected from Ju So-cheon. Current target PEF 75,000.』

    
      

    

    “Well then, shall we have a calm conversation now?”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk approached Ju So-cheon, who was kneeling and in tears.

    
      

    

    “Please kill me.”

    
      

    

    “I have no intention of doing so.”

    
      

    

    『Commander, I disagree. There’s no need to spare a Class 1 dangerous entity like her. It would be far more efficient to destroy—』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Enough.’
    

    
      

    

    “I was born having lost my parents, and today, I lost my master who raised me. I have no intention of begging for my life from the enemy who took my master.”

    
      

    

    “I’ve said this several times now, but I think you’re misunderstanding me.”

    
      

    

    The warriors of the Righteous Sects were all curious about Ju So-cheon’s fate. Most of them believed Shin Hyuk would take her life. Only the disciples of Maoshan Sect were pacing anxiously, wishing they could somehow save her.

    
      

    

    “Headmaster, will you truly let So-cheon be?”

    
      

    

    “Indeed. We mustn’t stand by idly.”

    
      

    

    As the disciples of Maoshan Sect voiced their concerns to the Grandmaster of Tae-eul Sect, his expression darkened.

    
      

    

    “I share your sentiments. However…”

    
      

    

    The Grandmaster paused for a moment.

    
      

    

    “Do you think we can overcome that Monstrous Dragon? Even the summoned Fighting Demon Buddha, called forth through the Forbidden Spell of Heavenly Soul Descent, couldn’t suppress him…”

    
      

    

    “But, Grandmaster…”

    
      

    

    “You needn’t worry too much, Grandmaster.”

    
      

    

    While the Maoshan disciples were debating, Do-hyeon of Wudang approached, supporting Yu Shin, and offered a greeting.

    
      

    

    “You are…?”

    
      

    

    “I am Do-hyeon of Wudang.”

    
      

    

    “I’ve long heard of the renowned Swordmaster of Harmony and Chaos.”

    
      

    

    “You flatter me.”

    
      

    

    After the greeting, Do-hyeon calmly and steadily began to speak about the Monstrous Dragon, Sa Shin Hyuk, to the Grandmaster of Tae-eul.

    
      

    

    “Not long ago, my disciple Yu Shin also engaged in a life-or-death duel with the Monstrous Dragon and was gravely injured. But the monster did not seek his life, in fact, he even treated his wounds. I believe there’s little to fear.”

    
      

    

    “Still…”

    
      

    

    “If the dragon had intended to kill your sect’s disciple, wouldn’t he have acted already?”

    
      

    

    “Is that so?”

    
      

    

    Do-hyeon smiled gently.

    
      

    

    “Amitabha. Please trust my words.”

    
      

    

    Perhaps somewhat reassured, the Grandmaster and the Maoshan disciples' expressions brightened a little.

    
      

    

    “If you remain uneasy, I shall go to the dragon myself.”

    
      

    

    “Oh, would you really?”

    
      

    

    The Grandmaster’s face lit up instantly, having hoped for this.

    
      

    

    “Please watch over my disciple for a moment. There’s no need to worry too much. While the dragon may not be a martial artist of the Central Plains, he is a man who knows the ways of a true gentleman.”

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    “You expect me to believe that story?”

    
      

    

    “Yes, it’s the truth.”

    
      

    

    “No. I can’t believe it. I saw it with my own eyes. You plunged the Sky-Shattering Blade into my master and whispered like a demon.”

    
      

    

    “Hoo… So…”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk tousled his hair. What was the use of speaking the truth if it couldn’t be understood?

    
      

    

    “Amitabha, Dragon Benefactor.”

    
      

    

    “Ah, Master Do-hyeon.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, I didn’t get to greet you properly earlier. Thank you for saving me and my disciple. Wudang will never forget this grace.”

    
      

    

    “That, you may forget. But you’ve come at the right time. I need your help this time. Could you please explain to Miss Ju what happened inside Maesang Valley?”

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk’s request, Ju So-cheon looked at Do-hyeon.

    
      

    

    She had heard of the Swordmaster of Harmony and Chaos. An absolute master of Wudang, famed for his integrity throughout the martial world.

    
      

    

    “Miss, I am Do-hyeon of Wudang.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, Master…”

    
      

    

    “Amitabha…”

    
      

    

    Do-hyeon softly chanted, his eyes sorrowful as if praying for someone’s soul. Both Ju So-cheon and Shin Hyuk fell silent at the weight of it.

    
      

    

    “My disciple and I are greatly indebted to master So Eul.”

    
      

    

    “What do you mean by that?”

    
      

    

    In Ju So-cheon’s tear-filled eyes, confusion welled up.

    
      

    

    “Everything this Dragon Benefactor has said is true. Due to the schemes of the Soul-Destroying Sect, Asura Demon Empress Ju Yakran was awakened.”

    
      

    

    “Ah…”

    
      

    

    “My disciple Yu Shin suffered severe injuries fighting the Asura Demon Empress…”

    
      

    

    As Do-hyeon’s explanation continued, a voice from the past suddenly echoed in her mind.

    
      

    

    “If not for this Dragon Benefactor, neither me nor my disciple, nor anyone there would have made it out of Maesang Valley alive.”

    
      

    

    
      ‘So-cheon… Please, please come to your senses.’
    

    
      

    

    She recalled the voice of her master, desperately calling to her with the Sky-Shattering Blade embedded in his chest.

    
      

    

    “Ah… Aaaah… Aaaaah…”

    
      

    

    She had known. Deep down, she knew that what Sa Shin Hyuk said might be true. But the urge to deny it had been too strong. She wanted to escape the terrible memories, her master, like a father, dying because of her… her comrades dead and wounded…

    
      

    

    “Hrk…”

    
      

    

    Tears brimmed and spilled over her eyes, and Ju So-cheon sobbed uncontrollably.

    
      

    

    Her emotions surged and with them, her spiritual energy boiled over.

    
      

    

    “AAAAAHHHH!”

    
      

    

    As she cried out, her energy burst forth, bathing her in a red aura. A tremendous spiritual force surged upward. 

    
      

    

    Like a crimson dragon ascending to the heavens, the sight stunned all those gathered at Maesang Valley into silence.

    
      

    

    “Crimson Dragon Ju So-cheon…”

    
      

    

    From amidst the hushed crowd, Am Yeon-baek unconsciously uttered the new epithet.

    
      

    

    The Crimson Dragon.

    
      

    

    A title that truly suited her.

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    As Ju So-cheon’s grief finally began to settle, Shin Hyuk spoke.

    
      

    

    “The unknown power within you, it’s not something meant to be handled by individuals. So I intend to take it back.”

    
      

    

    “A loser’s life belongs to the victor. I’ll accept your judgment.”

    
      

    

    Ju So-cheon’s arms drooped as she nodded solemnly.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Victorino, initiate astral energy retrieval sequence.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that. S4 satellite lacks sufficient energy. I will need to draw on your psionic energy as a substitute. Do you consent?』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Of course.’
    

    
      

    

    『S4 satellite initializing.』

    
      

    

    The S4 satellite began to shift into the same mode it had used to extract the astral energy from the Sky-Shattering Blade.

    
      

    

    『Hold on, Brother.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Lucia, what’s the matter?’
    

    
      

    

    『The extraction system on the Teresa ship only works when the astral energy is imbued in inanimate objects. There’s no way to retrieve it from a living being right now.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Damn… Then what’s the solution?’
    

    
      

    

    『There isn’t one. Or rather, there isn’t one yet. If we restore energy to the Teresa and expand the research facilities, we might be able to develop a method to retrieve the energy from Ju So-cheon.』

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk’s face twisted with frustration.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Damn it. After all this trouble…’
    

    
      

    

    He roughly ran a hand through his hair.

    
      

    

    “You’re not going to take my life?”

    
      

    

    Ju So-cheon, who had thought her life forfeit, slowly opened her eyes and asked Shin Hyuk. 

    
      

    

    Just a moment ago, his body had been emanating terrifying power, so why had he stopped?

    
      

    

    “Hoo…”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk exhaled a long sigh as he looked up at the sky.

    
      

    

    It was a sigh steeped in regret and frustration. How should he explain it? And how much should he say?

    
      

    

    “To be blunt, the unknown energy in your body originates from the place I came from. It’s a very important power to me, and I must retrieve it.”

    
      

    

    “I… see.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, and I believe you already know, you’re different from others. Or more precisely, you have a different ‘constitution.’”

    
      

    

    “Yes, benefactor. You’re right.”

    
      

    

    Ju So-cheon nodded, acknowledging the truth.

    
      

    

    She had felt it too, that there was something within her that couldn’t be dismissed as mere talent.

    
      

    

    “I can’t forcibly retrieve that energy from your body right now. So…”

    
      

    

    “I understand.”

    
      

    

    She clearly understood what Shin Hyuk was trying to say, even without him finishing.

    
      

    

    “Please come find me again in the future. This power isn’t mine. Because of it, even my master lost his life. To me, it’s a cursed gift.”

    
      

    

    “…If I find a way, I’ll return to you.”

    
      

    

    
      
        Clink!
      
    

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk pulled something from his coat. A small dagger with a red gem embedded in it.

    
      

    

    The Sky-Shattering Blade, the weapon everyone had been searching for.

    
      

    

    “I’m giving this to you.”

    
      

    

    Ju So-cheon looked up at him.

    
      

    

    “…To me?”

    
      

    

    “Yes. Wasn’t it originally yours?”

    
      

    

    “But this…”

    
      

    

    Even Do-hyeon was momentarily speechless at Shin Hyuk handing over the Sky-Shattering Blade, one of the martial world’s treasured relics.

    
      

    

    “It holds the memories of you and your master. I’ve achieved my goal. I’m returning it to you.”

    
      

    

    Ju So-cheon wiped away her tears and stood as she accepted the Sky-Shattering Blade.

    
      

    

    Steadying herself, she respectfully saluted Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    “I apologize for misunderstanding you, Benefactor. Though I knew you drove out Asura Demon Empress and stopped my rampage, I still believed you were my master’s killer. I, Ju So-cheon of Maoshan, sincerely beg for your forgiveness.”

    
      

    

    “It’s enough that the misunderstanding has been cleared. Miss So-cheon. I hope we meet again under better circumstances.”

    
      

    

    With a smile, Shin Hyuk turned to leave.

    
      

    

    “Master Do-hyeon, I’ll return once Disciple Yu Shin has recovered.”

    
      

    

    Do-hyeon respectfully saluted him once again.

    
      

    

    “Indeed, Dragon. Thank you again for saving me and my disciple.”

    
      

    

    After finishing with Do-hyeon, Shin Hyuk approached Am Yeon-baek.

    
      

    

    “Thank you for your efforts, Sub-division Lord.”

    
      

    

    “Haha, effort? I only waited outside Maesang Valley. Oh, come, allow me to introduce someone. This is the Vice Lord of the Heavenly Demon Sect, Wi Ji-cheon.”

    
      

    

    “I am Wi Ji-cheon.”

    
      

    

    Wi Ji-cheon greeted politely, sword in his left hand.

    
      

    

    Though he seemed slightly less powerful than Yu Shin, he lacked nothing in any other respect.

    
      

    

    『Psionic resonance detected. Commencing threat asse—』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Stop.’
    

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk gave a wry smile at Opera’s reaction to Wi Ji-cheon’s aura.

    
      

    

    “I am Sa Shin Hyuk.”

    
      

    

    “It’s an honor to meet you. Your martial skill is truly awe-inspiring.”

    
      

    

    “If we’re being precise, it’s science and technology… but it doesn't matter.”

    
      

    

    “If the chance arises, I’d like to share a drink with you someday.”

    
      

    

    “I’d like that.”

    
      

    

    Watching them talk, a smile appeared on Am Yeon-baek’s face. It reminded him of the one Do-hyeon used to show when watching Yu Shin and Shin Hyuk. How jealous he had once been of that.

    
      

    

    
      ‘This trip to Maesang Valley was not in vain. Though I didn’t obtain the Sky-Shattering Blade, our young master formed a small bond with the Dragon. That alone is cause for joy.’
    

    
      

    

    “And I have one question for you, Dragon.”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk tilted his head at Am Yeon-baek’s cautious question.

    
      

    

    “It’s about the Sky-Shattering Blade…”

    
      

    

    Realizing what the concern was, Shin Hyuk chuckled and answered simply.

    
      

    

    “You don’t need to worry. The Sky-Shattering Blade is now just a very sturdy dagger.”

    
      

    

    “Pardon? What do you mean?”

    
      

    

    “The astral energy… or rather, the special spiritual power contained within it, has already been completely extracted. I merely returned it because it holds sentimental value for her. It no longer has any of its former abilities.”

    
      

    

    “I see…”

    
      

    

    “Well then, I’ll be returning to Mount Geummi. I’ve got things to take care of, and I’ve been away too long.”

    
      

    

    “Understood.”

    
      

    

    With that, Shin Hyuk turned away without hesitation.

    
      

    

    That day, the martial artists gathered at Maesang Valley witnessed something unforgettable, the birth of another absolute figure, following Mu-ryong Yu Shin:

    
      

    

    Ju So-cheon, the Crimson Dragon.

    
      

    

    And once more, they confirmed the power of the Dragon himself.

    
      

    

    “Let’s return!”

    
      

    

    With Am Yeon-baek’s command, the Demonic Cult was the first to depart Maesang Valley. The Righteous and Unorthodox factions followed shortly after, vanishing like the ebbing tide.
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      Chapter 53. The Emperor's Envoy
    

    
      

    

    The Central Plain that Shin Hyuk arrived in was during the era ruled by Ju Yuanzhang, the founding emperor of the Ming Dynasty.

    
      

    

    When he first established the nation, he built his strength outward beginning with the Red Turban forces, and inwardly, he borrowed the power of the Ming Sect to annihilate the Yuan and found a new empire. Thus, his might and authority were reverence to the peasants, fear to the powerful, and submission to foreign invaders.

    
      

    

    "I, Ju Yuanzhang, shall found an empire that will last a thousand years here."

    
      

    

    However, though he was a benevolent man who did not forget the contributions of his vassals, he changed shortly after ascending the throne.

    
      

    

    He persecuted even the meritorious founding retainers he had cherished, as well as the Ming Sect that had elevated him to the throne. His might and authority reached the heavens, and thus was born a steel-blooded monarch who ruled Central Plain with an iron fist.

    
      

    

    The imperial palace in Nanjing, where the emperor of the Great Ming resided.

    
      

    

    
      
        Cough!
      
    

    
      

    

    "Your Majesty! You're coughing up blood...?"

    
      

    

    As crimson blood splattered across golden silk, a beautiful palace woman who looked barely past thirty supported the elderly man's body.

    
      

    

    "Left Chancellor Hu Weiyong and Duke of Liang, Nan Yu... I now pay the price for punishing the loyal retainers who served me."

    
      

    

    "Your Majesty, please don't say such things."

    
      

    

    The woman looked upon the old man with a sorrowful expression.

    
      

    

    The emperor of the Great Ming, he who held power second to none, who had once commanded the world, was ultimately brought to his knees by the passage of time.

    
      

    

    "Summon the Imperial Vermilion Guard... cough, call Jin Gangzhen... gack!"

    
      

    

    With labored breaths, the emperor barely finished speaking before coughing up blood once more, prompting the woman's urgent cry.

    
      

    

    "Quickly, fetch the imperial physician! Now!"

    
      

    

    "Yes, Your Grace!"

    
      

    

    At her cry, eunuchs waiting outside bustled about, and a deep, weighty male voice rang out.

    
      

    

    "Jin Gangzhen of the Imperial Vermilion Guard, summoned by His Majesty, has arrived."

    
      

    

    Perhaps too weak to speak, the old man's head gave a faint nod.

    
      

    

    "Come in."

    
      

    

    In place of the emperor, the woman gave the order, and the door opened as a man built like forged steel entered with the imperial physicians.

    
      

    

    "Quick, attend to His Majesty..."

    
      

    

    "Yes, Your Grace."

    
      

    

    As the physicians rushed in, checking his pulse and administering medicine, the man who stood like a statue silently fixed his indifferent gaze upon the emperor.

    
      

    

    "General Wei."

    
      

    

    "Yes, Your Majesty."

    
      

    

    Thanks to the physicians’ efforts, the emperor regained some strength and began to exude the dignity of a sovereign once more.

    
      

    

    "What of the Prince of Yan?"

    
      

    

    "He is carrying out Your Majesty's will without the slightest deviation."

    
      

    

    "And the imperial grandson?"

    
      

    

    "No changes, Your Majesty."

    
      

    

    "Jin Gangzhen."

    
      

    

    At the calling of his name rather than his title, the man’s body slightly trembled.

    
      

    

    "You are my friend, my family. I know well that you are the greatest warrior of the Great Ming, the one who carved a path through ten thousand troops to make me who I am today."

    
      

    

    "Your praise is too much, Your Majesty. Please speak no more and preserve your health."

    
      

    

    "Do you remember the promise you made to me?"

    
      

    

    "Of course."

    
      

    

    "I want to hear it again. Directly from you..."

    
      

    

    At some point, the emperor rose from his bed and stood tall before Jin Gangzhen, eyes ablaze.

    
      

    

    
      
        Thud!
      
    

    
      

    

    "I, your vassal Jin Gangzhen, entrust my dreams to my lord. With loyalty to my lord, my life shall become your sword, to protect you and strike down your enemies. This vow shall remain unbroken until the day I die."

    
      

    

    "That promise is a vow to me alone. Is that not so?"

    
      

    

    "Indeed, Your Majesty."

    
      

    

    "If I am no longer of this world, then whose sword will you be? That is what I want to ask."

    
      

    

    Jin Gangzhen of the Imperial Vermilion Guard. He was in charge of internal investigations, the protection of royalty, and held authority over the Eastern Depot in charge of treason, as well as the Western Depot with control over military appointments. He could move these powerful organizations with but a word, an undisputed second-in-command of the empire.

    
      

    

    "I have never considered such a thing."

    
      

    

    "What could I possibly hide from you..."

    
      

    

    The emperor's eyes softened like a lake, filled with a feeling of regret.

    
      

    

    "My time left in this world is not long."

    
      

    

    "Please do not say such things, Your Majesty."

    
      

    

    "You have never lied to me. Let me ask just one thing."

    
      

    

    "Ask anything, Your Majesty."

    
      

    

    "I believe that so long as I live, your heart will never change. Am I right?"

    
      

    

    "Yes."

    
      

    

    Without a hint of hesitation, Jin Gangzhen's calm answer made the emperor nod in satisfaction.

    
      

    

    "Good, that is enough. You may go now."

    
      

    

    Believing he had secured at least a little more time, the emperor waved his hand with relief.

    
      

    

    "Long live the Emperor!"

    
      

    

    At the emperor's dismissal, all present, physicians and attendants alike, cautiously withdrew from the inner chamber.

    
      

    

    "Consort Zheng."

    
      

    

    "Yes, Your Majesty."

    
      

    

    "Summon Yunwen, the imperial grandson."

    
      

    

    "Yes, Your Majesty."

    
      

    

    Consort Zheng, a woman of thirty-five this year, though a concubine, was given the title of 'Bin' and the rank equivalent to a Deputy Second Grade official.

    
      

    

    However, even someone in such an exalted position paled in comparison to the emperor’s grandson, Ju Yunmun. Though ten years younger than her, Ju Yunmun was the one closest to succeeding the throne of the great empire.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Ju Yunmun… Can he truly inherit the throne? The regional kings won’t stand idly by. Which side should my family align with?’
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Click!
      
    

    
      

    

    "You summoned me, Your Majesty?"

    
      

    

    Lost in thoughts about succession, the emperor opened his eyes at the voice and saw that Ju Yunmun was already standing before him.

    
      

    

    "There is no time. I must entrust you with something."

    
      

    

    "Yes, Your Majesty."

    
      

    

    With a gaze full of love and sorrow, the emperor spoke with a heavy heart.

    
      

    

    "I have the Imperial Vermilion Guard as my sword. But you... you only have books."

    
      

    

    "I am ashamed."

    
      

    

    "There will be an envoy departing for Qinghai and Geummi Village."

    
      

    

    Qinghai was familiar, but the name Geummi Village was completely new to Ju Yunmun.

    
      

    

    "Yes, Your Majesty."

    
      

    

    "You shall lead the envoy."

    
      

    

    "What?!"

    
      

    

    Ju Yunmun's face turned to shock. Just who was in that place for him to be sent as the head of an envoy?

    
      

    

    "Go to Qinghai’s Qingtong County. Hear the details from the magistrate there and then head to a place called Geummi Mountain. If Heaven’s will is with you, you may find a sword to rival the Imperial Vermilion Guard."

    
      

    

    It may have sounded like nonsense, but Ju Yuanzhang was not one to speak baseless words, neither as emperor, nor as a grandfather.

    
      

    

    "Yes, Your Majesty."

    
      

    

    Determination settled firmly on Ju Yunmun’s face.

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    Astral Energy Recovery Rate: 5%.

    
      

    

    Seeing the number displayed on Teresa’s screen, Shin Hyuk sighed.

    
      

    

    "Victorino, it’s 5% after all?"

    
      

    

    『Yes, Commander. It’s unfortunate, but we’ve still achieved our primary objective.』

    
      

    

    "Yeah, I suppose that’s how we have to see it. This is harder than I thought."

    
      

    

    『Codename: Ju Socheon was an unforeseen variable.』

    
      

    

    At Victorino’s somber report, Shin Hyuk gave a faint smile.

    
      

    

    "You’re more down than usual, aren’t you? Don’t worry. We’ll collect all the other Astral Objects and make Ju Socheon’s energy the final target."

    
      

    

    『Understood.』

    
      

    

    "What about Opera?"

    
      

    

    『We are currently processing the data from the battle with Ju Socheon into a simulation.』

    
      

    

    "I doubt the battle with her can be simulated..."

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk replayed Ju Socheon’s martial prowess in his mind.

    
      

    

    Especially the final fifteen minutes, the earth-shattering spell she unleashed still sent chills down his spine.

    
      

    

    "Victorious Fighting Buddha, Sun Wukong... was it?"

    
      

    

    『Yes, that’s correct, Commander.』

    
      

    

    "Anyway, this search for the Sky-Shattering Blade delayed the agreement with Jeonjo and Yoonje. How have they been while I was away?"

    
      

    

    Turning his thoughts to the neglected pair, Shin Hyuk asked with interest.

    
      

    

    『Based on shipboard simulations and additional training programs, both have surpassed 'high peak' levels in psionic energy control.』

    
      

    

    "Really? And next?"

    
      

    

    『Their past identities as the Blue Sea Demon and the Bloodsucking Demon Lord were officially terminated. New identities and appearances are being prepared.』

    
      

    

    Victorino’s report implied that Jeonjo and Yoonje were nearly ready to re-enter the world under new faces and names, their psionic abilities enhanced.

    
      

    

    "So they’re planning to leave Teresa and settle their past grudges?"

    
      

    

    『Yes.』

    
      

    

    "Hmm... New identities aside, what about appearances?"

    
      

    

    『Their original appearances are backed up in the ship’s memory. They’re currently undergoing cosmetic reconstruction using bio-machines. Both have consented.』

    
      

    

    "Yoonje specializes in disguise, so I understand. But Jeonjo agreeing? That’s surprising."

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk chuckled. He had always imagined Jeonjo as the type to insist on taking revenge with his original face.

    
      

    

    『Their aliases have also been chosen.』

    
      

    

    "They named themselves?"

    
      

    

    『More precisely, they named each other.』

    
      

    

    "What are they?"

    
      

    

    『‘Red Soul Swordlord’ Jeonho and ‘Soul-Chasing Killing King’ Yoon Shinje.』

    
      

    

    "Huh? Even full pseudonyms? Well, it’s a reasonable choice."

    
      

    

    『Jeonjo’s identity is entirely new, but Yoonje apparently had another identity already.』

    
      

    

    "Oh?"

    
      

    

    『‘Soul-Chasing Killing King’ Yoon Shinje was an alternate identity of Shin Yoonje. According to him, he once held the lowest seat among the top three assassins of the martial world. He also led an organization of his own...』

    
      

    

    "An organization?"

    
      

    

    『He was the leader of an assassination group known as the Soul-Chasing Pavilion.』

    
      

    

    "Hmm? Like a hitman?"

    
      

    

    『In modern terms, yes. A contract assassin would be an accurate translation.』

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk shook his head in disbelief.

    
      

    

    "I figured he had a past, but to be the leader of assassins..."

    
      

    

    『Anyway, let’s discuss Jeonjo and Yoonje’s stories later. Shall we talk about our next move? What about the search for Astral Energy?』

    
      

    

    『Lucia just reported something.』

    
      

    

    "Lucia."

    
      

    

    『Lucia reporting, big brother\~』

    
      

    

    "Yeah."

    
      

    

    『Oh my, what’s with this dry tone? After seeing Miss Ju Socheon, it’s like your little sister doesn’t even exist anymore.』

    
      

    

    Lucia’s usual teasing brought a wry smile to Shin Hyuk’s lips.

    
      

    

    "If you’re joking, I assume it’s not a serious matter?"

    
      

    

    『That’s not true. A new Astral Energy has been detected.』

    
      

    

    "Oh?"

    
      

    

    A glimmer appeared in Shin Hyuk’s eyes.

    
      

    

    "That fast? Where is it?"

    
      

    

    『It’s on the move.』

    
      

    

    "On the move?"

    
      

    

    Was it a weapon like the Sky-Shattering Blade, or another like Ju Socheon?

    
      

    

    "Could it be...?"

    
      

    

    『Nothing to worry about. It might actually be a good thing.』

    
      

    

    "A good thing? What do you mean?"

    
      

    

    『It’s likely the same type of Astral Object as the Sky-Shattering Blade we recently saw.』

    
      

    

    "That’s a good thing?"

    
      

    

    『Of course, big brother. In this girl’s opinion, it’s very good news.』
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      Chapter 54. Ambush
    

    
      

    

    『Ms. Lucia, that's enough joking. What is the current location and energy content of the moving Astral Object?』

    
      

    

    Victorino, appearing at just the right time to cut Lucia off, got straight to the point. It was a matter Shin Hyuk had been quite curious about as well.

    
      

    

    『The content is estimated to be about 5% of Lady Crystal's total astral energy, same as the Pacheonbi.』

    
      

    

    『And the location?』

    
      

    

    『I'll project it as a hologram.』

    
      

    

    A holographic image appeared before Shin Hyuk’s eyes, generated by the bridge's hologram emitter. Dozens of people were moving in a formation, as if guarding something important.

    
      

    

    『Brother, please pay special attention to this part.』

    
      

    

    
      
        Blink, Blink!
      
    

    
      

    

    At the spot marked by a blinking red circle was a man dressed in formal robes, appearing to be a young adult.

    
      

    

    “That sword that young man is wearing, could it be the object suspected to be the Astral Object?”

    
      

    

    『Yes, that’s correct.』

    
      

    

    “What is their destination?”

    
      

    

    『The expected destination is Qinghai Province, or perhaps Cheongdong County.』

    
      

    

    “Why?”

    
      

    

    『It’s presumed to be the envoy delegation sent by the Imperial Palace that Jin Geunhwa of Cheongdong County once mentioned.』

    
      

    

    “Hmm... now that you mention it, there was something like that. I think he did say something about stopping by the palace sometime.”

    
      

    

    『Yes, but an armed force is approaching the Astral Object.』

    
      

    

    “Is their goal the sword the young man is carrying?”

    
      

    

    『The exact intent of the armed force has not been confirmed yet. However, it's likely more efficient to extract energy if the Astral Object is with a delegation coming to meet us.』

    
      

    

    “I agree with that…”

    
      

    

    『There's a high chance the envoy party in transit will be ambushed by the armed group. But if you save them, Brother, wouldn't that make for a rather nice scene?』

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk nodded at Lucia’s suggestion.

    
      

    

    “Not a bad idea.”

    
      

      

      

    

    
      * * *
    

    
      

      

      

    

    Under the blazing sun of the open plains, about five hundred armed soldiers and a dozen civil officials were traveling on horseback.

    
      

    

    They were arranged in a wide formation, seemingly guarding the palanquin at the center, and even during their march, the formation did not falter, proof of their rigorous training as an elite force.

    
      

    

    A mounted warrior rode up from the ranks to the central palanquin and saluted.

    
      

    

    “Your Highness, I am Hyeong Gwan-oh, captain of the Embroidered Uniform Guard escort. Do you have any discomforts?”

    
      

    

    A robust warrior, holding a dark-hued sword and wearing a golden sash, approached the palanquin at the center and inquired.

    
      

    

    “I’m fine.”

    
      

    

    The slightly weary voice came from within the palanquin, Grandson of the Emperor, Ju Yunmun.

    
      

    

    “In just two more days’ travel, we will reach the Cheongdong County Office.”

    
      

    

    “Understood.”

    
      

    

    “Continue the march.”

    
      

    

    With a raised hand signaling departure, the group once again pulled their reins and began moving slowly, matching the pace of the palanquin.

    
      

    

    “So this really is the elite force of Embroidered Uniform Guard? The Lord’s prediction was correct.”

    
      

    

    A man dressed in black martial attire, carrying a bow and a quiver and dagger on his waist, along with four men in red martial attire, were observing Ju Yunmun’s party.

    
      

    

    “Let’s review the situation one last time. Heaven’s Web?”

    
      

    

    “The encirclement has already been completed. Two thousand warriors have been deployed and will tighten the net the moment the signal is given.”

    
      

    

    “Good. Let’s begin.”

    
      

    

    “Yes, I’ll inform the others.”

    
      

    

    “No. The five of us will suffice. We’ll split the enemy with a surprise attack, then deploy Heaven’s Web and finish them off.”

    
      

    

    “Understood.”

    
      

    

    “There’s no need to hide anymore. Show the power you’ve gained through decades of cultivation. Let the world know, who truly rules the Central Plains!”

    
      

    

    “At your command!”

    
      

    

    Hyeong Gwan-oh, escort captain to Grandson Ju Yunmun, glanced toward a small hill. An ominous presence was detected.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Sudden emergence of five energy signatures. Each one is at least as strong as I am.’
    

    
      

    

    “On alert!”

    
      

    

    Sensing something suspicious, Hyeong Gwan-oh immediately gave the order to be alert. Just then, four warriors in red martial attire burst from the hill, sprinting across the plain.

    
      

    

    Following them, a man in black leapt through the air and loosed three arrows in a blur, so quickly it was unclear when he had drawn the bow.

    
      

    

    
      
        Swoosh!
      
    

    
      

    

    “Arghhh!”

    
      

    

    “Ugh!”

    
      

    

    “Kugh!”

    
      

    

    The astonishing power of the arrows forced the marching formation to halt. The arrows pierced the front-line soldiers clean through and still had enough force to punch holes through the rear ranks.

    
      

    

    “Combat stance! Defend His Highness with your lives!”

    
      

    

    Despite a sudden ambush that resulted in over a dozen casualties, the Embroidered Uniform Guard warriors quickly surrounded the palanquin, forming a layered defensive line.

    
      

    

    “Forget the grunts. The target is Ju Yunmun!”

    
      

    

    At the command of the black-clad warrior, the four attackers surged forward, swinging their weapons.

    
      

    

    
      
        Crash!
      
    

    
      

    

    With strikes from warriors equipped with gauntlets, the thick, rectangular shields held by frontline soldiers shattered.

    
      

    

    “Arghhh!”

    
      

    

    “Don’t let them find an opening! Fill the gaps!”

    
      

    

    The officers shouted orders, urging the troops into action.

    
      

    

    “You’re too late.”

    
      

    

    More arrows flew through the broken shield gaps. Amazingly, though there was only one archer, the number of arrows made it seem like dozens of archers had fired at once.

    
      

    

    
      
        Screeeech!
      
    

    
      

    

    “Aagh!”

    
      

    

    “H-How?! Ugh!”

    
      

    

    “Execution Formation, break through!”

    
      

    

    “At your command!”

    
      

    

    Another order came from the black-clad man in the rear. This time, enemy warriors with spears and axes took the lead, tearing through the soldiers’ ranks.

    
      

    

    As their agonized screams rang out and a path to the palanquin began to open, a swordsman among them dashed forward, unleashing slashes in all directions.

    
      

    

    [Blood Wheel Triple Blade]

    
      

    

    [Sea of Blood Asura Slash]

    
      

    

    
      
        Slaaash!
      
    

    
      

    

    Scarlet sword energy spread in all directions, and the blood of soldiers sprayed into the air. Those struck directly by the sword aura were bisected along with their weapons, and witnessing that, the remaining soldiers were paralyzed with fear.

    
      

    

    
      ‘It’s over. I have to get His Highness out of here.’
    

    
      

    

    As Hyeong Gwan-oh began to move, intent on evacuating Ju Yunmun at all costs, a clear voice rang out from somewhere.

    
      

    

    “P707 Mini Rocket.”

    
      

    

    
      
        BOOOOM!
      
    

    
      

    

    “Kugh!”

    
      

    

    Just as the enemy swordsman swept through the ranks with crimson sword energy, a heavy projectile struck him directly.

    
      

    

    “Pff!”

    
      

    

    Coughing up a mouthful of blood, the man scanned the area with a furious gaze, but felt no presence.

    
      

    

    “Who the hell did that?!”

    
      

    

    The enraged man shouted, eyes darting around.

    
      

    

    “Show yourself!”

    
      

    

    Though his blood boiled and his head throbbed, his confidence remained unshaken. He had three peak-level warriors with him, and the top-ranked commander was still backing him.

    
      

    

    “Can’t you see me?”

    
      

    

    A calm, confident voice whispered near the swordsman’s ear.

    
      

    

    “Where are you?!”

    
      

    

    He could hear the voice, but the figure remained invisible, until he finally looked up. Descending gracefully from the sky was a man dressed in neat azure robes, wearing a self-assured smile.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Void Control Technique?’
    

    
      

    

    “Apologies, but would you pause for a moment before finishing your business? I’ve got something to check on over there.”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk nodded toward the palanquin carrying Ju Yunmun.

    
      

    

    “What?!”

    
      

    

    The swordsman’s eyes widened. Was this man also after Ju Yunmun?

    
      

    

    Of course, they expected countless others would be after Ju Yunmun too, but never imagined another faction capable of sending a warrior this powerful.

    
      

    

    
      ‘...Lord.’
    

    
      

    

    He sent a mental transmission to the black-clad commander.

    
      

    

    
      ‘They’re already within Heaven’s Web. That man who just appeared doesn’t seem ordinary. No need to clash now, let’s withdraw for the moment.’
    

    
      

    

    
      ‘Understood.’
    

    
      

    

    The enemy swordsman and his allies retreated without a hint of hesitation. The soldiers, barely catching their breath, looked at Shin Hyuk with wary eyes, uncertain whether to feel relieved or threatened by this mysterious high-level warrior.

    
      

    

    “Just passing through.”

    
      

    

    As if it would be that easy.

    
      

    

    The soldiers kept their weapons raised, maintaining alertness toward Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    “Hm… I wonder if this will work. Would you take a look at this?”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk reached into his robe and took out a small badge. The guards, worried he might suddenly toss a weapon, stiffened, only to see something entirely unexpected.
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      Chapter 55. Ju Yunmun
    

    
      

    

    Although Ju Yunmun’s words were clearly heard, the guards standing before Shin Hyuk hesitated and glanced at Hyeong Gwan-oh for direction.

    
      

    

    “Must I repeat myself?”

    
      

    

    A voice, devoid of inflection and emotion, flowed once again from the palanquin. At that voice, Hyeong Gwan-oh’s eyes trembled.

    
      

    

    “No, Your Highness.”

    
      

    

    Hyeong Gwan-oh bowed toward the palanquin, then turned and approached Shin Hyuk, offering a respectful clasp of his fists.

    
      

    

    “I apologize for my subordinate’s rudeness. I failed to recognize a distinguished individual and acted discourteously. I humbly ask for your forgiveness.”

    
      

    

    The Gold Guards widened their eyes in astonishment at the courteous speech and behavior from Hyeong Gwan-oh, a publicly acknowledged master at the peak of martial arts and a high-ranking officer among the Gold Guards.

    
      

    

    
      ‘The moment an order is given, they set aside personal judgment and emotion and follow it to the letter. Their chain of command is well established. More impressive than expected.’
    

    
      

    

    “Please follow me.”

    
      

    

    After stopping Shin Hyuk about 15 meters from the palanquin, Hyeong Gwan-oh stood at its right side.

    
      

    

    “Kneel.”

    
      

    

    One of the civil officials, seeing Shin Hyuk come to a stop, raised his voice in a solemn tone and gave a command.

    
      

    

    “...?”

    
      

    

    “How dare you stand so upright here, not knowing your place. Kneel immediately!”

    
      

    

    “Are you speaking to me?”

    
      

    

    “Who else here could I possibly be speaking to!”

    
      

    

    Everyone’s eyes turned toward Shin Hyuk, who stood there calmly, observing the scene.

    
      

    

    Whether he didn’t know who was inside the palanquin, or he was an uncultured savage unaware of manners, was unclear, but Shin Hyuk’s demeanor was too composed to believe he was standing before an envoy of the Imperial Family.

    
      

    

    “That’s enough. Cease this.”

    
      

    

    The civil official who had shouted at Shin Hyuk backed off with a bow.

    
      

    

    “Very well then, are you the magistrate of Cheongdong Prefecture?”

    
      

    

    “In name only.”

    
      

    

    “In name only? What do you mean?”

    
      

    

    “Exactly what I said. It’s not important, so let’s move on.”

    
      

    

    “You insolent wretch!”

    
      

    

    Unable to restrain his rage, the civil official who had demanded Shin Hyuk kneel shouted again and stepped forward.

    
      

    

    “How dare you utter such insolence here!”

    
      

    

    “This will be the last time I observe decorum. Just in case I’ve misunderstood, let me ask, so, exactly where is ‘here’ that I should kneel?”

    
      

    

    “Y-You dare...”

    
      

    

    The official now trembled visibly, but Shin Hyuk paid him no attention, his gaze fixed solely on the palanquin.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Lucia.’
    

    
      

    

    『Yes, Brother.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Scan results?’
    

    
      

    

    『Confirmed. Approximately 5% of Lady Crystal’s astral energy has been detected.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Good. Well done.’
    

    
      

    

    “Do you have any idea who this person is?! Do you know who you’re speaking to...!”

    
      

    

    “And if I do?”

    
      

    

    “This person is...”

    
      

    

    “?”

    
      

    

    Unable to reveal the identity of the imperial descendant without Ju Yunmun’s permission, the official was left stammering, his body shaking with rage.

    
      

    

    “Insolent.”

    
      

    

    As the person inside the palanquin stood, Hyeong Gwan-oh and his men quickly rushed forward, opened the palanquin door, and prostrated themselves before it.

    
      

    

    “We pay our respects to Your Highness!”

    
      

    

    “Ten thousand years! Ten thousand years of long life!”

    
      

    

    The person inside the palanquin finally revealed himself.

    
      

    

    He was the next supreme ruler of the Ming Dynasty, second only to the emperor. The eldest grandson of Emperor Hongwu, son of Crown Prince Yiwen Zhu Biao, an official heir who had risen above the title of crown prince.

    
      

    

    All such grand titles referred to none other than Imperial Grandson Ju Yunmun.

    
      

    

    『He seems to be a bigger deal than expected, Brother.』

    
      

    

    “Well now, it turns out he’s quite the high-ranking figure.”

    
      

    

    Despite everyone prostrating and chanting in reverence, Shin Hyuk remained relaxed and even chuckled softly.

    
      

    

    “How dare you!”

    
      

    

    “To stand so brazenly before the imperial grandson...”

    
      

    

    The guards and civil officials around Ju Yunmun hardened their expressions.

    
      

    

    At this point, it could no longer be dismissed as a simple mistake or ignorance of etiquette. It was clear to all that Shin Hyuk had intentionally refrained from paying proper respects.

    
      

    

    “What are the Gold Guards doing! How can they let such arrogant and insolent words be spoken before the Crown Prince? And still call themselves imperial guards?!”

    
      

    

    “Indeed! Seize that man at once and cut out his tongue!”

    
      

    

    “That’s right! We should not await an imperial decree! The Gold Guards must act to protect the crown!”

    
      

    

    These very officials, who had clung to the palanquin during the earlier ambush, concerned only for their own safety, were now loudly condemning the martial artist who had driven off their attackers, clearly unable to recognize his greatness.

    
      

    

    
      ‘These fools truly lack all sense of the situation...’
    

    
      

    

    A vein bulged on Hyeong Gwan-oh’s forehead. Likely, they had not witnessed Shin Hyuk’s martial prowess while trembling in fear, and so now dared raise their voices in arrogance.

    
      

    

    “Your Highness...”

    
      

    

    Thankfully, Ju Yunmun was not a fool. Having grown up in the imperial palace, surrounded by cunning uncles and treacherous princes after his father’s suspicious death, he had honed his instincts to perfection.

    
      

    

    “Perhaps the one I intended to meet has appeared before me. What is your name?”

    
      

    

    With composed dignity, Ju Yunmun ignored the pleading officials and addressed Shin Hyuk directly, subtly asserting his authority.

    
      

    

    “Sa Shin Hyuk.”

    
      

    

    “...”

    
      

    

    “...”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk’s short reply stunned everyone, not just Ju Yunmun but also the Gold Guards and regular soldiers alike.

    
      

    

    Some picked their ears, others stood agape with mouths wide open, and a few rubbed their eyes, each expressing their shock in their own way.

    
      

    

    “...What… Did you say your name was?”

    
      

    

    Ju Yunmun, after a moment of stunned silence, asked again.

    
      

    

    “Sa. Shin. Hyuk.”

    
      

    

    The atmosphere turned frigid. At this point, even the Gold Guards couldn’t pretend not to recognize the name.

    
      

    

    A sense of resolution filled the eyes of the guards. The moment a command was given by the imperial grandson or Commander Hyeong Gwan-oh, they would have to draw their swords and risk their lives.

    
      

    

    “Ku, kukuku… Sa Shin Hyuk… Sa Shin Hyuk, indeed.”

    
      

    

    Ju Yunmun covered his face with one hand and chuckled, softly repeating the name.

    
      

    

    “As expected, the rumors were true.”

    
      

    

    “Hm...?”

    
      

    

    “I doubted the magistrate of Cheongdong’s report, but it appears he was right. I am Ju Yunmun.”

    
      

    

    “Is that so? I am Sa Shin Hyuk.”

    
      

    

    This time, since Ju Yunmun had spoken with respect, Shin Hyuk also responded politely, not breaching etiquette.

    
      

    

    One of the civil officials, who had been trembling with rage, cautiously stepped forward again, eyeing Ju Yunmun for approval.

    
      

    

    “You impudent wretch! How dare a mere barbarian wag his tongue before the Imperial Grandson and Heir Apparent of the Ming Dynasty!”

    
      

    

    
      ‘Ah, the loyal servant, perceiving his lord’s mind and stepping forward when it would be awkward for the lord to act directly. That’s the mark of a loyal retainer!’
    

    
      

    

    Such was the thought swirling in the official’s head. Other civil officials, thinking the same, nodded approvingly to themselves.

    
      

    

    “Still unable to read the room, I see.”

    
      

    

    “What?! You! how dare...”

    
      

    

    As the official erupted once more, Ju Yunmun interrupted him.

    
      

    

    “‘How dare’ is not for you to say. Do you not see that this Crown Prince is speaking with Master Shin Hyuk?”

    
      

    

    “B-But, Your Highness...”

    
      

    

    Flustered by the unexpected stance from Ju Yunmun, the official lowered his head and trailed off.

    
      

    

    “Stand down. I will not repeat myself.”

    
      

    

    “Yes...”

    
      

    

    The official, like a dog beaten in a fight, drooped his shoulders and slunk away, and Shin Hyuk, watching this silently, finally spoke.

    
      

    

    “Time is short for us both. Let’s get to the point.”

    
      

    

    “Agreed.”

    
      

    

    “My objective is the sword within your palanquin.”

    
      

    

    “The sword...? You mean Heaven's Will Blade?”

    
      

    

    “I do not know its name. But I suspect that may be it.”

    
      

    

    “You ask for this sword knowing what it is?”

    
      

    

    A flash of anger and disbelief appeared on Ju Yunmun’s face. The Heaven's Will Blade, the blade that embodies Heaven’s will.

    
      

    

    The Emperor’s sword, and a divine relic representing Ju Yunmun’s status as heir. To ask for such a sword, it was an audacious request beyond belief.

    
      

    

    “I’m not asking you to give it to me.”

    
      

    

    “Then what?”

    
      

    

    “Just allow me to examine it briefly. Perhaps for 10 minutes.”

    
      

    

    “Hmmm...”

    
      

    

    Ju Yunmun furrowed his brow. That much wasn’t an unreasonable request. He wasn’t asking for the sword itself, just a moment to inspect it. From what he knew, martial artists were intensely curious about legendary weapons and divine relics. He could somewhat understand Shin Hyuk’s intent.

    
      

    

    “That’s all?”

    
      

    

    “Yes, for now.”

    
      

    

    “Very well. In that case, allow me to name my own condition.”

    
      

    

    “Go ahead.”

    
      

    

    “What I want is you.”

    
      

    

    “…Excuse me?”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk blinked at Ju Yunmun’s words. What on earth was he saying? Was he perhaps a man of unusual preferences?

    
      

    

    “No, to be precise, I mean your abilities.”

    
      

    

    “What do you mean by that?”

    
      

    

    “Escort me safely to Cheongdong Prefecture. Do that, and once we arrive, I’ll grant you time to inspect the sword.”

    
      

    

    “Hm? That’s…”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk shook his head slightly.

    
      

    

    “That seems far too disadvantageous for me.”

    
      

    

    “What do you mean?”

    
      

    

    “Well… something like this.”

    
      

    

    He casually turned his head left and right.

    
      

    

    As all eyes followed his gaze, a thunderous roar erupted as a large group of enemies charged across the land.

    
      

    

    “W-Who are they?!”

    
      

    

    One of the enemy martial artists who had earlier retreated due to Shin Hyuk’s intervention now approached confidently.

    
      

    

    “To dare strike while our guard was down… If I do not complete my mission and take your head, I shall no longer be worthy of the name Blood-ring Sword Demon.”

    
      

    

    “Waaaahhh!”

    
      

    

    Wiping only a little of his flowing blood, the man charged, and the cries of thousands followed behind him.

    
      

    

    Just as before, the remaining masters who had attacked first appeared once more, joined by what must have been thousands of soldiers.

    
      

    

    The enemy had completely surrounded Ju Yunmun’s group.

    
      

    

    “Ju Yunmun.”

    
      

    

    A voice, amplified with internal energy, rang across the plain.

    
      

    

    From a small hill, a man in black, seemingly the enemy commander, declared, “Take your own life. Do that, and we will spare your innocent subordinates.”

    
      

    

    Hyeong Gwan-oh and the Gold Guards drew their swords.

    
      

    

    “Silence! Do you think you’ll reach our lord without stepping over my corpse?!”

    
      

    

    Hyeong Gwan-oh and the Gold Guards were filled with righteous fury, but the regular soldiers escorting Ju Yunmun were visibly shaken.

    
      

    

    “…You knew they would surround us?”

    
      

    

    Ju Yunmun asked, and Shin Hyuk grinned.

    
      

    

    “Of course. But don’t misunderstand me, Your Highness. Even if you had known, it would’ve changed nothing, you were already deep in their encirclement.”

    
      

    

    
      ‘Frightening… He’s strong and clever.’
    

    
      

    

    Ju Yunmun reassessed his opinion of Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk’s words held many layers of meaning. He was saying: I knew of your situation and still came. I can walk away alone anytime. Whether I help or not depends on the terms you offer.

    
      

    

    “I understand. Simply letting you examine the sword is an unequal bargain. Name your own condition.”

    
      

    

    Satisfied, Shin Hyuk loosened his shoulders and stepped forward.

    
      

    

    “Let’s discuss that after we arrive at Cheongdong Prefecture.”
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    “Are you saying you can safely lead us all the way to Cheongdong County?”

    
      

    

    “Hm... This is unexpected. Did you say ‘us’?”

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk scratched his cheek lightly.

    
      

    

    “What do you mean?”

    
      

    

    “Ah, it’s nothing. I had a preconceived notion. I naturally assumed you were only referring to Your Highness’s safety, but hearing you say ‘us’ caught me off guard.”

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk’s words, Ju Yunmun’s face flushed red.

    
      

    

    “Though I may lack in ability, I, the Crown Prince, have no intention of cowardly living on alone by abandoning the lives of my subordinates.”

    
      

    

    “My apologies. It seems I was rude. Let me revise the terms of the deal.”

    
      

    

    “What are you saying?”

    
      

    

    Even with soldiers closing in by the second and the dreadful aura of peak masters in the air, Shin Hyuk smiled faintly and spoke to Ju Yunmun.

    
      

    

    “By any chance, do you like gambling?”

    
      

    

    “Gambling... you say? In this situation, what kind of...?”

    
      

    

    “If you accept this gamble, regardless of the outcome, I will ensure that Your Highness reaches Cheongdong County safely, no matter what.”

    
      

    

    “No matter what, you say...”

    
      

    

    A slight wrinkle formed on Ju Yunmun’s forehead.

    
      

    

    “I’ll say it again: I have no intention whatsoever of surviving by sacrificing my subordinates.”

    
      

    

    Ju Yunmun’s voice rang out firmly, filled with confidence and unshakable conviction.

    
      

    

    “Your Highness! That is a most unreasonable statement. Even if we all perish, if only Your Highness survives, we could ask for no greater blessing.”

    
      

    

    “Preserve your sacred body, Your Highness. You are destined to become the father of the people.”

    
      

    

    “Your Highness, even if my body is destroyed and my bones decay, how could I ever repay this grace...”

    
      

    

    Overcome with emotion, voices of loyal retainers echoed from all directions.

    
      

    

    “Yes, I understand everyone’s sentiments well, but we don’t have much time.”

    
      

    

    Watching the tearful bond between sovereign and vassals, Shin Hyuk stepped forward.

    
      

    

    “I also have no intention of sacrificing others to let Your Highness escape, so you need not worry on that point. To get to the point, the gamble has only one condition.”

    
      

    

    “What...?”

    
      

    

    “Not a single casualty. I will ensure that everyone here reaches Cheongdong County unharmed.”

    
      

    

    “Are you jesting with the Crown Prince?”

    
      

    

    Ju Yunmun’s eyes widened in disbelief as he stared at Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    “Well, if Your Highness agrees to the bet, I doubt you’ll find it entirely laughable.”

    
      

    

    “Fine, then what do you ask for in return?”

    
      

    

    “The Heaven's Will Blade. If I win the bet, give me the Heaven's Will Blade.”

    
      

    

    Even Ju Yunmun, who prided himself on reading others’ hearts, couldn’t tell whether Shin Hyuk was truly confident he could pull it off or merely acting out a final bravado before death.

    
      

    

    But now, even the slightest straw had to be grasped.

    
      

    

    “Very well. Let’s do it.”

    
      

    

    As Ju Yunmun nodded easily in agreement, the retainers immediately dropped to their knees in protest.

    
      

    

    “Your Highness! You mustn’t!”

    
      

    

    “How could you so easily wager the royal heirloom, Your Highness!”

    
      

    

    “That’s right, Your Highness. This is utterly unreasonable!”

    
      

    

    
      
        Swoosh!
      
    

    
      

    

    Ju Yunmun raised his right hand ever so slightly, and the retainers who had been shouting against it fell silent as if it were magic.

    
      

    

    “Are our lives and my own worth less than a mere sword?”

    
      

    

    “...”

    
      

    

    “...”

    
      

    

    No one dared open their mouth at Ju Yunmun’s words.

    
      

    

    “If we must, we can forge another heirloom. The one to whom you’ve sworn loyalty is not the sword-bearer but I, Crown Prince Ju Yunmun. Do not forget that.”

    
      

    

    “We shall keep that in our hearts.”

    
      

    

    “Enough with the chatter. Offer up your necks obediently!”

    
      

    

    As the civil and military officials once again began tearfully prostrating themselves in gratitude, the Blood-Ring Sword Demon standing in front of Ju Yunmun unsheathed his sword, focusing his energy.

    
      

    

    From the sword imbued with the Blood-Ring Sword Demon’s energy, a nearly one-zhang-long blade of energy surged.

    
      

    

    The fierce energy condensed into a circle, then began to spin furiously and was launched at Ju Yunmun.

    
      

    

    『Detecting hostile psionic energy. Intercepting enemy psionic wave.』

    
      

    

    A white orb suddenly appeared over Shin Hyuk’s shoulder and fired a beam of destructive light, neutralizing the approaching blade.

    
      

    

    “As expected, not so easy.”

    
      

    

    Though the Blood-Ring Sword Demon clicked his tongue in disappointment, as if he hadn’t expected much anyway, he swung his arm wide.

    
      

    

    In response, dozens of martial artists in yellow uniforms crossed the air and lined up behind him, their aura marking them as top-tier warriors. Following them, hundreds of troops arrived one after another.

    
      

    

    “We’re really out of time now. What will you do, Your Highness Ju Yunmun?”

    
      

    

    Without hesitation, Ju Yunmun nodded at Shin Hyuk’s question.

    
      

    

    “A word is worth a thousand gold. I accept your wager.”

    
      

    

    “A word worth a thousand gold, I like that. It was one of Crystal’s favorite sayings.”

    
      

    

    Memories of his playful times with her flickered in Shin Hyuk’s eyes.

    
      

    

    『Detecting hostile energy. Battle computer Opera. Requesting full annihilation of hostile psionic units. Awaiting commander’s approval.』

    
      

    

    As Opera’s will activated, the startup hum of the A4 satellites echoed in Shin Hyuk’s ears, growing in power.

    
      

    

    
      ‘I approve. Prioritize annihilation of hostiles and safe escape of all allies. Battle theme: Rearguard action.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that. A4 satellites engaging. I have control.』

    
      

    

    Shin Hyuk’s body, fully committed to battle, burst forth with radiant blue light. The three orbs symbolizing him appeared, burning with intense blue flames.

    
      

    

    “This can’t be... Orb Control Technique?!”

    
      

    

    The approaching enemies gasped in shock. What they saw were brilliant blue orbs orbiting irregularly around Shin Hyuk’s body, exuding terrifying energy.

    
      

    

    
      ‘No, this isn’t the end. There’s one more.’
    

    
      

    

    Watching the A4 satellites activate, the enemy commander’s gaze sharpened.

    
      

    

    No one else sensed it, but he could feel something even more dangerous and vast than the Orb Control Technique filling the space around them. He couldn’t identify it exactly, but an inexplicable dread weighed on his chest.

    
      

    

    “Warrior.”

    
      

    

    At Shin Hyuk’s call, Hyeong Gwan-oh flinched and turned to him.

    
      

    

    Realizing that he had been overwhelmed by Shin Hyuk’s overwhelming presence without even noticing, Hyeong Gwan-oh responded with a mix of respect and fear befitting a fellow warrior.

    
      

    

    “Yes, sir. What are your orders?”

    
      

    

    “A path will open soon. Lead the group and charge toward Cheongdong County. I’ll hold the rear.”

    
      

    

    How could one person block this many troops, completely surrounded?

    
      

    

    This wasn’t just a simple encirclement. It was a variation of the Celestial Net Trap, a multilayered circular formation designed for total entrapment. Moreover, those forming the formation weren’t ordinary soldiers, but martial artists ranging from third-rate to peak level.

    
      

    

    “Understood. I’ll carry it out without a single error.”

    
      

    

    Could they really pass through this without a single casualty?

    
      

    

    The more he thought about it, the more impossible it seemed. And yet, the words that came from Hyeong Gwan-oh’s mouth contradicted all logic and doubt.

    
      

    

    Somehow, he felt sure things would go exactly as Shin Hyuk said.

    
      

    

    [Lightning Bow – Noe Jinwon]

    
      

    

    Commander of the forces attacking Ju Yunmun, and the strongest master among them. His eyes flashed as he began gathering his energy.

    
      

    

    With deliberate, precise movements, he nocked an arrow. His target was Ju Yunmun.

    
      

    

    Martial artists specializing in bows were rare, and those who reached peak mastery with them were rarer still. The power of such an arrow was tremendous, and its unpredictability added further danger.

    
      

    

    “Defensive formation! Protect His Highness with your lives!”

    
      

    

    Sensing something ominous, Hyeong Gwan-oh shouted as he directed the formation, surrounding Ju Yunmun.

    
      

    

    “Pierce them. The Grand Master’s arrow is death in one shot. A sure-hit arrow. I trust you all know exactly who we need to hold down.”

    
      

    

    Feeling Noe Jinwon’s energy swell, the Blood-Ring Sword Demon rallied his men to begin the assault.

    
      

    

    
      ‘This one arrow will shake the fate of the Central Plains.’
    

    
      

    

    Noe Jinwon slowly drew back his arrow. It was now fully drawn, aimed precisely at the palanquin carrying Ju Yunmun.

    
      

    

    As his energy built on the bowstring, the sky darkened and rumbled before lightning even struck, and a ghostly glint entered the eyes of the Blood-Ring Sword Demon facing Shin Hyuk.

    
      

    

    “Two targets.”

    
      

    

    The Blood-Ring Sword Demon’s blade drew a crimson ring of sword energy once more, launching it toward Shin Hyuk. The soldiers between them felt despair darken their eyes.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Opera.’
    

    
      

    

    『I know, Commander.』

    
      

    

    At that moment, two of the three orbiting A4 satellites burst forth like living things, intercepting the oncoming sword energy.

    
      

    

    “Grrr! No more mercy! Attack!”

    
      

    

    Enraged by his thwarted attack, the Blood-Ring Sword Demon gave the order to strike.

    
      

    

    “Waaaaaaaah!”

    
      

    

    From all directions, two thousand armed soldiers charged. Sword-wielding warriors led the front, followed by spearmen, and with their movement, hundreds of arrows flew over their heads.

    
      

    

    “These guys... must’ve gone through modern military training or something?”

    
      

    

    『Oh my, big brother! You once fought a legendary battle against Sun Wukong, why are you acting so weak? Show them your real self!』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Don’t even start, Opera.’
    

    
      

    

    『Copy that. Micro multi-launch anti-air intercept missiles ready.』

    
      

    

    
      ‘Fire.’
    

    
      

    

    
      
        BAM-BAM-BAM!
      
    

    
      

    

    With a roar, the three A4 satellites launched three warheads. The projectiles raced toward the incoming arrows and began splitting, into halves, and then into quarters.

    
      

    

    “Wh-What is that?!”

    
      

    

    “My god...”

    
      

    

    
      
        Tatatatata!
      
    

    
      

    

    The thousands of mini-steel pellets collided with the arrows, causing both to fall harmlessly to the ground. Everyone watching, friend and foe alike, stood with their mouths agape.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Can that really be called a hidden technique? Is it sorcery? Dark arts? Fine. With this one shot, I’ll gauge the extent of your martial skill.’
    

    
      

    

    Murderous intent gleamed in Noe Jinwon’s eyes. He had built up this energy to kill Ju Yunmun in one shot. But based on what the opponent had just shown, he was now sure that aiming at Ju Yunmun would only result in the attack being blocked.

    
      

    

    Thus, assessing the enemy’s capabilities came first.

    
      

    

    [Lightning Slingshot Art]

    
      

    

    [Lethal Technique, Sky-Shattering Thunder Arrow]

    
      

    

    A thunderbolt-like arrow exploded from Noe Jinwon’s bowstring, unleashing violent energy and roaring toward Shin Hyuk at terrifying speed.

    
      

    

    
      ‘Seriously... I’ve faced plenty who challenged me to high-speed melee, but this is the first time someone wants a long-range bombardment. What do you think, Opera?’
    

    
      

    

    『This is what I’ve been waiting for.』
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