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  Chapter 1: The Millennium Flower of Emei (1)


The dark mountainside untouched by moonlight.  

The wind clawed through the branches, carrying the stench of blood.  


I forced down a trembling breath and covered my mouth with my hand. The frantic pounding of my heart echoed in my ears.  


…But other than that.  

It was silent.  

No—it had become silent.  


Hiding among the trees, I slowly surveyed my surroundings.  


The sounds of slaughter—the gurgling cries, the sharp clang of metal—had completely ceased.  

The bloodbath between the martial artists that had begun at dusk was now over.  

Only the occasional hoot of an owl filled the empty air.  


“…”  

Was this my chance to escape?  

“…”  

…Silence.  

After straining my ears for a long while, I detected no movement, no footsteps.  


Right. Now was the time.  

I had to run.  


I cautiously shifted, careful not to make a sound.  

My legs prickled from sitting on the branch for so long—  


Rustle—  

I slid down the tree like a falling leaf.  


—Squelch.  

“Ugh!”  

The damp, squishy sensation beneath my feet nearly made me scream. I barely swallowed it back.  

I looked down.  

…A corpse.  

Under the faint moonlight, the mangled face of the body came into view.  

I couldn’t tell if it was a face or just chunks of flesh.  


The moment I saw that grotesque murder scene, terror seized me, and I turned away—  


“…Are you hurt?”  

The voice from behind froze me in place.  

I couldn’t move my eyes. I couldn’t lift my feet.  


“I was wondering when you’d come down.”  

With light, catlike steps—as if she had appeared out of thin air—someone approached, barely disturbing the fallen leaves.  

Yet to me, those soft footsteps felt like the tread of a tiger.  


—Crunch… crunch… squelch.  

She stopped behind me.  

To my paralyzed body, she spoke softly.  

“Shall we talk face to face?”  


“…”  

I swallowed dryly and forced my stiff body to turn.  


The moment I faced her, the moonlight happened to illuminate her face.  

For a second, my breath caught.  


Fear aside…  

…The protagonists of this world were all so beautiful.  

I’d seen her from afar a few times, but this was the first time I’d faced her up close.  


But why did it have to be now?!  

I was just out looking for mushrooms to eat with dinner…!  

Why did I have to witness this fight…?!  


Her glossy black hair cascaded down to her chest, loosely tied back with a hairpin.  

Sharp eyes, a face both elegant and noble.  

She looked like a living watercolor painting.  

…If watercolors could be painted in blood.  


Drenched in gore, she whispered:  

“…So it’s you. The owner of the village tannery.”  

Her threatening demeanor was a far cry from her usual refined appearance.  

“From sturdy leather armor to peculiar tools, even our Emei Sect owes you a debt.”  

Her mention of peculiar tools made me flinch, but as long as she hadn’t seen my basement, it was fine.  

More importantly, only one thought crossed my mind:  

…I’m screwed.  

She recognizes me?  


She continued:  

“You must know who I am as well?”  

I trembled as I answered.  

“…Y-Young Lady Cheongwol.”  

Her name—no, her Dharma name—was Cheongwol (靑月).  

The Second Disciple of the Emei Sect.  

Just past the age of twenty.  

A prodigy already renowned as the Millennium Flower of Emei, a saint of the orthodox sects.  

A talent who had already reached first-class martial prowess.  


It was because of her that I had figured out the world I’d transmigrated into.  


Back then, three days after transmigrating as a young orphan beggar—  

I’d somehow accepted the fact that I’d transmigrated, but I had no idea where I’d ended up.  

Was this a martial arts game? A novel? A movie?  


“Wol-ah, greet them.”  

That vague question ended the moment the Emei Sect Leader visited the village.  

A girl as young as I was introduced herself to the gathered villagers in a soft voice:  

“…I am Cheongwol. I’ll see you all when I come down for sect errands. Please take care of me.”  


Cheongwol of Emei.  


The moment I heard it, I realized:  

‘Ah, fuck.’  

…This was Blood Path.  


In this novel, the later emergence of the Demon Cult would sweep away countless side characters like fallen leaves, leading to their miserable deaths.  

And Cheongwol stood at the center of that tragedy.  

I knew.  

Right now, she might be a promising rising star of the orthodox sects, but one day, she would succumb to her inner demons and betray her sect.  

And with time, she would rise to become one of the Demon Cult’s Seven Heavens—one of its seven absolute masters.  

She would reach a position so high that facing her like this would be unthinkable.  

Countless side characters would die by her hand.  

Innocent commoners would be trampled beneath her feet.  

The main culprit behind this world’s ruin.  

At that moment, I made up my mind.  

The martial world? The Jianghu? None of my business.  

Even if I knew the future, I had no intention of becoming a hero or stealing the protagonist’s opportunities and secret manuals to become a powerhouse.  

My hands were only familiar with keyboards and smartphones—my only weapon was my dick. What was I supposed to do with a sword?  

What gave me the confidence?  

So I kept my head down and survived. After all, the ending was a happy one anyway.  


Ten years passed like that.  

During that time, I made sure never to get involved with Cheongwol.  

She had her path, I had mine.  

I thought we’d keep to our separate orbits.  

…Until this very moment.  


I glanced sideways at the piled-up corpses.  

…This crazy bitch, has she already fallen to her inner demons?  

I thought that would happen much later.  


Instinctively narrowing my eyes, she spoke:  

“There’s no need to be so afraid. I’m not going to do anything to you.”  

Could the gap of ten years between our choices feel any wider?  

“…If your luck had been worse, you might’ve run into bandits instead… If anything, I might’ve helped you…”  

“W-Well, I mean…”  

…She wasn’t wrong.  

I quickly clasped my hands in a polite salute.  

“Th-Thank you. I owe you my life, Young Lady.”  

“…I was merely following Emei’s teachings.”  

Her eyes curved like crescent moons.  


The stench of blood stung my nose.  

The character for Emei (峨眉) embroidered on the left breast of her martial robes was also stained with blood.  


What kind of sect was Emei?  

There were many differences, but I’d call it the Shaolin for women.  

One of the Nine Major Sects.  

An orthodox sect deeply rooted in Buddhism, also influenced by Taoism, emphasizing morality, discipline, and asceticism.  

A place where female martial artists lived their lives in purity.  

And… a sect that originally avoided killing as much as possible.  


Her slightly narrowed eyes opened faintly.  

She asked:  

“…You saw everything, didn’t you?”  

I’d expected this, but the shy girl who used to hide behind her sect leader’s legs was long gone.  

“…This is troublesome. I didn’t plan for it to go this far…”  

“Th-They were scum who deserved to die anyway!”  

I blurted out instinctively.  

I even lightly kicked the chunks of flesh on the ground to show my agreement—though I couldn’t bring myself to kick too hard.  


“B-Bandits like them got what was coming to them…! Right! Watching you cut them down was so satisfying!”  

She slowly brought a blood-stained finger to her chin.  

“…They were scum who deserved to die.”  

She rationalized it as if convincing herself.  

“The heretics wouldn’t hesitate to slaughter us mercilessly… Why should we just take it?”  

Cheongwol closed her eyes tightly, then spoke to me with a slightly troubled expression.  

“…Does saying this… make me strange?”  

They were scum who deserved to die.  

…But hearing a disciple of a Buddhist sect say that was a bit odd.  

Like seeing a Shaolin monk brutally butchering bandits—no matter how you looked at it, it was weird.  

“…”  

At my silence, Cheongwol let out a faint, self-deprecating laugh.  

“…I really have become twisted, haven’t I?”  

Realizing my mistake, I quickly bowed my head.  

“N-No! Like I said, they were scum who deserved it…”  


She took a step toward me.  

—Squelch.  

Reflexively, I took a step back.  

—Crunch.  

Undeterred, she took another step forward.  

—Squelch.  


“…If I’m not strange, then why are you retreating?”  

“I-I’ve never had a woman as beautiful as you approach me before…”  


At my answer, Cheongwol smiled faintly, but her expression soon stiffened again.  

My heart did the same.  

A long silence stretched between us.  

“…”  

“…”  

…Huh?  

Had her inner demons taken deeper hold?  

Breaking the silence, Cheongwol whispered:  

“…Shopkeeper. If the Sect Leader found out about me like this… she’d be disappointed. I can’t let that happen…”  

What the hell did she expect me to do about it, you psycho?  

Nobody told you to slaughter people like this!  


But I couldn’t say that.  

“I-I saw nothing! Young Lady! My eyes are just for decoration! See? Don’t they look like knot holes?”  

Unable to withstand the pressure, I blurted out nonsense.  

The blood pooling at my feet soaked into my cheap straw sandals.  

Cheongwol smiled faintly and took another step—then another—closer.  

“…Is that so?”  

She asked softly.  

“Earlier, you said watching me fight was satisfying…”  

“N-No! Young Lady! I’m naturally cowardly—I can’t even look people in the eye!”  

“Yet you recognized my face immediately.”  

“Huh? W-Well… Y-Your beauty is renowned throughout the Central Plains… Ah, maybe I recognized you by ear! Yes, by ear!”  

“By ear?”  

“Your voice is like jade—only Young Lady Cheongwol could have such a voice…! I-If I’m wrong, I’ll apologize…!”  


This was life-or-death flattery.  

There was no room for pride here.  


I still felt like there was a chance.  

Right.  

If she were truly lost to her inner demons, I’d already be dead.  

She must still have some innocence left in her.  

Heretics might kill indiscriminately, but she wouldn’t slaughter an innocent commoner, right?  

I quickly switched back to full sycophant mode.  

“I-I didn’t see anything! And my memory’s terrible too!”  

Cheongwol’s eyes glinted faintly, as if pleased by my response.  

“…Can I really trust you?”  

“Yes! I’ve already forgotten everything! Wait, who are you again?”  

She let out an amused snort, then sheathed her sword.  

—Click.  

“…I’ll believe you. I don’t usually trust people easily, you know.”  

Her voice was soft, but her tone carried a deep, ingrained distrust.  

“Like I said, if this reaches the Sect Leader’s ears… I’ll be in trouble.”  


Did she realize?  

This wasn’t her letting me go because she trusted me—it was her sparing me because she couldn’t bring herself to kill an innocent.  

If I were a martial artist, I’d already be dead. A heretic? Even more so.  


But the reason didn’t matter. I nodded frantically.  

“…Your name?”  

“…Han Seo-jin.”  


Cheongwol let out a sigh.  

I also exhaled quietly in relief.  

…Did I survive?  

Still, I couldn’t let my guard down.  

I squeezed out one last drop of flattery.  

“Sh-Shall I help you clean up the bodies?”  

Cheongwol shook her head.  

“…They’ll be animal feed by tomorrow anyway.”  

Her noble appearance clashed horrifically with her brutal words.  


“…”  

“…”  

Another awkward silence fell.  

We stared at each other wordlessly.  

…Wasn’t this over?  

Why was she still standing there? Couldn’t I just leave?  

I cautiously broke the silence.  

“W-Well then, I’ll take my lea—”  

“—Shopkeeper.”  

Cheongwol cut me off with a faint smile.  

“Yes?”  

My heart leaped again.  

“…I have a request. It’s too late to return to Emei, so I’d like to impose on you for the night.”  

“…Huh?”  

She gestured to her blood-soaked robes.  

“I need to wash and dry my clothes… Surely your tannery has a basement where I could—”  

“—N-No!”  

I cut her off without thinking.  

Even as I did, alarm bells rang in my head.  


But this couldn’t happen.  

It wasn’t just because I was afraid of Cheongwol.  

Cold sweat drenched my back.  

“…No?”  

Cheongwol raised an eyebrow.  


“…”  

But I didn’t take it back.  


…The basement.  

The basement was absolutely off-limits.  

If she saw it, I’d be mistaken for a heretic in a heartbeat.



 
  Chapter 2: The Millennium Flower of Emei (2)


“The basement is off-limits.”  

“I-It wouldn’t be proper for a young lady like yourself to stay alone in a man’s residence, would it? Especially a disciple of Emei, who must keep men at a distance…”  

Cheongwol seemed puzzled by my strong reaction but remained firm.  

“…Don’t worry. I can protect myself.”  

Her tone implied, “As if someone like you could do anything to me.”  

…Well, she wasn’t wrong.  

But I couldn’t back down either.  

“What I mean is, wouldn’t it tarnish your reputation? The noble Millennium Flower of Emei entangled with a lowly market rat like me—who would see that in a good light?”  

Her gaze instantly turned icy.  

“…I don’t particularly like that title.”  

I felt like I was standing in the middle of a minefield. One wrong step, and I’d end up like the cooling chunks of flesh nearby.  

Cheongwol spoke again.  

“There’s hardly anyone awake at this hour, and the reason I want the basement is to avoid prying eyes. Who would even see me?”  

“…”  

She wasn’t wrong. Not a single flaw in her logic.  

…But why was she so damn confident?!  

If she just demanded, “Give me a room,” was I supposed to bow and say, “Yes, ma’am”?  

“…”  

…Fine. If I didn’t, I’d get slaughtered.  

But letting her into the basement was just as dangerous.  

Desperate, I scrambled for another excuse.  

“…Actually, Young Lady.”  

“Go on.”  

“The basement already has… a woman staying there. Secretly.”  

Cheongwol’s eyes widened slightly in surprise. Seizing the momentum, I quickly added:  

“We’re in a discreet relationship, so… W-We actually promised to spend tonight together…”  

“…”  

“E-Even if you came down, hiding would be impossible.”  

Cheongwol calmly smoothed her expression.  

“…May I ask her name?”  

Her tone already dripped with disbelief.  

“…As I said, it’s a secret affair.”  

“I’ve already shown you one of my secrets. Wouldn’t it be fair for you to share one in return?”  

Did I ask for your secret?!  

I wanted to cry.  

But I couldn’t even say that.  

Right now, the cold sword at her waist held far more persuasive power than my flimsy logic.  

After stubbornly resisting, I finally caved and blurted out a random name.  

“H-Her name is Okji.”  

“Okji…? Never heard of her. Which family’s daughter is she?”  

Ah, right. She knew the village well.  

“O-Okdan! I-I misspoke out of nervousness.”  

“Okdan… Ah, the village head’s second daughter?”  

I’d never even spoken to Okdan, but at this moment, I had no choice but to sell her out.  

Sorry, Okdan.  

“Y-Yes.”  

“But isn’t she already involved with the blacksmith’s son?”  

…She was?  

Wait, how did a nun who chants sutras in the mountains know more about village gossip than me?!  

Even if I kept my distance, this was ridiculous.  

“…How do you know that, Young Lady?”  

For the first time, Cheongwol averted her gaze slightly.  

“…My junior disciples are quite interested in worldly romance. News tends to reach me.”  

…So Emei was like an all-girls school with a gossip chain?  

And they knew about Okdan but not me?!  

“W-Well… Okdan and I have a… complicated relationship.”  

Cheongwol wasn’t buying it.  

After a long pause, she finally said:  

“…As I mentioned, my juniors are quite invested in romantic affairs. I’ve heard a bit about you too, Shopkeeper. You’re not particularly popular among the village women.”  

“…Excuse me?”  

“…You’re a bit of a loner.”  

You bitch.  

“Are you sure Okdan is in your basement?”  

I couldn’t answer.  

My last-ditch lie had been exposed.  

“…”  

“…”  

Cheongwol softened her tone.  

“…Shopkeeper, I know this is difficult for you. But I also can’t let the Sect Leader… see me like this.”  

Drenched in blood.  

“If you feel even a little gratitude for me handling the bandits you might’ve faced… please help me just this once.”  

“…”  

I had no more excuses.  

If I thought about it, she probably disliked my attitude too.  

She wasn’t a full villain yet, and she had eliminated bandits who might’ve killed me. My lack of gratitude wouldn’t sit well with her.  

…And if I refused, would this come back to haunt me later?  

When she became one of the Demon Cult’s Seven Heavens, would she remember how I turned her away tonight?  

“Shopkeeper, you ignored me that day.”  

…Ugh.  


Even if the thought disgusted me, my resolve was crumbling.  

“…If I help you, we go our separate ways after this.”  

I laid out my terms.  

“I’ll forget everything about tonight, and you’ll believe me when I say that. And after this… you won’t harm me in any way.”  

“Why would I ever—”  

“Promise me.”  

I said it firmly.  

We both understood how bizarre this situation was.  

She’d just butchered people. Was one promise really too much to ask?  

If I was going to bend, I might as well get something out of it.  

“I promise.”  

Cheongwol agreed.  

It felt strange making a pact with a future villain, but in the end, I relented.  

“Take the room inside the shop. I’ll stay in the basement and won’t come out until dawn… Sleep well, or leave at first light—whatever you prefer.”  

Cheongwol flipped her hair and nodded.  

“…Thank you.”  

The hardest thing after deciding to stay out of the martial world wasn’t hunger.  

(Beggars under the Beggar Sect’s protection rarely starved.)  

Nor was it the cold.  

(The chivalrous uncles of the Beggar Sect shared their blankets—stinky, but warm.)  

It wasn’t even loneliness.  

(I wasn’t the type to dwell on it, and village life kept me busy.)  

No—the hardest thing was boredom.  

Without smartphones, games, or even books, the days dragged endlessly.  

So, to cope, I’d picked up an unusual hobby: leathercraft with a side of BDSM.  

(Don’t judge. The medieval fantasy equivalent of 50 Shades was all I had.)  

Now, standing in my dimly lit basement, I surveyed the fruits of my boredom:  

– Leather cuffs.  

– Collars.  

– Restraint frames.  

– Whips.  

– Gags.  

– A cat-ear headband.  

– A wooden dummy, suspended from the ceiling in intricate rope bondage.  

“…I’m screwed.”  

I slumped onto the floor with a sigh.  

At the time, crafting these had been a way to stave off insanity. Now? Just pure shame.  

If anyone saw this, I’d be branded a heretic and executed on the spot.  

Especially Cheongwol.  

“…Why is this dummy tied up?”  

“Uh… it’s a pig.”  

“…It’s shaped like a person.”  

“We call it a pig.”  

I’d be dead.  

Cheongwol, even after joining the Demon Cult, never lost her elegance and poise. The refined discipline of Emei was etched into her bones.  

There was no way she’d understand this.  

Most modern people flinched at BDSM—what hope did a martial artist from a puritanical sect have?  

But BDSM wasn’t just about whips and chains.  

It was about trust, control, and the thrill of surrender.  

Some people liked having their hair pulled. Others enjoyed leaving marks.  

Some craved the rush of being claimed—“You’re mine.”  

Others found freedom in submission—“I’m yours.”  

I wasn’t into extreme stuff. Just the idea of a blushing woman, shy but willing to obey.  

But in this dull, stimulus-starved world, I’d gone beyond imagination and built the real thing.  

“…I’m such an idiot.”  

I scratched my head, trying to calm down.  

It’s fine. Just hide this for one night.  

But then—  

Knock. Knock. Knock.  

Someone rapped on the basement door.  

“Shopkeeper.”  

Cheongwol’s voice.  

“Y-Yes?!”  

I lunged for the door, gripping the handle.  

“…May we talk for a moment?”  

“I-I’m exhausted! Let’s talk tomorrow!”  

Silence.  

No footsteps, no breathing. Had she left?  

I slumped against the door, exhaling.  

“…Whew.”  

Maybe I’d survive tonight after all—  

BANG!  

The door burst open.  

I lost my grip and stumbled back.  

“Uh… uh…”  

Frozen in terror, I stared up at Cheongwol.  

Her cold eyes bore into me.  

A chilling aura seeped into the room.  

My heart clenched.  

“Y-Young Lady… W-What are you—”  

“…I had a bad feeling.”  

She whispered after a long silence.  

Only then did I remember her future epithet:  

Cheongwol, the Ghost Who Chases Lives.  

A being of relentless obsession.  


“…What are you hiding down here?”  

Her fingers twitched toward her sword.  

I was dead.



[TL NOTE: Rapped on the door, in this context, means “struck loudly on the door”, to avoid any confusion.]
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Fifteen minutes before Han Seo-jin entered the basement.  

Cheongwol submerged herself in the icy waters of the valley, washing her body, clothes, hands, and guilt.  

The clear stream ran red.  

As the heat of battle faded, the agonized faces and dying gazes of the bandits resurfaced in her mind. The scene from that moment lingered around her like a vivid illusion.  

“…”  

Cheongwol took a deep breath and stared at her reflection in the water.  

Her bloodstained robes, merciless expression, and trembling eyes.  

…She hadn’t intended to slaughter them all so brutally.  

But the bandits’ taunts, their lewd jeers, and the suffocating resentment coiled inside her had led to this.  

Not that it changed the fact that they deserved to die.  

Those who ruthlessly exploited the lives of commoners who toiled for every scrap—if cutting them down wasn’t right, then what was?  

To borrow the Shaolin’s words: If I don’t do it, who will? If not now, when?  

Yet the moment she saw her rippling reflection again, an inexplicable fear seized her heart.  

It was the feeling she could only acknowledge if she suppressed her excuses and allowed herself to be honest.  

“…”  

…It had been liberating.  

The thrill of casting aside the Emei Sect’s strict rules and acting as she pleased.  

The satisfaction of trampling those who’d insulted her.  

This sense of freedom.  

The perverse pleasure of doing what was forbidden.  

…Was this an inner demon?  

“…”  

…That very liberation terrified her.  

The sect’s teachings—avoid killing—still ran deep in her bones.  

So why was she twisting into this?  

The sect leader would surely be disappointed if she saw her now.  

Though her chest felt light, her breath unshackled, her hands trembled with the fear of being exposed.  

…If only someone could tell her this was right, her heart might find peace.  

‘Th-they were just bandits! They deserved to die! Yes! Watching you cut them down was so satisfying!’  

The image of a man babbling empty words in terror surfaced in her mind.  

The leatherhouse owner. Han Seo-jin.  

“…”  

…Something was off.  

No matter how she thought about it, his reaction had been strange.  

Not just the way he’d hidden the basement.  

Everyone had secrets they wanted to bury.  

What unsettled Cheongwol was Han Seo-jin’s attitude toward her.  

As if he’d already expected her to be like this.  

As if he’d foreseen her darkness.  

Cheongwol knew exactly how the martial world saw her.  

Despite being only a second-generation disciple, she was already hailed as a rising star among first-rate martial artists.  

Her etiquette, honed by Emei’s teachings, and her reputation for righteous speech and conduct.  

…And she was well aware her beauty surpassed others’.  

The Millennium Flower of Emei. That was what they called her.  

Yet when she’d butchered those bandits in secret, his reaction had been… what?  

Not the deference reserved for a rising hero of the orthodox sects, but the wariness one showed toward a demonic cultivator.  

He hadn’t been surprised—he’d been afraid of her.  

…Of course, given the state of the corpses, his reaction wasn’t entirely unreasonable. But her instincts whispered otherwise.  

Something’s wrong.  

A sudden thought made her breath hitch.  

…What if Han Seo-jin was from the Black Dawn Society?  

If this information spread across the martial world—  

“…Haa.”  

The moment her true self was exposed, she vividly imagined the sect leader’s face contorting in disgust.  

That couldn’t happen.  

How hard had she worked to make the sect leader proud?  

She’d eaten the same bland meals every day, risen before the roosters to train.  

Suppressed her instincts, upheld etiquette. Become a woman of grace and dignity.  

As she grew older, the standards tightened further. She’d smiled even when annoyed by commoners or when a child spilled water on her robes.  

To meet the Emei Sect’s expectations, she’d whipped herself bloody.  

She couldn’t let it all be for nothing.  

Cheongwol’s gaze darkened.  

…Well, the reins were already loose.  

…Would letting go one more time change anything?  

First, she had to resolve this unease.  

What was Han Seo-jin hiding?  

…She needed to find out.  

—  

When Cheongwol entered the basement, she smiled coldly.  

“Ha.”  

—Thud.  

She shook her leg to dislodge me, clinging to her like a lifeline.  

Her demeanor had already hardened.  

The flickering candlelight cast erratic shadows over her, illuminating the ominous tools hanging from the walls.  

I collapsed to the floor, unable to react.  

Cold sweat drenched my back.  

Fear aside—did she know how humiliating this was?  

Was this how it felt to get caught masturbating in front of your family?  

My sexual preferences had been laid bare.  


“Y-young Lady, I mean—”  

Cheongwol tapped a wooden doll hanging from the ceiling with a tortoiseshell knot.  

Then ran her fingers over the whips and ropes on the wall.  

She glanced at the cat-ear headband with a strange look before unhooking the leather cuffs and examining them.  

After spinning them around her finger, she turned to me.  

“…A torture chamber?”  

Her voice was calm, but the killing intent in it was unmistakable.  

“Right. I can’t pinpoint it, but the way you acted toward me was off. What are you? Black Dawn Society?”  

She studied my tools for a moment, then shook her head slightly and rested a hand on her sword hilt.  

Even her refined features darkened.  

All it took to transform her from a beautiful woman into a murderous fiend was a slight shift in her brow.  

And the faint relief in her smirk—as if she was glad she could kill me.  

“…Doesn’t matter. This works better. No one can know my secret—”  

Cheongwol’s fingers touched her sword.  

Time seemed to slow, as if my life flashed before my eyes.  

My brain scrambled for survival strategies.  

I’m going to die. If this continues, I’ll die.  

But my mind blanked, and my mouth moved faster.  

“—MISUNDERSTANDING!!”  

My shout froze her mid-motion.  

I forced my trembling legs to stand.  

“…Misunderstanding?”  

I spat out the first excuse I could.  

“H-how can you judge a person’s hobbies like this?! Isn’t this too much?!”  

“…Hobbies?”  

“Y-young Lady was in trouble, so I offered my humble abode! I endured fear and discomfort! Yet you invade my private space and accuse me?! Is this the Emei Sect’s teaching?! Does being a martial artist justify bullying people?!”  

She listened silently, then tightened her grip on the sword.  

“…Eloquent. Do you expect me to believe an ordinary person would hide a torture chamber?”  

“Who said this was a torture chamber?! You jumped to conclusions!”  

She gestured at the tools behind her.  

I yelled back.  

“Th-the whips are designed not to severely injure! The cuffs aren’t tightly bound! The ropes are finished smoothly to avoid skin abrasions! How can you call this a torture chamber without even a branding iron?!”  

I desperately grabbed the cat-ear headband from the wall and shook it.  

“H-how could this torture anyone?!”  

“…Ha.”  

Cheongwol smirked, urging me to dig my grave deeper.  

“Then explain. What is this room for?”  

I have to survive.  

What do I say?  

‘A nest of desire’? She wouldn’t get it.  

‘An SM dungeon’? ‘What’s that?’  

‘A playroom’? Not with these grim tools.  

The longer I hesitated, the shorter her patience grew.  

Think faster.  

How to explain a space for stress relief in wuxia terms?  

“A-an inner demon relief chamber!”  

“…”  

“…”  

Silence.  

Ah.  

Only after speaking did shame crash over me like a tidal wave.  

A humiliation rivaling the fear of death.  

…Well, it’s not entirely a lie…  

Modern people use this to relieve stress.  

“…Inner demon?”  

Her eyes narrowed.  

“Y-young Lady has inner demons, doesn’t she?”  

No more hiding.  

To survive, I had to weaponize my knowledge.  

Cheongwol’s eyelids twitched.  

Of course, she knew I’d seen her slaughter—but linking it to inner demons was different.  

Even orthodox martial artists or monks could lose themselves to rage.  

But I’d pinpointed the true demon lurking inside her.  

“Y-you said my behavior toward you was strange? Isn’t it obvious? I knew about your inner demons! How could I not fear you when you might not be the person I thought?!”  

“…How could you…?”  

“Does it matter how I knew? What matters is I’m right! Admit it—you do have inner demons, don’t you?”  

“…”  

Cheongwol blinked, momentarily speechless.  

Then she frowned and pressed further.  

“…So? What does this ‘torture chamber’ have to do with inner demons? Don’t tell me you ‘relieve’ them through pain.”  

“I-it’s not torture! It’s a consensual psychological treatment…!”  

“Do you take me for a fool? You expect me to believe people voluntarily wear cuffs, get whipped, and feel better? What kind of madman enjoys pain and blood?”  

Her sword slid halfway out of its sheath.  

“Enough. I’m tired of this. Time to—”  

I flailed my hands.  

“W-wait! I’m explaining! Not everyone experiences pain as pain!”  

I scrambled for analogies.  

“Some people enjoy bitter tea, right? Because the refreshment after the bitterness is worth it!”  

I checked her reaction and continued.  

“Or intense training—it’s painful, your muscles scream, but the relief afterward? Deeper than any comfort!”  

“…”  

Again, silence.  

Her expression said she was humoring my nonsense.  

I pushed forward.  

Stop talking, and I die.  

“Pleasure and pain are subjective! What angers one person might calm another! These cuffs and ropes follow the same logic!”  

She countered.  

“…You’re saying people like being chained and restrained?”  

“Yes!”  

Masochists exist, okay?!  

…Though I’m not sure about this world.  

“Even if bitter tea has its merits and training brings relief—what’s the benefit of losing physical freedom?”  

Cheongwol, who’d never surrendered control, couldn’t comprehend it.  

…Hell if I know!  

How should I know why masochists are masochists?!  

But I couldn’t say that. To survive, I had to sell this perversion like my life depended on it.  

A plausible excuse struck me.  

“Y-you lose physical freedom but gain psychological liberation!”  

“What?”  

My brain had never worked this fast.  

“People unknowingly bind themselves with invisible ropes—society’s expectations, responsibilities, status. These pressures build over time. As a rising star of the orthodox sects, shouldn’t you understand?”  

“…”  

“Surrendering control is a way to breathe! To let go!”  

“How does losing physical control free you from social pressure?”  

“B-by feeling powerless again! Letting go of the burden to always be perfect! Isn’t that freedom?”  

I heard many masochists are high-status people.  

Those who control everything craving to be controlled.  

Not that all powerful people are masochists…  

“…”  

But Cheongwol seemed to partly understand.  

Her expression twisted—subtly, but the most dramatic shift yet.  

I pressed on.  

“D-Daoism emphasizes balance, right? Light needs darkness! Physical discomfort leads to mental peace… or something!”  

“…”  

Her face became unreadable.  

But I could feel the ripples of my words inside her.  

I went for the kill.  

“I-I’ve done nothing wrong! I’m innocent, Young Lady!”  

My words were bold, but internally, I was apologizing to Buddha, drafting my will, and cursing my mushroom-foraging past self.  

The cat-ear headband in my hand felt pathetic.  

“My only crime is working hard to survive! And would a madman torture people right under Emei’s nose? One scream, and the whole neighborhood would know!”  

Should I scream now?  

‘Cheongwol’s killing me!’  

…No. Dead men can’t explain. The neighbors would see this dungeon and call me a demonic cultivator.  

“…”  

A faint tension left Cheongwol’s body.  

That tiny shift felt like a sliver of hope.  

My mouth was dry, my back soaked in sweat, my heart pounding like a drum.  

I begged internally:  

Please. Believe me. Let me live.  

Then—  

“…Try it.”  

“…Huh?”  

An unexpected answer.  

Cheongwol removed her hand from the sword and straightened.  

“…Experience it, and I’ll know if it helps inner demons.”  

“…Wh-what?”  

“…Do it.”  

She took a step forward.  

“D-do what…?”  

My tongue stumbled; my mind went blank.  

“What you just described.”  

Her tone was eerily calm.  

“W-with who…?”  

I clung to my last hope.  

“Who else is here?”  

“…”  

…So, SM play?  

With the Millennium Flower of Emei?  

“I-I can’t!”  

Her face darkened again.  

“You dare mock me—”  

“—I told you! This requires complete surrender! Y-young Lady must preserve her purity for the sect! How could I?!”  

“…What does purity have to do with pain?”  

We talked over each other.  

“—It’s about total submission! Could you obey shameful orders?!”  

“…? Like what—”  

“—F-for example, making you… relieve yourself outdoors…”  

“…!”  

Even in the dim light, I saw her face flush scarlet.  

Her ears, neck—everything burned.  

—Slap!  

Before I realized it, she’d struck my cheek.  

For a lunatic, it was a surprisingly girlish reaction.  

“You disgusting worm…!”  

A rare curse tore from her lips.  

I shouted in defense.  

“I told you! That’s why I can’t!”  

“…You! …Filthy…!”  

Whether from rage, panic, or overwhelming emotion, her fists trembled, her eyes unfocused.  

“…D-depraved…!!”  

Stammering, she hesitated—then suddenly fled.  

Before I could call out, she slammed the basement door behind her.  

—BANG!  

The murderous glint in her eyes, the cold edge of her sword—all gone.  

“…?”  

…Did Cheongwol just run away?  

I stood dumbfounded.  

I hadn’t expected it.  


I didn’t understand it.  

Only the sound of her frantic footsteps lingered in my ears.  

Long after she left, I remained slumped in the basement.  

The situation was too absurd to process.  

“…Did I survive?”  
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After hiding in the basement for a long time, afraid to face Cheongwol outside.  

When I peeked out after dozing off, the murmurs of villagers waking up slowly filled the air.  

It was the same dawn as always.  

“…”  

I swallowed dryly and touched the back of my neck.  

Still attached.  

Did I really survive?  

It still didn’t feel real—had yesterday truly happened?  

—  

Cheongwol, the Frost Moon Blade.  

In the original novel, she was the one who chased a minor antagonist for miles and tore him apart.  

Even the extras who tried to intervene were slaughtered.  

And I tangled with that lunatic, got caught with SM gear, and lived?  

“…”  

I thought long and hard.  

I tried to make sense of this absurd situation.  

…No matter how I spun it, it made no sense.  

“…Damn it.”  

Whatever.  

Overthinking won’t change anything.  

I learned survival from those carefree Beggar Sect uncles—if you’re alive, you’re alive. No need to question it.  

Does thinking about it change anything?  

Good enough is good enough.  


Think about it—when you resent someone, you want to crush them. But if they’re disgusting, you just want to avoid them.  

Like when a street brawl almost breaks out, but the other guy suddenly drops his pants and wiggles in his tighty-whities—you’d rather run than fight.  

Even the Beggar Sect uncles, for all their fiery righteousness, wouldn’t sleep on a floor smeared with shit.  

Maybe that’s how Cheongwol saw me?  

Asking that question to a nun of the famously chaste Emei Sect—“Can you pee outside?”  

It might’ve been the most vulgar, yet luckiest, sentence of my life.  

People forget—this world’s morals are far more conservative than ours.  

Modern folks numb themselves with porn on their phones, but here?  

Even a single erotic ink painting makes men hoot and bend over.  

Bikinis, shorts—Western “foreign devil” clothes that show skin—don’t exist. Even courtesans here don’t expose much.  

I’ve heard stories from Beggar Sect uncles about their nights with courtesans.  

They’d rave about how soft and beautiful the women were, but the actual “action“? Just vanilla missionary.  

Pathetic.  

And yet, grown men would still lose their minds over those tame tales.  

Compared to the kinks I know?  

In this world, those acts would make me worse than an animal.  

And in that world—  

To an Emei nun—  

No, to Cheongwol, the so-called “Millennium Flower of Emei“—  

The shock of my words… I can’t even imagine.  

No wonder she ran.  

“…”  

Still, I’m glad she found me revolting.  

That’s why I’m alive, right?  

Humiliating? Sure. But like I said—good enough is good enough.  

Think whatever you want of me.  

Just let me live…  

I crawled out of the basement like a cockroach.  


Exposed for my kinks, I felt like shrinking away.  

Today was a day to apologize to the sunlight.  

“…”  

Looking around, I spotted my clothes crumpled in a corner—the ones Cheongwol had worn briefly to dry her soaked robes.  

The way they were flung aside showed how frantically she’d fled.  

…How horrified must she have been?  

And Cheongwol running away like that?  

A sight even the protagonist would never see.  


If I ever meet the protagonist, should I tip them off?  

“If Cheongwol corners you, ask if she can pee outside. She’ll bolt.”  

“…”  

But if we can just go our separate ways now, I’ll ask for nothing more.  

—  

Despite my turmoil, I prepared to open shop.  

Work was work.  

But as I pushed open the front window—  

“…Huh?”  

A note was pinned to the wall.  

I frowned, reading the short message:  

“I’ll decide your fate later.”  

But in my head, it sounded like:  

“You’re dead, bastard. Wait while I figure out how to kill you.”  

“…”  

Ah.  

Of course.  

No way the obsessive psycho would just let me go.  

…Should I run?  

As I pondered, the note’s unspoken second half echoed:  


“Run, and I’ll tear you apart.”  

In Cheongwol’s voice.  

—  

Cheongwol’s Side  

—Whoosh!  

Cheongwol’s sword split the morning air.  

Sweat scattered across the ground.  

Her robes, freshly dried, were already damp again.  

She wanted to clear her mind.  

Too much had happened yesterday.  

The bandits’ faces resurfaced vividly.  

To forget the guilt and euphoria of that moment, she swung her sword.  

—Swoosh…  

Even with her eyes closed, her blade flowed smoothly.  

She forced herself to suppress the urge to slash wildly.  

Was this restless desire an inner demon?  

…Even that thought, she channeled into her sword and let go.  

“Can you obey shameful orders?”  

—Stumble.  

Her foot caught slightly.  

Her nose wrinkled.  

Calm. Calm.  

Exhaling deeply, she continued her forms—eyes still shut—  


“F-for example, making you… pee outside…”  

—THUNK!  

The thought sprouted like a weed.  

She stabbed her wooden sword into the ground.  

“Haa… Haa…”  

Cheongwol halted, breathing lightly.  

“…That bastard…!”  

Her mind wouldn’t empty.  

The more she thought, the hotter her face burned. Anger, shame—something in between kept assaulting her.  

That one filthy sentence tormented her more than slaughtering bandits.  

“…Ah!”  

Then—a presence.  

Cheongwol whirled around.  

There stood a woman with wrinkled eyes, watching her quietly.  

The Emei Sect’s leader.  

Muwol Satai (無月師太).  

The one who had saved her—the orphaned girl who’d lost her parents to bandits.  

Cheongwol could never forget that day.  

The heroic woman who appeared before her helpless sobs, cutting down enemies with elegant swordsmanship.  

Even in terror, even in despair, Muwol Satai had been beautiful.  

“Stop crying. Name?”  

“…Yi.” (Before her monastic name.)  

“I’m sorry I couldn’t come sooner. Any family left?”  

“…Sniff…”  

“Stop.”  

Despite her stern tone, Muwol Satai had held her for a long time, soothing her.  

Then, when Cheongwol finally calmed:  

“…Will you follow me?”  

Cheongwol nodded through tears.  

“…Yes.”  

That day, their bond began.  

To Cheongwol, Muwol Satai was the savior who replaced her parents.  

Formally, her master was “Soun” (素雲), but…  

The connection between her and the sect leader went deeper.  


When she cried for her parents, Muwol Satai would wordlessly pat her shoulder.  

When she grew sick of bland meals, a secretly passed sweet.  

The warm words, the wisdom that shaped her life.  


She’d taken up the sword, accepted the name “Cheongwol,” and become a true disciple—all to repay that kindness.  

She wanted to make Muwol Satai proud.  

To prove her rescue hadn’t been wasted.  

…But lately, everything felt strained.  

—  

“…Greetings, Sect Leader.”  

Cheongwol bowed slightly.  

Had she been watching her pathetic training?  

…Why today, of all days?  

She kept her gaze low, afraid to see disappointment in Muwol Satai’s eyes.  

Lately, all she earned was scolding.  

She couldn’t even remember the last kind word.  


Ever since Cheongwol began stepping into the martial world, Muwol Satai had grown stricter.  

Worry? Disappointment?  

But if she waited, the sect leader would usually leave without comment.  


“…Wol-ah, come here.”  

Her heart clenched.  

Why call her now?  

Did she know about yesterday?  

…No, even the sect leader couldn’t know that.  

After a stiff pause, Cheongwol stepped forward.  

“…You stayed out last night.”  

“Yes.”  

“…Roll up your sleeve.”  

Cheongwol’s brow twitched.  

She understood the suspicion.  

She exposed her forearm.  

There, bright red—the “Shou Gong Sha” (守宮砂), a lotus mark.  

A proof of chastity all Emei disciples bore.  

It faded only after losing one’s virginity—hence “Guardian of the Palace” (守宮).  

—  

Muwol Satai nodded slightly and released her arm.  

Cheongwol couldn’t suppress her bitterness.  

“…Do you still doubt me?”  

“…Your swordplay is unstable. You’re distracted.”  

Cheongwol’s chest tightened.  

You see my instability, but not my effort?  

I train before dawn while others sleep.  

…Do you not see that?  

She swallowed her frustration and muttered:  

“…I have no interest in men… or sex.”  

Muwol Satai didn’t buy it.  

“…All humans have desires. Even the Shaolin abbot. Ignoring it won’t make it vanish.”  

Cheongwol’s stomach churned.  

Fine. Maybe I have desires somewhere.  

But there’s something I crave more.  

Your approval. One word of praise.  

Is that so selfish?  


Or… do you know, and just pretend not to?  

Either way, it hurt.  

She wanted to argue—but she knew better.  

Empty echoes wouldn’t change anything.  

—  

In the end, she shut her mouth again.  

This is my fault.  

So, once more, she killed a part of herself.  

And with that—  

…I should’ve slaughtered those bandits more brutally.  

“…”  

She jolted.  

What was that thought?  

Muwol Satai continued:  

“You haven’t forgotten the upcoming sect evaluation?”  

“…No.”  

“Good.”  

Sect Evaluation.  

Dread pooled in her chest. Can I meet expectations?  

Muwol Satai turned to leave—then paused.  

“…Wol-ah, you are Emei’s future. Remember that.”  

“…”  

Only after the sect leader left did Cheongwol exhale deeply.  

“…Huu.”  

She slumped to the ground, burying her face in her knees.  

Her expression was twisted.  

—  

Emei’s future. The Millennium Flower.  

She’d never asked for that.  

Now, she resented Muwol Satai for her disappointment.  

All I wanted was to see you smile at me.  

Was that too much?  

—  

“People bind themselves with invisible ropes—society’s expectations, responsibilities, status. Over time, these become unbearable pressures.”  

Han Seo-jin’s voice echoed in her head again.  

Cheongwol gritted her teeth.  

“…Shut up.”  

Because of you, my training suffered. Because of that, this happened.  

But Han Seo-jin’s voice droned on:  

“Surrendering control lets you feel weak again—free from the world’s expectations.”  

—  

So my choices are endure this pressure… or pee outside?  

You expect me to believe that insanity?  

“…”  

Her fingertips trembled.  


Something indescribable squirmed in her chest.  

Not shame, not anger—something else.  

She gripped her sword again.  

—Shhk!  

She suppressed the urge to destroy everything.  
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Two days later, the sect evaluation arrived.  

The disciples of Emei Sect stood in formation before the training grounds. The evaluation occurred biannually. At the center was a spacious examination stage—a stone platform over dirt that today felt unnervingly foreign to Cheongwol. The sect leader and elders observed silently from the front.  

“Cheongwol.”  

A whisper came from Hye-yul, the senior second-generation disciple—the only one who called her by name.  

“Like I said… take it easy today, okay?” Her tone was playful, but it grated on Cheongwol’s nerves. “If you shine too bright, the rest of us look pathetic…”  

Cheongwol sighed. “I told you. The sect leader expects more from me.”  

“Just tone it down a little~?”  

“…Tch.”  

Normally she’d ignore this, but today her patience was razor-thin. The weight of recent events and pre-evaluation tension sharpened her irritation.  

“If you have time to beg, train harder.”  

The words slipped out. Hye-yul’s smile froze.  

Cheongwol continued coldly: “I wake at dawn to train. If you’re ashamed of your skills, improve them. Why drag me down?”  

Hye-yul stiffened. “You’re… extra sensitive today.”  

“You’re extra careless. Aren’t you afraid of the sect leader’s judgement?”  

A hush fell. This was outright provocation.  

Another disciple, Baek-hee, intervened: “Senior Hye-yul, ignore her. Cheongwol’s always been rigid.”  

Cheongwol’s temper flared. “Baek-hee. Pray you don’t slip during the evaluation.”  

“I did work hard!”  

Cheongwol nearly laughed. Hard? Following the bare minimum wasn’t effort.  

As expected, Hye-yul’s performance was dismal. Her execution of the Shaoyang Sword Forms—Emei’s foundational technique—was sloppy: too fast in places, too slow in others, her movements forced and labored. Yet when she finished, Muwol Satai nodded.  

“You’ve improved.”  

Cheongwol felt brief relief.  

“Next: Cheongwol.”  

The air stilled. Everyone knew her reputation—the prodigy who’d reached first-rate mastery younger than any senior disciple, the “Millennium Flower” whose name spread across sects. But as she stepped onto the stage, her hands trembled.  

What if… after all this effort…  

She closed her eyes, steadied her breath, and began.  

Her sword moved like flowing water, drawing awed whispers:  

“Wow…”  

“Beautiful.”  

For a moment, her anxiety faded. Then—  

“Stop.”  

Muwol Satai’s voice cut like a blade. Cheongwol froze mid-movement.  

The sect leader’s gaze was unyielding. “Your sword intent… is chaotic.”  

The verdict came:  

“You’ve regressed, Wol-ah.”  

—-

Night fell. Cheongwol sat alone by the abandoned stage. No one came to comfort her. When Muwol Satai approached, Cheongwol didn’t rise.  

“You should rest.”  

Cheongwol’s voice cracked: “You saw my effort. Was it nothing?”  

Muwol Satai remained firm: “Talent isn’t effort. I judge growth, not comparison.”  

Cheongwol exploded:  

“You called me Emei’s future! You burdened me! I trained until my hands bled! Why won’t you see me?!”  

The sect leader faltered. But Cheongwol was already running—into the dark mountains, screaming until her throat burned.  

Exhausted, she collapsed.  

“Why… why only me?”  

The rules felt meaningless now: the dawn training, the bland meals, enduring insults with a smile. The prohibition against killing, even against demonic cultivators.  

“What’s the point?!”  

A voice echoed in her mind:  

“A space to relieve inner demons…”  

Han Seo-jin’s absurd words.  

—

Three days after their confrontation, he’d finally relaxed.  

“She’s too refined to associate with a pervert like me.”  

He shoveled rice into his mouth.  

BANG!  

The door burst open.  


Cheongwol stood there—hair disheveled, eyes wild.  

“Fix it.”  

Han Seo-jin choked.  

She grabbed his collar, desperation cracking her voice:  

“This… inner demon—DO SOMETHING!”  
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I couldn’t respond.

Beyond being terrified, I didn’t even understand what Cheongwol was saying.

…Relieve her inner demons?

…How am I supposed to do that?

And why suddenly come to me of all people…

‘A space to relieve inner demons!’

Ah. I’d run my mouth.

But that was just talk!

How could real SM play relieve actual inner demons? How could someone like me handle an extreme case like her – carrying such deep, insane darkness, trampling over both minor characters and commoners alike?

Shouldn’t someone like that be in a mental hospital, really?

It’s like getting caught with lube and claiming it’s skincare, then having to slather it all over your face.

But this wasn’t the time for such thoughts.

Cheongwol’s eyes were rimmed red. Even without words, I could tell something had happened. She was furious, suffocating. The literal process of her turning into a villain was unfolding before my eyes, with me stuck in the middle.

Whether I’d become another commoner crushed under her heel or survive as an expert survivor depended entirely on me now.

I gulped dryly, my eyes darting about. “Y-young Lady, what I mean is—”

Cheongwol abruptly stopped pressuring me and yanked open the basement door.

“Young Lady!”

No chance to stop her. She grabbed a nearby candle and stomped down into the basement.

Thud. Thud. Thud.

The sound of her footsteps on the wooden stairs echoed like my heartbeat. Her rough movements radiated frustration. She’d come to me like clutching at straws.

…That fact alone terrified me even more.

Fuck, what do I do now?!

As she descended, I crouched on the floor, roughly clutching my head.

If I can’t relieve her inner demons, do I die here?

Should I just close the basement and run?

Besides, SM play is hard to enjoy without those tendencies to begin with…!!

And honestly, I’m a beginner too!

Even before transmigrating, I only fantasized – I never actually thought about doing it with real people…

Just because someone has sadistic tendencies doesn’t mean they’re all tough macho types.

Timid sadists exist too.

What, timid people can’t have desires to torment others?

That’s not how it works…

So how the hell am I supposed to… inflict pain on that monster?

I’m scared.

But staying still felt even scarier. The atmosphere was more intense than three days ago. I’m really going to die today.

Cheongwol in the basement didn’t say a word. Yet her shout echoed clearly in my mind: Come down.

“…Ha.”

Slowly, with the heart of livestock headed to slaughter, I began stepping down the wooden stairs.

…

Cheongwol stood motionless in the basement, having placed the candle down. Even her silhouette radiated turbulent emotions – her sunken breathing, stiff shoulders, faintly trembling fingertips.

Under the flickering light, the tools on the wall swayed eerily. A secret space. A beautiful woman.

With a different partner, I might have been moved to tears at my fantasy coming true.

Unfortunately, my partner was undeniably Cheongwol.

I sighed. Get a grip.

They say even entering a tiger’s den is survivable if you keep your wits. Sounds like bullshit, but I had to believe it now.

Acting like a scared weakling wouldn’t help. As tense as Cheongwol was, I needed to match that sharpness. Better yet, I had to package myself as something mystical. Last time I talked my way out – this time I needed to package my actions, make this insane play seem like some profound ritual.

First – why was she here? I racked my brain for Cheongwol’s backstory. She’d turned to darkness after conflicts with the sect leader. Excessive pressure, heavy responsibilities, chains called “expectations.” That broke her. Was this part of that?

I recalled my own words:

“People unknowingly bind themselves with invisible ropes—society’s expectations, responsibilities, status. Over time, these become unbearable pressures.”

Right, I’d said that with her in mind. Now I understood – those words had shaken her.

“Surrendering control lets you feel weak again—free from the world’s expectations! You reveal your powerless self only to chosen ones, enjoying psychological liberation!”

…Cheongwol is an orthodox sect’s rising star. If my words caused ripples leading her here… then shouldn’t I follow through?

I felt like I’d pieced together a clue.

Still, I asked first: “…You came to relieve your inner demons?”

“…”

Cheongwol turned slightly and gave a shallow nod.

“You remember everything I said that day?”

“…I’d rather die than do outdoor pissing… but I’ll follow other things.”

Ugh. From her tone, she’d reject most things anyway. Already half in rebellious mode. There are way worse things than outdoor pissing – and she sets that as her limit?

How innocent can a murderer be?

I sighed again. Well, all SM play starts with consent. Even masochists can’t be forced into everything. While SM is deviant, contrary to public perception, mutual agreement is crucial.

Usually, the masochist holds more power – they set what’s allowed. If sadists decide, they’d get jailed. Don’t do what you’re told not to.

In our case, this was our form of agreement. Good – now I knew what would get me killed. She said no pissing, so I wouldn’t. Not that I planned to anyway…

Honestly, I don’t even want to do SM with Cheongwol. I’m scared shitless.

…But what do I actually do? What play? How to torment her? How much humiliation? Where’s the limit for this pure yet ignorant woman?

This isn’t some one-off either. I need to keep living, and she’ll carry today’s memory. Slapping her ass or groping her would get me beheaded. But if I go too mild, she’ll rage about it being pointless!

I’m getting inner demons now.

I asked first: “No outdoor pissing… Back then, I said surrendering complete control was key to this… treatment?”

“What’s off-limits is off-limits. You said shackles and ropes count. Use those.”

“Young La—”

“—Owner Han. I didn’t come to answer questions. I came to relieve my inner demons. Don’t bother with trivial questions. I don’t fully trust you anyway.”

Look at that attitude.

Psycho bitch. If you’re doing SM, show some sincerity. Just planning to rebel at everything. Well, probably because she doesn’t know better – the structure, the role distribution needed…

Whatever. This isn’t working. Even as an imitation, I need control. If I cower, I’m just a servant trying to please his mistress.

“Didn’t come to answer questions,” huh?

I turned away. Terrified, but if I lose dignity, I die anyway. What’s the point if the masochist controls the play?

I might die from fear, but I had to gather courage to survive.

I slowly climbed back up and closed the basement door I’d left open for escape.

BANG!


Then deliberately walked back down the stairs.

Thud… thud… thud…

Establishing a new atmosphere. Might not work, but I couldn’t stay pathetic.

Please let this work.

Cheongwol had turned to watch me. She frowned, trying to read my intent. The closed door, my more relaxed demeanor – her guard seemed higher as her hand moved to her sword.

“…What are you—”

“—Quiet.”

I commanded her imperiously.

And please don’t kill me.

“…”

Cheongwol seemed startled by my changed attitude, mouth slightly open. No one had ever treated her like this. Especially not a man.

Also, forgetting she’s a martial artist, I was physically bigger. Humans are animals – size creates pressure. She only reached my chin at best.

I took down a cloth hanging on the wall. When hurried, go slower. Step by step.

You don’t seize control – you make them surrender it. Start with the mildest level.

I approached the stiff Cheongwol, moving to cover her mouth with the cloth.

Tap!

She tried to push my hand away. Startled, I calmly repeated: “You came here because you wanted this, no? I don’t have to do it.”

“…Ng. Owner Han, your tone—”

“What about my tone? If you dislike it, leave.” And please leave. This isn’t a bluff.

“…”

We stood off. I looked down at her; she looked up at me. Silence stretched, tension thick between us.

If I yield here, it’s over. If I show fear now, it’s done.

“…”

“…”

Carefully, I reached out again. This time, she didn’t stop me. Or rather, her resistance was weaker. Whether this meant permission was unclear, so I deliberately slowed further, wrapping the cloth around her mouth.

Fast movements invite resistance; slow ones allow choice. I kept giving her options.

Cheongwol’s eyes shone with sharp suspicion and defiance, but she’d come here by her own will. Maybe that’s why she ultimately averted her gaze, the hand that had been pushing my wrist away slowly dropping.

I whispered to her then: “If you didn’t come to answer questions anyway…”

Then added one more line: “…then this useless, wicked mouth isn’t needed, is it?”

At that moment, her shoulders tensed minutely. Her breathing hitched, then resumed.

“…”

“…”


Yet she remained still. Her reluctance was obvious, yet she didn’t refuse. Even while doing this, she didn’t truly believe. I’d thought she’d bolt at any moment.

…The Cheongwol allowed this?

Was she that desperate?

“…”

Not my concern. What mattered was I’d taken the first step through the minefield.



 
  Chapter 7: The First Play (2)


What’s truly important in SM play?

Is it wielding the whip skillfully?

No.

The real essence lies in the balance between the whip and the carrot.

People often overlook this, but the carrot is equally crucial in SM play.

Of course, preferences vary, but no masochist actually enjoys being beaten indiscriminately by just anyone without limits. A true masochist only gets excited when experiencing agreed-upon humiliation from a desired partner, in predetermined ways, during consented moments.

To compare this misunderstanding to vanilla terms – it’s like saying women get aroused when touched by anyone. Does that make sense?

When you understand this, you realize they’re just people with different preferences who, like anyone else, appreciate compliments.

Humiliation can only be endured when there’s reward. Praise, recognition, and willing comfort that follows the shame and degradation – it’s when all these elements intertwine that pain transforms into pleasure.

No one enjoys being constantly insulted, stepped on, and berated without any reward. If such people exist, they’d be legendary extreme masochists – nearly nonexistent and uncomfortable even for me to handle.

I looked at Cheongwol, her mouth gagged with cloth.

Far from being a masochist, she was a complete novice at this. It was like bringing someone who’d never played games before straight into Dark Souls-level difficulty. Yet my survival depended on making this beginner enjoy the game.

…So what should I do here?

Obviously, shower her with carrots. Not in a 5:5 whip-to-carrot ratio, but more like 1:9. Even if she fails miserably, I should say “well done” and “you’re talented.” For a beginner who might cry and quit at the first hit, these words of encouragement are lifelines.

“…Well done.”

I spoke to Cheongwol through her cloth gag.

“……”

Her body stiffened again, her eyes blinking rapidly. She still seemed confused.

But I’m confused too. What exactly am I praising here? Still, to survive, I had to coddle her.

“It wasn’t even that hard, right?”

“……”

What Cheongwol truly wanted was to release the pressure weighing on her. How could I make her let go? Would faithfully conducting SM play and giving her shame naturally achieve this? But finding the right intensity wasn’t easy.

I racked my brain for suitable play scenarios – something not too intense yet not too mild, that would induce slight shame without leaving emotional scars. I had to analyze every twitch of her face, eyes, and fingertips.

With my life on the line, my mind raced frantically. She’d never know how chaotic my thoughts were.

Damn it, this is insane. This isn’t the SM play I wanted… Why do I have to be this careful?

I glanced at her furtively. She was glaring at me like she wanted to bore holes through my head.

…Just look at her. Is this how masochists are supposed to stare unabashedly at their sadists?

…Well, she can. She’s not a masochist and could kill me anytime.

To buy time, I walked toward the wall where the implements hung. I could feel her gaze following me.

Leather cuffs, ropes, blindfold, whip, collar… Various tools hung there. Which should I choose? What selection would keep me alive?

…First.

I selected one implement and approached Cheongwol again.

Wordlessly, I reached for her wrist.

Thud!

Cheongwol defiantly slapped my hand away, as if warning me not to touch her. The implement I’d brought went flying, clattering to the floor.

Tock.

It had been the leather cuffs.

Even after rejecting it, Cheongwol stared at me defiantly. Normally I’d berate her here, but that might get me killed. So much for her following my lead – she was just building resistance.

After staring at the implement, I asked, “…Should we stop?”

“……”

Her eyes flickered uncertainly. Her inner demons wanted this, but not that way. She was torn between conflicting desires.

Her rejection made my heart pound. Were cuffs too much?

…No, I’d already chosen them. If I backed down now after her refusal, I’d lose all authority. Besides, how could I lower the intensity further? She hadn’t even properly experienced pain or shame yet. I couldn’t praise her for doing nothing.

We need some WWE action here! Only after she takes the whip can I offer carrots and comfort, right? If she rejects even this, what am I supposed to do?

Hiding my confusion, I retrieved the cuffs. This time, instead of immediately cuffing her, I leaned forward.

“……”

“……”

She stood rigid, not backing away, as if ready to oppose me. Perhaps frozen by the awkwardness of this new situation, our bodies ended up closer than necessary, close enough to feel each other’s breath.

I whispered in her ear: “…You. You have nowhere to lean on, do you?”

Flinch.

“You called me a loner… but you’re the real loner, aren’t you?”

Cheongwol hunched her shoulders. I was stepping on her sore spots to assert dominance.

I continued treading through this minefield:

“When I mentioned how social expectations and responsibilities become shackles, you clearly wavered. You’re in that exact situation, aren’t you?”

“……”

“You hate being called Emei’s Millennium Flower, yet you gagged me to prevent your true self from being exposed. You endure the expectations from the martial world and Emei Sect, but deep down, you hate it. Right?”

Please say yes.

As I whispered, I glanced at her. Her eyes now stared vacantly ahead, but their trembling revealed I’d struck a nerve.

I took another mental breath. Good. Still good. Of course I’m right – the original novel said so.

Next…

“But none of that matters here. Here, you’re not Emei’s Cheongwol. Let all that go.”

Her eyes slowly, tremblingly turned to me. Not trembling from fear of me, but from confronting this unknown concept.

“From now on, you only follow my commands. That’s your new goal here. Even if it’s just acting, that’s all you need to do here.”

I couldn’t imagine how this proposal sounded to Cheongwol, who’d likely never followed anyone’s orders before.

“For now… wear these cuffs.”

Cheongwol showed no reaction – neither agreement nor refusal. I didn’t wait for an answer.

Instead, I lifted the cuffs again.

Swish.

I reached for her wrist again. My fingertips brushed her skin – colder and softer than expected. She flinched slightly, as if accustomed to killing but unfamiliar with being touched like this.

Her innocence was making this harder for me. If she reacts like this to mere touch, how are we supposed to…

Tick.

This time, her hand pulled away more weakly.

Thud.

I seized her wrist more forcefully. Her eyes widened slightly at this coercion.

Now she couldn’t pull away.

“You could break these cuffs anytime with your strength,” I reassured her.

Come on, accept this so we can move forward. How much more coaxing do you need?

“Don’t be afraid.”

“……”


Slowly, carefully, I brought the cuff to her wrist. I could feel her pulse racing under my palm. Her skin, thin and soft, had grown warmer, losing its earlier chill.

Click.

The left cuff was on. Progress.

I glanced at Cheongwol’s face again. …She’s still interested, right? What if she gets bored halfway through and decides to break everything and kill me…

…No. Don’t think about it.

Left first, then right…

“……”

But when I saw her right hand, I paused in surprise.

Compared to her left, her right hand was noticeably rougher. Still elegant, but the knuckles were more pronounced, calluses covered the palm, and several scars marked the back – like a tiny battlefield.

“……”

This single hand revealed how hard she’d trained. Even my hands, which make leather implements for a living, aren’t this worn.

Swish.

Cheongwol noticed my stare and pulled her hand away. Her gaze turned sharper, a flicker of shame passing through.

…Is this because she’s a woman?

Now’s the time.

Time for the carrot.

I persistently grabbed her hand and said, “…You’ve worked hard. I can tell just from your hands. They’re beautiful.”

Huff-

A small sound escaped her nose.

“…?”

I glanced at her. Cheongwol herself seemed surprised, quickly bowing her head to hide her expression. Perhaps she considered reacting, a defeat – her neck and ears reddened with shame.

“……”

…Got her!

Compliments work on everyone. Even whales dance for praise. They seem to work on Cheongwol too.

Especially when acknowledging her training efforts. That’s why she’ll eventually become one of the Demon Cult’s Seven Heavens.

Click.

Meanwhile, I fastened the remaining cuff. Now gagged, her wrists were bound together. Emei’s Cheongwol stood before me – gagged, restrained.

“…Well done. You’re so pretty when obedient.”

“……”

This unbelievable sight made my resolve waver slightly. …Is this enough? Should we stop here?

I checked her reaction.

“……”

…Damn. Not enough yet. My instincts tell me we need to continue. She’s still confused by this unfamiliar situation and angry at me for forcing it, watching to understand its meaning.

If we stop now, I’m finished.

Should I raise the intensity? Add something more sexual to live up to SM’s reputation? Admittedly, this still feels ambiguous to call SM play.

I closed my eyes briefly, then steeled myself.

…Alright, let’s do it.

Confidence is everything for a sadist. Having started this play, I can’t show fear. Given her innocence, the effects might be greater.


From here on, it’s a gamble.

“Cheongwol.”

Her breathing had grown rough since the hand compliment – hoo… hoo… – and she glared at me through strands of her disheveled hair.

I made my proposal:

“Shall we make a bet?”



 
  Chapter 8: First Play (3)


Why am I doing this?

Cheongwol thought to herself, the cloth gag stifling her words. Only her ragged breaths—Huu… huu…—betrayed her emotions. With speech stolen, she felt like a piece of her identity had been severed. She couldn’t even voice simple feelings like yes or no.

Yet here she was.

…Was this because of her inner demons?

Yes. It had to be.

But could this violent ritual truly calm the turmoil in her heart? Could it silence her resentment toward the sect leader and her martial siblings? She wasn’t sure.

This strange act in the dim, flickering basement—even someone as inexperienced as Cheongwol recognized the thick sexual tension that had begun permeating the space. She didn’t understand why. They weren’t naked, weren’t whispering sweet nothings… yet an undeniable, subtle eroticism hummed between them.

The way she swallowed. The way their eyes met.

Every gesture, every inflection in Han Seo-jin’s voice—it all provoked something unfamiliar in her.

Cheongwol had never lived to appeal to men. She’d trained to stand tall like Muwol Satai, to become a heroine who needed no one.

Yet now?

In this place.

With this man.

She was obeying like a subordinate.

This has to stop.

As she reached to remove the gag—

“…Good girl.”

Two words.

Her body froze.

“See? Not so hard, was it?”

She couldn’t comprehend her own reaction. How could such trivial praise paralyze her? This was the same body that had shrugged off bandits’ taunts and the sect leader’s scoldings. The woman who never faltered at words.

Why am I like this?

No answer came.

But one thing was clear:

“Good girl.”

It had been so long since she’d heard those words.

Her martial siblings, the elders, her teachers, villagers, even the sect leader—no one had said it. Cheongwol had become someone for whom excellence was expected. She only heard “As expected” or “Just like the rumors.”

But Han Seo-jin spoke as if he’d forgotten she was Emei’s Millennium Flower. As if praising a child.

For something as small as keeping the gag on.

When he’d grabbed her wrist earlier, it was the same.

She’d always hidden her hands.

Overheard conversations among her martial sisters:

“They say men love pretty hands.”

“You’re joking! They judge that too?”

“If a woman has blacksmith’s hands, what man would want her?”

Cheongwol had looked at her own right hand then—calloused, scarred, fingers slightly bent from years of training. Even she thought them ugly.

Yet when Han Seo-jin forced her to reveal them, he’d paused and said:

“…You’ve worked hard. I can tell just by these. They’re beautiful.”

No one had ever called them that.

The praise was awkward, embarrassing… yet it felt like he’d seen her effort. Her heart pulsed strangely.

Now, gagged and surrendering even her hands’ freedom, she noticed her heartbeat quickening with each deprivation.

She was still confused.

Why am I continuing this?

But—

Just a little longer.

If she endured, she might grasp something important.

“Let’s make a bet.”

Han Seo-jin’s voice cut through the darkness. She couldn’t see his expression clearly—or perhaps her own labored breathing blurred her vision.

The absurdity struck her. Asking a question while I’m gagged? Where’s the answer supposed to come from?

But he continued unabated, producing a small wooden plank.

“You’ll stand on this until the candle burns out.”

Cheongwol frowned.

“If you last, you win. If you fall, I win.”

It was laughably simple. The plank only fit one tiptoed foot—child’s play for a first-rate martial artist.

“If you lose,” he smirked, “you’ll buy me noodles tomorrow at the inn. And kiss my cheek—in front of everyone.”

“—Hnngh!”

Her muffled protest shattered the sexual tension, making it abruptly tangible.

“Since I’m an outcast here,” he continued, “borrowing the Millennium Flower’s fame would help. A public kiss from you? People would notice me.”

Every part of this bet disgusted her. Scandal was the last thing she needed—especially as Emei’s rising star.

Yet her own violent reaction shamed her. I’m still so bound by others’ eyes.

Han Seo-jin remained smug.

“It’s only fair. For you, this bet’s nothing.”

“Huu… hnngh!”

“If you win? I’ll forget today ever happened.”

Her face twisted further. The imbalance was outrageous—she risked her reputation for his trivial concession.

As she strained to protest—

“—Leave if you refuse.”

He held her inner demons hostage, wielding them mercilessly.

Cheongwol seethed but faced the truth: She had no choice.

After steadying her breath—a disciple’s basic discipline—she relented.

Fine. How hard could standing on wood be?

Strangely, this basement felt safer than the sect leader’s expectations.

If this failed to soothe her demons…

…I can always punish him later.

The plank clattered to the floor.

“Step up.”

His commanding tone made her cheeks burn. It wasn’t the act—it was obeying that shamed her.

Emei, influenced by Taoism, abhorred coercion. Yet here she was, poised to comply like a trained animal.

Humiliation buzzed in her ears as she carefully placed one foot on the plank, balancing on tiptoe.


Han Seo-jin retrieved a long rope, looping it through her cuffs before tossing it over a ceiling beam.

“Hngh?!”

With a sharp tug—

“Eeek!”

Her arms jerked upward, bound above her head in a vulnerable pose that emphasized her chest.

“Hnngh! Nngh!”

She strained against the ropes, but without martial techniques, she couldn’t overpower his leverage.


Just as she gathered strength to break free—

“Good girl.”

Her body locked again.

Han Seo-jin smiled as her eyelashes fluttered.

“…G-good girl, Cheongwol.”



 
  Chapter 9: First Play (4)


“…Good girl, Cheongwol.”

The childish praise made her heart flutter strangely.

What was this sensation? A simple compliment shouldn’t make her body stiffen as if struck through pressure points. Normally such words wouldn’t affect her, so why did they feel different now?

And only Han Seo-jin—this bizarre creature—would say such things to her in this situation. Who else would praise her for allowing this humiliation? He was also the first to treat her so brazenly. Even her senior disciple Hye-yul or her master Soun had never dared.

Facing this unfamiliar emotion, Cheongwol mustered her patience. Enduring shame wasn’t difficult if she just lowered her pride slightly.

“So pretty. Just hold still like this a little longer.”

“Hng…hnn…”

An unknown, ticklish discomfort squirmed in her chest. Something she hated yet couldn’t push away.

“Endure until the candle burns out. Think of it as training.”

Han Seo-jin moved behind her, keeping the candle out of sight.

“Understand? Just a little longer. You can do it.”

Then he left.

Thud.

“…Hngh…hnn…”

Abandoned in the basement, Cheongwol froze. Had he really just left? Yet she couldn’t bring herself to step off the wooden block—not just because of their wager.

Time blurred. Her wrists ached, calves cramping. This truly felt like endurance training now—a cycle of pain and doubt. She wanted to quit, questioned its purpose, yet continued without understanding why.

Creak.

Just as she considered giving up, the basement door reopened.

Thud… thud…

His footsteps descended. Shame burned through her at being caught obediently waiting on the block like a trained animal.

“…Waited patiently?” His teasing whisper stabbed at her. “Good girl.”

Cheongwol shut her eyes tight, ignoring her pounding heart. Why did such petty praise affect her? The realization humiliated her more than the act itself.

She endured, repeating that this was to purge her inner demons—not for his empty compliments. The terrifying thoughts haunting her justified this: “I wanted Sect Leader to suffer… wanted to cut down Senior Hye-yul…”

“Ngh…”

Fear and guilt squeezed her eyes shut. Perhaps this was punishment for those violent impulses.

As she wallowed in misery, Han Seo-jin reappeared before her.

“…Getting used to it?” He remarked at her steady balance on the block.

“…Don’t want to kiss my cheek that badly?”

She stayed silent—no retort came, nor did she want to give one. Would she actually kiss this madman?

If she endured, this would end. Like training, she just had to push through. Then she’d decide Han Seo-jin’s fate. Just until then—

Her glare demanded he hurry and “fix” her inner demons before she lost control.

Amused by her lack of reaction, he vanished behind her again. Cheongwol waited, eyes clenched shut, for the candle to die.

Then—

Splash!

“Hyahk!”

Scalding heat engulfed her.

“Hng! Hah!”

Her body burned. Instinct kept her balanced on the block—falling now would render this humiliation meaningless.

What just—?

The answer came as water dripped from her hair, breasts, legs. Han Seo-jin had doused her in warm water. Her soaked robes clung heavily, their weight suddenly oppressive.

“Hyah! Ngh!”

Another splash—

Splash!!

—and her skin prickled with goosebumps under the warmth.

Han Seo-jin reappeared, holding a wooden dipper.

“Warm enough?”

He brushed wet hair from her face. She jerked away.

“Didn’t want you cold.”

His smirk infuriated her. Was he this petty about winning their bet? For a moment, she fantasized about cutting him down—

“Your hips are wider than I thought. Feminine. Long legs too. Thin ankles. Never noticed under your robes.”

Her mind overheated. Fury and shame tangled in her veins as his eyes raked over her.

“Hyahk! Hnn!”

She finally yanked at her restraints—

Groan!!

—making the ropes shriek in protest.

Han Seo-jin quickly interjected: “Quit now and—”

“…Hngh…hnn…”

“I’ll never help you again. Ever.”

What help could a dead man offer? Her murderous glare should have silenced him, yet…

The unknown terror of her inner demons paralyzed her. Without him, how would she cleanse this darkness? She had to admit—today’s sensations were disturbingly novel.

Especially those strange flutters at his praise that kept undermining her resolve.

Grind.

She gritted her teeth until they ached. Thoughts of betraying Sect Leader and her martial siblings with her own hands held her back. She didn’t want to become that monster.

If not for the vivid memory of that violent impulse in the mountains—the same one that made her slaughter those bandits—she wouldn’t be hesitating.

“Ngh…”

Defeated, she hung her head. She didn’t know what to do anymore.

“…Hngh…nn…”

Tears welled up, shocking her. She hadn’t cried since childhood (15, by Confucian reckoning). Meeting Sect Leader’s expectations had made suppressing emotions easy—until now.

Ironically, this helplessness reminded her of when bandits murdered her parents. The very weakness she’d trained to escape had reclaimed her.

All while Han Seo-jin’s gaze kept violating her body.

Fidgeting on the block, she awkwardly crossed her legs, desperate to hide her most intimate parts. She curled up like a dog needing to pee—chest thrust forward by her raised arms, thighs tightly twisted.

“…Your thighs are gorgeous. So toned. All that training.”

His teasing praise made her heart pound erratically. Anger? Shame? Something else? Tears blurred her glare at him.

“You knew,” he said shamelessly. “If you expected me to make you pee outside, you should’ve anticipated this.”

He wasn’t wrong. Knowing and experiencing were entirely different. For someone unfamiliar with men, this naked exposure was unbearable.

“Endure it proudly. You’re too beautiful to be ashamed.”

His relentless compliments blurred her emotions—fleeting pleasure at the praise, then disgust at herself for enjoying it. She just wanted this over.

…

Han Seo-jin fell silent. Cheongwol endured, legs trembling, as the candle burned. But her wet body grew cold, shivering from shame or chill.


Splash!

Suddenly, warm water again. Her skin tingled at the contact.

“Ngh! Hnn…”

The once-hated sensation now felt sweetly warm. Her body craved it despite her disgust. Like soaking in a hot spring, undeniable pleasure spread through her.

“Feels good?”

Han Seo-jin saw right through her.

She shook her head violently. She refused to admit it—burying this depraved longing deep. But recognizing that desire made her nauseous. Tears welled again; she swallowed them harshly.

Yet her body kept cooling, tremors worsening with mingled cold and want.

Splash!

Each time she faltered, Han Seo-jin doused her anew. With every pour, her robes became more transparent—her curves, waist, hips, thighs all exposed. Even she could see how lewdly her body arched now.

“Your ass looks like peaches.”

And with each humiliation came his praise.

Through this cycle, Cheongwol learned things about herself—how alluring she appeared through a man’s eyes. The compliments she’d never received at Emei now rained down dizzyingly: Good girl. Pretty girl.

Her heart raced unbearably—from shame or the praise?

Splash!

Splash!

The cycle repeated until she lost track of her own emotions.

Each warm cascade drew weak moans from her. She could only tremble, clinging to the desperate hope this would cleanse her demons.

The proud disciple who bowed to no one now stood helpless, her body no longer under her control. Complete surrender.

…And with it, the strange relief of having no choices left.

The pressure to be perfect—Sect Leader’s expectations, the title “Millennium Flower”—all melted away in this shame.

Who could call this Cheongwol Emei’s beacon?

“Hngh…hah…”

…And then, very faintly…

…Very softly…

…A whisper of liberation stirred in her chest.

The forbidden thrill of freedom—and shallow betrayal.

A petty revenge against Sect Leader, who’d demanded she “keep her body pure” and “become Emei’s future.”

“Wol-ah. You must do better. You’re Emei’s hope.”

“We knew you’d prevail, Lady Cheongwol!”

“Only natural for Senior Cheongwol!”

“The orthodox sects’ shining light—what talent!”

All those suffocating expectations dissolved now.

“…You look like a cheap courtesan, Cheongwol.”

And in their place, Han Seo-jin’s mockery filled the void.

A cheap courtesan? With the chaste Shou Gong Sha still bright on her arm?

Yet somehow, those filthy words… freed her.

Hot tears streamed down as the weight of her pride finally shattered.

Plop… plop…

The heavy burden she’d carried for years fell away.

Now she couldn’t even wipe her tears—she had no agency left.

Utterly powerless… and therefore, utterly weightless.

“Hngh…hnn…”

The tears flowed violently now. Something inside her had broken, unleashing a flood of new emotions—misery? freedom? dangerous pleasure?—she couldn’t tell, and that terrified her.



“…You look like a cheap courtesan, Cheongwol.”

I’d pushed too far with that taunt. She was enduring too well—I had to escalate.

Then—

“Hngh…hnn…”

…Eh?

Midway through pouring another dipper of perfectly warmed water, I froze at her reaction.

Cheongwol was shaking differently now. Her breathing had changed.


…Wait, is she… crying?

But this doesn’t hurt… the water’s comfortably hot, she should feel good…

I peeked at her face—

…Oh fuck.

She’s actually crying.
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The moment I saw Cheongwol’s tears, I froze in place, still holding the water basin in an awkward stance.

“Sniff… Hic… Sob…”

My mind went blank before reality came crashing down in a deafening roar.

What the fuck do I do now?!

Who could’ve imagined I’d make her cry? The Frost Moon Blade of the Demon Cult’s Seven Heavens? The woman who butchered side characters without shedding a drop of blood?

…And she’s crying because I splashed some warm water on her?

Okay, fine—I might have gone too far.

I’d called her a courtesan, mocked her for obediently waiting, made appreciative comments about her figure…

Pausing to reflect:

“…”

…Wait.

Did I cross a line?

In hindsight… yeah, maybe I went way overboard.

My pupils trembled like earthquakes. How the hell do I salvage this?!

My original plan was to lose this bet from the start. Did I actually want a kiss from this lunatic? If word got out that the rising star of Emei kissed some random leatherhouse owner, my peaceful life would be over. Once she inevitably betrays the sect, I’d be hunted down too.

I’d just wanted to pressure her into following orders—”Don’t want to kiss? Then stay on that wooden block.” For a top-tier martial artist, balancing on a small platform should’ve been easy! The candle was nearly burnt out—just 5-10 more minutes!

I’d planned to praise her endurance after losing, then swear to forget everything. Clean and simple.

But now she’s crying. The whole plan’s ruined.

I have to stop this.

Yet groveling would backfire—any apology would confirm her superiority. I can’t apologize.

Maybe put out the candle first?

Right. Extinguish it, then console her by declaring her victory—

Thud.

Before I could move, Cheongwol slipped off the wooden block, trembling violently.

Her knees hit the damp basement floor with a weak thump, arms still bound upward as tears streamed down her face.

The bet’s outcome:

My victory.

“…Hic… Sob…”

Ah.

I’m so fucked.

——

Cheongwol’s knees pressed into the cold floor.

…She’d fallen.

Without realizing, her legs gave out mid-sob. No matter how much she denied it, her knees were now soaked by the basement’s moisture.

Could I pretend it didn’t happen if she gets back up?

…Impossible.

She laughed bitterly through tears.

Excuses didn’t matter—the result was clear. She’d lost the bet she’d been so confident about. Failed to stay on a simple wooden block.

And in that moment, she finally understood why the sect leader was disappointed in her.

Had her whole life been like this? Screaming for recognition of her efforts, only to fail spectacularly? Mocking her junior disciple Baek-hee now felt hypocritical—she was even more pathetic.

The fleeting relief was replaced by bitter self-loathing.

She couldn’t meet the sect leader’s expectations.

Her skills regressed despite grueling training.

She’d slaughtered bandits to cope with the pressure.

Now she’d been humiliated by a man, failing to complete a trivial order.

Behind her, the candle still flickered mockingly. Cheongwol shut her eyes, not wanting to face it.

How ridiculous must I look to Han Seo-jin?

A first-rate martial artist who couldn’t follow one simple command. She could already hear his scorn.

Strangely, the thought of his changed attitude made her chest twist. She’d hated his praise, but the idea of his disdain… hurt even more.

What will he say now?

His footsteps approached as she knelt, bound and vulnerable.

Her heart pounded—just from the sound of a leatherhouse owner’s steps.

Thud.

The ropes loosened. Cheongwol collapsed bonelessly, years of pent-up pressure dissolving with her tears.

Her face touched the damp floor—another undignified act for an Emei disciple.

It felt like childhood exhaustion after crying in her parents’ arms.

Except her parents were gone.

The sect leader hadn’t held her in years.

No one had stayed by her side.

…Had she always been this lonely?

Whoosh.

Then—unexpected warmth.

Han Seo-jin lifted and hugged her.

“…?”

His embrace thawed her frozen body. He didn’t care about getting wet, just held her firmly.

How long since she’d been hugged? This was her first time in a man’s arms—broader and firmer than the sect leader’s.

Cheongwol stiffened in shock, unable to push him away. This was the second time he’d completely disarmed her.

Why is he comforting me after I lost?

“…You did well.”

His voice hadn’t changed at all.

“…Hic… Sob…”

She wanted to scream “At what?!” but her throat remained locked.

Han Seo-jin answered anyway:

“…You tried so hard. That’s enough for me. You did really well, Cheongwol.”

Thud.

Those words pierced her heart. No one had ever praised her effort over results.

Like oil meeting fire, emotions erupted violently. Tears flooded out again. She felt broken.

Cheongwol tried shoving him away, but he held firm until their eyes met. The candle still taunted her failure.

Noticing her distress, Han Seo-jin grabbed the water basin.


Splash!

Darkness swallowed them as the candle died.

In the black void where no one could see her shame, only his arms remained—one hand cradling her head, his shoulder offered as support. This time, she didn’t resist.

It felt like being held by parents after crying herself to exhaustion.

Someone was enduring with her.

His whisper curled through the dark:

“…You won. You held on so well for your first time.”

“…Hic… Sob…”

Cheongwol barely recognized herself—this stranger overflowing with tears. She’d have mocked any other disciple for such weakness.

But here, in this lightless space with no observers…

With only Han Seo-jin, who praised instead of scorned…

“…Has it been hard?”

His question broke her.

Whether he meant balancing on the block or her life as an Emei disciple didn’t matter.

She couldn’t hold back anymore.

The darkness’ comfort, his warmth—she released the last shreds of restraint.

Tears fell without limit.

“Sob! Hic… Sob!”

Her rigid body gradually softened in his arms. No longer wanting to support herself, she leaned into his shoulder.

Would she ever have imagined surrendering like this to a man?

She’d regret this humiliation tomorrow, but now—

“You did well. You endured.”

—his comfort drowned out everything else.

Hands still cuffed, she cried into his shoulder, secretly clutching his sleeves.

His fingers stroked her hair soothingly.

Stroke… stroke…

Like comforting a child, he kept whispering:

“…You did well, Cheongwol. You’ve suffered.”

“…Sob! Hic…”

“…You’ve suffered.”

This continued endlessly. Cheongwol couldn’t leave his embrace.

Not that she could—with these cuffs.

And as she wept, she finally understood why she’d endured the shame.

Years of suppressed tears poured out until…

…she fell into a deep sleep.

—-

Next Morning

Sunlight warmed Cheongwol’s face.

Chirp… chirp…

Birds sang cheerfully.

Meanwhile, my legs were numb from kneeling so long in formal prostration.

Rustle…

Cheongwol stirred—

Jolt!

—and bolted upright.

I remained forehead-to-floor in the grandest dogeza of my life.

“…?”

Noticing me, she looked baffled.

“Did you cough just now?”

I sat up formally, my changed tone clearly confusing her.

Of course it does.

I want nothing to do with you now.

“We agreed to forget everything,” my smile said. “I’ve removed your gag. You may speak.”

“Ah.”

Her face reddened as she fumbled for words. I swallowed dryly and continued:

“Young Lady Cheongwol.”

“…?”

I smiled wider.

“I lost the bet. I’ll completely forget yesterday’s events.”

Chirp… chirp…

Silence stretched, filled only by birdsong.

Cheongwol turned to stone.

Sweat poured down my back.

“…Forget?” she finally whispered.

“Yes.”

“…Everything from yesterday?”

“Isn’t that preferable? Others mustn’t see… compromising moments.”

“…”

She didn’t respond.

Why?!

This benefits you too!

Her broken sobs remained vivid in my mind—how she’d cried herself unconscious on my shoulder. I’d patted her like a doomed man begging for mercy (which, in hindsight, was suicidal—touching an Emei disciple’s body? Madness).

Yesterday was excessive. I’d assumed she’d break the cuffs if truly unwilling, but—

…She came to me for inner demon relief.

I’d exploited that weakness. What I considered “light play” had been overwhelming for her virgin sensibilities.

I’m so dead.

Hence my current desperation.

“…Forget… everything…?” she murmured, face twisting.

Pressure crushed me.

“Yes! I’ll never repeat such actions!”

Never again. Just spare me.


“…Never… again…”

Her frown deepened.

Why?! What more do you want?!

After an eternity, her barely audible whisper came:

“…Who… gave you… permission…?”
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“…Who…gave you…permission…?”

“Huh?”

Cheongwol startled at her own words. Han Seo-jin leaned closer as if he hadn’t heard. Flustered, she stammered:

“N-no, I mean…”

Memories of last night flooded back—

Her obedient pet-like compliance.

The perverse posture: gagged, wrists bound, chest exposed.

The humiliation of being drenched and teased.

No sane person would want to relive such shame.

“…”

“Young Lady?”

She realized his offer was logical. He’d volunteered to forget everything without her asking—even her pitiful sobbing in his arms.

For an ordinary woman, this might not matter. But she was Emei’s Millennium Flower. Her disgrace tainted the entire sect’s reputation.

“The Millennium Flower wept pathetically in a man’s arms.”

“She flaunted her body like a whore.”

“If even their pride acts like this, the rest must be pretending modesty.”

Her martial sisters and juniors would be dragged through the mud. She’d always known—she represented more than herself. That’s why she strived for dignity, suppressing herself relentlessly.

Remembering this, she rose from the bed.

“…Fine. Forget it.”

“Yes!!”

Han Seo-jin responded with unprecedented enthusiasm.

“…”

…His excessive cheerfulness made her freeze mid-step.

Was there reason to be that happy?

Irritation prickled her.

He was the only man who’d seen her so exposed. Why was he so eager to erase it? Why that carefree expression?

“…”

Recognizing her absurd thoughts, she moved toward the door. Han Seo-jin scrambled up, wincing on numb legs to escort her.

Yet her footsteps felt heavy. Her chest tight.

At the door, he bowed:

“Young Lady, I’ll…keep supporting you. If we meet, I’ll greet you properly—please acknowledge me then.”

“…”

…That’s it?

After revealing her weakest self, it ends this cleanly? After all that comfort?

Memories resurfaced—

Yes, there’d been shame…humiliation…

…But the aftermath hadn’t been entirely…

She squeezed her eyes shut.

No.

That’s impossible.

No sane person could recall such acts fondly. She’d just been overwhelmed.

She studied Han Seo-jin—this baffling man who—

Swish!

Without answering, she strode out rudely. His farewell echoed behind her:

“T-take care!”

“…”

She ignored that too.

Perhaps out of pettiness, she refused to grant even a parting word.

—

Emei Sect – Inner Sanctum

In the deepest meditation room where none dared enter uninvited, Sect Leader Muwol Satai sat in silence, replaying last night.

After Cheongwol fled in rage, she’d waited for the girl’s return. When Cheongwol never came, the elder set out searching through Mount Emei’s trails—

—and discovered the massacre.

Bodies mangled by beasts, rotting in the heat. Though not killed by Emei’s Shaoyang Sword Forms, the elder recognized the technique:

Annihilation Blade.

A forbidden art so cruel it was taught only to future sect leaders. She’d only shown fragments to Cheongwol and Soun—yet the corpses bore signs of a self-developed version.

Her long-held suspicion crystallized:

Cheongwol suffers from inner demons.

Deeper and fiercer than imagined.

What was the cause? Lack of praise? But praising brutality would worsen her corruption. Excessive pressure? Yet exceptional talents inevitably attract scrutiny. Jealousy among peers? Mediation only bred accusations of favoritism.

No solutions came. Only deepening darkness.

That granddaughter-like precious child…tainted by inner demons.

A presence interrupted her meditation—

“Grandmaster.”

Her disciple Soun bowed.

“…Has Wol-ah returned?”

Soun nodded.

“…Let us go.”

—

Cheongwol had resumed training, but differently—

No longer obsessing over blade intent precision. Her mind replayed that night instead:

‘…You tried so hard.’

That simple praise still dyed her chest warm.

‘…Has it been hard?’

She scowled, remembering how she’d wept like a child before him.

Even now, the shame burned. Paradoxically, as ordinary days passed, that night’s intensity grew sharper—making the humiliation worse.

To commit such acts then return to Emei’s dignity—every day felt like hypocrisy.

What did Han Seo-jin truly think of me?

Surely he found her repulsive.


Yet he’d praised her. Validated her. Without scorn.

As if enduring shame itself deserved reward.

Her body moved unconsciously through forms, mind adrift—

‘…You did well, Cheongwol. You’ve suffered.’

Han Seo-jin dominated her thoughts.

An utterly unremarkable man—neither strikingly handsome nor powerfully built. Yet she couldn’t shake him.

His whispers in the dark. Breath on her wet ear.

The warmth of his embrace.

His hand petting her hair like a puppy’s—

“Ngh…!”

She stifled a moan.

Unlike the sect leader’s, his hands were large. The maleness should repulse her…

…Yet she’d leaned into them.

In that moment, she’d forgotten he was just the leatherhouse owner her peers mocked. Forgotten she was Emei’s disciple.

There’d only been two people—one needing help, one giving it.

The shame still burned. The regret lingered.

“Haah…haah…”

She halted, panting.

The memories kept replaying—

That night’s tension.

The sexual charge.

Her soaked robes clinging to skin.

His gaze tracing her body.

Surrendering control…

Now, recalling it—

…A shiver ran through her.

For Emei’s Millennium Flower, this was—

—A dangerously thrilling heresy.

“…Han…Seo-jin.”

She mouthed his name.

Her body trembled—residual disgust mixed with undeniable pleasure.

Perhaps his comfort had colored the memory positively.

…Was this what people called sexual desire?

The sect leader’s words echoed:

‘All humans have desires—even Shaolin’s abbot. Pretending otherwise is folly.’

Cheongwol stared at her palms.

…Would she ever feel that again?

…With anyone but him?

Yet reality remained unchanged. She was still Emei’s Millennium Flower, the orthodox sects’ rising star. The burden she’d briefly shed had returned.

There was no path back to him anyway.

She’d confirmed it days ago—watching him bicker with Beggar Sect acquaintances outside his shop, making no effort to seek her.

As if he’d truly forgotten.

How…frustrating—

“—Wol-ah!”

Muwol Satai’s voice startled her.

The sect leader grasped her shoulders, eyes shining:

“Have you attained enlightenment?”

“…Huh?”

“Your blade intent—it’s stabilized!”

Cheongwol blinked.

Her mindless swinging had surpassed years of struggle?

“I knew you’d overcome this.”

“…Overcome?”

The sect leader hesitated.

“No matter. I’m simply…proud.”

Tears welled in the elder’s eyes—too genuine to be forced praise.

Strangely, Cheongwol’s heart stayed calm.

Of course she was happy…

…But not elated.

Compared to Han Seo-jin’s simple “You did well”—

“Ah.”

She startled at her own thought.

Had she gone mad?

Since that bizarre room, her emotions had tangled beyond recognition.

The gag she’d hated became tolerable.

The praise she’d craved now felt flat.

Everything had inverted.

“Just…keep progressing like this.”

“…”

A realization struck—

Like this?

Did that mean…that night had improved her swordsmanship?

Then perhaps…

“…I haven’t seen you smile like this in years.”

“…Ah.”

Cheongwol touched her lips—


—curved in an unconscious smile.

Muwol Satai beamed brighter.

“I’ll…continue striving.”

She told herself this joy came from the sect leader’s praise.

Not because she’d found an excuse to return to someone.
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The rain poured down in relentless sheets.  

Cheongwol sat alone in one corner of the second-generation disciples’ meditation hall, continuing her training.  

She could have practiced sword forms in the rain, but her master, Soun, disapproved. The Emei Sect taught that female disciples revealing their figures through soaked robes was vulgar. Once, she’d found such teachings prudish—but after the incident in Han Seo-jin’s basement, she’d come to understand them somewhat.  

Thus, on rainy days, Cheongwol opted for qi cultivation instead of swordsmanship. Sitting quietly in the hall, regulating her breath, gathering energy in her dantian—this was ungijosisik, breath control meditation.  

Yet as always, true deep concentration eluded her.  

‘…’  

Her eyes fluttered open slightly.  

‘…Acting all alone to set the mood… Who does she think she’s fooling…’  

‘…Showing off won’t earn her anything…’  

‘…We acknowledge her skill, but as a person…’  

Perhaps because she was focusing on her qi, the whispers from the far corner reached her with unnatural clarity. Her senior sisters. Fellow second-generation disciples who envied her. They were the primary reason she could never fully immerse herself in meditation.  

On rainy days, it wasn’t just Cheongwol who took shelter under the eaves. Crowds gathered, space grew scarce, and encounters became inevitable. And whenever she tried meditating among them, this always happened.  

External disturbances during ungijosisik were dangerous. If someone jostled her while her qi flow was being regulated, her meridians could twist—at worst, leading to juwhainma, qi deviation.  

Surely they wouldn’t do it deliberately…  

But Cheongwol didn’t trust them. No, she couldn’t bring herself to.  

…As someone unwilling to play dangerous games, she always erred on the side of caution when untrustworthy sisters were near. That’s why she never progressed beyond this shallow level of focus—pretending to meditate while merely regulating her breath, hovering in a half-awake state.  

‘…Tch.’  

Today was worse than usual.  

With her concentration shattered, Cheongwol closed her eyes. There was no point trying to regain focus now. Better to keep up the pretense.  

The whispers continued unabated:  

“Why bother on a day like this?”  

“Exactly. Everyone’s resting, but she has to make us look bad…”  

“She’s the reason Master compares us unfavorably… So selfish…”  

Cheongwol gritted her teeth.  

She knew.  

This wasn’t legitimate criticism—just petty attempts to tear her down.  

In a war of words?  

Cheongwol would win effortlessly. Crushing their flimsy logic would be child’s play.  

But…  

…It was a battle not worth fighting.  

Because she’d lose regardless.  

Group dynamics weren’t about right or wrong.  

What good was winning logically? She’d only isolate herself further. Become even more of an outsider. Give them more ammunition to resent her.  

Nothing would change.  

Cheongwol recited a silent mantra:  

Endure a little longer.  

Persevere a little more.  

Consider this part of your training.  

“She’s probably just pretending. Is she even really meditating?”  

“Maybe she acts like this because being alone is too obvious?”  

“Remember how Master said she regressed during the sect evaluation? All that ‘effort’ and she got worse—clearly just for show…”  

“…Tch.”  

That final comment shattered her patience.  

Lately, her tolerance had worn dangerously thin. She no longer understood why she kept enduring.  

Once, her motivation had been clear—to bring honor to the Emei Sect. But now that purpose grew increasingly blurred.  

—Rustle—  

Cheongwol rose slowly from her seat.  

And walked directly toward the whispering clique in the corner.  

At their center was Baek-hee.  

Her eyes widened in panic.  

It had been Baek-hee who’d delivered the final, unforgivable remark.  

—SLAP!—  

Cheongwol’s palm struck Baek-hee’s cheek with brutal clarity.  

The sound froze everyone in place. Not a soul dared breathe.  

—SLAP!!—  

Once wasn’t enough.  

A second blow followed, even sharper than the first.  

In ten years as a disciple, this was Cheongwol’s first act of physical violence.  

Baek-hee’s cheek flushed crimson, a thin trail of blood escaping her split lip.  

“Ch-Cheongwol unnie! Why would you—?!”  

Her pitiful protest met stone-cold indifference. No remorse.  

“I heard everything, Baek-hee.” Cheongwol’s whisper carried lethal calm.  

“…I’ve always heard you.”  

None of them—especially not trash like Baek-hee—could possibly comprehend the depths of what she’d suppressed.  

Ten years of living with these vipers.  

Ten years of knowing she could crush them anytime.  

The only things restraining her had been:  

– The Emei Sect’s rules  

– Her master’s gaze  

– A naive hope to coexist peacefully  

But looking back now…  

What was the point?  

Senior disciple Hye-yul stood abruptly from across the room.  

“Cheongwol!”  

Her shout acted like a signal.  

Cheongwol finally noticed all eyes were on her.  

A palpable wave of hostility coalesced.  

…As expected.  

Once again, she’d become the common enemy.  


Cheongwol smirked bitterly.  

“…Tch.”  

That single exhale made Hye-yul flinch.  

Really…  

Was there ever any hope of laughing together with these people?  

Had she already crossed an irreversible river while pretending otherwise?  

Strength alone wasn’t the answer.  

To secure her future in the sect, she needed connections too.  

…Did she still have a future here?  

Cheongwol scanned the room.  

Amidst so many people…  

…Not a single ally.  

Not one.  

She was slowly, painfully learning how loneliness could thrive in a crowd.  

Without a word, she turned and walked away.  

…One person came to mind.  

Shame had kept her from seeking him out, but now despair outweighed humiliation.  

—  

Han Seo-jin’s Perspective  

The rain had poured relentlessly all day.  

Which meant?  

Business was deader than last week’s fish.  

Exhausted from moving leather goods to the basement and with everyone lethargic in this weather, even I—chronic hermit extraordinaire—considered visiting the tavern. Rainy days packed drinking houses with bored farmers and stranded travelers.  

Plus, I was in a good mood lately.  

No Cheongwol sightings!  

Even better—some Emei junior disciples had bought rope recently, lining my pockets nicely.  

(Though I’d nearly shit myself when they showed up, thinking she might be with them. My question about “Young Lady Cheongwol’s wellbeing” made a twelve-year-old scrunch her nose: “Ew, mister. Don’t get ideas about our unnie.”  

“Why would I want that psych—ahem, why would I ask?”  

“She’s way out of your league~ Our unnie’s the Millennium Flower~ She doesn’t do men~”  

Good. May she remain celibate forever.)  

Anyway.  

I whistled while gathering my things. Life looked bright without a murderous nun haunting me.  

—Creak—  

I opened my door to leave—  

“Where do you think you’re going?”  

—and froze mid-step.  

Every joint locked up.  

Rain filled the silence.  

In my peripheral vision—something in white robes.  

The kind of presence you don’t turn to verify.  

…Maybe I’ll just close the door and nap.  

“…Shopkeeper. It’s been a while. Aren’t you going to look at me?”  

I turned stiffly.  

Frost Moon Blade Cheongwol.  

Sheltering under my eaves, her expression far from the “improved mood” that brat had described.  

Of all days to meet the beggar uncles… I find her?!  

“L-Long time no see, Young Lady.”  

“…Day off? I waited awhile when you weren’t inside.”  

That she’d waited terrified me more than the rain-soaked ambush.  

…Am I marked for death?  

“Y-You see, I’m closed today… Perhaps you could—”  

“…Do you always make such frightened faces around women? How rude.”  

(You showing up unannounced is ruder. Also, you’re not a woman—you’re a homicidal maniac.)  

I forced a bow. “My apologies, but I’m not open today… Please return another time.”  

Escape. I must escape.  

“I-I’ll be going now—”  

“…Did you really think I came to buy something?”  

…The most terrifying sentence ever uttered.  

My throat clicked audibly.  

When I finally looked up, Cheongwol averted her gaze, ears burning red.  

—Shift—  

Suddenly, she was in “shy maiden” mode.  

This is worse.  

Like meeting a serial killer drinking milk at a bar.  

“Sh-Shopkeeper…” She stammered.  

“Y-Yes?”  

“…Actually…”  

Leaning against my shop, she scuffed her foot awkwardly—her sword swaying at her waist with each movement.  

My eyes darted between her face and the weapon.  

“…Actually, shopkeeper…”  

Impatient, I blurted: “I-I’ve forgotten everything, Young Lady!”  

She frowned. “…What?”  

“If you’re worried about that day, I’ve truly forgotten!”  

Long silence. Then quietly:  

“…That’s not it.”  

“…Then?”  

Cheongwol took a deep breath, eyes squeezed shut.  

“…The… inner demon treatment…”  

(Ah. That lie.)  

Is she here to confront me about the fraud?  

Am I about to die?  

“MY APOLOGI—”  

“—It… helped. A little.”  

?  

For a moment, I thought I’d misheard.  

I stared dumbly at her lips.  

Cheongwol continued, face aflame:  

“…Afterwards… my sword intent improved. Even the sect leader praised me. The voices tormenting me… vanished for a while.”  

Her head remained bowed so deeply I couldn’t see her forehead—only her crimson neck and ears.  

Meanwhile, my mind reeled.  

How?!  

What does SM have to do with inner demons?!  

If the kink doesn’t match, shouldn’t it cause revulsion—  

“…Everything about that situation was disgusting…!”  

There we go.  

“…But… my skills improved.”  

(Who cares? Not my problem.)  

Desperate to end this, I tried:  

“How fortunate it helped, Young Lady. Now if you’ll excu—”  

“—So!”  

“…Do it again.”  

“…What?”  

My brain short-circuited.  

More.  

She wants more SM?  

Words spilled out unbidden:  

“Y-You want me to…?”  


She nodded—tiny but unmistakable.  

“…Who else is there? Help me… just a little more.”  

Her voice drilled into my bones.  

Without thinking, I voiced my deepest fear:  

“…Why me?”  
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SM.

To those unfamiliar, it might seem that in an SM relationship, the S—the sadist—holds the upper hand.

The sadist makes the decisions, wielding control over the masochist.

As it is in play, so it is in the relationship—or so they assume.

But that’s not true.

For Cheongwol, as with others, the intensity of the play is determined by the masochist.

What’s acceptable, what’s off-limits. When to stop, signaled by a safeword.

All the choices are given to the masochist.

The sadist, on the other hand, must carefully regulate their desires to ensure the masochist isn’t harmed too deeply.

They must take care that the masochist’s life doesn’t spiral into ruin during the play.

For example, one sadist reportedly scouted a route for days to ensure it was deserted before taking their masochist for a naked walk.

Without the unique existence of a masochist… a sadist can do nothing.

They cherish the masochist, ensuring they don’t flee, end up in prison, or have their life destroyed.

So, jokingly, it’s said that SM play is the sadist serving the masochist.

…That alone is exhausting enough.

And now, to keep doing this with Cheongwol, who might burst if the intensity gets too high?

“…W-Why me?”

Why me?

—-

“…W-Why me?”

Cheongwol’s body froze.

Her stiffened gaze locked with Han Seo-jin’s.

“…”

“…”

A long silence stretched between them.

She was so caught off guard by his reaction that she couldn’t speak.

Why?

…Well, there’s no real reason to do it…

Huh?

But…

Was it because she’d mulled over his words dozens of times?

Cheongwol could recall the things he’d said that day as vividly as if they’d happened yesterday.

When he first poured water over her body:

“As expected… your body is so beautiful.”

When she curled her legs to cover her private parts:

“…Your thighs are gorgeous. So firm. Must be from all that training.”

When he stood behind her:

“Your hips are like peaches.”

And… as their eyes met…

“You’re like a vulgar courtesan, Cheongwol.”

The domineering smile that had spread across Han Seo-jin’s face was etched vividly in her memory.

Back then, his face had been filled with satisfaction.

It was unimaginable that he was now the same man stuttering in embarrassment.

And because she remembered that version of him—

The him who had slowly savored her body—she’d naturally assumed he’d welcome this act.

When that misunderstanding shattered, Cheongwol’s face flushed hot.

“Y-You… don’t you want to do this too…?”

She asserted without thinking.

“No, I don’t…!?”

Han Seo-jin straightened up, asserting just as firmly.

“Tch, then why did you help me before?”

“I-I helped because you suspected I was from an evil sect, and I wanted to show you it wasn’t a torture chamber…! And do you know how ferocious your face was back then?”

“…”

Cheongwol couldn’t stay still.

She clenched and unclenched her fists, her eyes and head darting restlessly, her mouth opening and closing repeatedly.

“Ah… ugh…”

And now, it was Cheongwol who felt vulgar.

He hadn’t wanted this, yet she’d thrown herself into it… truly like a courtesan, wasn’t she?

That realization brought back a level of shame akin to what she’d felt in the basement.

Whenever she was in front of Han Seo-jin, her heart pounded like this.

In her panic, Cheongwol blurted out anything.

“W-What if I still suspect you’re from an evil sect…?”

Han Seo-jin let out an exasperated breath.

“What does that even mean…! You were sobbing in my arms back then—”

—Smack!

Cheongwol clapped her hand over Han Seo-jin’s mouth and shouted.

“—W-We agreed to forget that!”

With an “oops” expression, Han Seo-jin froze.

Then, carefully peeling her hand off his mouth, he apologized.

“…I’m sorry. You’re right, we agreed to forget it.”

The two continued their awkward exchange of breaths under the eaves, where rain poured down.

Cheongwol, overwhelmed with shame, considered returning to the Emei Sect.

But the thought of Baek-hee kept resurfacing, making her reluctant.

She could say with certainty:

Han Seo-jin mustn’t misunderstand the order of things.

She hadn’t come here out of a perverse desire for this act.

She hadn’t sought this place to be humiliated and shamed.

She just… like that day, wanted to somehow rid herself of this suffocating feeling.

She wanted to sleep peacefully.


She wanted to endure among her fellow disciples.

And to do that, she could tolerate a bit of humiliation. In other words, resolving her inner demons came first—not a desire to be humiliated.

“…Hoo.”

Cheongwol let out a deep sigh.

She calmed her raging emotions.

They needed to talk first.

She pushed open the shop’s door.

“Hey, where are you going?!”

Cheongwol whispered.

“…Come in. I think we need to talk.”

She forced her way inside.

As much as Han Seo-jin had humiliated her, she ignored him, wanting a bit of revenge.

—-

Skill improvement is great.

Sure, for a martial artist, what’s left if you take that away?

People who swing swords naturally want to swing them better.

Cheongwol, being one of those obsessed with growth, could understand that.

…But why does it have to be SM?

How the hell does that help you?!

Why do I have to keep getting tangled up with you?!

It was supposed to end last time!

I’m so frustrated I could go mad.

I was now inside a small shop with Cheongwol.

She was sitting on my bed, while I sat on the floor.

Honestly, I was a bit heated.

Barging into someone’s home uninvited and sitting on their bed without permission?

“…”

“…”

Beyond the tension, perhaps because I’d seen her so submissive in the basement…

A thought suddenly struck me.

…This girl wants to do SM play.

And she’s sitting comfortably while the sadist is on the floor? Why is the masochist on the bed while the sadist is down here?

I really need to set her straight…

…As if that’s possible.

“…Shopkeeper.”

Cheongwol, shaking out her wet hair.

She’s disgustingly beautiful.

Is it because she’s a main character in a novel… or is the world just unfair?

Long, large eyes. A refined nose. Alluring lips.

If she weren’t such a lunatic, I’d have eagerly played with her hundreds of times.

…Sadly, she is a lunatic. One who could easily kill me.

I couldn’t help but sulk.

She asked in a calmer tone than before.

“…So, why are you refusing?”

Because you’re too scary.

But I couldn’t say that.

“W-Well, conversely… why should I agree?”

“…”

Cheongwol’s expression hardened.

Feeling uneasy, I backtracked.

“L-Lady, I… I don’t want to get involved with martial artists.”

With a serious expression, I half-explained.

“I’m an ordinary person. To me, martial artists are as terrifying as tigers. Getting further entangled with Lady Cheongwol, the most celebrated among them, is overwhelming.”

Especially since getting tangled with you would screw me over big time.

Cheongwol’s eyes narrowed.

“…You don’t want to get involved with martial artists?”

“That’s right.”

“…You seemed pretty chummy with the beggars of the Beggar Sect.”

…Seriously.

How the hell does she know that…?

Until recently, she didn’t even know my name.

Is she spying on me or something?

This sparked a bit of anger in me.

It wasn’t just about me anymore; it involved the uncles too.

“They’re martial artists, aren’t they? Part of the prestigious Nine Great Sects, no less.”

“T-They raised me, so I have no choice.”

“The Emei Sect has protected you too, hasn’t it? Have you never considered that without us, you might’ve been plundered by evil sects like the Green Forest?”

“…”

Damn it…! Damn it…!!

I felt like I was being cornered step by step.

Seriously, if I start doing SM with Cheongwol, it’s like starting a gamble.

Live or die.

I’d be forced to keep playing that game.

The moment the intensity gets too high, it’s over—my head’s on the chopping block.

It’s like gambling until I lose everything I’ve won.

“And if I recall correctly… Shopkeeper, you said this was your hobby. Doesn’t that make it mutually beneficial? I manage my inner demons… and you get to indulge in your hobby…”

I racked my brain furiously.

How do I push her away?

It is my hobby, but… I don’t want you as my partner!

I decided to be a bit honest.

“…Lady, you keep… misunderstanding. While it may help with inner demons, that’s not all this act entails.”

“Then what?”

“If the intensity increases, it can become an intimate act shared between lovers.”

—Flinch.

Cheongwol trembled.

“…Lovers?”

“T-Think about it. It’s such a vulgar act—doesn’t it make sense that raising the intensity would lead to that?”

“…Then just exclude those parts.”

“That’s not the issue. The problem is that such an atmosphere is the foundation of it all, isn’t it? Surely Lady Cheongwol doesn’t want that with me!”

“…”

As if acknowledging there was some truth to that, Cheongwol looked a bit flustered.

Yet she didn’t seem ready to give up.

Her expression and gaze were stubborn.

What kind of effect did this have on her inner demons to make her like this…?

But to begin with, the idea that it helps with inner demons was just my lie.

Help? How could it? It’s SM.

If it did help, then Cheongwol’s disposition…

“…Ha.”

Really? Is Cheongwol a masochist?

That’s why I couldn’t focus on her earnest pleas.

She kept talking about it helping with her inner demons… but isn’t it just her sexual desires being satisfied?

She keeps wrapping herself in this dignified facade, but knowing the lascivious truth, I felt more embarrassed looking at her.

No, this isn’t the time for such thoughts.

I need to push her away first.

I suddenly recalled the day she first discovered the basement—the day I mentioned outdoor urination, and she fled in horror.

That thought cleared my mind.

I took a deep breath.

Alright, cockroach strategy it is.

Let’s tell her something that’ll make her recoil.

Please, run away again.

“Lady. That day we first… played SM in the basement.”

“Ess… em? Play?”

“That’s what it’s called. Anyway, did you know I was holding back the intensity significantly?”

“…”

Cheongwol’s cheeks flushed again.

Her trembling eyes could no longer meet mine.

Good. Keep acting like a shy girl.

“If it were up to me, it’d be far more vulgar and perverse. You keep asking me to do it without understanding that, and I don’t know what to do. As I said, raising the intensity makes it an intimate act fit for lovers—can Lady Cheongwol handle that?”

“…L-Like that day… you can just control the intensity. M-Maybe even lower it than before.”

“What’s that? I’m the physician, yet the patient’s telling me how to perform the procedure?”

“…”

I steeled myself and asked.

“If I told you to become my puppy, could you—”

—Slap!!

When I came to, my cheek was turned sharply to the right.

“…”

I slowly looked back at Cheongwol.

She was covering her mouth, fidgeting nervously.

“N-No… I didn’t mean to…”

“…”

Cockroach strategy terminated.

Two more slaps, and I’d pass out.

“…Anyway, last time was just a taste. The real intensity isn’t something an Emei Sect nun like Lady Cheongwol should do. Stop this and go back. Let’s call it a one-day deviation and confirmation that I’m not from an evil sect.”

—-

“…Anyway, last time was just a taste. The real intensity isn’t something an Emei Sect nun like Lady Cheongwol should do. Stop this and go back. Let’s call it a one-day deviation and confirmation that I’m not from an evil sect.”

Cheongwol swallowed dryly without realizing it.

Just a taste?

She couldn’t believe she could feel even greater shame… but the words spilling casually from his mouth lent credibility.

Outdoor urination, becoming a puppy…

It was so vulgar it made her dizzy.

Was that even humanly possible?

Unconsciously, she began to let her imagination run wild.

And at the same time, her body started to feel hot.

Even as revulsion quickened her breath… curiosity kept gripping her.

What would happen if she fell further?

What would Jangmunin think?

…What would it feel like to shatter the world’s expectations?

“…Lady?”

“Ah…!”

Cheongwol flinched, startled more than necessary.

She understood Han Seo-jin’s words.

That she shouldn’t do this, that there was no reason to.

…But…

If it were someone else, maybe.

But she’d already shown Han Seo-jin her drenched body, cried in his arms.

He’d even seen her true self, slaughtering bandits… With him, would showing a bit more really make a difference?

No one else, not even Jangmunin, knew so many sides of her.

…And after greater shame… surely greater pr…aise would follow.

“…Good job, Cheongwol.”

“…Ugh.”

“…You worked hard. So beautiful.”

Cheongwol stole a glance at Han Seo-jin.

He likely had no idea what kind of demons were stirring in her mind.

Even that felt strange.

Imagining an intimate moment with him while standing before him.

Imagining being praised by this pathetic man.

She didn’t know if she’d truly gone mad.

But for now, resisting that feeling was hard.

If she’d never known, maybe it’d be different… but now that she did, a shallow craving had taken root.

The thought that she shouldn’t do it made her body tingle.

And that made her want to do it even more.

She wanted to break these stifling rules even more.

For days after that incident, she’d slept well. She’d managed her emotions well.

…And on top of that, her daily life had become boring.

There were limits, of course. Anything too extreme, she really didn’t want.

But wouldn’t Han Seo-jin control it well enough?

The way he’d warmly reassured her last time was still vivid.

Even though he spoke like this now, she knew once the play began, his demeanor would shift.

“Now, please go, Lady.”

Cheongwol closed her eyes tightly, then opened them.

She steeled herself one last time.

She’d be humiliated down there anyway—might as well look a bit more shameful here.

“…Shopkeeper.”

Enduring her final wave of embarrassment, Cheongwol spoke.

“…If you help me, I won’t forget this.”

“…”

“…Just once… can’t you?”

—

“…Just once… can’t you?”

This girl really has no idea how high I could push the intensity, does she?

Just because last time wasn’t bad doesn’t mean it’s all fine…!

That was because I kept the intensity low…!

…But.

Her earlier words struck a chord.

That if I helped, she wouldn’t forget it.

At that, I paused my relentless refusals and blinked.

Sure, in the future, she might become Chumyeonggwi, not the Millenium Flower of the Emei Sect, not the beacon of the righteous faction…

…But if Chumyeonggwi doesn’t forget this debt, isn’t that a good thing?

Building a debt with one of the Demonic Cult’s Seven Heavens.

And if I build that debt, maybe the entire Demonic Cult will be instructed to spare me.

To spare Han Seo-jin.

She’ll become one of the Seven Heavens of the Demonic Cult. That’d be a trivial matter for her.

“…”

No matter how much I wanted to distance myself from her, there was no harm in earning her favor.

Especially in this situation, where we might already be too entangled to fully separate.

Since we’re already so involved, pushing her away harshly and earning her resentment might be the dumber choice.

And seeing her come back like this, knowing I’m close with the Beggar Sect uncles, makes it even more so.

Maybe I’ve already been marked by Chumyeonggwi.

I suddenly recalled her sobbing in the basement.

Her drenched body revealed to me.

…Well, if I thought I could cleanly part ways after seeing that, maybe that was my greed.

“…Haa…”

—Scratch scratch scratch!

I roughly scratched my head in front of Cheongwol.

My thoughts were in turmoil.

“…Shopkeeper…”

Cheongwol whispered my name.

I had to shut my eyes tightly. Getting swayed by her looks would be my death.

After sitting and agonizing for a long time, I spoke to Cheongwol.

“…There are rules.”

“…”

“First… no one can know about this relationship. It must remain a secret. I told you, I don’t want to be involved with the martial world.”

“…I don’t want anyone knowing about our relationship either. Huh…? But didn’t you say you wanted a kiss at the inn—”

“Second. These unannounced visits—I find them really uncomfortable. To keep our relationship hidden, unless we agree otherwise, don’t come back for at least ten days after each session.”

“…What’s the big deal? I-I don’t even want to do this, okay? It’s just because of my inner demons…”

“Third. You’ll never forget this debt. Understood?”

Even when you become Chumyeonggwi.

“I won’t forget.”

“And Lady, if you break these promises, I won’t help you again.”

The third promise was meaningless, but the first two were non-negotiable.

If you don’t follow them, don’t blame me for cutting ties.

“…”

Cheongwol froze for a moment at that.

But soon, she nodded.

“…Alright.”

With the rules set, an awkward silence settled between us.

We both knew what would happen after this agreement.

Even I felt my heart race a bit.

I’m a sadist, after all.

The thought of humiliating this Cheongwol, who’d been domineeringly pressuring me, quickened my pulse.

Damn it, I…

…No, this wasn’t the time for jokes.

…Now that I think about it, maybe my pulse was racing because I’m just scared of Cheongwol.

Cheongwol was frozen too.

We kept stealing glances at each other.

…Wanna wash up first? That kind of vibe.

Except I’m the terrified version.

Cheongwol’s breathing was subtly quickening.

“…S-So?”

SM is all about the atmosphere.

The sadist must be domineering.

You can’t let the masochist take control.

Like that day, I was gathering my courage.

Having decided to do this, I had to do it right.

If Cheongwol felt something that day, it must’ve been from the orthodox methods of SM.

I had to be domineering again, like that day.

I had to reprise that day’s performance.

“…Shopkeeper, so what are we doing today—”

“—Cheongwol.”

At my call, Cheongwol’s body stiffened.

Her chest rose and fell noticeably.

“…I never said you could ask questions, did I?”

Perhaps unwilling to fully submit, Cheongwol muttered.

“…What’s the big deal about asking…”

“Go downstairs.”

I stood up as I spoke.

Cheongwol lowered her gaze.

Her fingers began to fidget.

The rain pattering outside seemed to amplify our sounds.

I let out a sigh inwardly.

…There’s no stopping now.

Maybe there was no stopping from the moment I realized Cheongwol might be a masochist.

Still, let’s raise the intensity just a bit this time.

I don’t want to keep doing this every time.

Cockroach strategy, round two.

I’ll see if she can come back after this.

Having made our rules, the best outcome is this:

Today is the last.

That’d be perfect. Per the rules, she won’t forget this debt, and I won’t have to walk this tightrope anymore.

…Not that that’s likely.

I had a feeling we’d end up doing this a few more times in the future.

So, let’s raise the intensity.

Make her too horrified to think of returning.

She said she wanted this herself, so she can’t complain if I up the ante.

…Of course, not too extreme. That’d put my neck at risk.

But something an Emei Sect disciple couldn’t even imagine.

“…What are you doing? Not listening? I said go downstairs.”

I spoke again to the frozen Cheongwol.

Her eyes darted around before she awkwardly stood.

Perhaps feeling humiliated by entering the basement herself, she swallowed hard, glanced around, crouched to open the basement door, and said defiantly:

“…Your whole ‘setting the mood’ thing? Not that scary.”

Even so, she descended into the basement.

I was racking my brain, figuring out what kind of play to do.

—-

Gwak Du, the Emei Branch Leader of the Beggar Sect, stood under the pouring rain.

Looking at the beggars sheltering from the rain beside him, he said:

“Guys, this won’t do. Let’s go see Seo-jin after a while. We can dodge the rain too.”


“Won’t Seo-jin mind?”

“Why should we care? If it comes to it, we’ll grab something to eat.”

Gwak Du smiled at the thought of seeing Han Seo-jin.

“…But this guy, knowing we’re out here getting wet, doesn’t even suggest going to an inn.”





 
  Chapter 14:  Beggars of the Beggar Sect (4)


Cheongwol stood in the dim basement, holding a candle.

It had been a long time since that day, and now she was back in this basement.

A room she’d mulled over endlessly.

A space that lingered in her thoughts when she swung her sword, when she fell asleep, even in her dreams.

Standing here again, the vividness was unmistakable.

The only difference was the leather drying racks and hides, neatly arranged to avoid the rain.

Cheongwol’s heart pounded heavily.

Even the tools hanging on the wall now looked different to her.

She’d once thought they were all torture devices, but knowing they were used for SM… play, their purpose seemed transformed.

When would that whip be used?

And that blindfold? Like when her mouth was gagged, would it cover her eyes for some act?

She saw a wooden mannequin bound with ropes.

…Would Han Seo-jin one day take her body’s freedom like that?

And whisper in her ear to surrender everything?

The collar, the bizarrely shaped leather outfit whose purpose she couldn’t fathom.

They all made her heart race.

And above all, her body was already tingling.

The stimulation she’d never felt at the Emei Sect, no matter what she did, surged just from stepping into this basement.

She was about to commit a sinful act.

She might soon engage in a vulgar deed.

Shame and humiliation were inevitable in the process… and Cheongwol had willingly asked for it all.

“…Ugh.”

Cheongwol couldn’t easily accept that she’d come here wanting this.

No.

She didn’t want vulgar acts.

She was a disciple of the Emei Sect, and its teachings were etched deep into her bones.

She wanted to be refined, virtuous, and pure like Jangmunin.

…But could she call herself pure after coming to this place?

Cheongwol shook her head slightly.

It was for her inner demons. She hadn’t come here to feel shame.

Yet her heart pounded as if expecting something.

—Thud… thud… thud…

At that moment, Han Seo-jin began descending the wooden stairs.

The tips of Cheongwol’s fingers trembled faintly.

It wasn’t fear. Her life wasn’t at stake.

…But shame was guaranteed.

So, she chose to think of it as tension.

—-

Raise the intensity, but not too much. Keep it low, but not too low.

Maybe adult videos are best left on the other side of a screen.

Now that I’m in the position of leading an SM play, there’s an insane amount to consider.

I’m so frustrated I could go mad. Why is my life so hard?

I barely survived by clinging to the beggar uncles!

I learned a trade and worked hard to make a living!

And now my only hobby is tied to a crazy woman, and I have to gamble my life on it?

Can’t a sweet masochist just pop up out of nowhere, calling me “Master~” and willingly bringing a collar?

Why does it have to be Cheongwol?

I’m scared to death, honestly.

Playing with Cheongwol, even though it’s SM, the sexual thrill hits rock bottom while the survival instinct pierces the sky.

It feels like spinning a Russian roulette.

What’s even crazier is that Cheongwol is too beautiful.

Breathtakingly beautiful.

If I let my guard down even slightly, her looks could make me lose control of the intensity.

And that moment would be the last thing I remember.

She’s the kind of woman you’d only see in dreams.

Her body is practically optimized for SM play.

I got a rough look when I poured water on her.

Moderately full breasts.

Wide hips, slim waist.

Flawless, smooth skin.

Long legs relative to her frame.

Thick thighs. Slender ankles. Perky hips.

Flat abs. Innie navel.

Small head and a face that takes your breath away. Silky hair to top it off.

She’s beautiful and trains hard.

Some might say they’d die to dominate a masochist like her…

…But when death is a real possibility, those words don’t come out.

It’s just instinct. People want to live.

If I didn’t know who Cheongwol was, my “little guy” might’ve been raring to go.

But knowing her, even he’s staying quiet, reading the room.

What a relief.

If Cheongwol had seen him stretching, we’d have been separated for good.

I closed the basement door and slowly descended the stairs.

At the bottom, Cheongwol stood, her candle beside her.

I was carrying a candle too, so the basement was brighter than expected.

Cheongwol was watching my every move.

I, on the other hand, checked the room’s atmosphere first.

She might not realize it, but the play had already begun.

My tightrope walk for survival was already underway.


…By that standard, the basement was too bright.

This wouldn’t set the mood.

I set my candle down near the stairs and approached Cheongwol.

“…”

“…”

God, those defiant eyes.

Are you sure you want this?

—Hiss.

I snuffed out Cheongwol’s candle.

The basement grew darker, more secretive.

Cheongwol, sensing the shift, rolled her eyes uneasily.

Even so, she asked:

“Why… why did you put it out?”

“…”

Rule one for building a commanding atmosphere:

A sadist shouldn’t talk too much.

You need to say what’s necessary to heighten the mood, but if you channel Speedwagon and start blabbering, it’s over.

“Oh, this isn’t secretive enough for play, and the light’s too bright, so it ruins the mood, which makes it hard for you to focus on my words and commands, and you’ll be distracted, so it won’t be fun…”

The moment the masochist thinks, “What’s this guy on about?” it’s done.

So, keep words to a minimum.

“Uh… it’s dark. Why’d you put out the candle?”

“…”

I ignored her.

Then I looked at the tools hanging on the wall.

Cheongwol followed my gaze.

Now, what should I do to ensure Her Majesty the Masochist leaves my neck intact?

“…”

“…”

Hmm.

No good.

Those are all too intense.

Like holding hands before kissing, kissing before making love…

SM play needs a gradual escalation of intensity.

Collar play? Heavy bondage? Whipping? Spanking? Urination play? Outdoor exposure?

All impossible without deep trust.

Those acts require an immense amount of trust.

The sadist must be responsible for the masochist, and the masochist must entrust their body to the sadist.

Dealing with depravity is inherently dangerous.

And the only thing that makes that danger possible is trust.

Contrary to common perception, couples deeply immersed in SM play reportedly have profound trust in each other.

They’re not the type for casual hookups.

You shouldn’t think of sadists and masochists as people crazed with lust.

Sadists don’t love just any masochist, and masochists don’t love just any sadist.

They engage in such acts only with each other.

Why else would masochists tattoo their master’s initials on their body? If the master kept changing, they wouldn’t bother.

As warped as their kinks are, SM couples are bound together tightly, in a way that could be called twisted.

So, when that trust breaks—

When they break up—the pain they feel is said to be greater than that of ordinary lovers.

Some can’t overcome it.

Case by case, of course.

By that standard, me and Cheongwol?

Trust? None.

Not only that, we’re not even close.

Not friends.

Just strangers.

…How could we do such high-intensity play?

Even if Cheongwol did it, I might not feel much excitement.

So, I don’t particularly want to.

What excites me is seeing someone I love endure shame and pain for me.

Cheongwol isn’t that person.

If I got excited, it’d purely be because she’s beautiful.

That’s it.

…Of course, my excitement is pretty useless right now.

Thinking about it, why am I doing this with Cheongwol?

…Cheongwol, who doesn’t seem to care that SM play is for intimate relationships, didn’t seem to mind.

…But what can I do?

If she says do it, I do it.

“…Cheongwol. Look here.”

Cheongwol flinched and looked at me.

I could see she was nervous too.

Good.

Let’s start.

…No, let’s survive.

—-

“…Cheongwol. Look here.”

Han Seo-jin’s transformation was something Cheongwol could never get used to.

She flinched unconsciously and looked at him.

“Cheongwol.”

The resonance of that call sank deep into her.

Was this really the same man from earlier?

The being who had once comforted and dominated her stood before her again.

It was like a mask being removed, revealing his true self.

How did he hide this side of himself in daily life?

The basement air was chilly. Each breath drew cool air deep into her lungs.

Perhaps that’s why her body trembled more easily.

Even though it was daytime, no light reached the basement… the only illumination came from the burning candle.

And even that—her candle—had been snuffed out by Han Seo-jin’s fingers, making it darker.

A backlight shadowed Han Seo-jin.

His face was invisible.

Meanwhile, Cheongwol’s face was fully exposed to him in the candlelight.

It felt like only her emotions were laid bare.

She wondered if he could see through the complex feelings she was experiencing.

“Before we start, there’s one thing I need to say.”

Han Seo-jin’s voice cut through the darkness, low and resonant.

“…W-What…”

“You don’t have to force yourself to follow my commands. If it’s too hard, give up and leave.”

He was calm.

“…”

“…I’m not doing this because I want to, right? You’re the one who wants this.”

Cheongwol wanted to argue.

“I-I’m doing this for my inner demons—”

“—Inner demons or whatever, you’re doing this because you want to. Right?”

“…”

Speechless, Cheongwol lowered her gaze.

—Swish.

Then, Han Seo-jin gently lifted her chin.

Cheongwol, startled by the sudden chill, roughly swatted his hand away.

—Smack!

But Han Seo-jin remained unfazed.

“…Right?”

“…”

After a moment’s hesitation, Cheongwol pressed her lips tightly and nodded.

Acknowledging this filled her with self-loathing.

But she had no choice.

If she didn’t nod, Han Seo-jin would surely open the door and tell her to leave.

“Good. Since you’re doing this because you want to… say it yourself first.”

“…H-Huh…? S-Say what…”

Cheongwol’s voice came out small, thin, cautious.

The tension of not knowing where this was leading tightened her throat.

A brief silence followed.


In the darkness, Han Seo-jin slightly bowed his head.

His face was still obscured by the light.

But his mouth was visible.

That mouth, smiling, whispered to Cheongwol:

“…‘I am a vulgar and filthy dirty woman.’ Say it three times.”
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“…‘I am a vulgar and filthy woman.’ Say it three times.”

Cheongwol’s heart clenched tightly.

It wasn’t just her heart—something deeper felt crushed.

…It had begun.

This absurd play, again.

Cheongwol opened her mouth to speak but stopped, swallowing hard.

Her mind froze.

Her breathing quickened, her throat burned.

How…

How could she be expected to say such a thing?

Cheongwol didn’t know men.

She had never allowed a man’s touch… not until Han Seo-jin.

Even when her fellow disciples chattered about matters of romance, Cheongwol had let their words pass through one ear and out the other.

She had no interest or curiosity in men.

Her goals were too clear for that.

To uphold the Emei Sect’s honor, to repay Jangmunin’s kindness, she had honed herself relentlessly.

Graceful posture, refined demeanor.

She  Though she disliked the title “Millenium Flower of the Emei Sect,” she strove to live up to it.

And now… to say such words.

With her own mouth.

“…Not doing it?”

Cheongwol stalled at the first hurdle.

“…Why am I… vulgar… and filthy?”

Until now, she hadn’t realized it, but this resistance made her aware of the pride she held in her pure body.

Han Seo-jin remained relaxed.

“You came to me. You knew it’d be shameful. If you still want this… doesn’t that make you a vulgar and filthy woman?”

“The Emei Sect… do you know what kind of sect it is? No man has ever touched my body… you were the first. Should I show you my chastity mark to prove it?”

The chastity mark on her forearm, proof of her purity.

Would showing it make him retract the command?

“…”

Han Seo-jin froze briefly at her words but soon cleared his throat and continued.

“…Being vulgar isn’t about that, is it? The truth that you chose this perverse act doesn’t change. You nodded earlier, admitting it.”

“I’m… not vulgar. Not filthy either.”

“So… you won’t say it?”

“…”

Han Seo-jin still seemed calm.

“In SM… play, do you know what happens when someone doesn’t listen?”

“…”

“You get punished.”

“…What?”

Han Seo-jin said coldly.

“Stick out your hips. You’ll get spanked.”

“…!”

Cheongwol instinctively covered her hips and stepped back.

—Thud.

But she soon hit the basement wall.

There was little room to escape.

His words were always unpredictable.

Spanking her hips? She wasn’t a child.

No grown adult would allow another to do that.

Yet, for some unknown reason, her breathing quickened.

A chilling sensation already gripped her.

She kept swallowing dryly, her heartbeat so loud it rang in her ears.

“…No… way.”

Cheongwol said cautiously.

Both options were unbearable.

“…That’s… no good either. How could I let a man touch my body…”

Han Seo-jin stood still for a moment, then turned.

He pointed at the basement door.

“…Then leave. I don’t need a woman who won’t listen.”

Strangely, it was Cheongwol who grew desperate.

“…Ugh! If you just lower the intensity a bit…!”

“I decide the intensity. Your only job is to obey.”

“…”

She knew Han Seo-jin wasn’t wrong.

Cheongwol knew it too.

That’s why she’d come. To follow his commands.

Knowing the liberation that lay at the end, she’d wanted this.

And he kept giving her a choice. If she didn’t want it, she could leave.

This was exactly that moment.

But her feet felt glued to the floor.

The complex emotions beyond this shame kept calling to her.

Every stimulation was within reach, just one step away, yet Cheongwol couldn’t move forward.

Han Seo-jin slowly approached her, still clutching her hips and backing away.

She could hardly believe she was tense because of a mere leather shop owner.

Han Seo-jin cornered her against the wall, standing close and looking down at her.

Cheongwol couldn’t meet his gaze, staring only at his neck.

“…It’s just me here.”

In that moment, he whispered soothingly.


“…I’m the only one who knows your true self. No one else will know.”

“Tch, that’s why I’m not that kind of person…!”

“…Admit it only here. You don’t have to outside. Just here, just to me.”

“…”

Cheongwol squeezed her eyes shut.

“…Cheongwol.”

His gentle voice.

Her heart stirred again.

“…When I called you a vulgar courtesan last time, you were happy.”

“Ugh!”

—Push!

Unable to bear his pressure, Cheongwol shoved him away.

No.

That’s not it.

The tears she shed back then… weren’t from joy.

They were from shame, from humiliation…

But Han Seo-jin didn’t relent.

He closed the distance again.

He stood before her once more.

“Say it.”

He pressed her.

“It’s not hard. Just one sentence. No, four words.”

Perhaps it was his pressure.

Amid her resistance… her lips began to tremble.

Something deep in her stirred subtly.

She knew she had to say it, but her mouth wouldn’t open.

A single sentence could end it, yet those few words cut into the pride, training, and beliefs she’d built up.

“…Say it just to me.”

Cheongwol inhaled shakily.

It wasn’t just a declaration of shame.

She felt that saying it would change things forever.

That this declaration would mark a shift in so much she held dear.

An act of breaking the sacred boundaries of her heart. Something she shouldn’t do.

On that precarious line, Cheongwol kept hesitating.

—

I’m in agony!!

The burning pain in my chest where Cheongwol shoved me was intense.

Is a bone broken? I nearly screamed.

But I couldn’t open my mouth.

The moment I writhe in pain, all the atmosphere and acting I’ve built collapses.

Once a sadist’s dignity is broken, I’d never regain that standing.

I understood my unique situation.

Hadn’t Cheongwol herself said it? I was the only one who’d touched her.

That moment made me realize what kind of beast I was dealing with.

I’m taming a wild predator. Fail to feed it, and it devours me.

If I lose my mystique or sadist standing here… would Cheongwol leave me be?

I’m the only one who’s seen her shameful side, touched her lightly.

…I probably wouldn’t survive.

I could see a future where I’m treated like a cockroach and die screaming.

So, I gritted my teeth and pressed her again.

“Say it. It’s not hard. Just one sentence. No, four words.”

“…Hng… hng…”

“…Say it just to me.”

That was a cushion phrase.

A cushion and a way to elevate my standing.

It’s a critical mechanism, so I’m forcing her to say it.

If she can’t, I told her to stick out her hips, but I had no intention of actually spanking her.

How could I?

If I did, it wouldn’t just be Cheongwol’s issue—Jangmunin of the Emei Sect might hunt me down with fire in her eyes.

So, this was purely a guide.

To raise the intensity beyond last time, it has to be gradual.

Warming up is essential.

If my previous record was two bottles of soju, jumping to a whole keg would leave me vomiting after one.

I needed to ease Cheongwol’s stomach with something gentle first.

She needs to lower her guard before moving to the next step.

But I was fuming inside.

I never expected her to stall here.

If you can’t even do this, why did you come?!

If you won’t do it, leave!! I don’t want to do this either!!

I gave her so many hints, but she’s like a stubborn seven-year-old, refusing to budge.

She won’t do it but keeps whining.

I don’t know what to do with this.

Ugh, seriously.

“…”

…If she can’t, I’ll have to lead her.

I set up this scene, and I have to take responsibility for this relationship.

“…Really can’t say it?”

Cheongwol nodded immediately, as if she truly couldn’t.

When the other side struggles with the whip, you offer a carrot.

I had to say something cringeworthy.

“…If you say it, I think you’d be so beautiful.”

“Ugh…!”

Cheongwol shrank back.

Her neck and ears were already red.

Her reaction was understandable. Who doesn’t like praise?

Especially for her, unused to men, where would she have heard such earnest compliments? Maybe in passing or as greetings, but not like this.

It was almost lover-like. It was hard for me too.

“…”

“…”

But that was it.

Her lips stayed sealed.

…As expected.

I didn’t think it’d work.

That kind of thing only works between lovers.

Our relationship isn’t close enough for my praise to be her carrot.

I had to rethink.

What could be the carrot?

Last time, what did I use to provoke her?

…Right, I used the burdens and pressures she carries as a weapon.

I racked my brain and spoke to the frozen Cheongwol.

“…Think about it.”

“…?”

She glanced up at me.

Her eyes seemed wetter, somehow.

“…This is something you can only say here. Nowhere else.”

“…”

“When the Central Plains call you the Millenium Flower of the Emei Sect… you whisper in my basement. That you’re not that person… that you’re a filthy, vulgar woman. That you’re not so special compared to others. That you take pleasure in being shamed by a mere leather shop owner.”

“…I said… I didn’t take pleasure…”

There was a reaction.

Did she notice? Her breath hitched just now.

“You let go of all expectations. The side even Jangmunin doesn’t know… you admit only to me. Don’t you feel stifled…? I won’t tell anyone. Say it only to me. Show it only to me. That you’re not so different from ordinary people.”

“…Hoo…”

“Everyone has desires. That’s not strange. Everyone needs release. Those who don’t are the ones wearing masks.”

Suppressing my trembling hand, I ran my fingers through her hair.

Cheongwol slightly turned her head, rejecting my touch.

“Even as an Emei Sect nun, that doesn’t change. I’ll accept even your lascivious side. I’ll praise it.”

Her upper body swayed faintly.

That single offer seemed to dizzy her.

I brought my lips close to her ear.

And whispered.

“…Last chance. If you don’t say it now… you’ll get spanked.”

“…”

“…Or are you acting like this because you want to be spanked?”

Up close, I saw her body trembling faintly.

I swallowed, tense myself.

Would she say it?

Or not?

Was I swept up in the mood? Did I go too far?

But I couldn’t deny the shallow desire stirring in me.

Beyond the cushion phrase, I wanted to see the lofty Millenium Flower of the Emei Sect whisper such lewd words.

I wanted to see this beauty say it herself.

The sadist’s desire had been stirring for some time.

“…”

But even now, Cheongwol didn’t speak.

I waited a long time, but it was the same.

I had to slowly accept it.

…It wasn’t going to happen.

If there were a safeword, she’d have used it by now.

Fine.

Let’s stop here for today.

I’ll switch to polite speech and wrap this up—

—Swish.

Then, a cautious hand grabbed my sleeve.

Cheongwol, as if summoning courage, held onto me.

As if, in this moment, I—the one tormenting her—was the only one she could rely on.

I froze, observing her.

For some reason, I couldn’t move.

Cheongwol’s lips, trembling slowly, parted.

Her eyes remained closed.

Just as I’d whispered in her ear, she now spoke in a barely audible breath.

“…I…”

Her moist breath brushed my ear.

—Shiver…

Her voice sent a chill down my arm in an instant.

“…I am…”

A long silence, as if the words wouldn’t come.

But summoning courage again, her lips parted.

A woman who knew nothing of men whispered.

“…Vul… gar… and…”

I turned slightly to see her expression.

“…filthy…”

Cheongwol’s eyes opened faintly.

Beneath a gaze heavy with resistance…

…a fleeting glimmer of pleasure.

“…woman.”

She turned her head and said.

“…There, done.”

And then, I knew for certain.

I saw it in the fleeting look she gave.

It was crystal clear.

…Cheongwol is a masochist.

She denies it, but she loves the shame.

She loves the depravity it brings.

“…”

That realization made my heart race for some reason.

I released the pressure I’d been applying and turned away.

I’d planned the entire play for today, but my mind went blank.

What was I going to do?

Why was I so shocked?

Why was my heart pounding like this?

They say your heart races when you meet someone with the same inclinations—is that it?

But with Cheongwol?

Strangely, the fear I’d felt constantly seemed to fade slightly.

As I moved to regain my composure—

—Grab.

Cheongwol’s hand caught me as I turned.

“…What…?”

“…?”


Cheongwol, struggling with self-loathing, looked at me.

The Cheongwol who never relied on anyone asked me:

“…The praise…?”

As if pleading not to leave her in this misery alone.
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“…The praise…?”

She could hardly believe she’d said it.

Cheongwol, who had never sought anything from others.

Not even from Jangmunin had she ever begged for praise like this.

But this time, she couldn’t hold back.

That command Han Seo-jin had given her.

The fact that she’d obeyed it without a word.

The inexplicable trembling that followed.

The chilling sensations crawling through her bones.

It was all still so unfamiliar.

A side of herself she could never show anyone.

What would Senior Sister Hyeyul say if she saw this?

How gleefully would Baek-hee mock her?

Jangmunin? Her master?

The third-generation disciples who looked up to her?

She, who was humiliated by a leather shop owner and even craved his praise.

The thought of the gazes that would follow if this were exposed made her breathless.

It was a future she’d rather die than face.

Yet, strangely, that imagining kept provoking her.

Those repulsive, base sensations… stirred deep in her chest.

The paradoxical sense of liberation was so vivid that her legs trembled with self-loathing.

That’s why.

That’s why she’d spoken to him as if clinging.

She desperately needed words that affirmed this repulsive version of herself.

The candle flickered.

Han Seo-jin’s face appeared and vanished in the shifting light.

Feeling pathetic for begging for praise, Cheongwol added defensively:

“…I-I didn’t want to say it, you told me to—”

—Step.

In that moment, Han Seo-jin took a step closer.

“…”

Her mouth closed instinctively.

The hand clutching him loosened.

One step, then another.

As he drew nearer, her heart tightened.

What would he say?

He’d promised to praise her, but her heart still wavered with anxiety.

If he betrayed her now, she might crumble beyond repair.

If he mocked her with, “You really did it just because I told you to?” she might burst into tears from the humiliation.

It was a reckless thing to say.

Words that would never have left her mouth otherwise.

A weakness she’d offered up herself.

A weakness that, if attacked, would be devastating.

…Knowing that, why had she done it?

Even she didn’t know.

But the words, once spoken, couldn’t be taken back.

Han Seo-jin smiled.

“…I told you to say it three times.”

“…!”

Her heart cracked at those words, but—

“—Still, it was a little beautiful.”

Her breath froze at what followed.

“Especially the effort.”

As she slowly processed his words…

…her body trembled.

Ah.

This was the sensation.

Her fingertips quivered, her toes curled, her lips tingled…

The exact feeling she’d been recalling since that first experience.

Hearing his praise made the weight on her shoulders feel lighter, if only for a moment.

Not because she was the Millenium Flower of the Emei Sect, praised for beauty, or the righteous faction’s prodigy, praised for virtue.

…It was as if he was saying it was okay to be the filthy, vulgar woman Cheongwol.

That reassurance was overwhelming.

But it wasn’t enough.

…Is that it?

The relief was as vague as his half-hearted praise.

She couldn’t show it, but Cheongwol realized she’d been expecting the same level of praise as last time.

She felt she’d tried so hard, yet this was all?

It wasn’t the praise she’d imagined.

Last time, he’d showered her with words just for keeping a cloth gag in her mouth.

While Cheongwol hesitated, Han Seo-jin turned, speaking in a casual tone.

“Say it two more times.”

As if nothing had happened, he walked toward the stairs.

Cheongwol felt unfairly alone in her turmoil.

“If you say it two more times, I’ll praise you a lot then.”

“…”

“…A lot.”

Her heart skipped a beat.

As expected, but… cruel words.


Like a single bite of food when starving only deepens the hunger.

His praise was the same.

The scant praise she received amidst this immense humiliation was too little, too vague… it made her crave more.

It wasn’t enough to offset the shame she felt.

She couldn’t stop now.

If she stopped, it would be miserable.

Receiving vague praise, vague acceptance, she’d return with an unresolved heart and lingering shame.

…But if she pushed just a bit further.

If she tried just a bit more, all the rewards awaited at the end.

It felt like he was dangling a carrot in front of her.

The only silver lining was that she was gradually adapting to this atmosphere.

Words she’d never utter outside were becoming, bit by bit, easier to say here.

—

I tried to stay composed, but it wasn’t easy.

—Thump! Thump! Thump!

My heart roared.

I found a masochist in the martial world.

I discovered someone with the same inclinations as me.

A being I wasn’t even sure existed… a unicorn to me.

How bored had I been since falling into this world?

Knowing all the major events that would shock the Central Plains, nothing surprised me.

No people, no tasks, no hardships—just quiet time.

That boredom overflowed, leading to all sorts of fantasies, crafting tools, researching, and building worlds in my head to cope.

I even dreamed often. Dreams of SM play with a submissive, virtuous Central Plains woman.

It wasn’t just a sexual preference but an inclination, so relieving myself didn’t quench the thirst.

I was constantly parched, hoping somewhere in this Central Plains there was someone like me. Without expectation.

I turned my back to Cheongwol, covering my face with my hand.

I didn’t know what expression I was making.

Probably flushed with excitement.

Even finding someone with the same hobby is thrilling for people.

When someone loves the food you love, it creates a strange sense of kinship.

Liking the same thing makes bonding so easy.

…But the same sexual inclination?

A hobby is hard enough to find shared, let alone one you can’t openly boast about.

The most difficult to share, the most secretly guarded inclination… and I found someone with it?

And Cheongwol, who seems so suited to a sadist… is a masochist who can stand opposite me?

Like concave and convex?

“…Haa… haa…”

The Beggar Sect uncles were the only ones I got rowdy with; I had few close connections otherwise.

…No one could understand the shock of a masochist’s appearance.

“…Hng… hoo…”

Snapping back to reality, I took deep breaths to calm myself.

…Get it together.

Get it together!!

It’s Cheongwol!!

Even if her cruel nature hasn’t surfaced yet, one day the demon within her will emerge.

Finding a masochist is great, but I don’t want to die for lust!

For now, she’s in the Emei Sect, and our lives overlap, so we’re close. But later, the entire Central Plains will tremble at her presence.

I’ll always be a weed, while she’s a dragon’s cub.

We’re on completely different levels.

One day, her mood might decide my death.

Thinking about it…

“…”

I glanced at Cheongwol.

…She seemed to be questioning her masochistic side too.

…Thinking about it, I had to realize how absurd this situation was.

So, get it together, please.

I thought this before…!

Get swayed by her looks, cross the line, and it’s game over.

I want to live a long life!

…The problem was, it wasn’t just her looks captivating me—her behavior was too.

That was unexpected.

The haughty Cheongwol gradually becoming submissive… the faint excitement in her eyes provokes me.

She’s an Emei Sect nun, sworn to avoid men.

Even as Chumyeonggwi, she never lost her elegance and femininity.

The fact that she’s changing because of the scene I set stirs strange sensations.

Her self-loathing, making her rely on me, pulls me in.

The desire keeps stirring…

“…”

I blinked again.

Get it together!

It’s like closing your eyes in a freezing snowstorm, feeling sleepy.

My heart’s already swept away, but my head knows this is wrong.

I need to follow reason now.

Let’s stick to the plan.

The reassuring part is that the risk of dying in future plays has decreased.

Since Cheongwol is “that way,” she’s likely finding faint pleasure in this shame’s depravity.

It’s not an act she entirely rejects.

The only snag in the plan is that scaring her off by raising the intensity might be harder now.

If she’s a masochist, she might find increasing intensity enjoyable.

…Luckily, I included the rule that she can’t come back for ten days after a session.

That’ll keep some distance.

We won’t get too close.

No matter how masochistic she is, I don’t want a ticking time bomb.

It’s like wanting to relieve yourself but feeling uneasy with relatives in the living room.

…This crazy masochist is too scary.

Let’s consider myself lucky.

I didn’t even know if masochists existed in this martial world, and Cheongwol proved they do—that’s a huge gain.

Thanks to her, I have hope.

Maybe somewhere out there…

A submissive, virtuous Central Plains masochist exists?

A non-martial artist masochist?

So, just endure.

Until the day Cheongwol’s inner demons awaken and she betrays her sect.

Until she leaves this sphere of life.


Until I naturally part ways with her.

Just hold on until then.

If my memory’s right, it won’t be long before she falls.

I found a masochist, but let’s abandon greed.

We can’t become an SM couple.
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Cheongwol’s lips trembled.

One of the three times was done, with two left.

When should she say it?

She was already resolved, but with Han Seo-jin bustling around, it was hard to speak.

He went to retrieve the candle near the stairs and slowly returned to her.

His footsteps didn’t stop.

How close was he planning to get?

A distance where escape was impossible.

Finally, he stopped about a step away.

Close enough to touch if they reached out.

The nearby candle brightly illuminated their faces.

Cheongwol couldn’t help but want to hide her expression from that light.

Han Seo-jin kept looking down at her, as if expecting something, and she thought:

…Now?

Her trembling lips moved.

“I… I am…”

“—That’d be too easy.”

But Han Seo-jin cut her off immediately.

Startled, Cheongwol looked up at him.

“You’ve already done it once, so it’d be too simple.”

“…H-Huh…?”

“Cheongwol.”

Han Seo-jin called her name.

And Cheongwol saw it.

Something new in his eyes, something that hadn’t been there before.

Lust? Excitement? Greed?

…Whatever it was, he was suppressing it through slightly heavier breaths.

Her heart clenched again at that sincerity.

She pretended not to notice, but after years of reading people at the Emei Sect, his emotions were clear as day.

And, strangely, in this moment… she didn’t mind it.

On the contrary, not running away despite seeing it felt like committing another forbidden act, making her fingertips tingle.

“You said it yourself.”

“…Ugh!”

No one knew better than her what she’d said.

“That you’re a vulgar and filthy woman.”

Cheongwol froze.

“…Right?”

At his expectant words, she had no choice but to respond.

—Nod.

Han Seo-jin continued, within arm’s reach.

“But… words alone are hard to believe. To my eyes, I still see the Millenium Flower of the Emei Sect. Still too… pure?”

The Millenium Flower of the Emei Sect?

…That obvious statement briefly made her shoulders feel heavier, as if reality’s burdens had returned.

Cheongwol stiffened, waiting for his next words.

After a brief silence, Han Seo-jin finally commanded.

“…So, how about you slip your robe down to your shoulders?”

“What…?”

At the suggestion, Cheongwol instinctively covered her face with the back of her hand and her chest with her arm.

But Han Seo-jin was relentless.

“…If you take it off even a little, I might believe your words.”

In her shame, Cheongwol whispered back, as if retaliating.

“…Y-You’re so perverse it’s almost disgusting now.”

But Han Seo-jin brushed off her jab with ease.

“You’re the one who came to this pervert.”

“…”

His counter left Cheongwol even more humiliated.

He continued, calmly and persistently.

“Why act so repulsed? I’ve seen your body before.”

“Ugh…”

“Back then, I saw it even more clearly, didn’t I? Your thighs, your waist, your back… I savored every inch of your fair skin.”

Cheongwol hid her expression behind her hand.

Her body’s chilling reactions to his every word felt strange.

She mulled over his words.

He wasn’t wrong.

In their previous act, she’d exposed more of her body.

Hadn’t she felt overwhelming helplessness then?

Compared to that, showing her shoulders should be manageable.

…But the difference was, this time, she had to do it willingly.

Han Seo-jin said:

“…Or do you want to be the Millenium Flower of the Emei Sect even in front of me?”

“…”

“Lady Cheongwol, shall I treat you as such?”

—Clench…

His formal address made her hand tighten instinctively.

‘The Millenium Flower of the Emei Sect.’

Could there be a more burdensome, heavy title?

Noble, refined, untouchable.

That name was never praise—it was always a shackle.

But if there was a moment to cast it off, even briefly…


Wouldn’t it be right here?

The moment she shed that title might be the freest she’d ever feel.

Han Seo-jin was right.

She’d only cast off the pressure with words; her body was still clad in the Emei Sect’s robe.

She hadn’t escaped those shackles at all.

The atmosphere, her rejection of the title, and faint excitement… they moved her again.

Right.

As he said.

It’s a body she’d already shown once.

—Swish.

Her trembling hand moved.

Cheongwol couldn’t look at Han Seo-jin.

His gaze on her body felt like needles pricking her.

Yet she didn’t stop.

She was starting to understand.

If she did this alone in her room…

…There’d be no excitement. Just undressing.

But because Han Seo-jin, who accepted even this shameful side, was here, watching, she felt this liberation.

Without him, this feeling wouldn’t have begun.

With shaking hands, she slightly loosened the sash holding her robe.

Her heart pounded wildly.

She glanced at Han Seo-jin.

His gaze was fixed on her chest and neck.

Overwhelmed with shame, that shame surged through her spine like a thrilling pleasure.

And that feeling…

…Was, just a little… good.

Finally, she gripped the robe near her shoulders.

Her hand felt frozen, unable to move…

‘…Or do you want to be the Millenium Flower of the Emei Sect even in front of me?’

Han Seo-jin’s voice echoed, and she closed her eyes, steeling herself.

And slowly…

—Swish…

Cold air enveloped her shoulders.

She trembled again at the chill.

She’d undressed herself.

In front of a man.

Like she’d whispered, like a vulgar and filthy woman.

Was she insane?

She’d believed she’d never do this in her life.

Yet now, she was willingly following such a shameful command.

“…Beautiful.”

His voice rang out as she trembled in shame.

Cheongwol shrank back instinctively.

Her grip on the robe tightened excessively.

“Now, shall we say it again?”

“…!”

Han Seo-jin pressed her relentlessly.

Say it in this state?

She’d thought saying it once would make it easier, but he’d raised the intensity too quickly.

Before, it was just words, but now…

“…Cheongwol. Did you hear me?”

Under his continued pressure, Cheongwol gave in.

Hesitating further would make it weirder.

It’d be easier to follow his command, pretending she couldn’t resist.

That was the most plausible excuse to protect herself now.

“…I… I am… vulgar and…”

He smiled.

“…Right. Now I can believe it a bit more.”

“Ugh…! …filthy woman.”

Her breathing quickened.

Her chest kept rising and falling.

Embarrassed by it, she tried to suppress her breathing, but it only made it more rapid.

Curious about his reaction, she opened her moist eyes to look at him.

The moment their eyes met, he whispered:

“…So beautiful.”

That pleasure again.

“…Good girl. Cheongwol’s such a good girl.”

—Swish.

“…?”

It wasn’t just words—Han Seo-jin slowly reached out.

A hand to stroke her hair.

The old her would’ve swatted it away reflexively.

Clad in propriety and virtue, she’d never allow such a touch in this state.

The proud heroine of the Emei Sect wouldn’t entrust herself to a man’s hand.

“…”

…But now.

Even that conviction had been set aside.

The one here wasn’t the pure, elegant Millenium Flower.

…As she’d declared, only a vulgar, filthy woman stood here.

And such a woman doesn’t reject a man’s touch.

She might even flirt or play up her femininity.

…Not that she’d go that far.

It’s just acting for now.

When this is over, she’d return to her lofty self.

So, just for now.

…Just for this one man who accepts even her repulsive side, maybe she could push herself a bit more.

The more she shed the name Cheongwol of the Emei Sect, the greater the freedom she felt.

The weight that always pressed her heart was, in this moment, utterly gone.

Perhaps the only person in the Central Plains who could see her as Cheongwol the woman, not Cheongwol of the Emei Sect, was Han Seo-jin.

His hand approached as if to stroke her hair…

“…No, I’ll do it after you say the last one.”

With that, he withdrew his hand.

The warmth that might’ve been never reached her, leaving only cold air above her head.

Only after he pulled back did Cheongwol exhale her held breath.

She swallowed her rapid breathing, trying not to let her pounding heart be heard.

She felt relieved.

It was better that his hand didn’t touch her.

She couldn’t predict what strange emotions she’d feel if he stroked her.

It might’ve brought immense regret.

But, of course, she was curious.

…When this act is over, he said he’d stroke her.

What would that feel like…?

“Then, shall we go for the last one?”

At Han Seo-jin’s suggestion, fear surged first.

How could it go further?

If he told her to strip completely, even Cheongwol knew she couldn’t handle that.

No matter how strangely stimulated she felt, they weren’t that close.

She’d never reveal herself in just undergarments.

Han Seo-jin smiled and said:

“Remember the distance between us. Don’t move. I won’t either.”

“…?”

Cheongwol looked at the space between them.

—Hiss…

And in that moment, Han Seo-jin snuffed out the candle with his fingers.

Complete darkness enveloped the basement.

At night, faint light might give a sense of position, but in this utter absence of light, it felt like falling into an abyss.

And in that oppressive darkness, Han Seo-jin’s voice echoed dreamily.

“Cheongwol.”

The moment the light went out, she knew what he’d say next.

“This is the last one. Your robe… take it all off.”

Cheongwol finally cried out:

“Are you insane…?”

But her voice didn’t come out as intended.

The fierce shout she meant to give came out weak, uncertain.

“Like you, I can’t see anything. Even if you undress, I won’t see a thing.”

“B-But you’re right in front of me…!”

“I said I can’t see. I’ll just stand here. That’s all.”

“Hng…! Ugh!!”

Cheongwol let out a groan under the intense shame.

But Han Seo-jin’s following suggestion rang sweetly.

“Here, you’re a vulgar, filthy woman. Not the Millenium Flower of the Emei Sect, right? So why are you wearing the Emei Sect’s robe? You don’t need it, do you?”

“…Ugh… hoo…”

Her breaths grew shallow.

The decision she needed to make was too big for her body to follow.

“Isn’t there a Buddhist saying? ‘Come empty-handed, go empty-handed’… was it? You came empty-handed, so leave empty-handed… Cheongwol, you came with nothing, so let go of your clothes, your pride, your expectations… just for now.”

Was that even the right context? Cheongwol wondered, but she had no time to dwell.

He commanded sternly.

“This is the last one. Take it off.”

“…”

“And after you do, you know what to say, right?”

—-

In pitch-black darkness, I aimed to instill both shame and liberation in Cheongwol.

A completely secretive space.

Absolute darkness without a speck of light.

The only sound was Cheongwol’s rapid breathing.

My part was done.

This was the end of my plan.

Now, all that was left was to wait.

I think I did well with the buildup.

Tension, confusion, expectation, shame.

A process of gradually escalating those emotions.

Honestly, as a novice sadist, I’d say I did pretty well.

If I had to score it, maybe 90 points?

The 10 points deducted were for getting caught up in my emotions, freezing, and panicking a few times.

If she weren’t as terrifying as Cheongwol, I’d have lost even more composure.

It would’ve been a mess.

Anyway.

When it was over, all that remained was… a dark, primal urge to fulfill.

“You choose.”

I said, feigning calm.

“I’ll just hold out my hand lightly. If you take off your robe, place it in my hand. That’s how I’ll know you really did it.”

My voice was low and steady, but suppressed groans kept leaking from Cheongwol.

Darkness sharpens the senses.

Her barely audible breaths were vivid thanks to this darkness.

I was tense too.

Would Cheongwol hand me her robe?

I couldn’t know what was happening in her mind.

She might break down crying and give up here.

All I could do was wait in this unseen darkness.

…And, assuming I don’t die, I wanted to receive that robe.

I stood there for a long time.

Cheongwol’s breathing was the only stimulation filling the basement.

I didn’t rush her.

I gave her time to make her choice.

How long had it been?

—Swish… swish…

An unidentifiable sound came from Cheongwol’s direction.

It could be her putting her robe back on.

Or twisting in distress.

I just waited.

Until some response came from her.

—…Thud.

After a long time, something warm fell limply into my hand.

Something with human warmth.

My heart clenched.

I couldn’t be sure what it was.

In this darkness, nothing was visible.

I could only guess.

My heart pounded at the weight and warmth.

While I stood frozen, a voice as beautiful as her appearance rang out.

“…I…”

I blinked. Slightly wrong line. But no time to care.

What did she look like, standing within arm’s reach?

What expression, what form was she in as she said this?

What was she feeling? What shame?

I was dizzyingly curious.

My hand kept twitching.

I wanted to reach out.

But survival instinct stopped me.

Instead, I tightly gripped the choice she’d given me with both hands.

Her voice rang again.

“Vul… vulgar… and filthy…”

Word by word.

A being following my command despite her shame.

The greatest stimulation since entering this world.

“…wo…man…”

Her trembling voice carried a hint of moisture.

Cheongwol herself was invisible.

Only a beautiful woman’s voice provoked me.

Perhaps because of that, my fear was less than before, and her voice sounded impossibly beautiful.

“Good jo—”

As I started to express my honest feelings, swept by emotion—

—BAM!!

A sound snapped me back to reality.

It came from outside the basement.

“Huh…?”

Cheongwol let out a small yelp.

‘Seo-jin!! We’re here!!’

My whole body cringed.

At the peak of our emotional crescendo, our world was ruthlessly shattered.

‘Huh? Where’s Seo-jin?’

‘Probably holed up in the basement again.’

‘Let’s check.’

I’m screwed.

Dropping all pretense of atmosphere, I shouted urgently:

“U-Uncles!! Don’t come in!! I’ll come up!!”

Flailing in the darkness, I lunged toward the basement door.

I nearly tripped over something, my body crashing into tools scattered around.

In this blinding darkness, I moved purely on instinct.

‘Seo-jin’s in the basement. I’m coming down, Seo-jin!’

“If you open the door, I’ll die!! I said I’ll die!!”

No lie mixed in—just pure truth.

Really. I’d really die.

Imagine Cheongwol, in just her undergarments, facing the Beggar Sect beggars.

Her living with that memory?

No way. We’d all die.

I mean it.

—Thud! Crash!!

In my panic, I collided with things as I ran.

My hand finally hit the wall, and I groped my way forward.

‘What’s that noise, Seo-jin!’

“I said wait!! I’m coming up!!!”

Crawling like a beast, I scrambled up the stairs I found.

Before the uncles could open the basement, I burst outside.

—Creak.

The Beggar Sect uncles’ faces came into view.

All soaked like drowned rats.

“Why… why are you here?”

I asked without thinking.

Uncle Gwak Du, the leader, frowned.

“Why? Do we need a reason to visit your place?”

“Yes, you do! It’s my house, Uncle!”

“We came to dodge the rain, you punk. So cold-hearted. We brought booze and dumplings, so let’s eat. You’re extra prickly today, huh? They say not to raise a black-haired beast…”

I slammed the basement door shut and stood in front of them.

The Beggar Sect uncles.

Don’t mistake them for ordinary beggars.

They’re annoyingly perceptive beggars.

If I recklessly kicked them out, they’d likely sense, “He’s hiding something down there.”

And they’re the type who can’t resist that curiosity.

It’d only be a matter of time before they snuck down.

So, I had to act casual.

“…N-No, I was gonna come to you guys. I just put the leather racks in the basement and was about to head out.”

“That so?”

“Y-Yeah, I sold some triple-twist ropes to the Emei Sect, so my pockets are full. I’ll treat you—let’s go to an inn. Don’t dirty my place with rainwater…!”

“But what’s that, Seo-jin?”

“Huh? What…”

“That.”


Uncle Gwak Du pointed at my hand.

Oh.

My eyes trembled as I saw it.

…In my hand was Cheongwol’s robe.

Still warm, her robe.



 
  Chapter 18: Beggars of the Beggar Sect (8)


The head of the Emei Branch of the Beggar Sect.

Emei Branch Leader, Uncle Gwak Du.

As befitting his position in the Beggar Sect, three knots adorned his waist.

In this novel, Blood Path, he’s the benefactor who fed, raised, and helped me, a transmigrated orphan beggar.

Beyond being my benefactor, I’ve never found anyone I respect as much as Uncle Gwak Du.

You could say he’s the person who best embodies “come empty-handed, go empty-handed.”

Sure, he occasionally indulges in petty greed, but in crucial moments, he remains unshaken by wealth, standing firm on his convictions.

And his perceptiveness and wit? Sometimes I think if he lived in modern times, he’d be a corporate executive.

…No, maybe his kindness would’ve kept him from that ruthlessness.

Anyway, that’s the kind of man he is.

Which is why, when he’s your opponent, the pressure is unmatched.

“Hm? Seo-jin. What’s that?”

Hiding it behind my back would only fuel their suspicion.

I awkwardly cleared my throat and hesitantly revealed the robe.

Among the three beggar uncles who’d entered, Uncle Gu Yeong spoke up.

“Huh? That’s an Emei Sect robe. Why do you have it?”

The uncles’ gazes zeroed in on me.

Though they looked docile, soaked like drowned rats, I knew this was a critical moment.

One wrong word, and they’d all head to the basement.

These men are the journalists of the Central Plains.

They can’t resist juicy news.

The information they bring to the Beggar Sect is sold to sustain the rest, so they’re relentless about intriguing topics.

And here, information about none other than the Millenium Flower of the Emei Sect, Cheongwol?

…No, forget that. The moment they see Cheongwol’s face, we’re all dead.

This basement is already Pandora’s box.

Open it out of curiosity, and we all die.

I furrowed my brow naturally and answered.

“Well… I told you the Emei Sect bought some triple-twist ropes, right? They asked me for a favor then.”

The last uncle, Uncle Ma Chil-deuk, picked his nose and asked.

“What favor?”

“Well… they said the robe’s a bit uncomfortable. Especially around the arms? They asked if I could make it… more comfortable, something like that. Ugh, don’t flick your boogers in my house—”

“—Why’d they ask you?”

“…It just came up. You know how it goes. Since I make leather gear, they probably thought I could help.”

“Hmm… is that so?”

Uncle Gwak Du set down the food and said:

“Spread out the robe.”

I got a bit defensive.

Spread out the robe Cheongwol just took off?

Doesn’t that feel… ethically wrong?

And if Cheongwol’s hearing all this from below…

“W-What do you mean, spread it out…!”

“It’s just looking at a robe. What’s the big deal? Show it.”

“…”

Unable to withstand their stares, I cautiously held up the robe.

For some reason, I imagined Cheongwol’s scent wafting from it.

“…Smells like flowers.”

It wasn’t just me—Uncle Gu Yeong said softly.

“I’ve never looked at an Emei Sect robe this closely… it’s got that vibe, you know? Like it’s almost shameful to meet the eyes of an Emei nun. So pure.”

Uncle Ma Chil-deuk admired the robe too.

Uncle Gwak Du quietly examined it up and down before asking:

“…Is this Lady Cheongwol’s robe?”

My heart skipped a beat in shock.

I quickly hid the robe and shouted:

“W-What nonsense is that!”

“It looks exactly like Lady Cheongwol’s robe size.”

“Tch, stop spouting rubbish. I just grabbed some spare one. How would I know whose it is?”

“Hmm…”

Uncle Gwak Du’s keen eye was always chillingly accurate.

As martial artists are monstrous with their swords, the Beggar Sect uncles’ sharp instincts were monstrous too.

I deliberately treated the robe like junk, tossing it onto my bed.

“Alright, enough. Let’s head to an inn. Stop dirtying my place just standing there. If your smell ruins my business, you taking responsibility?”

“We washed off in the rain. We’re clean today.”

“Clean, my ass!! Come on, let’s go.”

I started walking, but no one followed.

Instead, the uncles exchanged glances.

Uncle Gu Yeong spoke up:

“Why go? Let’s eat here. Big Bro brought booze and dumplings.”

“What’s with this cheapskate today?”

Uncle Ma Chil-deuk, meanwhile, approached the robe I’d tossed.

“Let me just smell it, Seo-jin. When else would I get to sniff an Emei Sect disciple’s robe—”

“—Hey!!”

I roughly pulled him away and grabbed the robe tightly again.

“Are you crazy? If the Emei Sect finds out, your head’s gone!”

If she heard that from below, you’re done!!

Who knows when that demon might burst out.

Uncle Ma Chil-deuk gave me a strange look.

“How would they know? It’s just a little joke, why’re you… Heh, this guy’s acting weird today, isn’t he, Big Bro?”

Uncle Gwak Du’s eyes glinted meaningfully.

“…Indeed.”


Uncle Gu Yeong threw in a tease.

“Leave the kid alone. What, did he jerk off on that robe or something?”

The uncles burst into their hearty laughs.

Ignoring them, I stuffed Cheongwol’s robe into a box by the bed.

My mind raced.

Cheongwol’s down there in just her undergarments.

What do I do?

—-

Cheongwol realized Han Seo-jin’s Beggar Sect beggar friends had shown up.

Her heart pounded wildly.

“Haa… haa…”

What are Beggar Sect beggars?

Dirty, uncouth, and fond of spreading others’ stories.

They’re the complete opposite of Cheongwol.

If they caught her like this…

…She knew the shame would make it impossible to go on living.

The heated thrill she’d felt under Han Seo-jin’s shame was gone; now, only cold reason screamed danger.

Without Han Seo-jin, the same shame felt so different.

Before, it was a calculated risk; now, it was a true crisis.

That fear made her blink.

She couldn’t see anything.

Curling up as if to hide, she crouched in place.

Her robe. Where’s her robe?

Han Seo-jin must’ve left it somewhere.

She crawled, groping the floor.

Normally, she’d never do this, but being caught undressed by those beggars would be far more shameful.

—Thud!

“Ugh!”

Crawling, she bumped into something.

A loud sound echoed.

But she had no time to dwell on the pain.

She kept groping the floor.

—Thud!

Her head hit something again.

But fear kept her moving.

She continued searching the floor.

—-

—Thud!

“…”

“…”

I pretended not to hear, but the uncles exchanged glances.

Uncle Gwak Du spoke first.

“Seo-jin. From the basement…”

“Huh? What?”

—Thud.

“…”

“…”

“…There’s noise from the basement. What is it?”

“R-Rats, probably rats.”

I whispered.

If Cheongwol heard me call her a rat, I wouldn’t survive.

My sense of crisis and tension was peaking.

I could feel their suspicion growing.

To keep them from rushing to the basement, I sat on the door despite knowing it made me look suspicious.

“Ugh… Fine, if we’re not going to an inn, let’s drink. Stop standing around.”

Eat fast and leave.

Glancing up, I saw them exchange looks…

“…”

“…”

Finally, they shrugged and settled around me.

I breathed a sigh of relief.

One hurdle cleared.

“So, how you holding up, Seo-jin? Take a glass.”

And the drinking began.

.

.

.

In Blood Path, the righteous faction obsesses over one thing.

Reputation.

Martial artists are monstrously powerful warriors.

But flip that, and they’re people with nothing but their swords.

They don’t farm, fish, or trade like merchants.

Some guard caravans or take missions, but…

Those aren’t steady or reliable income sources.

And they can’t openly rob or extort like the unorthodox sects.

Because they’re righteous.

So, their survival hinges on reputation.

They save the weak, act chivalrously, and inspire awe through martial prowess.

That awe spreads by word of mouth, becoming the strongest driver for sect support.

They live off love.

Grain, silver, clothes, herbs, weapons…

In the populous Central Plains, even a single grain from each person can sustain a sect for years.

Some entrust their children to sects; others, saved in the past, leave legacies.

All stem from trust that “this sect is just.”

Reputation is capital, influence, and power.

Sects are like talent agencies.

Their martial artists are stars, and the sect’s fate hinges on their star power.

So, they’re terrifyingly sensitive to rumors and titles.

First, titles.

A title is a badge verifying a star.

World’s Greatest, Ancient Supreme, Three Venerables, Ten Great Masters.

Some King, Some Emperor, Successor, Phoenix, Dragon, etc.

Flashy titles are a sect’s best marketing tool.

Having even one such figure skyrockets a sect’s prestige.

It’s like bragging, “Our team has the top scorer.”

Established martial artists draw attention, but so do promising prodigies.

Prospects naturally attract interest through expectation.

Of course, each sect has its own flavor, like agencies.

Shaolin’s appeal is its gravitas; Emei’s is purity and nobility.

Which sect the Central Plains loves depends on the values they prioritize.

Titles should align with those values.

Next, rumors.

“The Sword Venerable of Wudang swept away bandits on Wudang Mountain.”

“The Poison Phoenix of the Sichuan Tang Clan saved twenty women.”

“The beautiful Millenium Flower of the Emei Sect has reached first-rate mastery.”

Such stories easily elevate a sect’s name among the Central Plains.

They excite, thrill, and reassure people that they’re protected.

But even the juiciest rumor needs someone to spread it.

Enter the Beggar Sect and the Hao Clan.

The Beggar Sect circulates relatively credible information.

As beggars are everywhere, they witness events firsthand, refining and sharing only verified information.

Think of them as news.

The Hao Clan, meanwhile, deals in tabloids.

No fact-checking. They spin speculative stories from confirmed info.

They spread anything that excites the martial world.

Think Dispatch.

So, few sects like the Hao Clan.

But sensitive news often starts there.

Cheongwol is under this martial world’s influence.

She must act befitting her title and avoid harmful rumors.

She’s the Millenium Flower of the Emei Sect.

Her pressure from the Emei Sect isn’t for nothing.

She’s like a young idol carrying her sect’s future, burdened with public expectation.

…And that idol is in my basement, in just her undergarments.

It’s an act that could shake the Emei Sect’s core values.

If these uncles see her, we’re done.

I’m not exaggerating when I say Cheongwol might kill them.

For the sect’s future, killing a few beggars is nothing.

It’s not because Cheongwol’s crazy—Emei’s Jangmunin, Master Muyue, might kill us too.

“…No way. Tch, what a shame. Who’d have thought the Poison Phoenix would fall? I still can’t forget the shock of seeing her at the Dragon-Phoenix Tournament.”

“Same with Wudang’s Young Spring Hero.”

“The Faithful Sword? Yeah… word is he’s not doing great. Not sure exactly, but he seems drained.”

“Feels like the old folks are piling too much on these young late-generation talents. You see them collapsing left and right.”

“Righteous or not, they just want to eat. So, the standards they impose on the next generation keep rising. Greedy bastards.”

“Well, at least Emei’s fine. With the Millenium Flower holding strong.”

“Right, Gu Yeong. My standing in the clan’s risen lately because of that. Lady Cheongwol’s doing so well, even the clan’s eyeing Emei…”

Even this drinking session was full of martial artist talk.

I was sweating coldly.

Cheongwol had gone quiet in the basement, but that made it worse—I couldn’t guess what that monster was thinking.

Is she testing her patience?

Debating whether to wipe us out?

I felt like I was sitting on a ticking bomb.

All I could do was down my drink fast.

As I gulped, Uncle Gu Yeong grinned.

“You’re hitting it hard today, Seo-jin.”

“It’s been a while, so it’s sticking good.”

“Yeah, drink up. That’s why we begged for it.”

No matter how much I drank, I couldn’t get drunk.

My survival instincts were razor-sharp.

Uncle Gwak Du downed his glass, slapped his knee, and said:

“Krgh… Oh, right. Seo-jin. You still poking around the back mountain?”

“…To pick up food… Why?”

“Don’t, for a while.”

Wish you’d said that sooner. If I hadn’t gone that day, I wouldn’t have met Cheongwol.

I asked why.

“So, why?”

“…A pile of bandit corpses was found.”

My hand froze.

…Oh.

That.

“No clue who did it… but it was brutal. Slaughtered them viciously.”

“You saw it yourself?”

“Of course we did. Most were animal feed by then, but you could roughly tell how the fight went.”

Uncle Ma Chil-deuk clicked his tongue.

“I was shocked when I first saw it.”

Uncle Gu Yeong added:

“Seo-jin, Big Bro’s not joking. Listen up. The back mountain’s dangerous now. Some lunatic’s roaming around.”

Don’t worry, uncles.

I’ve been marked for a while.

And if you want to help, just leave.

“The Hao Clan was asking about it too.”

“They’ll spread rumors like wildfire.”

“We gotta step up to keep up.”

The Hao Clan’s sniffing around.

Not unexpected.

Cheongwol’s slaughter scene was always a buildup in the novel.

Downing another glass, Uncle Ma Chil-deuk grumbled:

“Who the hell did that? Gutsy move under Emei Mountain… Not your average guy.”

Uncle Gu Yeong nodded.

“It was gruesome.”

“The Demonic Cult? Or some passing master? Haven’t heard of anyone around. A hidden master? What do you think, Big Bro?”

Uncle Gwak Du popped a dumpling in his mouth and said:

“You guys’ problem is lack of imagination.”

“Imagination…?”

“Yeah. If you’re gonna act capable, you need bolder guesses.”

“…Like what?”


Uncle Gwak Du closed his eyes, opened them, and shook his head with a wry chuckle, as if he found his own thought absurd.

“Nah, I’m overthinking.”

“Come on, just spit it out.”

At Uncle Gu Yeong’s prodding, Uncle Gwak Du, with a subtle, teasing yet piercing tone, said:

“…What if there’s someone in the Emei Sect wrestling with inner demons?”



 
  Chapter 19: Friends (1)


“…What if there’s someone in the Emei Sect wrestling with inner demons?”

“—Cough!!”

The uncle’s words made me choke on my drink.

Uncle Ma Chil-deuk slapped my back with his massive, pot-lid-like hand.

“Easy, kid, slow down.”

Between coughs, I barely caught my breath and set down my glass with trembling hands.

I looked at Uncle Gwak Du.

“I-Inner demons?”

“Yeah, inner demons. The kind that, once you cross the line, there’s no coming back from.”

“T-That makes no sense. You’re saying an Emei Sect nun slaughtered people like that?”

Don’t get close to the truth, uncles!!

You don’t know how much I’ve suffered since learning about Cheongwol!!

Thankfully, Uncle Gu Yeong took my side.

“Come on, Big Bro. We’re not blind. If it was Soyang Swordsmanship, we’d know just by looking at the bodies.”

“It’s not like Emei only has Soyang Swordsmanship.”

Uncle Ma Chil-deuk scratched his head and chimed in.

“Sure, it’s not just Soyang, but a cruel, merciless swordsmanship like that couldn’t be Emei’s. Is there even such a thing in Emei?”

“There’s one. The Extinction Sword (Myeoljeolgeom).”

“Cough!! Cough!!! COUGH!!”

This time, it was less a cough and more a scream.

How far is this uncle predicting?

The Extinction Sword was the swordsmanship that defined Cheongwol when she became one of the Seven Heavens of the Demonic Cult.

Overbearing, merciless in its strikes.

The technique she mastered to perfection.

“What’s the Extinction Sword?”

Uncle Gu Yeong asked.

Uncle Gwak Du blinked, recalling.

“A swordsmanship banned in Emei long ago. But a technique, once created, doesn’t just vanish.”

“Cough!! Ack!! Cough!!”

“Probably only those destined to be Jangmunin learn it. So… Lady Soyun, Lady Cheongwol, and Master Muyue would know it, assuming it’s been properly passed down. And—”

“—COUGH!!! COUGH!!”

“—Kid, quiet down already.”

You be quiet!!

I’m saving your life!!

Can’t you see I’m coughing on purpose?

What if Cheongwol hears this from below?

Uncle Gu Yeong pressed on.

“How do you know about it, Big Bro?”

“I may be a beggar, but what’s in here doesn’t lose to anyone. Still don’t get it?”

Uncle Gwak Du tapped his head proudly.

This won’t do. Time to shut it down.

I wiped my mouth and waved my hands.

“No, no, no, no!”

“What’s with you now?”

“Are you saying it’s okay to suspect Emei while under their protection? You might have brains, but no shame!”

“Hey, kid. No matter who feeds me, as an Beggar Sect member, I call it like I see it.”

“All we know is bodies were found on the back mountain. Suspecting Emei is just your imagination.”

Uncle Gwak Du finally smacked his lips.

“Well… true, but…”

“Didn’t you sing praises when Master Muyue personally brought food a few months ago? Forgotten already?”

Uncle Gu Yeong and Uncle Ma Chil-deuk nodded.

“He’s right. You went too far this time, Big Bro. You love speculating, but…”

“This guy just likes being the only one right.”

“Ahem.”

Uncle Gwak Du’s face reddened.

Trying to save face, he continued.

“…Whatever. With people falling to inner demons left and right lately… I just thought Emei might not be immune. Young talents have been collapsing more often these days…”

I couldn’t argue with that.

This trend leads to the rise of the Demonic Cult.

Uncle Gu Yeong nodded.

“It’s every sect’s worry. Inner demons… If only there were a physician.”

Uncle Ma Chil-deuk let out a hollow laugh.

“Even the Divine Physician can’t cure inner demons. They bring down even masters. What physician could help? If one existed, they’d be a walking disaster—every sect would fight for them.”

“…Why so prickly over a silly comment?”

“Because you’re spouting nonsense.”

I sighed and made a decision.

Watching the uncles bicker over this was too risky.

Knowing Cheongwol was in the basement, I still wanted to say this much.

“…Uncles.”

I stopped my forced coughing and leaned in.

The uncles leaned in too, catching my lowered voice.

“…Why so quiet all of a sudden?”

I said gravely:

“Since Uncle Gwak Du loves speculating, let me say something based on my gut… The back mountain incident—drop it. I got a bad feeling the moment I heard it.”

When I spoke like this, the uncles listened.

My “gut” had guided them right many times, thanks to my knowledge of the future.

Uncle Gwak Du tilted his head but nodded.

“Well… if your gut says so.”

“Seo-jin’s instincts are reliable.”


I poured another drink.

“Why’d you bring so much booze!”

I downed it quickly.

As time passed, I worried about Cheongwol, waiting silently below.

—-

—Shiver…

Cheongwol’s body trembled in the cold.

She never found her robe, and the darkness enveloped her.

The basement’s chill bit into her bare skin.

At first, she felt wronged, humiliated.

But… a familiar voice tickled her ears through the darkness.

“Hey, why’re you drinking so fast today?”

“I said it’s tasty! Pour more!”

The urgency in his voice was clear. Though he grumbled, his intent was obvious to Cheongwol.

He was trying to get the beggars out quickly.

For her sake.

Their secret game—he didn’t want the beggars to discover it.

At first, Cheongwol scoffed in disbelief.

A leather shop owner, a commoner… protecting a martial artist like her?

Her, hiding behind someone far weaker?

“…”

But as time passed, she didn’t mind Han Seo-jin’s efforts.

No matter how abnormal the situation, or how her pitiful state snapped her awake.

…The comforting feeling of being protected was something she hadn’t felt in so long.

She didn’t have to act; he was trying to handle it for her.

When was the last time someone worked this hard for her?

Not just chasing off the beggars… but indulging her in this game.

The more she reflected in the darkness, the clearer it became.

He always said he didn’t want to, but in their SM game, he considered her.

He kept it just at the level she could handle.

Sincere in treating her inner demons, you could say.

He gave shame, but returned praise in equal measure.

He gave humiliation, but also liberation.

He never demanded too much.

In hindsight, he could’ve told her to strip without dousing the candle.

He could’ve reached out and touched her bare body.

Cheongwol had no intention of allowing that, but Han Seo-jin clearly respected that line.

That delicate boundary, that distance.

Was it that care… or trust building up?

It allowed Cheongwol to cast off her Emei Sect robe.

To shed all her burdens.

To become not Cheongwol of Emei, but a trembling woman in undergarments.

Her heart still raced precariously at the beggars’ voices.

What if they stormed the basement?

It’d be the end.

Even assuming she didn’t harm them, the entire Central Plains would know her like this.

“…”

A future she desperately dreaded.

…But part of her wondered.

If this became known, wouldn’t the burdens on her be lifted in an instant?

Wouldn’t this endless task end in a moment?

And how would her life change then?

…Somehow, it didn’t feel like much would.

The world would point fingers, but she could cloister herself in Emei Mountain.

Train alone as always, eat alone as always, live and rest alone as always.

Her seniors’ gossip wouldn’t matter. She’s endured that already.

When her heart felt heavy, she could climb Emei Mountain, visit a nearby waterfall, smell the flowers…

…And maybe talk with Han Seo-jin sometimes.

Couldn’t he be a friend?

He accepts all of her.

Thinking that, the future she feared didn’t seem so terrible.

She was starting to realize that failing expectations didn’t mean her life would collapse.

With that realization, a deep sigh escaped her chest.

“…Haa…”

Once again.

The inner demons tormenting her… retreated a step.

If not for this situation, would she have ever thought about what it’d be like to fall?

Would she have considered a future where she didn’t meet expectations?

This new situation made her think thoughts she normally wouldn’t, and those thoughts eased her heart.

One thought led to another.

Ah.

Cheongwol felt it.

A realization was dawning.

She hesitated, thinking of her state…

…But soon realized this stripped-down self, free of Emei’s robe, was the truest her.

She slowly knelt, placing her hands on her knees.

Posture straight. Breathing steady.

In Emei, she rarely meditated properly because of her seniors, but here in this basement, she began her breathing exercise.

She’d shown her shameful self to Han Seo-jin through reckless trust.

And he rewarded her with praise.

It was the same now.

Meditating here might be riskier than among her seniors.

But recklessly, she wanted to trust Han Seo-jin.

They weren’t even friends yet, but for the first time, she didn’t feel alone.

Hearing his urgent voice above, trying to chase off the beggars, anyone would feel the same.

—-

“Alright! Go! I’ll visit next time!!”

Uncle Gwak Du waved as Han Seo-jin saw them off.

—Thud.

The door closed, and he exchanged toothy grins with the other beggars.

The moment their eyes met, they burst into laughter.

They’d been pretending not to notice the whole time.

“That rascal. He’s all grown up.”

Uncle Gu Yeong said.

Uncle Ma Chil-deuk agreed.

“Gotta give a heads-up next time. Right, Big Bro?”

Uncle Gwak Du, calming his laughter, said:

“Tell me about it. Thought he was still a kid, but he’s sneaking women in behind our backs.”

Uncle Gu Yeong tapped Uncle Gwak Du’s shoulder.

“Who do you think it is? I couldn’t figure it out.”

Uncle Ma Chil-deuk said:

“Gayeong, maybe? She’s the only one Seo-jin talks to.”

“Gayeong’s chubby. Seo-jin wouldn’t…”

“She’s plump and sweet. And so kind.”

Uncle Gwak Du playfully pushed Uncle Ma Chil-deuk’s face.

“Whatever it is, that kid’s bold.”

“True. He’s always been a bit daring. Would’ve made a great Beggar Sect member.”

Uncle Gwak Du mumbled, recalling.

“Man… to think of dressing someone in an Emei Sect robe…”

—-

“Alright! Go! I’ll visit next time!!”

I saw the beggar uncles off.

They staggered away, singing happily.

No one beats these guys for carefree vibes.

“…Hic.”

I’d drunk heavily and felt tipsy, but not enough to let my guard down.

Once the uncles were far enough, I rushed to lock the shop door, grabbed the robe from the box, and lit a candle with trembling hands before opening the basement.

How much time had passed?

Two hours?

I’m losing it.

I accidentally did abandonment play, but without consent, it’s just violence.

This wasn’t even abandonment play.

I just screwed up.

Score revision: 90 to 10.

Total failure.

I descended the basement stairs, opening and closing my mouth.

I needed to call her, but how?

Lady Cheongwol?

Cheongwol?

Is she still seeing this as play, or is she furious?

My tone would depend on her mood.

—Thud… thud… thud…

I stepped down the wooden stairs.

In the candlelight, there she was, proving it wasn’t a dream.

Cheongwol.

Crouched in just her undergarments, unseen before.

“Ah…!”

As the basement brightened, she hurriedly moved.

She hid behind the leather drying rack I’d brought down.

Even briefly, her sensual figure was striking.

“…”

I still didn’t know what to say.

Swallowing hard, I approached her.

Complex feelings swirled.

Terrifying, yet strangely grateful.

If she’d been a bit more reckless, we might all be dead.

Her restraint, her obedience to my commands, made her seem different.

Maybe more so since realizing she’s a masochist.

I slowly approached.

Cheongwol didn’t speak or move.

She just stayed hidden behind the leather.

“…”

I stood beside her.

Her undergarments were unique.

Thin fabric covered her front from chest to navel… but her back, aside from straps at her neck and mid-back, was bare.

Like a diamond-shaped cloth shielding the front.

Hiding behind the leather, she showed only her back, fully exposed to me.

Smooth shoulder blades, straight spinal muscles.

Her side profile, impossible to ignore.

Skin so flawless it burned into my memory with one glance.

A slender waist, clear even from behind.

“D-Don’t look… If you don’t want to die.”

At her words, I quickly draped the robe over her shoulders.

Oh, shit.

Too scary. Grateful for waiting? Yeah, right…

I need to keep my distance from her.

Maybe get the Beggar Sect uncles to help me escape.

“Haa…”

With the robe back on, Cheongwol let out a long sigh, signaling the end of the game.

I set the candle down.

I knew I had to speak.

It was my mistake…

No, damn it, the uncles’ fault.

But either way, the masochist isn’t to blame.

My fault for not anticipating the uncles…

No, Cheongwol shouldn’t have stormed my basement in the first place…

…Anyway. I should apologize.

Let’s be sincere.

Lady Cheongwol, I messed up— start there.

“Cheongwol—”

“—I…”

Crouched, clutching the robe like a blanket, she interrupted.

After a pause, she whispered:

“I… tried really hard to endure.”

I couldn’t respond.

She wasn’t blaming or angry.

Caught off guard by her unexpected reaction, I stayed silent. Sensing my pause, she looked at me expectantly and repeated:

“…Master… I… tried really hard… to endure.”

—-

After long meditation in the darkness, Cheongwol, absurdly, felt fear.

Would this game ever end?

How much longer must she stay like this?

Nothing had changed since she began meditating.

Oppressive darkness. Chilled body.

The loud voices of the beggars.

She just wanted it to end.

If she endured this situation, it was because of Han Seo-jin’s promise.

The generous praise he’d promised lingered in her mind.

It was laughable that she clung to that hope, but it was all she had.

Without it, there’d be no reason to do this.

She could just go up and kill them all…

“…”

The sudden violent thought terrified her.

Fighting it, she kept enduring.

And when Han Seo-jin finally came down.

When he draped the robe over her shoulders.

Relief and overwhelming emotions were hard to contain.

“…Haa…”

It felt like the satisfaction of swinging a sword to the end of a plan.

Relieving, joyful.

And this vulgar escapade had, once again, ended safely.

But she still needed something.

“…Master… I… tried really hard… to endure.”

In her fragile state, she craved a response.

Keep your promise, say my back is beautiful.

…Say something.

I’m still scared.

“…Hic.”

Han Seo-jin was hiccupping, clearly drunk.

Cheongwol wondered what she was doing, talking to a drunk.

“…”

As she started to stand…

—Swish.

Han Seo-jin’s hand touched her head.

Unlike the robe, his warm touch overwhelmed her with an unfamiliar heat.

Like sinking into warm water, goosebumps spread across her body.

He gently pulled her head closer, stroking her hair.

Her soft locks slipped through his fingers.

“…It’d be hard to be prettier than you were today.”

Was it the alcohol? His actions were bolder.

His rough hand caressed her head.

Every negative emotion she felt melted under that touch.

She should’ve pushed away his hand, like petting a dog, but she didn’t.

In this space, just the two of them, he whispered:

“…You did so well. I’m proud of you.”

“…”

Cheongwol wondered if she’d endured all that time for this awkward touch.

…But slowly, her body relaxed.

Her tension eased. She was utterly exhausted.

Three vulgar declarations. Hours of waiting.

“…I…”

A question she’d never ask normally surfaced.

Maybe she was drunk on relief.

She tried to speak, but her mouth wouldn’t open.

…Am I… pretty?

As if reading her mind, he answered:

“…You’re beautiful, Cheongwol.”

—Thud…

Crouched, she collapsed to the floor, her head resting on Han Seo-jin’s thigh.

Would she ever have imagined leaning on a man’s thigh?

But right now, it felt right.

“Our Wol… such a good girl.”

“…”

—Zing…

That sensation again.

One she could only feel here.

Surrendering control, relying on someone.

A side she could show no one.

That comfort wasn’t unwelcome, that much was clear.

.

.

.

.

Cheongwol and Han Seo-jin slowly emerged from the basement.

The awkwardness after their game was always uncomfortable.

As the heated atmosphere faded, the shameful acts kept resurfacing.

Words and actions she’d never normally do lingered in her mind.

But they never spoke of it.

It was that irrational.

…But why?

Cheongwol couldn’t hold back one curiosity.

“…Master.”

She carefully touched the hair he’d stroked.

“…Yes?”

His tone was polite again, as before.

It felt more awkward now.

Without pointing it out, she asked:

“…Do you… do this with others too?”

“…Pardon?”

“…Call them… ‘our Wol’ or say they’re pretty… praise them like that?”

Cheongwol couldn’t look at his face.

She didn’t know why she asked.

But she did.

After hesitating, Han Seo-jin answered:

“…Uh… You’re the only one who’s seen my basement, Lady Cheongwol. Hic.”

“…So…”

“…Naturally, this kind of thing is only with you…”


“…Only with me?”

“…Yes.”

Cheongwol froze, then nodded.

With that, she hurriedly left the house.

Her heart raced, but she didn’t know why.



 
  Chapter 20: Friends (2)


—Tap!

“…!”

Soyun lightly struck Cheongwol’s head with a wooden sword.

Cheongwol’s dazed body trembled slightly.

Yet, despite the pain, she didn’t let out a single groan.

She merely blinked a few times, silently gazing at the figure before her.

The first-generation disciple, Soyun.

Cheongwol’s master and the one destined to lead the Emei Sect after Master Muyue.

Soyun slowly withdrew the wooden sword and said:

“You’re not focusing.”

“…”

Cheongwol didn’t respond, only lowering her head.

Instead, she cautiously rubbed her head, as if it stung.

Soyun swallowed a long sigh inwardly.

Her concern for her disciple was always close to her heart, but lately, that weight had grown heavier.

A few days ago, there was a dispute with the Jangmunin.

Four days ago, she slapped a senior disciple.

Soyun already knew Cheongwol wasn’t close with her seniors.

She understood the circumstances well.

Cheongwol was in a position too vulnerable to jealousy.

Her training speed, the precision of her martial arts, the depth of her inner energy—no one could match her.

If that were the only issue, things wouldn’t have escalated this far.

But Cheongwol was also strikingly beautiful.

Even as a nun in training, a woman’s instinct to be beautiful couldn’t be fully erased.

Nuns, too, wished to be lovely. Among them, Cheongwol was effortlessly beautiful, so… she inevitably drew resentment.

Long, strong legs, a slender, graceful waist.

Elegant bone structure and balanced features.

A haughty yet somehow wistful gaze.

It wasn’t for nothing she was called the Millenium Flower.

People could applaud someone with a single outstanding talent.

But for one who possessed everything, envy always followed.

This was why she kept clashing with her seniors.

The problem was the ripple effect.

It could be called Cheongwol’s only flaw.

She was awkward with human connection.

She was clumsy at resolving conflicts with her seniors.

Always left alone due to their jealousy, Cheongwol had grown strong in solitude, silence, and endurance… but she never learned how to get close to people.

She didn’t know how to laugh at jokes, resolve petty disputes, or handle crude banter without flustered embarrassment.

She lacked the skill to navigate relationships.

Sometimes, even Soyun, her master, was swayed by Cheongwol’s presence.

This perfect being, a genius seemingly sent from the heavens, appeared flawless.

This lofty Millenium Flower seemed to need no one.

Those around her were merely obstacles blocking this prodigy’s path.

But seeing Cheongwol lose her temper with the Jangmunin, strike her seniors, or space out during training like this…

…Soyun belatedly realized she was just human.

She felt loneliness, struggled, and experienced emotions like anyone else.

She simply endured in silence, but a complex world existed within her.

Because she was so exceptional, everyone treated her as special.

No one treated her ordinarily… or trivially.

And when Soyun had this realization, her heart ached, making it hard to watch.

She pitied Cheongwol and felt ashamed of herself.

The burden they’d placed on this young girl was immeasurable.

Thinking back, she used to be a child who smiled brightly.

…But lately, so focused on the goal of growth, Soyun couldn’t recall the last time she saw Cheongwol smile.

Finally, Soyun set down the wooden sword and stopped scolding her.

Cheongwol seemed slightly startled by the change.

Soyun gently took Cheongwol’s hand.

“…Ah.”

—Swish.

Cheongwol, awkward and ticklish, slipped her hand away.

Soyun couldn’t blame her.

She only smiled sheepishly and asked:

“…I heard about what happened with Baekhee.”

“…Ah.”

“If that’s weighing on you and making it hard to focus—”

“—It’s not.”

Cheongwol cut Soyun off sharply.

With a firm tone, she said:

“…It’s not that. I already talked with Baekhee. That day’s issue is resolved.”

“…Is it?”

Soyun sensed Cheongwol’s rejection of Baekhee in those brief words.

She couldn’t fault her for it.

But if the issue with Baekhee was settled, a new question arose.

“Cheongwol. If you’ve put Baekhee’s matter aside, is something else troubling you? It’s not just a day or two—you’ve been distracted for four days now…”

“…”

As if caught, Cheongwol slightly lowered her head.

Soyun, not missing it, pressed gently:

“Tell me. I might be able to help.”

“…”


Cheongwol clearly had something on her mind; she didn’t immediately reject Soyun’s offer, hesitating for a long while.

She bit her lip lightly, blinking repeatedly.

Seeing this unfamiliar reaction, Soyun was momentarily taken aback.

What could she be about to ask?

But soon, Cheongwol whispered:

“…Master.”

“Speak.”

“…What… makes someone a friend?”

—

Four days since parting with Han Seojin.

Cheongwol didn’t want to admit it… but one thing was certain.

These four days couldn’t have dragged on more slowly.

Han Seojin had said:

After one session of their game, don’t come back for at least ten days.

He didn’t want to get entangled with martial artists.

At the time, Cheongwol thought ten days was nothing, but… strangely, the promised ten days kept feeling further away.

As if time itself was stretching out.

Everything feeling dull after their game probably contributed.

The thrilling, precarious game, like standing on a blade’s edge, contrasted starkly with the restrained routine of the Emei Sect.

Sometimes, the vast gap made her wonder if it was all a dream.

But the vivid sensations of that day told her it wasn’t.

The electrifying feeling of crossing a forbidden line she shouldn’t, yet couldn’t stop herself from stepping over. And his gentle voice, accepting even this depraved side of her.

Just imagining it gave her goosebumps.

The fine hairs on her nape kept standing on end.

If anyone knew this side of her, they’d brand her a pervert.

Training primly in Emei, yet recalling the basement with bristling hairs.

Cheongwol found herself repulsive, but only she and Han Seojin knew this repulsive self.

The precarious secret they shared felt strangely stimulating.

She was starting to realize.

This game required trust.

An act of baring her most vulnerable moments.

An act of being caught in her ugliest state.

Without trusting the other, it was a wall she couldn’t dare cross.

She had to believe Han Seojin wouldn’t blab about what happened in the basement.

Even here, she felt another layer of taboo.

Thinking her lifelong reputation teetered on his hands sent shivers of dread.

But she was the one who handed it over.

And as Han Seojin continued to honor that trust, a strange closeness grew.

It was still vivid in her mind.

His voice, drinking heavily to keep the beggars from the basement.

His staggering return, praising her endurance and stroking her hair.

…And he told her not to come back for ten days.

Cheongwol couldn’t quite understand.

She knew it was a game.

She knew it involved some acting.

Like her, she wasn’t normally submissive. She despised vulgarity.

Similarly, Han Seojin’s domineering and kind sides were likely an effort.

But she couldn’t deny that emotions blossomed in the process.

Just as people can’t slice away feelings, sharing this secret fostered trust and a kind of bond…

…Did Han Seojin truly feel none of that?

That day, she’d clearly seen lust in his eyes.

He said she was the only one he did this with.

If this experience was shocking for her, it must be for him too.

Was he so unaffected that he could say not to come for ten days?

Awkward with human connection, she didn’t understand emotional distance.

…But by her standards.

…His easing her stifled heart, offering a shoulder for her tears, hiding her in a tough situation, keeping her secrets…

…Calling him just a stranger felt too distant.

That’s why she asked Soyun, her master.

But her master gave an even more confusing answer.

‘Friends?’

‘…’

‘Someone you enjoy being with… isn’t that a friend?’

…Was she happy with Han Seojin?

She wasn’t sure. It felt more repulsive, shameful, and humiliating most of the time.

‘Oh, now that I think about it, you have that girl, don’t you? The Poison Phoenix, Tang Soran. Since you compete and keep her in mind, she’s a friend, right?’

…That’s a friend?

Tang Soran always picked fights, eager to catch her smallest mistakes.

She smiled outwardly but was ready to pounce at any moment.

To her master, it might look like pure rivalry, but to Cheongwol, she was as suffocating as Baekhee.

They only met often because the Sichuan Tang Clan was geographically close to Emei.

Perhaps misreading Cheongwol’s silence, Soyun added gently:

‘Cheongwol. It’s not my place to say, but… the first step to making friends is doing things the other person enjoys.’

Like teaching her how to make friends.

‘Pardon?’

‘Think about what they like and be considerate of it.’

Cheongwol mulled it over and asked:

‘Master.’

‘Yes?’

‘With friends… it’s not strange to meet often, right?’

Soyun answered confidently:

‘If you enjoy each other’s company, why would meeting often be strange?’

Time passed, and now here she was.

Lost in thought, she was thinking of Han Seojin again.

It wasn’t that she missed him or longed for him.

Just… wondering if he felt the same emotions she did.

In the tedious Emei Sect, stray thoughts kept surfacing.

He must be bored too. After all…

…You’re a loner too, aren’t you?

Cheongwol thought without realizing.

“…Haa.”

Finally, she sighed.

Spending some time at the village market might settle her tangled mind.

.

.

.

“Ah.”

But in the bustling market, she ran into him.

Han Seojin, spotting her in the crowd, froze mid-step.

“…”

“…”

Their eyes locked for a long time.

Merchants nearby praised Cheongwol, but she barely heard them.

Four days.

Just four days, and she faced the only person who shared her secret.

The only one who treated her ordinarily… or trivially.

Cheongwol just stared at him.

Strangely, the moment she saw him… the boredom weighing on her heart vanished, and her chest fluttered faintly.

Was it the specialness of their shared secret?

That made sense.

He must feel it too.

He said this game was only with her.

Their agreement came to mind.

After one game, don’t come back for ten days.

…She didn’t come to him. This was just a chance meeting in the market.

So…

Cheongwol slightly raised her hand—

—Whoosh!

“…Huh…?”

Han Seojin turned his head and quickly slipped into the crowd.


Her half-raised hand froze in place.

“…”

And as he ignored her like that.

A strange humiliation.

…And an urge to chase him, to demand why he ignored her, stirred within her.
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The sun had just passed its zenith.

In the village under the Emei Sect’s protection, one place drew the largest crowds.

Naturally, the market.

Dust swirled along the dirt path as countless people bustled about, their voices a lively clamor.

On either side of the street stood rows of old houses and shops, fronted by canvas stalls.

Beneath these tents, a variety of goods were displayed.

The fragrant scent of herbs tickled the nose, while the aroma of freshly steamed potatoes and dumplings stirred the stomach.

Gleaming rings, necklaces, hairpins, and colorful fabric scraps sparkled under the sunlight.

“Potatoes! Freshly steamed potatoes!!”

“Hey, brother! Pause a moment! This hairpin will make your wife bloom with smiles!”

I wove slowly through the shouting merchants.

It was a place brimming with the scent of life.

Housewives hurrying to manage their households.

Children running around, playing with friends.

Familiar beggar uncles leaning against shaded stone walls, basking in the warm sunlight.

“Phew.”

The vibrant energy seeped deep into my chest, and I let out a sigh without realizing.

It felt like my mind was clearing too.

Lately, my worries had been so consuming I couldn’t even focus while taking a dump.

My concern, of course, was Cheongwol.

I realized during our last session.

We’re probably going to keep doing SM play regularly.

Cheongwol was a masochist.

I didn’t yet know how deep or shallow her tendencies ran, but her reactions to shame were glaringly obvious.

Her eyes glistening, cheeks flushing.

Saying “no, no” but following through in the end.

The way she twisted her body, the breaths she let out…

…It was almost like something out of a book, the ideal masochist every sadist dreams of.

If it weren’t Cheongwol, I might’ve done three backflips in joy.

Especially in this dull world.

Four days had passed since that day, but it was still hard to accept.

Cheongwol? A masochist?

A nun of the Emei Sect, the epitome of purity and elegance…

…And yet, that monster who found satisfaction in killing was a pervert who loved shame and degradation.

It was impossible not to be shocked.

I’ve really gotten myself into deep trouble.

I’m just acting to survive, but the more I do, the more things spiral in a bad direction.

I don’t know for sure, but it seems Cheongwol still thinks this is treatment for her inner demons…

The fact that she believes that is terrifying in itself.

This is just a kinky game for perverts with unique tastes.

What would she do if she realized the truth?

Would she try to kill me for deceiving her?

“Haaaaaa… Argh!!”

My sigh turned into a yell.

People on the street glanced at me oddly before losing interest.

“Ugh.”

I had no choice but to keep packaging this as “treatment” if I wanted to survive.

And to keep this play going, I needed preparation.

Doing it halfheartedly wouldn’t cause issues… but striking the balance to satisfy Cheongwol without crossing lines was impossible without thorough planning.

If I didn’t care about her, it’d be easy.

Without consideration, the possibilities were endless.

Raising the intensity wouldn’t be hard either—just touch her body and degrade her.

But could I touch Cheongwol’s body?

Pinch her nipples? Tap her lower abdomen?

No way!

Even stroking her head last time—I wouldn’t have done it without the alcohol.

That’s how daunting it was to touch her.

So, I came to the market.

With the play so restricted, I needed to prepare.

And while I was here, I could buy potatoes for home, try some street food, greet a few beggar uncles, and maybe clear my tangled mind.

That’s how I planned to spend the day.

“…”

“…”

…So why is she here?

In the middle of the market, my eyes locked with Cheongwol’s, and I froze.

She was the same.

Blinking in surprise at the unexpected encounter, she stared at me.

Around her, people were chatting, laughing, and trying to curry her favor.

“Lady Cheongwol! Come try a snack!”

“My lady! The hairpin you agreed to take last time is ready! This way!”

“How can someone be so beautiful…”

But Cheongwol seemed deaf to the noise, her gaze fixed solely on me.

Like a starving bear spotting prey.

I rolled my eyes nervously.

As she stared, the crowd’s attention naturally shifted to me.

The beggar uncles.

The shopkeepers.

The fans fawning over her.

All turned, eyeing me strangely.


Cold sweat trickled down my nape.

Then it happened.

Cheongwol slowly raised her hand, as if to greet me.

—Whoosh!

I reflexively turned my head.

Pretending I hadn’t seen her, I quickened my pace through the market alleys.

Hey, you crazy woman!

How many times have I said I don’t want to get involved with martial artists!

Especially you!

The more I got entangled with her, the more I felt dragged into the abyss.

It’s not even about her being one of the Demonic Cult’s Seven Heavens anymore. If the Central Plains learned I was close with Emei’s Millenium Flower, what would happen to me?

Endless trouble would pile up, and the martial world I’d worked so hard to avoid would be right in my face.

I clutched my aching head and hurried my steps.

It’s fine.

It’ll be fine.

…Right?

We made a deal.

No meeting for ten days.

It’s not hard.

She’ll keep it, right?

So, I’ll just ignore her completely.

I walked for a while, heading to the opposite side of the market.

I’d come to buy leather gear or oil for triple-twist ropes, but… I’d do that later.

In this new section, I started looking for ink.

Since Cheongwol barged into my basement, I needed to get serious about studying SM.

This wasn’t a play I could just enjoy and be done with.

I needed to organize my vague ideas—knot techniques, intensity control, whatever came to mind.

I approached a bookseller half-dozing at his stall.

“Uncle Jang. Long time no see. Got any ink? Cheap is fine… Huh?”

A commotion erupted down the street.

Turning, I saw…

“…Thank you. I hope your mother stays healthy…”

…Cheongwol, smiling brightly as usual, chatting with villagers.

About a hundred meters away.

…I thought I’d gotten away, so why is she here?

She didn’t follow me, did she?

I watched her suspiciously, but she didn’t glance my way once.

“Yes, I understand. Thanks to you, my seniors are doing well…”

She didn’t seem to have business with me.

Good.

Maybe she remembered our agreement.

Her being here was probably just a coincidence.

“Seojin. You buying or what?”

The bookseller waved ink at me, urging me on.

“Oh, give it here.”

I rummaged through my pocket, handed over some coins, and turned to put distance between me and Cheongwol.

I’d go buy that oil now.

“What, Seojin’s back?”

The street beggar uncles called out as I returned.

I nodded at them.

“Drink in moderation. You’ve got no coins.”

“If we’re short, you can cover us.”

“That’s why I said moderation! Don’t eat up all my stuff.”

Chuckling at their laughter, I quickened my pace.

I needed to buy what I needed and get out before I got tangled with Cheongwol.

But…

“…My lady! Your words that day really touched me…”

“Every time I see Lady Cheongwol, I tear up… Ugh, so sentimental…”

…Soon, that commotion found me again.

Glancing over, I saw Cheongwol standing not far off.

“Why’s it been so long since you came down!”

“I’ll visit more often. If you welcome me like this, I’ll be happy too.”

“Oh, our Cheongwol’s smile always brightens my day!”

As if bonding with the villagers, her laughing group… for some reason, kept inching closer to me.

I stood frozen in confusion as the distance between us shrank from 100 meters… to 80… to 60… and soon, to about 20 meters.

—Glance.

Only then did Cheongwol flick her eyes at me for a split second before looking away.

That’s when I knew.

…Right. She’s a damn stalker.

Her obsession is insane.

When she wants something, she can’t rest until she gets it.

Ha.

I took a deep breath.

…Today’s gonna be fine, right?

—-

Every time Cheongwol saw Han Seojin, irritation simmered within her.

He ignored her so blatantly, yet treated others casually, even warmly.

“Does this oil really not smell?”

“Lick it! Smell anything? I even ground some flowers in it—smells fragrant, doesn’t it?”

“Oh, really? Then it’s probably fine.”

…He’s like that with others.

So why was he so cold to her, the one who shared his secret?

As if discriminating against her.

She understood he didn’t want to get involved with martial artists.

But was it so hard to even greet her?

How difficult was that?

He laughed and chatted kindly with the whole village, but turned his back on her alone. Wasn’t that more unnatural and awkward?

Besides, she thought they were past the point of awkward greetings.

She’d shown him her tears, bared herself completely.

Lately, he’d been the one lingering in her mind, refusing to leave.

Yet he couldn’t even manage a simple greeting, making her feel like she was the only one invested, which stung.

The situation was so absurd that emotions kept bubbling up inside her.

Honestly, she even felt a flicker of desire for petty revenge.

…And frankly.

Their statuses didn’t match.

She was renowned across the Central Plains, while he was just a former beggar running a leather shop.

If anything, he should be grateful she acknowledged him.

“…Ha.”

Cheongwol kept scoffing.

Maybe her pride was slightly bruised.

And the realization that she was unconsciously measuring people’s worth made her heart uneasy.

“…”

She could just ignore him.

What did it matter what Han Seojin did?

She’d dealt with negative emotions like this for a long time.

Like with her seniors, she could just tune him out.

“Huh? No, that’s too expensive!”

“I told you, the flower essence makes it fragrant!”

“Ugh, fine! Just give me the cheap stuff, even if it stinks!”

“What, acting like a beggar still? You gonna haggle every time you buy?”

…But Cheongwol couldn’t tear her eyes away from him.

Every glimpse of his face brought the basement to mind.

The words he whispered, the hand stroking her hair.

His commanding demeanor, the tightening in her chest—all came rushing back vividly.

Finishing her greetings with the villagers, she naturally approached Han Seojin. Her steps were cautious.

‘…What’s this?’

The closer she got, the faster her heart raced, inexplicably.

As expected, everything felt off when she was involved with him.

Her sense of normalcy always crumbled.

Why was just approaching him making her feel like this?

Close enough now, she wet her lips and spoke:

“Master—”

But before she could finish, Han Seojin shouted:

“—Should’ve done that from the start. Thanks! Sell lots!”

And with a whoosh, he turned and vanished into the market.

Cheongwol stood frozen, staring at his retreating back.

She was so stunned she could barely breathe.

“…Ha.”

A cold laugh escaped her without her realizing.

Fine.

She thought.

Let’s see who wins.

She had to get that greeting to ease this irritation.

—-

Damn it.

Now I’m certain.

Cheongwol is following me.

Like a duckling trailing its mother, she’s tagging along wherever I go.

Does she think she’s sneaky, or is she just shamelessly obvious?

“…”

“…”

…Shamelessly obvious, it seems.

Our eyes just met again.

Dodging her around the market was taking twice as long as usual.

Why?

Why is she following me? It’s creepy!!

We agreed not to acknowledge each other!!

I racked my brain but couldn’t figure out why she was tailing me.

She’s definitely not here to ask for degradation.

Is she trying to mess with me?

That’s the only thing that makes sense.

…Is this revenge for leaving her in the basement?

Or is she monitoring me, worried I’ll pull weird SM stuff on the villagers?

I couldn’t figure it out—

“Han Seojin!”

Someone called my name.

Oh.

Turning, I saw Gayeong.

In my frantic walking, I’d ended up near her shop.

Gayeong was a girl I’d known vaguely since my beggar days.

Not quite a friend… more like an acquaintance?

She’s chubby and not much to look at, but she’s genuinely kind.

She often tossed me food when I was a beggar.

The only daughter of a dumpling shop.

Spotting me, Gayeong started her sales pitch.

“Come eat a dumpling. They’re extra tasty today.”

“…Free?”

“…”

Gayeong just smiled.

As if, you beggar?, her look seemed to say.

Thanks to dodging Cheongwol, I was starving.

I glanced at her.

For some reason, Cheongwol was staring daggers at Gayeong.

I thought for a moment and asked:

“What kind?”

“Just meat dumplings.”

Perfect.

Since Cheongwol, a nun, can’t eat meat, I could avoid her here.

“Alright, give me one.”

“I’ll make it cheap. No freebies.”

Step.

I stood in front of the shop to grab a snack.

…Step.

“…Huh?”

Cheongwol stood right beside me.

The distance we’d maintained was suddenly gone.

“Oh my! Lady Cheongwol!!”

Gayeong gasped, spotting her.


“Uh… uh…”

I was panicking, terrified by her sudden closeness.

Cheongwol flashed Gayeong a charming smile… then whispered to me, just loud enough for me to hear:

‘…Who’s this?’

Her tone was chilling enough to make me wet myself.
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…Who’s this?

Thinking I misheard, I cautiously glanced at Cheongwol.

She wore a radiant smile, gazing at Gayeong as if she’d never spoken to me.

Completely ignoring me.

…If you’re going to ignore me, why get so close?

If you’ve got no business, why follow me around…!

Is she just messing with me?

I mulled over her words.

…Did she really ask who?

Who’s who?

Gayeong?

Is she asking about Gayeong?

Why does she care?

And if she’s curious, can’t she find out herself?

It was all so confusing.

Gayeong clasped her hands awkwardly and spoke first.

“L-Lady Cheongwol. This is our first meeting, right? I’m Gayeong.”

Her warm, friendly nature shone through, her face brimming with excitement.

Probably because she was meeting Emei Mountain’s biggest celebrity.

Cheongwol responded, slipping back into her mask.

“I rarely come down from the main sect, so it’s late for us to cross paths. I’m embarrassed. The Emei Sect always benefits from the village’s support…”

That smile and demeanor had fooled me too.

I thought someone like this couldn’t be plagued by inner demons.

If I’d known, I’d have been more cautious on the back mountain.

…But it turned out, it was all a facade.

Unaware, Gayeong replied brightly.

“No, no!! You’re busy training, so it’s understandable! Plus, our dumplings have meat, so…”

“Thank you for understanding.”

“O-Of course!”

Gayeong then turned to me and shouted:

“Han Seojin!”

Cheongwol’s body stiffened slightly.

“Here, I’ll give you twenty coins. Go buy a snack for Lady Cheongwol as a gift.”

“…”

“Hurry!”

What am I, a servant?

I reached for the coins Gayeong was fumbling for…

—Smack!

Cheongwol grabbed Gayeong’s hand, stopping her.

“I appreciate the thought. I only stopped by to make a connection, not because I’m hungry. I have to eat back at the sect later, so a snack now would be a bit much.”

“Oh, oh! I see. I got carried away… I love eating, so I thought you’d like it too…”

“Let’s have some yakgwa together next time. And please take care of this young master first…”

…Young master?

Some young master. Where was this formality when she was snapping at me?

Gayeong seemed to share my thoughts, exclaiming:

“Y-Young master?! He’s just… just treat him casually! He’s not someone Lady Cheongwol should lower herself for!”

Cheongwol glanced at me then.

After pursing her lips, she asked:

“…You two seem close.”

A bad feeling told me I needed to cut this conversation short.

“Gayeong, just give me my dumpling. I’m busy.”

“Oh, right!”

Gayeong apologized to Cheongwol and turned to the steamer.

“…”

“…”

Cheongwol and I were left alone.

A strange silence hung between us.

Having her stand so close made my stomach churn.

Part of me wanted to skip the dumpling and leave.

But if I did, Gayeong would notice something was up between us.

“…Master.”

Seizing the moment, Cheongwol whispered low again.

“…Not going to answer my question?”

I accepted I couldn’t avoid her and replied:

“…W-What question…”

“…I asked who she is.”

What kind of question is that?

“G-Gayeong? D-Didn’t you hear her introduce herself?”

“…”

But Cheongwol still looked unsatisfied, her expression stiff.

She pressed on:

“…Why did you avoid me?”

I wanted to ask her the same thing.

“…On the contrary, have you forgotten our agreement? Not to meet for ten days…!”

“…I didn’t come to you. We just ran into each other at the market. Or are you saying I should avoid you? If you climb Emei Mountain, should I flee the sect?”

…Don’t twist my words, you!

You know you’re spouting nonsense!

“…And why ignore me?”

She didn’t hide her displeasure.


Unlike in the basement, where her wide, anxious eyes glistened with tears.

Now, her eyes were narrowed, sharp, and cold.

The same look I saw on the back mountain, at that slaughter scene.

Does the setting matter this much?

Like meeting a teacher in a classroom versus a restaurant.

Or a military superior inside versus outside the base.

Seeing Cheongwol in the basement versus outside felt worlds apart.

Here, she was an untamed beast, unleashed.

…Terrifying.

“…You’re all smiles with other villagers, so why treat me like this? Didn’t it cross your mind that your blatant ignoring might upset me?”

“…Were you upset?”

Cheongwol let out a cold laugh.

“…A former beggar ignoring me? Of course I’m upset.”

…Wow.

Listen to her talk.

Was she provoking me on purpose, or does she really feel that way?

“…Is it okay for an Emei Sect nun to say such things?”

“…”

Cheongwol turned her head, unwilling to answer.

I scratched my head.

Then sighed.

Fine. I’m the idiot.

Trying to avoid one problem, I’ve landed in a bigger one.

What’s so hard about a greeting?

I looked directly at Cheongwol.

She visibly flinched, pulling back.

“…What are you—”

I clasped my hands in a formal gesture and said:

“I greet Lady Cheongwol. Thank you for your constant efforts.”

…There. Happy?

—-

“I greet Lady Cheongwol. Thank you for your constant efforts.”

The greeting she’d so desperately wanted came out so anticlimactically.

But it didn’t ease her heart.

Why?

…Was it because the greeting was too stiff?

As soon as it was over, Han Seojin acted like nothing happened, waiting for his dumpling.

Gayeong chirped cheerfully:

“Han Seojin, just in case, don’t get any weird ideas about Lady Cheongwol. That alone would be rude.”

“Just give me my dumpling. Stop talking nonsense.”

“Oh, right. By the way, those leather gloves you made last time are all…”

Han Seojin and Gayeong slipped into their own conversation.

Cheongwol watched quietly from the side.

“…”

…What’s this?

She couldn’t pinpoint the strange frustration bubbling inside her.

She’d gotten the greeting she wanted.

There shouldn’t be anything awkward left.

If negative emotions lingered, she could do what she always did with her seniors—ignore it and move on.

But her feet wouldn’t budge.

She had no reason to stay, yet she kept watching Han Seojin and Gayeong talk.

It felt like their world was separate from hers.

…That familiar, lonely feeling.

Her master had said exceptional people were destined to be lonely.

“…”

Normally, she might’ve accepted it.

But today, strangely, she didn’t want to.

As she stood there, Han Seojin belatedly asked:

“…Lady, is there something you need?”

…In other words, why are you still here?

Cheongwol tried to reply calmly, but her voice came out petulant even to her.

“…It’s not something you need to concern yourself with.”

…In other words, I don’t know. But I don’t want to leave.

Standing there aimlessly felt odd, so she turned, pretending to people-watch.

She glanced at passersby, looked up at the sky, and nodded at those who met her eyes.

But her attention was entirely on Han Seojin.

Suddenly, her conversation with her master came to mind.

‘…What makes someone a friend?’

‘Someone you enjoy being with… isn’t that a friend?’

“…”

She stole a glance at Han Seojin.

His presence wasn’t exactly pleasant. She was annoyed right now.

Probably not a friend…

‘Cheongwol. It’s not my place to say, but… the first step to making friends is doing things the other person enjoys. Think about what they like and be considerate.’

“Here. Eat.”

Gayeong brought out the dumpling.

Han Seojin, after a cautious glance, began munching eagerly.

Cheongwol twisted her hair, mustered her courage, and whispered to him.

She didn’t want to, but the words slipped out.

“…I’ll pay for that.”

“Cough!!”

Han Seojin choked on his dumpling.

“Eek!”

Gayeong yelped.

Bits of food sprayed everywhere.

Apologizing with a raised hand, Han Seojin hurriedly wiped up the mess.

Cheongwol frowned.

Was it that shocking?

She’d noticed he seemed stingy all day and just wanted to help.

Without looking up, Han Seojin said:

“W-Why would you pay for this, my lady? We’re not, uh, that close.”

“…”

“P-Plus, this is meat. Buying it might be a bit… ethically…”

“…”

He wasn’t wrong, but a spark of anger flared again.

Something felt unresolved.

She waited for him to finish the dumpling.

Then he’d have to move… and she could subtly follow, pretending otherwise.

“…”

Cheongwol didn’t understand herself.

What did she want?

Even she didn’t know.

But in the basement, being near him often eased this frustration.

Hoping for the same now, she stayed by his side.

Han Seojin finished his dumpling.

She glanced at him.

He did the same.

No words, but a strange game of wits had begun.

Then, Han Seojin, who’d been watching her, said:

“Ah… T-The dumpling’s good. Give me another.”

“Sure.”

As Gayeong turned, he asked:

“…My lady, are you really not leaving?”

Cheongwol replied:

“…I said it’s not your concern.”

—-

After shoving three dumplings in my mouth and ordering more to stall, I realized.

Cheongwol has no intention of leaving.

She’s just lingering awkwardly by my side.

I couldn’t figure out what she wanted.

She wouldn’t tell me even when I asked.

The problem was, the longer I stalled, the worse her expression got.

She’d just been standing there, but now she was making “ha, hmph, huff” noises, practically screaming “I’m mad.”

…So why are you mad?

What do I need to do…!

“…My lady, are you upset about something?”

Cheongwol used formal speech when Gayeong was listening, informal otherwise.

Right now, Gayeong was watching.

“…Me? Why would I be?”

“…”

Her odd attitude finally made Gayeong sense something, and she gave me a look.

I don’t know what you did, but apologize!, it said.

Staring at two more dumplings in front of me, I made a decision.

No matter how many I stuffed down to buy time, nothing would change.

“…Gayeong, wrap these to go.”

“For the uncles?”

“…Yeah.”

“I’ll throw in one for free then.”

With three dumplings in hand, I left Gayeong’s shop.

—Step…

And only then did Cheongwol, who’d been frozen, follow me.

I knew she was tailing me.

I rushed through the market.

Grabbing all the items I needed, I headed home.

The whole time, Cheongwol kept following.

Might as well announce it to the whole town…

…I wanted to cry.

“…You talk so casually with Lady Gayeong?”

Maintaining a steady distance, she’d ask whenever no one was watching.

“…We’ve known each other a long time.”

I kept deflecting, hoping she’d give up.

“…I’ve known you a long time too.”

“You only knew of me, not even my name, didn’t you, my lady…?”

“…”

At the market’s edge, I finally turned to face Cheongwol.

As I fully confronted her, she hesitated.

“My lady, what do you want?”

“…Huh?”

“Speak clearly. You’ve been following me all day—what is this?”

It’s scary, but if I don’t settle this, it’ll drag on.

Her expression was a sight.

Blinking anxiously, lips twitching, shifting from anger to confusion…

Silent, but loud.

Finally, she pointed at the dumplings in my hand.

“…You said you’re giving those to the beggars.”

“…Yes.”

They were just to stall, but since that didn’t work, I’d give them to the uncles.

She hesitated, then asked:

“…Why didn’t you offer me one?”

“…Pardon?”

“I was right there the whole time.”

“How could you eat these, my lady? They’re meat.”

She raised her voice, incredulous.

“Emei forbids killing, not eating meat!”

Oh, really?

I didn’t know.

So she was mad because I ate them tastily beside her without offering?

…Then buy your own! You’re not Uncle Gwak Du—

No.

Stay calm.

Lose control, and I’m dead.

I keep forgetting—she’s Cheongwol.

She’ll become one of the Demonic Cult’s Seven Heavens, killing tens of thousands.

She’s already a murderer.

Let’s rethink.

Right, she even offered to buy me a dumpling.

I was the one just eating.

Of course she’d be upset.

She followed me because she wanted a dumpling.

No reason I can’t share.

She continued:

“No greeting. Ignoring me. And now not even offering a bite to the person next to you?”

“…Then would you like to try a dumpling—”

“—I don’t eat meat!”

Screaming, Cheongwol abruptly turned and stormed off.

I watched her retreating back.

“…”

My fists clenched tight.


…Really.

A sudden thought hit me.

…Just come to the basement.

—

This translation captures the original’s mix of humor, tension, and R18+ undertones, with Cheongwol’s irrational frustration and Han Seojin’s exasperated attempts to navigate her unpredictable behavior. The market’s lively backdrop and the subtle power dynamics of their relationship—tinged with danger and unspoken desire—are preserved. If you need further translations, specific adjustments, or additional chapters, let me know!



 
  Chapter 23: Friends (5)


In the lavish tavern Drunken Cloud Tower (Chwiyunlu), where martial artists and merchants from Sichuan endlessly gathered.

Deep underground, in a sealed chamber cut off from the world.

Beneath a heavy lantern, the Sichuan branch leader of the Hao Clan, Jin Gon, carefully unfurled a piece of cloth.

“South Ridge Valley, Emei Mountain. Twenty bodies discovered.”

All eyes turned to Jin Gon.

“Multiple signs of dismemberment and mutilation. Traces of deliberate slaughter.”

Across the table, deputy Wei Chang furrowed his brow deeply.

“…On Emei Mountain?”

“Normally, I wouldn’t care about some backwoods massacre… but something smells off, doesn’t it?”

No one explained, but they all thought of the same possibility.

“…Someone’s inner demons?”

The Hao Clan was, by nature, a group that thrived on the most provocative possibilities.

Jin Gon smiled at Wei Chang’s words.

“That’d be ideal. It’d make for expensive information.”

The odds of being wrong were higher, but verification was essential.

Sliding the cloth across the table with his fingertips, Jin Gon continued:

“Wei Chang.”

Wei Chang rose slowly, clasping his hands in a salute.

“I await your command.”

“Stay in the village near Boguk Temple at the foot of Emei Mountain and investigate. Confirm it yourself. Especially—”

“—First-generation disciple Soyun and second-generation disciple Cheongwol.”

“…Yes. Keep a close eye on those two.”

—-

“…Cheongwol, you say?”

Soyun couldn’t hide her complex emotions at Master Muyue’s words.

Muyue had already told her about Cheongwol’s inner demons, the traces of the Extinction Sword seen that day, and the numerous bodies.

Having learned the truth, Soyun was still struggling to process it.

After a stifled silence, she cautiously asked:

“…Then, what should we… do?”

Muyue shook her head.

“…I don’t know. If inner demons were so easily cast off, they wouldn’t be called inner demons.”

“…”

Soyun lowered her head.

Then, she looked at Cheongwol, training diligently in the distance.

As always, her posture was flawless, her energy clear and resolute.

The idea that she had slaughtered dozens of bandits and was consumed by inner demons was almost impossible to believe.

Since she was ten, a little girl fresh to the sect, Soyun had watched over her.

Memories of training together, laughing together, and sharing time flooded her mind.

Watching the graceful arcs of Cheongwol’s techniques, Soyun spoke with difficulty:

“But, Jangmunin… to call it inner demons, lately Cheongwol’s—”

“—I know. She’s been growing at an astonishing rate recently. As if she’s gained some enlightenment.”

Muyue inhaled calmly, closing her eyes briefly.

At least for now, Cheongwol seemed stable.

Knowing how precarious that calm was, Muyue couldn’t help but swallow a breath of relief.

Regaining her composure, she asked cautiously:

“Soyun. Have you noticed anything unusual about her lately? Has she changed?”

“…”

Soyun searched her memory.

“…She’s been distracted often, lost in thought. Struggling to focus…”

Trailing off, something occurred to her.

“…Oh, she mentioned friends.”

“…Friends?”

“She asked what makes someone a friend. If it’s okay to be with a friend often.”

It was a topic that only deepened Muyue’s confusion.

Friends.

Could they be soothing the darkness within her?

It wouldn’t be her seniors.

…The Poison Phoenix? But they rarely met.

It seemed Cheongwol had made a new friend, one even Muyue didn’t know about.

“…”

…But what if that friend was pulling her deeper into darkness?

Like a child left by the water’s edge, everything about Cheongwol felt precarious.

Especially after learning of her inner demons.

She tried to shake off the ominous thoughts, but it wasn’t easy.

“…Soyun.”

Without taking her eyes off Cheongwol, Muyue spoke low.

“Let’s keep watch over her.”

The word “watch” carried a meaning beyond simple observation.

Soyun understood and nodded quietly.

Then, as if recalling something, Muyue added:

“Oh, by the way.”

Soyun listened attentively.

“Prepare to receive guests.”

“Guests?”

Muyue nodded.

“The Sichua Tang Clan is coming.”

—-

Two days had passed since the market, and Cheongwol’s frustration hadn’t eased.

The more she replayed her encounter with Han Seojin, the hotter her face burned.


No matter how she tried to forget, the memories surged like waves, crushing her.

‘I don’t eat meat!’

—Stomp! Stomp!

Feeling foolish for her outburst, she stomped the ground in frustration.

Why had she reacted so emotionally?

Why had she been so irritable over every little thing?

Why was she so annoyed?

…And why, despite it all, did she keep thinking about him?

Two days since the market.

Four more days, and she could visit his basement.

But after that day, something felt off.

Their meeting ended like a fight.

Turning her back like that, yet planning to visit his basement again, felt strange.

“…”

…She’d go anyway.

Lately, her swordsmanship had noticeably smoothed out.

Her master and the Jangmunin had consistently praised her.

The liberation she tasted in the basement, the fleeting escape from all repression, was undeniably pushing her forward.

It was a stark contrast to the past year, when she’d felt stuck.

Her swordsmanship, body, and mind were improving, bit by bit. She felt it herself.

…If only her thoughts weren’t so cluttered.

She was annoyed at herself for constantly thinking of Han Seojin.

Why him, of all people?

Why that kind of person?

He was probably living carefree right now.

While she wrestled with irritation, he likely hadn’t spared her a single thought.

…That made her oddly upset.

“…Ha.”

Sighing and about to swing her sword again—

“Sago!”

A youthful voice rang out, and a young girl came running.

“…Honghwa.”

Honghwa was Hye-yul’s disciple.

Lately, Cheongwol’s relationship with her senior, Hye-yul, had been strained.

It was never great, but since slapping Baekhee, the air had been heavy.

She couldn’t show that in front of this oblivious child, though.

“Sago, have some water! You’re training hard today too?”

Cheongwol forced a faint smile and patted Honghwa’s head.

She took the water and drank.

“Thanks, Honghwa. Yeah, training has to be consistent.”

“I want to be like you someday, Sago!”

“…”

…Like me?

She swallowed a bitter smile.

…You wouldn’t want that.

Truth is, I’m struggling too.

Suppressing those words, she gently rubbed Honghwa’s shoulder.

“Anything tough lately?”

“Nope!”

“Good. Then I’ll get going—”

“Oh, right, Sago! Why are you always so popular?”

“…”

The child’s bouncy energy shifted the conversation.

Her training time was interrupted, but Cheongwol smiled again.

“Popular?”

“I saw you at the market the other day! The whole village practically fainted when you passed by!”

With a swoon, Honghwa mimicked fainting.

“…I’m just grateful they like me. If you work hard, you’ll—”

“Oh! But you need to watch out for that guy!”

Cheongwol, pondering how to end the talk, replied:

“…Who?”

“The leather shop uncle!”

At that, Cheongwol’s ears perked up.

The annoyance Honghwa had caused vanished instantly.

“…The leather shop uncle?”

“Yeah! He’s creepy, so be careful!”

Cheongwol frowned slightly.

Creepy?

“…Does he do weird stuff to you too?”

“…To us too?”

“Oh, no. To you.”

“No? He’s nice to us.”

“…? Then what’s creepy…”

Giggling, Honghwa whispered like sharing a secret:

“…That uncle! He’s creepily obsessed with you, Sago!”

“…Huh?”

Cheongwol nearly lost her balance.

She slowly grabbed Honghwa’s arms and asked:

“…What do you mean?”

“When I go to the leather shop for errands, he always asks about you!”

“…About me?”

“Yeah! Like, ‘Did you come with Lady Cheongwol?’ or ‘Is Lady Cheongwol coming down later?’ He never asks about anyone else!”

Cheongwol blinked at the information.

His constant pushing away, his behavior at the market, his talk of avoiding martial artists—it all screamed indifference.

“And you can tell by his face! He’s totally smitten with you, Sago! Go tell him to snap out of it later!”

…Was he secretly curious about her all along?

A voice echoed in her mind.

‘You’re beautiful, Cheongwol.’

“…Ah.”

She quickly covered her mouth in front of Honghwa.

Her lips kept trying to curl upward.

“…I see. Right. I’ll go… tell him to snap out of it.”

“…Don’t be too harsh, or he’ll get hurt. Just enough!”

“I understand.”

Sending Honghwa off, Cheongwol gathered her thoughts and picked up her sword.

“…Ha.”

Soft chuckles kept escaping.

For some reason, her sword felt lighter than before.

—-

“…Damn bitch.”

Thanks to Cheongwol’s infuriating attention at the market, my peace was shattered.

Every auntie and uncle visiting my shop asked:

…You know Lady Cheongwol?

Even Uncle Gwak Du hinted:

…You’re acquainted with Lady Cheongwol?

Soon, everyone will know.

—Thud.

I set down the triple-twist rope I was braiding and sighed heavily.

Ugh.

Does she know how hard it is to act like we don’t know each other, only to make it so obvious at the market!

Things keep spiraling.

The more I’m tied to Cheongwol, the worse it gets.

If we have to be linked, it’s better if the Central Plains doesn’t know.

…Why do I feel like I’m being dragged into the martial world?

Knowing this, yet being powerless, feels suffocating.

…So what choice do I have?

Revenge, you bitch.

If I can’t do anything else, I’ll at least see you cry.

That might ease my heart.

You’re the one who wanted this in the first place, aren’t you?

…Will she even come?

Coming back after parting like that doesn’t seem sane.

“…”

…But now, I’m waiting for her.

I never imagined I’d feel this way.

Honestly, compared to my dull routine… getting a taste of the SM I’d dreamed of, even in this form, is thrilling.


My desire for revenge is burning stronger than ever.

…And I’m ready to try plays I hadn’t planned to.

“Phew.”

I let out a long sigh and placed the rope over the candle.

Crackle, crackle, the sound of the rope’s frayed ends burning echoed in my ears.



 
  Chapter 24: Bondage (1)


Bondage.

In other words, restraint play.

It’s often considered the crown jewel of SM play.

There are many ways to restrain a person’s body.

Handcuffs, shackles, tape… and so on.

But the pinnacle is always one thing.

Rope.

Perhaps rope is the most popular because it’s the most versatile tool.

With a single 3-to-4-meter rope, you can suspend a person in the air.

You can fix them in humiliating positions or manipulate them by pulling the rope.

Yet, bondage often evokes strong aversion in those unfamiliar with SM.

Tying someone up with rope? And getting excited by it?

Isn’t that just irrational perversion?

…Well, it’s perverse, sure, but if you isolate restraint from the rope, it’s actually a mainstream concept.

Scenes of someone stuck in a wall, unable to pass through with their hips, pulled from behind.

Foreign adult videos with roleplays of being “stuck” in a giant washing machine, struggling.

Or getting caught in a window frame or an elevator.

Add to that tentacle play or time-stop scenarios.

At their core, they all tap into the instinctual excitement of an immobilized person.

So, SM bondage isn’t entirely alien to everyone.

The issue, ultimately, is the rope.

Rope feels unfamiliar and off-putting.

If that’s the case, why not use less intimidating equipment? Why rope?

…Because you haven’t seen it done by experts!

Depending on the knot, a well-tied rope can accentuate the body like shapewear.

The waist cinched tight. The hips and chest emphasized. The neck appearing more delicate…

…Anyway.

I, too, have expectations for bondage.

Preparing the rope while thinking of Cheongwol…

…I couldn’t help but wonder how she’d react, unable to move after acting so recklessly.

What expression would she wear enduring that humiliation?

Just wait, Cheongwol.

Moreover, bondage often involves positions that expose the groin in degrading ways.

Could I do that to Cheongwol? …Just imagining it feels like revenge.

But that’s where the fun ends.

The rest is my homework.

Making SM-grade rope requires a lot of preparation.

Triple-twist rope is naturally rough, unsuitable for skin contact.

It can easily tear or irritate the skin.

It’s also stiffer than expected, prone to pinching during tying.

So, preparing SM rope involves essential steps.

First: Boil it.

I had to trek to the back mountain, chop firewood, and boil the rope in water.

When the water turns brown, I rinse the rope in running water and dry it.

To prevent shrinking, I hung a heavy weight on the end while drying.

This took about a day.

Second: Oil it.

The oil I bought at the market comes in here.

Not soaking, but rubbing oil into the rope by hand, like applying lotion, up and down.

A 3-to-4-meter rope takes time, especially since it has to be meticulous.

Third: Burn off the frays.

The final step.

A single thorn in a sock can be irritating; with rope touching unknown parts of the body, all stray fibers must be removed.

Once complete, the rope becomes unbelievably soft, hardly recognizable as rope.

It’s the result of immense effort.

…No wonder they say SM is the sadist serving the masochist.

It’s fine, though.

The reward awaits me.

I’m curious.

What expression will Cheongwol make when I render her immobile?

Can she stay still, legs spread, in front of me?

“…Hm.”

…Thinking about it, I’ll need some buildup.

If I tie her up recklessly, she won’t accept it.

I need to set a trap.

—-

Many masochists are perfectionists.

This is why a notable number of high-status individuals exhibit masochistic tendencies.

Success inevitably brings pain and hardship.

Masochists endure this process beyond what’s necessary.

That doesn’t mean they don’t feel pain.

Their obsession with perfection torments them endlessly.

They can’t tolerate the slightest mistake and never praise themselves, no matter their achievements.

Even without fault, they feel lacking, relentlessly driving themselves toward an unattainable ideal.

They become their own harshest torturers.

Over time, their pain deepens.

The pressure of the gap between reality and ideals.

The anxiety and doubt that consume them if they slip.

The despair and self-loathing of never reaching their goal.


The ceaseless self-criticism.

It’s like carrying an endless burden.

Only one existence can relieve this burden.

The sadist.

The masochist’s chosen dominator.

They hand the whip of self-torture to the sadist.

Instead of pursuing their own perfection, they strive to meet the sadist’s standards.

Rather than judging and punishing themselves, they surrender wholly to the dominator’s commands.

In this process, the masochist finally lets go of themselves.

A moment where perfection isn’t required.

Permission to stop stabbing themselves.

This liberation, granted through domination, delivers a profound shock and satisfaction that sexual orgasm from penetration or thrusting can’t explain.

They’re freed from the lifelong torment gnawing at them, with the sadist’s help.

In this moment of liberation, their suppressed sexual desire, buried under survival instincts, slowly reawakens.

.

.

.

“…Was that it?”

Before setting Cheongwol’s trap, I was writing a book in the basement.

As I delved deeper into SM, I needed to organize the information floating in my head.

No smartphones or books here… if I live thoughtlessly, I’ll forget crucial details someday.

It’s a bit embarrassing for a sadist like me to write this, but I can’t not write it.

I’m not sure if what I’m noting is correct.

SM theories vary widely; it’s hard to definitively say what’s right or wrong.

Still, among the texts I read in the past, this one struck me as the most plausible, lingering strongly in my memory.

…But now, I can’t help but scoff a bit.

…Is Cheongwol really in this psychological state?

I know theories are just theories, but with Cheongwol, this one feels especially off.

Maybe it’s because the horrific image of her future… no, the horrific scene I saw on the back mountain lingers in my mind.

Would a perfectionist kill like that?

…It doesn’t add up.

Or was she driven to that extreme?

The word “sexual desire” feels utterly mismatched with her.

Minus the killing, she’s practically a monk.

I’m not even sure she likes people.

My thoughts spiraled, but no answers emerged.

I skipped the complex parts and flipped to the previous page.

Reviewing the knot techniques I’d sketched, I mentally simulated their practicality.

Writing this book also dredged up long-dormant memories of various plays.

“…Tch.”

The downside is that the tools for those plays aren’t made of leather.

Ring gags to keep the mouth open, collar locks… all require metal.

A distant thought, but… could I get my hands on such tools someday?

I grew curious.

—-

Cheongwol took a deep breath.

Amid the scent of green trees and flowers, an alien fragrance pierced through.

Those with deep inner energy sensed it first, naturally adjusting their postures.

Moving with them, Cheongwol realized she surpassed some first-generation disciples.

Riding the breeze, the sharp scent of herbs and heavy metallic tang.

The aura of poison and iron, emblematic of the Sichuan Tang Clan.

“They’re here.”

At Muyue’s whisper, the Emei disciples swiftly aligned their formation.

As they took their positions, the watching villagers raised their voices in anticipation.

Soon, the sound of footsteps and creaking carts followed.

Green flags began to appear, one by one.

In their center, bold black calligraphy.

Tang (唐).

The sight confirmed the Sichuan Tang Clan’s arrival, and Cheongwol sighed.

She didn’t need experience to know.

The next few days would be troublesome.

Leading the group was a tall young man, his black hair neatly tied and secured with a red leather band.

The second child and eldest son of the Tang Clan, Tang Ji-un.

Facing Muyue, he dismounted and saluted alone.

Muyue nodded, and he led his group forward.

At a set distance, the carts stopped.

Several figures disembarked.

Among them was the Poison Phoenix, Tang Soran.

Cheongwol quietly clicked her tongue at her presence.

Finally, another figure stepped down.

A middle-aged man with black hair streaked with white, tied like Tang Ji-un’s.

A seemingly ordinary build.

But the aura surrounding him was far from ordinary.

A pale left eye, lips set in a cold line.

Villagers seeing him for the first time swallowed hard at his dangerous presence.

Yet, spotting Muyue, the man unexpectedly offered a gentle smile.

A smile unthinkable from his icy appearance.

Descending the cart, he faced Muyue, clasped his hands, and bowed softly.

“In awe of the Emei Sect’s hospitality, the finest sect under heaven, I, Tang Jeok-cheon, head of the Sichuan Tang Clan, bring my kin to pay respects.”

The Tang Clan members saluted in unison.

Their synchronized precision sent an intimidating wave through the surroundings.

A few villagers, caught up, clapped before sheepishly stopping.

Muyue returned a graceful salute.

“You’ve endured a long journey. The Emei Sect warmly welcomes Sichuan’s finest clan.”

The Emei nuns saluted in sync with Muyue.

Only then did the crowd offer smiles and cheers, blessing the meeting.

The stiff atmosphere gradually softened.

Tang Jeok-cheon approached Muyue and spoke.

“Are you well? You seem even more beautiful.”

“Your slick tongue seems to have deepened with time.”

Laughter passed between them.

Tang Jeok-cheon exchanged brief words with the elders, greeted Soyun, the top first-generation disciple, and finally smiled at Cheongwol.

“…Millenium Flower.”

Meant as praise, but to Cheongwol, even that felt burdensome.

“Have you been well?”

Cheongwol blinked gracefully.

“Our Soran missed you. I hope you’ll look after her during this visit.”

Cheongwol paused, then replied quietly:

“…Yes. I’ll do my best.”

As expected, hearing this, Tang Soran stepped forward.

—

“…Wow…”

Hidden in the crowd, I watched Cheongwol and Tang Soran’s meeting.

Was it today?

I knew the Sichuan Tang Clan would visit Emei Mountain someday.

A major event unfolds during their meeting.

Cheongwol’s inner demons drastically worsen.

I’d lived my life vowing to avoid her from this moment onward.

…My mistake was not knowing she was already afflicted.

But it’s not certain yet.

I’m not sure if this visit triggers that event or if it happens during a later Tang Clan visit.

Please, let it not be this time.

I’m already tangled up with Cheongwol!

I looked at the crowd again.

This was my first time seeing Tang Soran in person.

A martial artist who earned the title of Phoenix at the Dragon-Phoenix Tournament, a prestigious event for rising stars.

In other words, this era’s phoenix.

Her future may differ, but for now, she outshines Cheongwol.

Neither tall nor short.

Slender yet balanced, her flexibility evident even from afar.

Smooth, pale skin that seemed untouched by the sun’s warmth.

Her black hair, faintly tinged with green, was neatly trimmed to her nape, its ends swaying softly in the breeze.

Her almond-shaped eyes gave a relaxed impression, but the pupils beneath gleamed as they fixed on Cheongwol.

The moment she saw Cheongwol, she offered a gentle smile.

Deep dimples formed on both cheeks.

As expected of this world’s protagonists and supporting characters…

…She was absurdly beautiful.

The moment I thought that, Cheongwol suddenly looked my way.

I ducked, hiding from her.

‘Look here, Wol-ah.’

At the slow, gentle, almost seductive voice, Cheongwol shifted her gaze back to her.

As a Dragon-Phoenix Tournament participant, Tang Soran was older than Cheongwol.

By my possessed body’s age, she’s older than me.

Cheongwol is twenty. I’m about twenty-two. Tang Soran is twenty-four.

‘Been well?’

Tang Soran greeted Cheongwol with the cozy air of an eldest daughter.

But Cheongwol’s expression wasn’t remotely pleased.

I watched their meeting from afar, sweating coldly.

Even if I try to ignore martial artists, witnessing such a nerve-wracking clash makes me tense.

I knew.

The supporting character Cheongwol chases and kills over a hundred miles in the future… is none other than this Poison Phoenix, Tang Soran.

Their bad blood might already be building.

There was no helping it.

Both were rising stars of their sects, unable to reach the martial world’s pinnacle without surpassing the other.

Right now, an unspoken battle of wits was likely unfolding.

…Maybe that’s why watching them felt so poignant.

I even felt an unwarranted pity for Tang Soran.

I want to tell her to stay away from Cheongwol, but I can’t.

…Watching their conversation, I kept getting scared.

Please.

This isn’t the event, right…?

If it is, forget bondage—I’m running—

‘—Wol-ah. Want to have a spar?’

“…Ah.”

…It is.

The spar where Cheongwol breaks down is happening now.


‘A spar?’

As Cheongwol replied coldly…

“…Haa…”

…I let out a deep sigh.

…Will I really be free from the hysteria of a broken Cheongwol?



 
  Chapter 25: Bondage (2)


“A spar?”

Cheongwol’s response came with a slight pause, but outwardly, she spoke as calmly as possible.

Tang Soran nodded, her refined eyes curving with a gentle smile.

“Yes, a spar. To see how much we’ve both grown.”

“…”

Her words were soft, the kind anyone might take as a friendly suggestion.

But Cheongwol could sense it.

The faint intent glinting in Tang Soran’s half-open eyes.

She could read it so clearly because, for years, she’d been just as conscious of Tang Soran in a similar way.

And as always, Tang Soran’s intentions were more blatant than her own.

Her goal, as ever, was to prove something.

Who was stronger.

Who was superior.

Who was greater.

Who deserved to be loved by the masses.

This time was no different.

She aimed to crush Cheongwol to show she still stood above.

To confirm this, Cheongwol said:

“…Once we return to the Emei Sect, we could—”

“—Emei is a women-only zone. Wouldn’t our Tang Clan members and the villagers here want to watch?”

“…You mean in front of everyone?”

“Not right away. How about tomorrow or the day after?”

See?

If Tang Soran thought she might lose, she wouldn’t have suggested this.

The spar’s outcome would be seen by all, and soon, everyone would whisper.

The village beggars, the hidden Hao Clan operatives—they’d spread the news far and wide.

“And just sparring is boring… let’s make a bet.”

“…A bet?”

“If you win… fine. I’ll hand over the Phoenix title.”

Tang Jeok-cheon, startled, looked at his daughter.

“Soran, that’s too much…”

“I can’t exactly give up the Dragon title, which isn’t mine. If she beats me… Wol-ah will truly be the Phoenix, won’t she?”

“…”

Cheongwol couldn’t deny the offer was tempting.

Even in this infuriating moment, she could imagine the Jangmunin’s smile if she claimed the Phoenix title.

“…And if I lose?”

Tang Soran smiled.

“My brother, Ji-un, wants to get to know you. How about showing him around the village?”

Tang Ji-un saluted from behind.

Though Tang Soran’s stake was far higher, Cheongwol’s blood boiled.

It felt like an insult.

“…I’m not a courtesan. Why should I do that?”

‘You look like a vulgar courtesan, Cheongwol.’

The memory of her degrading display flashed, but she bit her lip, shoving it aside.

Soyun intervened, restraining Cheongwol.

“…Wol-ah, don’t overreact. I’m sure Lady Soran didn’t mean it that way.”

“Right, I didn’t mean it like that. If not an Emei disciple, who’d show someone around Emei Mountain? Besides, it’s not a big deal. My stake is much bigger.”

“…”

But Cheongwol knew.

She was still no match for Tang Soran.

And no wonder—Tang Soran was four years older.

Cheongwol had surpassed countless people four years her senior, but…

At high levels, small differences become vast.

Moreover, the past year, Cheongwol hadn’t progressed—she’d regressed.

Only recently, oddly spurred by thoughts of Han Seojin, had her swordsmanship been praised… but she had no confidence.

While Cheongwol struggled last year, Tang Soran had earned the Poison Phoenix title at the Dragon-Phoenix Tournament.

…Why did she have to spar with someone like that?

“It’ll be exciting to see how Emei’s flower has bloomed.”

Even Tang Jeok-cheon showed interest.

When he looked to Muyue for approval, she glanced at Soyun.

After a brief hesitation, Cheongwol’s master nodded slowly.

“…A spar with a friend can only be beneficial.”

Friend?

Cheongwol silently swallowed a sigh.

This wasn’t that kind of spar.

It was a public demonstration.

She’d lose. She’d get hurt.

And she’d have to show Tang Ji-un around the village.

Behind this seemingly wholesome spar, Tang Soran’s scheme was meticulously laid.

Once word spread that she’d escorted a man around, how much would spiteful tongues wag?

“…”

She hated to admit it, but she was scared.

More than getting hurt, she feared what this fight would take from her.

In the world Cheongwol lived in, a single spar could flip her reputation.

She scanned her surroundings.

“A spar!”

“What luck…! To see the Poison Phoenix’s skills in person!”

“As expected of the Tang Clan’s treasure. She knows what we want.”

The crowd’s reactions already leaned one way.


Heavy expectations poured onto her.

“Lady Cheongwol will surely win. Oh, she ate at my shop, didn’t she?”

…Why assume I’ll win? I have plenty of flaws.

“She’s not Emei’s Millenium Flower for nothing! If Lady Cheongwol had been at the Dragon-Phoenix Tournament… forget Phoenix, she’d have taken the Dragon title!”

How can you be so sure? I’ve bled to stand here.

Why… do you keep pressuring me?

By now, Cheongwol was sick of this burden.

It felt like endless karma. Fulfill one expectation, and the next loomed immediately.

Like trudging through a dark, endless cave.

She looked around slowly.

No one stopped the spar.

No one noticed her burden.

Muyue. Soyun.

Their expressions were gentle, encouraging, as if to say, “Experience is good.”

Her recent clash with the Jangmunin lingered, making it hard to push back.

First-generation disciples.

They watched with interest, none stepping up to shield her.

Some seemed more eager for the Phoenix title than she was.

Seniors.

Their gazes were complex.

Jealousy, envy, and a desire to see her fall.

Third-generation disciples.

Bright, expectant eyes, especially Honghwa’s, shining vividly.

…If I lose here?

How will these gazes change?

Why do they even assume I’ll win?

Why doesn’t anyone…

…stop this fight I don’t want?

Why can’t anyone read her heart?

Was everything she’d risked her life for just entertainment to them?

“…Fine.”

But Cheongwol could say nothing else.

On the surface, it was just a friendly suggestion.

Refusing would only make her the odd one out.

And suddenly…

…Once again, Cheongwol wondered.

…Why was she continuing this life at Emei?

—-

“Agh… agh…”

Sprawled on the floor, staring at the ceiling, I wailed.

Forget running the shop—I didn’t have the energy to stand.

The curse of knowing future disasters.

And I’m caught up in it!!

Cheongwol’s recent focus has definitely included me.

If we’re this close, will I escape unscathed when she breaks?

When she starts to crumble, the first place the sparks will fly is obvious.

Right here.

Front row of the firepit, VIP seat.

—Bang!

Uncle Gwak Du suddenly appeared at the open window and shouted:

“Seojin! Did you hear? Lady Cheongwol and Lady Tang Soran are having a spar! It’s gonna be thrilling—”

“Aghhh… aghhh…”

I continued wailing instead of answering.

“Huh? What’s wrong with you?”

…Your adopted son’s about to die in the script, and you’re this excited?

Cheongwol’s collapse isn’t just about losing or being disappointed.

It’s not an event—it’s a turning point.

Of course, her prior conflicts with the Jangmunin and issues at Emei had built up…

…But in this spar, unable to accept defeat, she unleashes the Extinction Sword.

A sword technique specialized solely for killing.

The venomous resentment and murderous intent dormant in an Emei nun burst forth for all to see.

To use such a technique in a spar, her inner restraint must collapse then and there.

And once broken, that restraint never returns.

The spar is somehow smoothed over, but news of Cheongwol’s inner demons can’t be hidden from the Central Plains.

From then on, she crumbles slowly, inexorably.

With no one to hold her back.

No stopping.

“…”

The spar is set for the day after tomorrow.

And Cheongwol… could come to me starting tonight.

If she visits tonight and we somehow get through this play…

What about after?

How do I handle her after she’s broken?

The uncertainty was maddening.

What do I do?

How do I avoid this disaster?

“…Uncle Gwak Du.”

I muttered suddenly.

He’d entered my house to check on me.

“What?”

“…Can’t you hide me somewhere?”

“…What nonsense is that?”

“No, like… make me disappear, poof! Can’t the Beggars’ Sect do that? Ugh, I should’ve gotten close to the Hao Clan.”

“Hey, what’s wrong with you? Why bring up those Hao Clan bastards in front of me?”

“Beggars are useless. Just taking my coins.”

Uncle Gwak Du, who’d been sneakily fingering my coin pouch, cleared his throat awkwardly and withdrew his hand.

“Well, uh, don’t just lie there. Get out and walk around. The village is buzzing since the Tang Clan men can’t enter Emei’s temple. You might even make a new friend there.”

“…Since when do martial artists befriend commoners? I’d be lucky not to get sneered at.”

But a sudden thought made me spring up.

—Whoosh!

“…W-What? Seriously, what’s with you today?”

“…”

…Now that I think about it.

The spar is coming up, and the Tang Clan is here.

…Will Cheongwol visit my basement?

Wouldn’t it be risky if she got caught? This isn’t the time for SM or anything.

She’ll be busy, right? So she won’t come?

And after she reveals the Extinction Sword, Emei will surely keep her under watch.

…Will she even be able to visit after the spar?

After such an emotional outburst, would she come just for this play?

That makes no sense, right?

Plus, we parted on bad terms.

She doesn’t know how I’ll get my revenge.

“…Huh?”

…She really might not come??

—-

“…Must I do it?”

“…Cheongwol, the agreement is already set.”

“…”

“…Besides, it’s just a spar. There’s no need to resist so much. Without sparring, real combat is harder. What’s so burdensome?”

Cheongwol looked at Muyue.

Desperate to avoid the spar, she’d pleaded with Muyue to cancel it…

But the response was, “What’s so burdensome?”

What’s so burdensome?

…Who placed this burden on her in the first place?

If they hadn’t reconciled that day, this conversation wouldn’t even be happening.

If the leather shop owner hadn’t eased her inner demons a bit, her heart might be sinking deeper into the mire now.

“Isn’t this a meaningless spar?”

“Meaningless? The experience alone helps you grow.”

“If experience matters, why do it in front of people?”

“Likewise, there’s no reason you can’t do it in front of them.”

“…”

“…Wol-ah, we survive thanks to the many who support us. Isn’t it fine to show them something they want to see?”

Feeling her inner demons stir again in this circular talk, Cheongwol…

“…Understood.”

…rose with a curt reply.

At some point, she’d realized.

…Muyue didn’t truly understand her.

She’d resisted accepting it, but lately, she was slowly acknowledging it.

Her master. The first-generation disciples. Her seniors.

Anyone, really.

In the end, the only one who understood her in this world was herself.

It was such a lonely world.

With everyone like this, she sometimes wondered if she was the strange one.

Maybe she was already mad and didn’t realize it.

‘…You’re beautiful, Cheongwol.’

…No.

There was one other strange person.

Someone who’d smile and accept her, no matter how ugly or filthy she became.

The ten-day promise ended today.

But… the Tang Clan was in the village too.


“…”

Cheongwol hesitated, but before she knew it, she was heading toward the leather shop.

She couldn’t explain it herself.

Why, in this turbulent moment…

…was she willingly going to face that humiliation again?
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Early evening.

Outside my shop on the village outskirts, I gazed toward the town center.

The Tang Clan must be holding a banquet; colorful lanterns illuminated the streets.

The village, glowing orange in the sunset’s light, was undeniably beautiful.

Laughter and song echoed richly.

The stage for Cheongwol and Tang Soran’s spar was visible even from here, where Tang Soran was already smiling, charming the crowd.

“Yes! Please look forward to it! Yes! I’ll do my best!”

I couldn’t help but smirk faintly at her crowd-pleasing demeanor.

In a world with little to do, watching this was oddly stress-relieving.

Why not go join them, you ask?

…I’d rather steer clear of martial artists.

Why wade into a sea of Tang Clan members?

I kept watching Tang Soran.

According to the Beggars’ Sect uncles, she falls apart too… but I’m not sure.

How could someone like her be crumbling?

“…”

Then I recalled how Cheongwol hid her inner demons.

Maybe Tang Soran’s good at hiding hers too.

Who knows.

I’m not too worried.

Even if she’s afflicted, Tang Soran overcomes it.

She rises to become one of the protagonist’s most capable allies, opposing the Demonic Cult.

Her real problem is her relationship with Cheongwol.

She dies at Cheongwol’s hands in the distant future.

Fleeing for her life over a hundred miles, only to be hunted down by Cheongwol.

The nickname “Soul-Chasing Demon” wasn’t earned for nothing.

“…Sigh.”

I can’t exactly warn her to avoid Cheongwol.

She seems so kind from afar.

And beautiful.

…Better just turn off my interest.

Caring about those doomed to die only makes my heart ache.

That’s part of why I wanted to distance myself from the martial world.

Still, thinking Cheongwol wouldn’t visit made me feel a bit lighter.

I can’t be certain, but the odds seem low.

Would she really sneak to see me while the Tang Clan’s throwing a banquet?

She’s probably out there, pandering to the crowd.

—Creak, thud.

“Huh?”

A sound made me glance at my shop.

The open door had closed.

Probably the wind.

The noise snapped me out of my thoughts.

Might as well head inside.

No use fretting.

Maybe the freedom from Cheongwol I’d hoped for starts today.

—Creak.

Opening the door and stepping inside…

“Sh—! What the…!”

Holy crap, I nearly collapsed seeing a woman standing in my house.

I couldn’t believe my eyes.

When did she get in?!

My heart pounded, and I was too stunned to speak.

Even breathing felt uncontrollable.

“…L-Lady…?”

At my call, Cheongwol quietly turned her head.

Meeting her half-lidded gaze, I realized she’d actually come.

Her eyes were, as always, terrifying.

Was it because of the spar?

She looked visibly troubled.

Hesitating, I asked the obvious:

“…W-Why are you here…?”

“…”

Cheongwol slowly faced me.

Then took a step closer.

I fought the urge to back away.

Instead, I swallowed hard.

“…Ten days.”

“…Pardon?”

“…The ten days we agreed on. They’re over.”

“…”

“…I’m here for my inner demons, shopkeeper.”

…It’s not about inner demons! This is basically pseudo-sex!

It’s maddening.

The “inner demons” excuse I’d thrown out to survive had backfired.

I can’t take it back now…!

Shouldn’t she realize it herself?

This won’t help her demons, so why keep coming to me…

I steadied my trembling heart with a long silence.


As always, I had to pull myself together.

If I don’t muster courage, I’m dead.

“…The Sichuan Tang Clan is here… I didn’t expect you to come at a time like this.”

“…As I said, my demons have deepened.”

She frowned, clutching her chest as if suffocating.

“…”

That small gesture made her seem, for a moment, pitiable, though I couldn’t say why.

Maybe because I saw her struggling in her own way.

Still, I steeled myself.

A bomb set to explode the day after tomorrow stands before me.

What’s the right thing to do?

…Avoid it for now.

“…What if we get caught like last time? You were so scared when the Beggars’ Sect came.”

“…They’re at the banquet now. Drinking heavily.”

“…”

Failure.

Those uncles are utterly useless.

…No, don’t give up.

Let’s bring up the past again.

Feigning nonchalance, I sat on a nearby chair.

And crossed my legs arrogantly.

Cheongwol briefly scowled at my attitude, but I looked away and said:

“Lady, you remember, don’t you? What happened at the market.”

“…”

“…Are you sure about this? Because of that day, I might be a bit rougher today.”

“…W-What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I’m human too. I have feelings.”

It was somewhat honest.

Hey, you bitch. How dare a masochist act like that to a sadist? You’re in for it today…

“…”

As Cheongwol’s gaze pierced me again, even my inner monologue froze.

No. Don’t chicken out.

I was planning to set a trap for the rope play anyway. Might as well lay the groundwork.

“Besides, even without that, I was planning to raise the intensity today.”

“What?”

“With the Tang Clan here, everything’s uncertain… How about coming back later?”

“…”

If she leaves, perfect.

If she stays, my words give me an excuse to escalate.

I waited for her reaction.

“…”

“…”

…And I realized I was going mad.

I desperately wanted her to leave… but part of me, enslaved by desire, was curious about bondage.

A 9:1 ratio. Nine parts hoping she leaves, one part wanting to try.

I never imagined I’d use rope on someone.

And after all the effort I put into preparing it.

The revenge I’d planned for Cheongwol was so anticipated.

I know it’s poison, but I want to taste it.

Like knowing it’s a drug but wondering how it feels.

—-

“Come back later?”

“…”

Cheongwol stared coldly at Han Seojin, but inside, she was unraveling.

Her heart kept racing.

Her fingertips tingled.

Raise the intensity?

…More than before?

Each time she thought she’d hit her limit, Han Seojin’s games seemed boundless.

She couldn’t help but wonder who he really was.

Despite her tension… a chilling sensation coursed through her.

A feeling she’d never experienced anywhere else came so easily in his presence.

The deeper she focused on their exchange, the less the spar haunted her thoughts.

“…What… are you planning?”

Unable to curb her curiosity, Cheongwol asked.

Han Seojin smirked mockingly.

“…Think I’d tell you?”

His demeanor was shifting.

When she met him as the leather shop owner, like at the market… he seemed clumsy.

Lacking confidence, frail, foolish.

But each time his mask peeled away, his presence grew stronger.

Confident posture. Piercing gaze. Overwhelming aura.

Cheongwol had to admit his vibe had intimidated her a couple of times.

“Come on. Choose. Leave… or go to the basement.”

“…”

The creeping sense of reality made her want to flee.

Not knowing what he’d do next brought an unknown fear.

But this pounding wasn’t unpleasant.

If anything, the outside world felt scarier.

“…If I leave.”

As she whispered, Han Seojin replied eagerly:

“You’ll have to stay away for another ten days.”

“…”

His firm stance stirred her emotions complexly, but…

‘…That uncle! He’s creepily obsessed with you, Sago!’

Honghwa’s voice steadied her resolve.

…That memory made her heart race even more.

Silence settled over the shop.

Only the distant banquet noises broke the quiet between them.

Outside, people enjoyed normal lives.

…But in this leather shop, a sticky atmosphere flowed, like stepping into another world.

“Choose already.”

“…Ugh.”

Cheongwol pretended to adjust her bangs, subtly hiding her face with her hand.

Going to the basement willingly felt oddly embarrassing.

It’d look like she came craving this strange act.

…Which was partly true, but resistance still lingered in her heart.

Wanting it, yet not wanting it…

…If only Han Seojin would drag her down by the wrist, it’d be easier.

“…”

She blinked, startled by her own thought.

Han Seojin’s gaze waited patiently for her choice.

Biting her lip, ears reddening, she turned.

And cautiously opened the basement door.

—Whoosh…

This was her third time here.

Knowing the complex emotions this place stirred, entering made her heart pound even more.

As she opened the door, she slowly glanced at Han Seojin.

“Ah…!”

He was already right behind her.

“…Hoo.”

Letting out a long sigh, he finally commanded:

“What are you doing? Get in already.”

His demeanor shifted in that moment.

.

.

.

Entering the basement, the outside world felt cut off, enveloped in silence.

Cheongwol could hear her heartbeat.

—Thump. Thump. Thump.

It echoed like a drum.

She kept swallowing dryly.

When had she last felt this tense?

…Maybe during a sect evaluation.

But this tension was different.

Sect evaluations were bitter and frustrating; this was… chilling, electric, hard to describe.

Cheongwol stood hesitantly in the basement’s center.

Unable to meet Han Seojin’s eyes, she asked, trying not to seem cowed:

“So? What’s today…?”

“Quiet.”

“…”

She instinctively clamped her mouth shut.

Somehow, speaking felt forbidden.

“…Cheongwol. We had an agreement, didn’t we?”

Han Seojin spoke, walking toward the wall.

Various tools still hung there.

“I told you not to acknowledge me in the village.”

“…”

The words grated, prompting Cheongwol to retort:

“…I didn’t do it on purpose. I talk to everyone else—why should I avoid you—”

“—Still making excuses?”

She clenched her fists and whispered:

“…It’s strange. The you here and our rela…”

She stopped mid-sentence.

What was she about to say?

The you here and our relationship…

…Are closer?

“…Ugh.”

She’d rather die than say something so embarrassing.

So, she shut her mouth again.

“…Bad kids who don’t listen need to be punished.”

“Bad kid” sounded absurd, but his tone made it impossible to argue.

Not retorting felt like admitting she was a bad kid, leaving her mood strange.

“…Punished?”

The word “punished” drew her focus.

As she echoed it, Han Seojin smiled.

Then, with a flick, he tossed a piece of clothing from behind.

—Thud.

The thin garment landed at her feet.


“…Uh…”

It was a sleeveless undergarment, exposing everything from shoulders to fingertips.

Cheongwol glanced at him with just her eyes.

He said:

“First, change into that.”
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Cheongwol picked up the garment Han Seojin tossed her.

The dark, inky fabric lacked even sleeves.

The moment she wore it, the skin from her armpits to her fingertips would be laid bare.

The hem barely reached above her thighs, teasingly covering them, while the sides were slit open, exposing the flanks of her legs starkly.

Her thin undergarments wouldn’t be concealed, and a mere breeze…

Everything would be on display.

It wasn’t attire a person could reasonably wear.

It was practically the kind of outfit courtesans wore to entice men.

“…H-How am I supposed to wear this…?”

“Why?”

“I-If a breeze blows, my… my undergarments…”

“Where’s a breeze going to come from in a basement?”

“Ugh…!”

Han Seojin let out a long sigh.

“…Just like you find my behavior outside the basement strange…”

“…?”

“…You’re strange to me every time you return here. What’s there to be embarrassed about? Don’t you remember what you said that day?”

Cheongwol’s heart clenched.

A dark, depraved guilt washed over her.

He was right.

She’d spoken those words herself.

In a moment of despair, as if she’d lost everything, trembling and crying, she’d uttered:

‘…I… am a vulgar… filthy… woman…’

The memory from that day resurfaced vividly in this basement.

Han Seojin’s lips twisted into a smirk.

“The one who said that—why act like this in front of me now?”

Cheongwol couldn’t respond.

Even without speaking, shame burned deep in her chest.

“You’re going to wear it anyway. Hurry up.”

But no matter what he said, the outfit was too humiliating.

She steeled herself multiple times, examining it… but it was just too thin.

She wouldn’t have worn it even alone.

Yet here was Han Seojin, a witness standing right before her.

It was a strange feeling.

Oddly, baring her back in just undergarments felt less embarrassing.

Though this outfit would cover more, it felt far more degrading.

Finally, Cheongwol collapsed to the floor.

Her legs gave out, powerless.

Showing such a pathetic state to someone was a first.

Even that was unbearably humiliating.

“…If you’re not wearing it, give it back.”

Han Seojin spoke.

“Huh?”

“And leave.”

Without hesitation, he reached for the thin garment in her hand.

—Smack!

“Ugh!”

“…What’s that?”

But for some reason, Cheongwol’s grip tightened. Head bowed, she wouldn’t let go.

If she missed this chance, ten days. Han Seojin wouldn’t let her back here.

She’d have to return.

Prepare for the spar.

Rest among suffocating seniors.

…And ultimately face humiliation before a crowd.

All those moments, without a shred of liberation.

That freedom she felt only in this basement.

Han Seojin tugged the garment side to side.

Cheongwol’s arm swayed limply, but her grip held firm.

Like a swordmaster clutching her blade.

“…Are you going to wear it?”

Cheongwol slowly shook her head.

No, no.

Already, she was changing, step by step.

This childish, petulant behavior was something she never showed others.

But in this basement… she gradually shed her burdens, reverting to a more honest version of herself.

This might be the girl inside her acting out.

“Not going to wear it?”

…No, no.

She knew she had to, yet couldn’t decide.

In Han Seojin’s games, this part was always the hardest.

If he poured water on her while she stood still.

Told her not to move from a wooden block. To stay put.

Those commands, she could follow.

…But to willingly undress. To say something. To act.

Anything requiring her choice was the toughest.

In this extreme shame, her body trembled.

She was especially fragile today.

After her argument with the Jangmunin left her heart in tatters, she’d come seeking something to lean on…

But he was colder, stricter.


…If she’d known, would she have ignored him at the market?

Kept their agreement more strictly?

But she couldn’t bear staying distant.

“Hoo.”

Then, Han Seojin sighed and released the garment.

When Cheongwol glanced up, he approached with a rope from the wall.

Crouching to her eye level, he said:

“…Today.”

His low, steady voice continued.

“I’m going to tie you with this.”

Cheongwol froze, absorbing his thrilling words.

“I’ll take your freedom… and punish you.”

The words should have sounded cold.

But her breathing grew rougher.

A shiver, strangely familiar, coursed through her body.

“…But if you’re wearing your Emei robes, the rope will slip and chafe… It could tear your skin. Leave scars.”

“…Huh?”

“…I’m saying this for your body. Changing… will hurt less.”

Was he telling her to change for her own sake?

But then…

“If that’s the reason… why is the outfit so vulgar?”

“…That’s my preference.”

“…”

His brazenness left her speechless.

As she let out a shaky breath, he added:

“Is it wrong to want to see you look prettier?”

“Ugh.”

“…Now.”

Han Seojin stood quietly.

“I’ll close my eyes and count to thirty. If you’re still in Emei robes when I open them… I’ll really leave the basement. Know that.”

—

I closed my eyes.

“One.”

Cheongwol didn’t move.

Only her ragged breathing echoed.

This part was, in a way, easier.

If I wielded too much control, she’d resent it… but I could push a bit without greed.

I really don’t need this play.

Missing it might sting, but my life’s worth more.

So I counted without hesitation.

“…Two… three… four…”

Her hesitant ugh, ah sounds rang out… then the rustle of her standing.

Was she changing? My heart raced.

“…Five… six… seven… eight…”

“D-Don’t just close your eyes, turn around…!”

I ignored her.

“Nine… ten… eleven… twelve…”

“A-Are your eyes… really closed?”

As time dwindled, her voice grew frantic.

And, loath as I was to admit it, that frantic voice was pleasing.

It stirred my sadistic side.

I sped up.

“Thirteen… fourteen… fifteen… sixteen…”

“Y-You’re speeding up!”

Rustling, she made noise.

I’d never seen anyone wear that outfit.

“Seventeen… eighteen… nineteen… twenty…”

Beyond that, I’d never seen a woman in provocative clothing.

No courtesans in Emei Mountain. You’d need to go to Sichuan for that.

And even then, a night with one is supposedly exorbitant.

So, though I was dragged into this… it was undeniably stimulating.

“Twenty-one… twenty-two… twenty-three…”

The outfit’s a bit short. I’d clicked my tongue after making it.

Wear it if it works, fine if not—that’s how I approached it.

I pushed it to amplify her shame.

…Would Cheongwol comply?

I hear rustling… really?

“Hey? Sh-Shopkeeper, I said give me more time!”

As time ran out, my anticipation, against my will, soared.

In this dull, conservative world.

Changing into shameful, provocative clothing before me.

…And she’s a stunning beauty.

My heart wouldn’t race unless I was dead.

“Twenty-four… twenty-five… twenty-six…”

“Give me more time!”

I clicked my tongue, pausing my count.

“‘Give me’ is a command.”

What masochist orders a sadist?

I adjust intensity based on her reactions, but I can’t obey commands.

This is revenge, kid.

Besides, thirty seconds is plenty to change. It’s not like it’s stockings. It’s simple.

“Ah… ugh!”

“Twenty-seven… twenty-eight… twenty-nine…”

I prepared to open my eyes.

“I’m opening—”

“—T-Time!”

“…?”

Her shout made me pause.

But the strange emotion in her voice would’ve stopped anyone.

She whispered next.

“…Please…”

My breath caught.

…What?

My thoughts froze.


But she spoke again, confirming I hadn’t misheard.

A voice thick with desperation.

A plea of submission.

“…P-Please… give me more time.”

Stunned by the shock, her frantic rustling continued.
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Cheongwol, belatedly resolving to change, began to slip into the outfit.

Though Han Seojin’s eyes were closed, she worried he might peek.

Yet the thought of why she had to change kept making her hesitate.

The more she wavered, the more time slipped away, until, at the last moment, she hadn’t even lowered the skirt of the barely-donned garment.

If he opened his eyes now, everything would be exposed.

In that desperation, she shouted words she thought she’d never utter.

…Please.

The moment the word left her lips, her cheeks burned as if on fire.

It was abject submission.

Overwhelmed by shame, her breath caught as she hurriedly adjusted the outfit and collapsed to the floor.

She wanted to curl up and hide.

But no matter how tightly she huddled, the outfit’s scant fabric kept revealing her body.

The short skirt kept slipping between her legs, repeatedly baring her thighs.

Carefully tucking her knees together, she panicked that the angle might expose their inner sides… Her trembling hands clutched the hem pitifully.

Han Seojin, briefly frozen, granted her plea by waiting.

Now, he must have opened his eyes.

He was surely seeing her pathetic state, her humiliating posture, in full.

Cheongwol couldn’t lift her head.

To salvage her pride, to shed some shame, she began spewing whatever came to mind.

“…Die.”

Gasping, she squeezed out the words.

“…I-If it weren’t for treating my inner demons… y-you’d be dead by now.”

“…”

“…I’ll n-never say ‘please’ again. I-I didn’t want to show my… my body to someone as awful as you… I-I had no choice…”

But the more she spoke, the more it felt like floundering in muddy water.

She felt smaller.

More wretched, more broken.

Biting her lip, unable to hold back, she shouted:

“Say something—!”

“I don’t get it.”

Han Seojin’s voice was startlingly calm.

His large hand grasped her arm.

As skin met skin, Cheongwol flinched, trying to shake him off… but too much movement might make her lose balance and fall. That would surely flip the short skirt.

Han Seojin slowly lifted her to her feet, and she rose with him.

Clutching the front of the skirt, she tugged it downward desperately.

He continued:

“If people could just see these thighs, they’d all love you without you having to try so hard.”

Her ears burned at his words.

By now, she understood.

This was, to an extent, flattery.

A reward for her shameful actions.

But knowing that didn’t stop her heart from racing when he said such things right to her face.

To Cheongwol, unfamiliar with men, these suggestive compliments from a male gaze were overwhelming and alien.

“Can I touch them?”

—Smack!!

She shoved his arm away.

The mere suggestion sent a sensation crawling up her thighs.

Glaring at him, she felt a mix of anger, humiliation, and something strange.

Meeting her gaze, Han Seojin responded:

“Kidding.”

“…Haa… haa…”

“And don’t stand there hunched. Stand straight. The skirt covers you well enough anyway.”

—-

I still hadn’t recovered from the shock of “please.”

So much so, I forgot she was Cheongwol for a moment and blurted nonsense.

Wanting to touch her thighs wasn’t something to say in my right mind.

I needed a slap to snap out of it, but I couldn’t do that in front of her.

So I kept taking deep breaths instead.

I had to remember.

Getting swept up in desire was inevitable, but I needed to think clearly.

Judge coldly.

My situation:

…I couldn’t avoid Cheongwol.

I couldn’t push her away.

We ended up in the basement.

The SM play was in full swing, and I wanted to keep living.

I had to think about the future.

Cheongwol would soon explode in that spar, revealing the Extinction Sword.

And I was one of the people closest to her lately.

When she crumbles, I’d be among those most affected.

What’s the best choice?

“…”

…I thought it’d be like that first day.

Using her inner demons as an excuse, I scratched at her torment, didn’t I?

Did it work? …Now that I think about it, I’m not sure. She cried, after all.

…But since she hasn’t killed me and her demons seem eased, that’s the direction to go.

Comfort her somehow during the play.

“…Hoo.”

That aside.


I couldn’t stay frozen.

She’d changed into the outfit.

…Wow, let me just take it in a bit…

…Amitabha, Amitabha.

Focus.

I prepared the rope, so let’s use it.

Might as well tie her arms first.

So she doesn’t swing at me recklessly.

I took out the rope.

Cheongwol’s body flinched again.

Maybe because I’d warned her.

Knowing what I planned, she seemed to shrink from the anticipation.

She glared at me.

…That look always makes me feel like I’ll wet myself.

Each time I meet it, my desire plummets, and survival instincts surge.

She looks genuinely pissed, and pretending not to notice while adjusting the intensity isn’t easy.

To overcome that fear, I threw out:

“…Why keep standing so awkwardly? I said you’re beautiful.”

“…”

…Compliments.

Nobody hates compliments.

When her eyes blaze, I douse them with praise.

It softens the mood, even just a bit.

Feigning calm, I approached her.

As I got close, she let out a groan.

“…Ugh.”

“…”

Was it the raised intensity?

Her groan was thick with disgust and rejection.

It was rougher today.

She could tolerate me at the market, but here, my attitude clearly fueled her anger.

I suddenly got scared.

…What if she’s not a masochist?

Her being one is just my assumption.

I still can’t believe it. Cheongwol, a masochist?

Seeing how much she loathes this humiliation, it doesn’t seem like acting.

…What if she’s clinging to this play out of desperation to ease her demons?

I looked at her again.

Tears hung at the corners of her eyes, filled with frustration and anguish.

Desperation and urgency were now visible too.

—Gulp. I let out a strange breath, grabbing her arm.

The thought that she might hate this intensely froze my mind.

I moved on instinct.

As planned, tie her arms first.

It’s all I could do.

—Smack!!

She shook me off more fiercely than ever.

Trembling with fear but knowing I couldn’t back down, I grabbed her arm again.

“Stay still.”

I gently pressed the rope to her skin.

“…Soft, right?”

Not too rough, milady…?

“…It won’t hurt. Don’t worry.”

I worked hard on this special rope, so please spare me.

“…”

Milady only exhaled angry breaths, silent.

Swallowing, I began tying her arms with the knot I’d practiced a hundred times.

The emotion of tying someone for the first time? …Bullshit. I just moved my hands frantically.

Lifting one arm, a few knots.

Lifting the other, more knots.

Her smooth armpit was fully exposed.

Not a single stray hair.

Suppressing the desire stirred by that vulnerable flesh, I noted the random fact that she maintained even places unseen by others, pricking my heart.

Truly a heavenly woman.

…Minus the killing.

Cheongwol gritted her teeth, burying her face in her arm.

I could feel her suppressing rage.

The more she did, the more terrified I became.

I wanted to shout:

I said I’d raise the intensity!

You came here!

If you hate it, leave! Why keep bottling your anger…!

I couldn’t stop.

We’d come this far, and the knots had to be finished.

I tightened the rope to secure both arms, looping it over the ceiling.

The first restraint was complete.

“…Haa… haa…”

Cheongwol’s breathing was already rougher than mine.

Twitching, she tried moving her arms, but the knots held firm.

I stepped back from her.

Half her face buried in her arm, she glared at me with her remaining eye.

I’m no aura-sensitive person, but… that was killing intent.

Seeing that look, I thought:

…She’s not a masochist. Really not.

Fuck, what do I do?

She wouldn’t look like that otherwise…

…Huh?

Then, the sight that followed melted my tension away.

Oh, thank you, God.

…She’s a masochist after all.

—-

Cheongwol couldn’t describe the feeling of having her arms bound.

Each time Han Seojin’s rope coiled around her, it felt like her freedom was stripped away.

That confinement trapped her.

Her control over herself was gradually taken by him.

It was unsettling, terrifying, unbearable.

Of course, if she mustered her inner energy, she might break free.

But that was just a hypothesis.

Even with all her energy, unless she was a supreme master, she might not snap the ropes binding her.

As a first-rate martial artist, she might be helpless.

Fighting that fear, she tried to press on…

But at some point, she didn’t want to do this anymore.

This was completely different from the previous games.

She hadn’t expected such strong, blatant restraint.

The outfit was so embarrassing it choked her.

The skirt barely covered her groin, with slits exposing her legs.

Now, with her arms tied above her head, even her armpits bare… this was true humiliation.

It was a feeling she never experienced as the Millenium Flower.

Along with it, indescribable sensations crawled through her body.

Hot, uncontrollable, twisting… strange feelings.

All new to her.

Then she saw Han Seojin step back after binding her arms.

Ashamed of her exposed armpit, she tugged at her arms… but they were tightly bound.

She couldn’t hide even if she wanted to.

Why did she allow this?

Regret already flooded her.

To a man… no, to anyone, showing her armpit was a first.

It was flesh never meant to be seen.

“Haa… haa…”

Angry breaths escaped.

She glared at Han Seojin, pouring her emotions into it.

But she couldn’t look at him directly.

Too ashamed, she half-buried her face in her arm, the other half glaring with resentment.

He asked:

“Why that sour face?”

She was dumbfounded.

Did he not see this situation?

“Ugh…! Because I hate it!!”

She finally burst out.

“A-Are you insane? E-Enough, I hate this. I’m done.”

“Done?”

“Yes!”

She shouted loudly, but he didn’t even flinch.

“You’re enjoying it, so why pretend you hate it?”

She was speechless.

How could he know her heart?

Sure, he’d noticed her inner demons before others.

And kept comforting her struggles.

But this time, he couldn’t be more wrong.

“I said I hate—”

“—Cheongwol.”

One word.

But it stopped her cold.

Han Seojin approached slowly.

Each step tightened her breath.

When he stood close enough to almost touch, she was holding her breath.

—Thump. Thump. Thump.

Her heartbeat was so loud, she feared he’d hear it.

It felt like he could see through her entirely.

He spoke.


“…You.”

With a slight smile, he whispered:

“…Look at your chest.”

Uncomprehending, she glanced down.

…And saw her nipple, slightly protruding through the fabric.
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At my words, Cheongwol looked down at her chest and froze.

Her eyes trembled faintly.

She acted as if her mind had gone blank.

It felt like she couldn’t comprehend her body’s reaction.

As if she refused to admit she was a pervert who craved masochism and humiliation.

But no matter what her mouth claimed, her body was honest.

That honest reaction saved me.

If she weren’t a masochist, I’d be in deep trouble.

Her candid response even sparked courage in me.

Maybe I could be more blatant with her now.

After all, a degree of humiliation was, instinctively, pleasurable for her.

“Ah… ah…”

Cheongwol slowly opened her mouth, then screamed in a desperate outburst.

“Kyaaah!!”

It was a raw, unmasked scream.

Not the Soul-Chasing Demon Cheongwol, but the woman Cheongwol stood before me.

—Creak… creak…

The ropes twisted with a sound as she strained her arms, her long, toned legs flailing helplessly.

Eyes squeezed shut, she tried lowering her elbows to hide her chest, but it didn’t work as she hoped.

Watching this, I snapped to attention.

If she summoned her inner energy, it’d all be over.

“Untie me!! Untie me now!!”

I approached the shouting Cheongwol, grabbing her spread arms.

At that touch, her resistance visibly weakened.

“Untie me…! Hurry!! Ugh…!”

Her voice quivered between pleading and shame.

Now was the time to soothe her.

“Accept it already.”

I tightened my grip on her arms.

Her wincing eyes cracked open slightly.

“W-What… ugh…! Just untie me—”

“—You’re a pervert. Like me.”

Cheongwol’s mouth froze. Her body stiffened.

I could tell every muscle was tensed.

Her usually soft skin was taut with strain.

She needed to accept this.

It’d make things easier moving forward.

Whispering to her rigid form, I said:

“I’m not saying you have to admit you’re a pervert in front of everyone. Just with me. When it’s just us, like now.”

“Ahh… ugh…”

Her face flushed.

The blush spreading over her pale skin laid bare her turbulent emotions.

Watching it, I might’ve been in a similar state.

“I’m… I’m not a pervert…”

Her voice trembled.

“How many times do I have to say it? Here, you’re not Emei’s Cheongwol.”

“Haa… ugh…”

“Be honest. You keep coming back… You’re a pervert.”

“…No… no…!”

“Besides, I think you’re prettier now than Emei’s Cheongwol.”

“…Ugh…”

“Really. Honestly.”

Fuck, I mean it.

Emei’s Cheongwol is a killer.

…Though both are terrifying.

Her glaring eyes briefly looked away, then returned.

As if her eyes betrayed her shouting denials.

That sight momentarily stoked my sadistic urges.

I wanted to see her more humiliated.

…Say it? Don’t say it.

It’s a gamble with my life… but I really want to say it.

It’d feel so satisfying…

As I soothed her and her resistance ebbed, I glanced at her chest and whispered again:

“…Your nipples are cute.”

“Ugh!!”

Her body stiffened again.

—Creak…! Creak!!

The ropes screamed once more.

“No…! No… I’m…”

Cheongwol whispered, as if making excuses.

“I’m… I’m not a pervert… It’s just… cold… my body’s reacting…”

Even that defensive reaction was what I wanted.

“Say what you want.”

I turned to grab another tool.

As I did, I squeezed my eyes shut, then opened them.

This is insane stimulation.

The most intense I’ve felt since landing in the Central Plains.

Was it the same for Cheongwol?

…Anyway, I took a mental deep breath.


Her constant protests of “I hate it” led me to say things to subdue her.

Now I had to regain my senses.

This was a brutal tightrope.

I wanted to give in to desire and do everything…

But that’d ruin me.

Really. I had to stay sharp.

Sadists, I’d heard, need to control their desires during play.

Ignoring a masochist’s safeword and acting on impulse lands you in prison.

…For me, it’s not prison but hell, so I had to focus doubly hard.

But seriously.

Why is this so exhausting?

I didn’t know tying someone up would be this hard…?

“…Hoo.”

I should climb some mountains later. My stamina’s lacking.

Handling one person is no small feat.

—-

…I’m a pervert?

Cheongwol couldn’t process the words.

She’d lived as a nun for nearly a decade.

When it came to matters of desire, she prided herself on living more purely and virtuously than anyone.

Even among Emei’s nuns, she held pride in her cleanliness.

Before meeting Han Seojin, the only man to touch her was her late father.

She’d faced men’s lustful gazes but ignored them all.

When they called her noble.

Whispered she was virtuous.

Spread rumors she was untouchable.

Deep down, Cheongwol had thought the same.

That it might be true.

That she was pure.

That lust was a desire she’d transcended.

“Haa… haa…”

…And yet, I’m a pervert?

That single word shook her core.

It felt like a deeply rooted tree was uprooted before Han Seojin.

She wanted to scream that he was wrong… but a tiny voice inside asked:

…Do you really hate this feeling?

That voice was enough to freeze her.

Her ragged breathing wouldn’t calm.

Meanwhile, Han Seojin remained composed.

“As I said, I don’t want to get entangled with martial artists… I don’t even want to do this with you.”

“Me neither… If it weren’t for my demons—”

“—But every time you act so prettily… you’re so cute, I want to do more.”

“…”

“Shall we go further? Your arms are tied… time for the next step.”

Her heart fluttered at his words.

This emotional whiplash was always hard to handle.

The warmth following endless humiliation.

That warmth hurt more.

Maybe because she was aware of it.

…Her nipples felt even more constricted.

Han Seojin brought another rope.

Now, Cheongwol knew one thing for certain.

Han Seojin scared her.

Not knowing what he’d do, what feelings he’d evoke, made her heart race.

Not the fear of losing her life.

A fear born of overwhelming tension.

Yet it was a fear hard to flee.

She was curious about the feelings that came after overcoming it… what his next praise would be…

It was hard to express. It just was.

“…Fold one leg.”

Han Seojin commanded.

A thrill jolted her chest.

A tingling sensation stirred her lower abdomen.

She shook her head.

“…N-No.”

Was it because he called her a pervert? She wanted to resist more.

To prove she wasn’t that vulgar being.

“Hurry, Cheongwol. I said the intensity would be high.”

She shook her head again.

His voice turned cold:

“…Need me to pinch your nipples to move?”

“Ah…!”

The threat made her heart pound wildly.

Her nipples, still betraying her, were easy targets.

She wanted to divert his gaze from them.

Looking up at him, he stared down, overwhelming her…

…And, trembling, she lifted one leg.

The skirt rose precariously, making her worry her undergarments might show.

That inner voice asked again:

Right now, do you like this or hate it?

…She couldn’t answer.

“Good girl.”

His cold expression melted, offering warm praise.

“Ah… ugh…”

…The shame from that praise didn’t hit as harsh rejection but as a chilling thrill.

The sensation of teetering on a forbidden line made her heart tremble.

Han Seojin grabbed her raised knee.

She felt the rope coiling around her leg, soon to fix it in place.

“D-Don’t keep touching my leg.”

“I have to touch to tie. Honestly, I want to bite it.”

“Ugh…”

As her body was restrained, an illusion of comfort crept in.

Struggling and trying to escape brought pain and tightness…

But yielding, relaxing her body, distributed her weight across the ropes, creating a floating-like ease.

No pain if she didn’t resist, and obedience brought… praise.

With one leg bent at a right angle… Han Seojin’s hand held her knee.

“…Huh?”

Then he began spreading her leg slowly.

His grip grew rougher.

“W-What are you…!”

“Don’t tense.”

“Ugh… no… I hate—”

“—Don’t tense.”

“Ugh… ugh…”

Uncomprehending, she relaxed her leg.

Everything moved too fast.

He spread her leg further.

She didn’t want to comply.

But the fear of his retaliation was greater.

He stopped only when her knee pointed fully sideways, her legs spread wide.

The skirt barely covered her groin.

Her thigh was fully exposed through the side slits.

Han Seojin tied the ropes of her leg and arms, fixing her in place.

Cheongwol stood, armpits bared, one leg raised and spread sideways.

Her whole body pulsed like a heartbeat.

Whether the ropes’ pressure amplified it, she couldn’t tell.

—Swish…

“Hah!”

As the binding finished, Han Seojin’s fingertips grazed her bare thigh.

Unable to hold back, she let out a sound akin to a sultry moan.

Her hips twitched like a startled rabbit.

Bowing her head in shame, Han Seojin commanded:

“Look at me.”

She had no strength left to resist.

Her heart felt broken by the toxic humiliation.

Perhaps she’d grown used to submitting to him.

And once established, this dynamic was nearly impossible to reverse.

She slowly looked up at him.

With her legs spread, there was no reason not to meet his eyes.

Obeying brought praise; resisting, only punishment.

Unless she was a fool, following him was rational.

“…Ah.”

As their eyes met, she realized what she’d wanted at the market that day.

Just to lock eyes like this.

More than ever, that electric feeling surged in her chest.

She’d wanted confirmation they weren’t complete strangers.

Now, meeting his gaze…

…They felt more personal.

…Like she’d somehow become his posses—

“…No.”

“…Huh? What’s no?”

“…”

“No clue, but you did well.”

“Ah…”

“It must’ve been embarrassing… You did great. So beautiful.”

Praise in her vulnerability pierced her heart deeply.

When her self-esteem was strong, praise and criticism barely touched her.

But in this wretched moment, even small praise resonated profoundly.

The praise overwhelmed her, and she squeezed her eyes shut.

Her body felt scalding hot.

“You’re too beautiful.”

“Hnn… ugh…”

She wanted to believe she wasn’t a pervert.

But one thing she could admit…

She didn’t hate Han Seojin’s gaze finding her attractive.

His praise about her legs felt oddly pleasing.

More praise wouldn’t be unwelcome.

…Or was this proof she was a pervert?

It was strange. She’d never liked men’s praise before.

“…H-How much longer do I have to stay like this?”

She asked with effort.

Han Seojin replied:

“Hm? We’re just getting started.”

“…What?”

As she opened her eyes, his hands rested above her head.

“Ah… ugh! W-What?”

Then darkness fell.

She shook her head, but the darkness remained.

“Leather blindfold.”

He whispered right in front of her.

“You’re tied up so prettily; I need to admire you.”

Admire?

Her heart, which she thought couldn’t race harder, thundered.

Even courtesans wouldn’t do this.

But Han Seojin continued calmly:

“Your body’s like a work of art.”

He began circling her slowly.

Each time he spoke, she became hyper-aware of where he stood, what he was looking at.

“Your chest is beautiful. Your nipples are cute.”

“S-Stop…!”

“Your thighs are toned… Oh, is that the string of your undergarments?”

“Stop it…!”

“Especially your armpits. So perfect. Cheongwol, why keep armpits, never shown to anyone, so pristine?”

Each body part he named sent a jolt through that spot.

With her eyes covered, her senses felt sharper.

“I hate… S-Stop… Can you handle what happens when this is over?”

“…I should kiss your armpit.”

“No, I said no!!”

She tried shrinking to hide her armpits.

But covering one exposed the other more, and vice versa.

Her elbows, folded like cat ears, twitched.

She was helpless.

“Did you know?”

Han Seojin asked.

“…Haa… haa…”

Her rough breathing left saliva pooling in her mouth.

She kept swallowing it.

“The human body’s strange… You stop noticing parts that are touched.”

“…Haa… haa…”

“You feel safe there. But exposed parts… you feel vulnerable, so they become hypersensitive. Like your arms right now.”

“Ugh.”

That strange sensation again.

Her arms tingled, as if his gaze had physical force.

Without sight, her other senses sharpened.

“…Your thighs.”

Something crawled up her bare thigh.

Her imagination or his fingertips? She couldn’t tell.

She just shivered.

“Your armpits.”

His words made her skin feverish, like catching a cold.

No stimulus, but her body reacted.

“Your nape.”

A shiver climbed her neck.

Her body kept responding to his words.

It was her body, but she had no control.

It felt like he’d stolen her dominion.

“…Even your lips.”

“Ugh…!!”

“…These exposed parts… they get even more sensitive.”

Unable to bear it, Cheongwol whispered, as if begging for help.

She had to discard her pride.

The bizarre sensations left her confused and overwhelmed.

“…Ah… ugh… Sh-Shopkeeper… m-my body feels… strange…”

But Han Seojin ignored her again.

“Know what’s even stranger? The more you try not to think about it, the more you do. Shall we test it?”


Circling her, he stopped in front of her.

She could feel it.

A sudden warmth near her face.

Her whole body hypersensitive, like in a ticklish moment, he said:

“…I’m going to touch one of the spots I mentioned. Guess where?”
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Cheongwol’s entire body ignited at that single sentence.

“Ah… ah…”

Her skin prickled as if a cold breeze swept through the basement.

Han Seojin was right.

‘Exposed parts… you feel vulnerable, so they become hypersensitive.’

Every uncovered part of her grew excruciatingly sensitive.

A single finger’s touch would surely make her body quake.

In the darkness, an imagined, sticky touch crept toward her.

Where was he going to touch?

Her arms? Armpits? Thighs? …Or somewhere more intimate?

“Hn… haa…”

That horrific fantasy materialized, assaulting her fiercely.

It felt like his touch was already upon her.

At that faint yet intense stimulus, Cheongwol unwittingly twisted her body.

“No matter how you squirm, nothing changes.”

Han Seojin said mockingly.

Clinging to the last shards of her shattered pride, she fought back desperately.

“T-Touch my body, and you’re dead.”

But he refused to back down.

“I was going to touch your hand, but now you’re saying that, I’ll go for a more sensitive spot.”

“Ugh…! That’s not fair—”

“—Still arguing? Fine, I’ll touch somewhere even more private.”

“…!”

A few threats, and she clamped her mouth shut.

It was unfair, frustrating. Anger surged within her.

…And simultaneously, her body grew even more sensitive.

Her heart pounded as if it might burst.

She continued her futile struggles.

“Ugh… ugh…”

Seeing her movements, Han Seojin spoke.

“…Dying to know where I’ll touch, aren’t you?”

“I’m not… not going crazy… I-I just hate your disgusting touch…”

“Fine, I’ll compromise this time.”

“…Huh?”

“You’re frustrated because you can’t see, right? I’ll kindly explain, then.”

Taking a deep breath, he began murmuring softly.

“My hand’s moving now.”

“Ugh!”

At his words, she shrank back.

The ropes’ pressure tightened around her.

—Creak… creak…

The ropes’ twisting sounds grew louder.

“Cheongwol. It’s getting closer. Can you tell where I’m aiming?”

“Stop… stop it…!”

“You were curious. I’m telling you, so why complain? You’re so beautiful. I’ve wanted to touch you since earlier.”

Which part was he talking about?

He’d praised so many parts of her body.

Her armpits were beautiful, he said. Her arms, her thighs… all beautiful.

Even that was a strange depravity.

She didn’t know whether to feel joy or disgust at his praise.

He’d called her beautiful, but now he was about to touch those places.

Han Seojin took a step closer.

His voice dropped lower, but rang clearer.

“Almost there. Careful. Don’t move. Even a slight twitch, and you might brush my hand.”

“Ah… aah…!”

His words bound her more tightly than the ropes.

Every exposed part reacted as if scorched by fire.

The chilling sensation of an unseen hand groping her body overwhelmed her.

“You’re struggling too much. Alright, I’ll give you the answer. I’m touching your armpit. Flesh no one’s ever touched, right?”

—Creak!! Creak!

Her arms strained with force.

A stifled moan slipped through her tightly shut lips.

The moment he spoke, her usually unnoticed armpits became excruciatingly sensitive.

She shook her head frantically, pleading, but his ruthless voice dismissed her desperate cries.

“It’s coming… Almost there. Can you faintly sense it?”

“D-Don’t… stop…”

“Oh, I forgot to mention. Left or right?”

His malicious whispers intensified her torment.

She thought it’d be better not to hear him and shouted desperately:

“Shut up…! Don’t say anything, just…!”

“Just what?”

“…Ugh…!”

“Just touch you…?”

“That’s not what I—!”

Not that. His words and the imagining made it harder to bear.

She tried ignoring him, but it wasn’t that simple.

As if knowing her heart, Han Seojin whispered:

“I told you, the more you try not to think about it, the more you do.”

“…!”


It felt like he kept seeing through her.

And he always played with her inner thoughts, toyed with her, humiliated her… then comforted, embraced, and soothed her, repeating the cycle.

“Three, two, one, and I’ll touch.”

She tried pulling back as far as she could.

“Now, three.”

But the distance she could escape was limited.

“…Two.”

Her untouched armpits ached with sensitivity.

Humiliation silenced her.

She could only grit her teeth.

Grit her teeth and endure this shame.

“…One.”

Cheongwol squeezed her eyes shut, bracing for the unfamiliar sensation.

“…”

“…”

But no matter how long she waited, the expected stimulus didn’t come.

As faint doubt crept into her mind during the long silence, Han Seojin whispered softly:

“…Kidding.”

With that word, the taut string of tension holding her snapped, and strength drained from her body instantly.

“Haa…”

She wasn’t even angry. She’d been in such extreme tension—

—Thud!

Then, two hands gripped both her armpits.

And two thumbs grazed her sensitive flesh.

Fingers gently caressed a place no one had touched.

Lightning exploded in her mind, and against her will, a loud moan erupted from her lips.

“Hn, haaaah!”

It was an unmistakably feminine moan.

A sound an Emei nun should never make.

But she couldn’t stop it.

Her whole body began trembling, her mind flashing white.

She couldn’t identify the piercing, intense pleasure.

Her calves tensed, forcing her onto her toes.

Her body kept shuddering intermittently.

A drop of saliva dripped from her open mouth.

While his hands lingered, Cheongwol sank helplessly into that irresistible pleasure…

“Ah… ugh…”

Finally, her strength gave out, and she slumped.

She couldn’t understand what had happened to her body.

—

“…Kidding.”

That word seemed to cut her strings, her body collapsing limply.

“Haa… haa…”

Her lips glistened, perhaps from excess saliva.

“Ah… aah…”

Wet hair clung to her forehead. Drenched in sweat.

All of it showed how intensely tense she’d been in this short time.

She wasn’t angry. Surprisingly, her expression held relief.

“…”

At that sight, I heard a part of my rationality snap.

Her utterly relaxed, vulnerable beauty stirred me.

Her guard down, those parts within reach if I just stretched out my hand.

My plan to keep it a prank crumbled.

Desire swallowed me.

—Thud!

In her least expected moment, I grabbed both armpits.

And touched her with lust.

I was biting my lower lip without realizing.

“Hn, haaaah!”

“Ugh!”

Her loud moan snapped me out of my turmoil.

So feminine, I didn’t initially recognize it as hers.

Her body trembled violently for a while.

Emitting soft ah, ugh moans, she soon slumped again.

Her head fell onto my shoulder.

—Thud.

“Ah… ah…”

A drop of saliva dripped from her mouth, wetting my clothes.

I was too shocked to pull my hands away.

My body, in contrast, stiffened like hers had.

…Fuck.

What did I do?

It felt like I was given a prisoner-and-cop roleplay but got too immersed as the cop.

SM is just roleplay.

…Fuck, what did I do to Cheongwol…?

Thankfully, she was blindfolded.

Otherwise, she’d have seen the panic on my face.

Thinking of the future made it worse.

…She’s about to explode in that spar.

I carefully withdrew my hands.

But she still leaned against me.

“Ah… ugh…”

She was still floundering in the afterglow.

This was my chance.

Think now!

I couldn’t waste this time…!

What should I do?

Meanwhile, Cheongwol seemed to regain herself.

Her gaping mouth closed, and strength returned to her limp legs.

But her forehead stayed pressed to my shoulder.

As if using me to stand.

“Haa… haa…”

After that massive moan, she seemed utterly exhausted.

The release of excessive tension left her drained.

Biting my lip, I moved my hands.

Continuing the play further was impossible.

“Ugh… ugh…”

“…”

I’m totally screwed.

I meant to flatter her during the play, so even if she exploded after the spar, she’d spare me…

…Like befriending a kid you know will go on a shooting spree, buying them snacks to get on their good side.

So on the day, they might say, “Bro, get out of here.”

But I blew that chance.

In despair, I placed my hand on her blindfold.

—Swish…

Then, Cheongwol turned her head from my shoulder.

“…?”

As if avoiding my attempt to remove the blindfold.

Thinking it was a coincidence, I tried again…

—Swish…

Again, she shook her head.


As I stood puzzled, she spoke.

“…No…”

That word sparked a faint flame in my chest.

Leaning on my shoulder, she pleaded:

“…D-Don’t… end it like this, Sh-Shopkeeper.”



 
  Chapter 31: Bondage (8)


“…D-Don’t… end it like this, Sh-Shopkeeper.”

Don’t end it?

“…”

At first glance, it sounded appealing… but maybe because I’d just snapped out of a panic.

I felt an instinctive sense of danger.

It was like bait I shouldn’t swallow.

I studied Cheongwol.

Her limp, exhausted body.

Her despairing, whispered tone.

The tremble in her voice.

The overall atmosphere felt unsettling.

To begin with, she wasn’t in a state to continue this.

The relentless ordeal had pushed her stamina to its limit.

And for a beginner, prolonging bondage rarely ends well.

Even now, her legs were trembling visibly.

“…You want to keep going?”

She hesitated briefly, then nodded weakly.

Suddenly, our roles reversed.

She’d been resisting me, while I pushed for more.

Now she wanted to continue, and I was the one resisting.

“You said you hated it earlier.”

I asked cautiously.

She froze for a moment, then whispered:

“…I still… hate it.”

I couldn’t understand.

“Then why ask for more?”

“…”

“You don’t have the stamina for it.”

“…My chest… still feels heavy.”

“…What?”

She whispered feebly:

“…If it ends like this… I’ll go back to Emei still feeling heavy.”

“…”

Her voice carried resignation.

Perhaps she’d finally decided to let go and show her true self.

Or maybe her exhaustion made it impossible to keep up the act.

Whatever the reason, complaints she’d never voice before spilled out.

“Back to those awful seniors, pretending I’m fine, wearing a mask…”

Leaning on my shoulder, she pressed more of her weight into me.

“Meeting the expectations of the Jangmunin and my master… and fighting in the spar…”

Finally, with her lips buried in my chest, she whispered into my clothes:

“…And you, Shopkeeper, you’ll ignore me.”

Her earnest words shook me more than ever.

As a human, they stirred something deep inside me.

“…That’s why I don’t want it to end.”

The more she spoke, the more firmly I reached for her blindfold.

She resisted briefly, but a bound person’s struggle wasn’t fierce.

“No… don’t take it off. Ugh!”

She finally lifted her forehead from my shoulder.

—Swish.

The blindfold came off.

Beneath it was Cheongwol’s face, her eyes glistening with tears.

“…Don’t look.”

She turned her head to hide.

She’d shown every shameful part of herself, but a few tears seemed even more humiliating.

—Grip…

My hand tightened.

Seeing her like that… I don’t know.

The Soul-Chasing Demon Cheongwol was gone.

All I saw was a woman standing on an impossibly tough path.

…A woman I wanted to comfort, just a little.

Someone always forced to meet the world’s expectations, constantly proving herself.

In that moment, I wondered—unreasonably—if her despair hadn’t driven her to become the Soul-Chasing Demon.

Chewing on these complex feelings, I moved to untie her ropes next.

I went behind her, undoing each knot.

“Haa…”

As the ropes loosened, her breathing steadied.

Her humiliating posture was released.

When all the ropes were undone, she slumped powerlessly to the floor.

She whispered:

“I said no…? I’m not—”

I hesitated, then blurted out:

“—Don’t do the spar.”

“…Huh?”

“You said to keep going, right? This is my next command. Don’t do the spar.”

The spar would bring nothing good.

She’d explode, and since I was close to her, I’d catch the fallout.

In this world, no one wished more fervently than I did for that spar to never happen.

…But I’d tried to stay clear of martial artists.


Stopping the spar might entangle me in something bigger than just Cheongwol.

…I don’t know.

I was always a bit foolish. That’s why I’m in this mess.

Seeing her struggle, knowing the future, it was hard not to meddle.

—-

Her unbound body throbbed as if it were one.

The sensation was painful yet carried a strange, comforting warmth.

Like blood slowly returning to a numb body, bringing a cozy tingle.

It stung like warming frozen hands by a fire, yet felt oddly soothing.

A similar sensation came with Han Seojin’s voice.

“You said to keep going, right? This is my next command. Don’t do the spar.”

Her broken emotions surged at those words.

The mask she’d forced on peeled away, and hidden tears seeped through the cracks.

…It was what she’d longed to hear.

She’d desperately wished someone would say it.

But she hadn’t believed anyone in the Central Plains would.

She hadn’t dared hope.

And for good reason—the spar was the purest, most noble contest in the martial world.

A spectacle, a test, an art, proving a martial artist’s worth.

Refusing it was admitting inadequacy, in skill or spirit.

Thus, no one declined a spar, and those who did were mocked.

Cheongwol knew those judgmental gazes too well, which was why she couldn’t avoid it.

But Han Seojin said it clearly.

Don’t do the spar.

“How… does that make sense?”

“…Why?”

“How can I not…? Everyone expects it…!”

Her voice trembled, like a clinging child.

She justified her choice, yet secretly yearned for him to contradict her.

Han Seojin knelt on one knee before her slumped form.

“I don’t expect it. You’ll lose, for sure.”

The words stung. Her choked voice rose again.

“How do you know…!”

“Your opponent’s Dokbong. A martial artist titled Phoenix at the Dragon-Phoenix Assembly. How’s a barely twenty-year-old like you supposed to beat a seasoned warrior like that?”

That obvious truth, no one had voiced until now.

She hadn’t said it aloud, but in her heart, she answered quietly:

Right. How could I win…?

He added:

“Besides… someone as pathetic as you beating Dokbong would be absurd.”

“…”

“Are you that great?”

His words were cold and merciless, but their honesty felt good.

Right. How great could I be?

But she didn’t back down entirely.

Biting her lip, she sought another excuse.

She echoed what the Moonless Master had said, wanting to see how he’d counter.

“The villagers… they want to see it…”

“You said you’re not a courtesan, but you’re a clown pandering to others?”

“That’s not it…! The villagers’ donations keep us fed…! It’s repayment…!”

“If they’d cut donations over one missed spar, let them go. Having such people around is just trouble.”

Each word sent ripples through her.

Still, she pressed on with her rebuttals.

“But… if donations stop, my seniors will suffer…”

“—What do your seniors do? Tell them to step up and secure donations. Can’t they do anything without you?”

“…”

“And didn’t you just say you hate going back to them? That you don’t get along?”

Cornered, she changed tack.

“…The Sichuan Tang Clan is waiting—”

“—Why keep caring about others’ expectations?”

Finally, Han Seojin asked, irritation seeping into his voice.

“…Huh?”

“Care about my expectations. You’re the one who asked to extend the play.”

“…But—”

“—Gonna keep arguing?”

“…”

“You didn’t follow my commands before because they made sense.”

“…”

“Don’t do it.”

A single phrase, stripped of duty or justification.

Its lack of reason made it light, yet heavier for it.

Among countless reasons not to do the spar, it was the most absurd yet most comforting.

“Don’t do it, Cheongwol.”

It’s an order, so you don’t have to do the spar.

Don’t think. Just obey.

She let out a hollow laugh.

At the same time, her body trembled, and a tear fell from her eye.

That tear opened the floodgates, streaming down unchecked.

Emotions welling deep within her collapsed, tears pouring out.

She hadn’t cried since childhood.

…Yet this was her second time in Han Seojin’s basement.

“…Ugh…”

She tried not to cry, but couldn’t hold back.

He, Han Seojin… it was as if he saw into her heart, saying exactly what she needed.

Words no one among hundreds had said… only this man did.

“…Sniff… sob…”

Swallowing her tears, she looked at him with trembling eyes.

An unremarkable leather shop owner from a beggar’s background.

…Could she have imagined feeling this overwhelmed by a person?

A quiet shock coursed through her. The last time she’d felt this was when the Jangmunin saved her at ten.

No, perhaps this was an even greater shock.

Was it the blood rushing, heating her body?

Or the exhaustion and tears disrupting her breath?

Her mind grew hazy, her vision occasionally wavering.

She felt dreamy.

Maybe that’s why.

For a moment, she harbored a strange wish.

If only he’d hold her and accept these tears.

She’d always wanted to be a heroine.

Like the Jangmunin, a bold figure soaring alone, unreliant on others.

Never weak, always in control, never disrespected.

Yet now, she thought:

…If only Han Seojin would hold her as she cried.

It was too hard alone. She wanted him to support her.

To pull her head to his shoulder, stroke her hair.

To comfort her until she stopped crying.

Just as he always praised her when she showed her shameful side.

Now, having shown her tears, she wanted him to soothe her.

Hiding that longing, she asked through her sobs:

“Why… ugh… do you want me to skip the spar…?”

He’d explained why she shouldn’t.

But why did he want that?

Why did he, more than anyone, try to stop her?

“…”

Han Seojin chewed his words, closed his eyes tightly, then whispered as if confessing a truth:

“…Because you’re struggling.”

She bowed her head deeply.

She couldn’t bear his gaze anymore.

—Drip…

But the tears falling to the floor kept betraying her crying.

Thinking back, Han Seojin had always tested her.

Scaring her, humiliating her, degrading her, pushing her… yet when she was truly about to break, he never crossed the line.

Instead, he guided her forward with praise and persuasion.

He saw her limits, ones even she didn’t know, with uncanny precision.

Even now, he refused to continue the play.

Her stamina’s limit was his reason.

Was it the same now?

Did he see she was at her limit?

Was that why he wanted to stop the spar?

That thought kept her tears flowing.

She’d thought no one cared for her… but there was one person.

Someone who thought of her, quietly lingering at the village’s edge.

The relief of realizing someone was beside her, when she’d thought herself alone on a desolate island.

“…Wipe your tears. I’ll be upstairs. Change too.”

Han Seojin handed her a piece of cloth and left.

He didn’t stroke her hair as she’d wished.

Her longing lingered as he walked away.

But she knew she couldn’t help it.

The play was just a play, and in this serious moment, they weren’t that close.

Still, it was okay.


She knew this was his way of caring.

After he left, she gripped the cloth tightly.

—Thump… thump… thump…

Instead of wiping her tears, she pressed the humble cloth he’d given to her racing heart.

Warmth kept flowing from it.



 
  Chapter 32: The Phoenix’s Spar (1)


Cheongwol changed, calmed her emotions, and lingered in the basement for a moment.

As she shed the vulgar outfit she’d loathed wearing and donned her refined martial robe again, she denied the fleeting… pang of reluctance she felt.

It was a crude garment, no matter how she looked at it. She couldn’t fathom how she’d worn it.

Yet the thought of Han Seojin intently admiring her in it set her body ablaze.

At the same time, the strange thrill of sharing a secret with him made her heart race.

She shook her head again.

The play was just a play. She had to return to reality.

When she went upstairs, Han Seojin would likely revert to formal speech.

Climbing the basement stairs, she stepped outside quietly… and a faint aroma of food wafted toward her.

The music from the Tang Clan still blared noisily outside.

The lively laughter of people drifted faintly on the breeze.

The world she’d briefly forgotten came rushing back.

Han Seojin was warming something over the hearth in the corner of the house.

As she stared at him awkwardly, he glanced over and said softly:

“I… I mean, I haven’t eaten yet…”

Now that she thought about it, she’d come to this leather shop at dusk.

It was a time when he wouldn’t have eaten yet. Now, the night had deepened.

Far off, the Tang Clan’s grand banquet blazed brightly.

Listening to the sounds echoing from outside, she looked at Han Seojin again.

While everyone reveled so joyously, he seemed momentarily lonely, alone here.

In him, she saw herself, and asked:

“…Why didn’t you go to the banquet?”

The Han Seojin she’d seen at dusk hadn’t seemed interested in attending.

“Well… it didn’t seem like it’d be fun.”

She frowned. Somehow, she knew that was a lie.

Glancing at her, he confessed bluntly:

“…There are too many martial artists. I don’t like that.”

“…”

His words tugged at her.

For the first time, she grew curious about why he despised martial artists so much.

“…How did you come to hate martial artists this much?”

“…I told you, didn’t I? In front of martial artists, a commoner like me feels infinitely small. Who’d want to keep a tiger by their side?”

Unconsciously, she whispered:

“…What about me?”

“Pardon?”

“…Nothing.”

An awkward silence followed.

She could feel the atmosphere.

No words to say, yet both searching for something to fill the quiet.

Their gazes kept meeting and darting away.

“Well…”

Unable to wait, Han Seojin asked:

“…Aren’t you going?”

“…”

She knew. There was no reason to stay.

Yet her feet wouldn’t move.

She couldn’t leave this shabby, cramped, dirty house.

She knew returning to Emei’s temple to rest was the best thing.

Her body was exhausted, languid. Her heart, though filled with thoughts of someone, felt at peace… no discomfort at all.

It was the perfect state for deep sleep.

“…”

Still, she couldn’t step away.

Her body twitched, turning back each time she tried to leave.

Leaving meant ten days.

Ten days of acting like ghosts to each other.

At first, she’d accepted the promise, thinking it was trivial.

…But now, it felt a bit too long.

She was slightly dissatisfied.

Perhaps misreading her signals, Han Seojin dragged a worn chair over and offered it to her.

She hadn’t meant to stay, but she sat quietly.

He said:

“If you’re hungry, you could eat a bit…”

He brought the warmed food to the table.

Cautiously, he sat across from her.

On the table were dumplings.

Awkwardly, he said:

“You… used a lot of energy, right? Fill your stomach before you go. It’s past… meal time, I mean, offering time at Emei.”

Steaming dumplings.

As he said, she’d come on an empty stomach.

But she didn’t particularly want to eat.

She never had fond memories of meals.

What’s so great about eating grass?

Still, she asked:

“…What kind of dumplings?”

“Meat dum—oh.”

“…I told you I don’t eat meat.”

He hesitated, then asked quietly:

“…You said meat isn’t forbidden at Emei… Why do you…?”

Young lady?


…The term was proper, but it grated on her ears.

Hiding her discomfort, she continued:

“…Because the Jangmunin liked it more that way.”

“…You really follow the Jangmunin.”

“…”

She couldn’t respond. Even she didn’t know her own heart anymore.

She resented and disliked the Jangmunin now… but couldn’t deny she also loved her deeply.

Not praising her or urging her to spar didn’t mean she wanted to shatter the Jangmunin’s expectations or disappoint her.

A deep, unbreakable bond still lingered within her.

Sensing her silence, Han Seojin seemed to realize his misstep and changed the topic.

“Well… I’m hungry, so…”

He pulled the bamboo steamer with four dumplings toward himself.

—Thud!

Her hand reflexively stopped him.

If she didn’t eat, she’d have no reason to stay and would have to leave.

Eating was the right choice to linger.

And these were dumplings he’d offered.

Strangely, she wanted to accept.

Plus, she was hungry. The Jangmunin wasn’t watching.

She picked up a warm dumpling.

She couldn’t imagine what it would taste like.

“…Ah.”

As she moved to eat, Han Seojin let out a small sound.

When she looked at him, he said excitedly:

“E-Eat up.”

“…”

Why did she suddenly feel this whim?

She couldn’t recall the taste of meat, it had been so long.

Living with her parents, meat was rare and precious.

At Emei, she avoided it to gain favor.

Emei rarely served meat for offerings anyway.

She opened and closed her mouth repeatedly.

Breaking her decades-long personal rule wasn’t easy.

Hesitating, she looked at Han Seojin, who said:

“…You don’t have to force yourself.”

His concern made eating seem trivial.

She took a big bite of the dumpling.

“…!”

Covering her mouth, her eyes widened more than usual.

The shocking flavor with each chew made her blink rapidly.

It was far tastier than expected. Only then did she realize how famished she was.

“…Good, right?”

Han Seojin said with relief, picking up a dumpling to eat.

Watching him focus on his food, she answered belatedly:

“…It’s good.”

Lowering her head slightly, she kept eating.

The more she learned about Han Seojin, the larger her world felt.

He kept guiding her down paths she’d never dared tread.

Dumplings were small things… but through him, she discovered such small joys existed.

That realization gently stirred her heart.

She’d thought only anger remained in her chest.

…But her emotions swayed more easily than expected.

“Eat a lot.”

He didn’t judge her for eating meat.

Instead, he urged her to fill her stomach, showing care.

She liked his consideration.

More than random gifts from strangers on the street.

Outside, the noisy banquet continued.

But perhaps because it was so intimate.

This dull meal in the leather shop felt far better than the banquet.

—

Chew, chew…

I watched Cheongwol eat the meat dumplings.

Her cheeks puffed out, uncharacteristically, as she chewed.

She said she didn’t eat meat… but she’s devouring them.

After two dumplings, she glanced at me again.

…This damn girl. Take them all.

Swallowing my tears, I said:

“…You can have more.”

I was still reeling from meddling in the basement, so I was on edge.

Me, worrying about someone? And losing my dumplings?

Getting too immersed in roleplay leads to such disasters.

SM isn’t exactly roleplay, but my relationship with Cheongwol is similar…

When she showed vulnerability, I foolishly wanted to help.

The words spilled out unfiltered.

Now I’m paying the price.

…Well, good’s good, right?

At least if Cheongwol collapses in the spar, she won’t blame me.

I tried to stop her, really.

…But what if she comes later, blaming me for not stopping her harder?

Anyway, she hesitated, then took my last dumpling.

She ate three out of four.

My stomach growled loudly.

But I kept forcing a strained smile.

…I should’ve gone to the banquet.

—

The day of the spar.

‘Don’t do the spar.’

Han Seojin’s voice kept echoing in her head.

Yet Cheongwol prepared herself with her usual routine.

She bathed.

Dressed in freshly washed martial robes.

Adjusted her attire neatly, sheathed her sword at her waist.

Tied her hair, pinned it with a hairpin, and applied light powder to her face.

For the countless eyes that would watch her.

As she finished, her master, Soyun, approached.

“Are you ready, Wol-ah?”

“…Yes.”

A major event awaited. She took a deep breath, exhaled.

Oddly, since that day, the spar didn’t weigh on her as heavily.

‘I don’t expect it. You’ll lose, for sure.’

She was heading out to lose.

To be humiliated before countless people.

But in truth, the humiliation from Han Seojin felt more shameful.

…Yet she didn’t regret showing him that vulnerable side.

He’d called her body beautiful.

The only one to see her figure.

That memory would live on in his mind alone.

That alone left a thrilling sense of shared secrecy.

Meanwhile, Soyun, reading her expression, said quietly:

“…Wol-ah. Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Yes.”

“…If you really don’t want to, I can step in, even now…”

A few days ago, she might’ve accepted Soyun’s offer.

But not now.

Before she knew it, she stood on the sparring stage.

A thunderous cheer deafened her ears.

“Waaaah!! Lady Cheongwol, you’re beautiful!!”

“Let’s see if the Tang Clan’s eldest is truly a phoenix!!”

“Lady Tang Soran!! You’ve got this!!”

“Show us the pride of Emei!!”

Countless people packed around the stage.

Countless eyes on her and Tang Soran.

The Moonless Master. Tang Jeokcheon.

Her master, first, second, and third-generation disciples.

The Tang Clan’s household.

Even the people of Emei Mountain village.

She knew today’s spar would shake the Central Plains.

Perhaps they’d all point and laugh at her pathetic loss.

Her spirit was already broken.

She was still lacking…

…And without unsheathing the Extinction Sword, she had no confidence in winning.

Dokbong, Tang Soran.

“Let’s do our best, Cheongwol.”

The Phoenix of the Sichuan Tang Clan, recently rumored to be plagued by inner demons.

Born with endless support, the pampered jewel of the Tang Clan.

The figure before her seemed far from any inner demons.

And that made her opponent loom even larger.

But that was okay.

She scanned the crowd again.

Tang Soran asked:

“…Got time to look away?”

Still, she kept searching for someone.

If she found the beggars, he’d likely be with them.

Soon, at the back corner of the crowd, she spotted the ragged beggars…

…And Han Seojin, bickering with them but here to watch the spar.

As if truly worried.

“…Smiling? Guess you’re not too nervous. Honestly, I’m a bit tense.”

“…Oh.”

She touched her lips.

A smile in this bizarre moment. Even she couldn’t understand it.

Tang Soran said:

“No wonder. Look, Wol-ah. So many eyes on us.”

Indeed, there were many watching.

Then, a voice echoed in her mind.

‘Why keep caring about others’ expectations?’

She took a deep breath.

‘Care about my expectations. You’re the one who asked to extend the play.’

…She would.

Play or not.

Instead of the many voices that hurt her, she’d listen to the one person who embraced her pain.

Not to take the spar lightly.

She’d give her all. For the one who worried for her.

But that shift in mindset…

“…I’m not nervous anymore.”

“…What?”

Lingering on Han Seojin a moment longer, she thought quietly:


…Watch me.

Adjusting her stance, she saluted the Moonless Master and Tang Jeokcheon with a fist-in-palm gesture.

The crowd’s cheers grew louder.

Amid the noise, she said clearly:

“I’m ready.”



 
  Chapter 33: The Phoenix’s Spar (2)






The Moonless Master gazed at Cheongwol and Tang Soran on the sparring stage.

Even to her, it was an impressive scene.

Two beautiful women preparing for a spar.

Their skill was remarkable, but their appearance was so striking that, had this been a larger city, spectators would have flooded the venue.

Yet her heart was heavy with complexity.

She was proud that the little girl she’d known now excited the Central Plains, but the toll it took on Cheongwol weighed on her.

She couldn’t forget the horrific scene at Emei Mountain.

The moment when the deep inner demons within Cheongwol briefly surfaced.

Add to that Cheongwol’s words a few days ago, refusing the spar.

“…”

She still didn’t know what the right choice was.

She only hoped Cheongwol would learn and grow through this spar.

She wanted her to feel something from facing Dokbong.

Could she leave Cheongwol to wrestle with her inner demons alone?

If left to resolve it herself, what if she broke further?

It was all hindsight. The lack of clear right or wrong made it harder.

“…Haa.”

Sighing with worry, the Poison King, Tang Jeokcheon, head of the Sichuan Tang Clan, noticed and asked:

“You look troubled.”

The Moonless Master offered a small smile.

He continued:

“Don’t worry too much. I only gave Soran poison suited for a spar.”

“…That’s not it, Clan Leader.”

“…Then?”

She glanced at Tang Jeokcheon.

Their bond stretched back years.

Their proximity fostered frequent exchanges, and as renowned masters, they’d known of each other since youth.

When they first met, she was in her twenties, and he was a child…

But now, after all those years, he was one of the few she could call a friend.

She asked her old friend, the surrounding noise acting as a shield:

“…I heard rumors that Soran is plagued by inner demons.”

Tang Jeokcheon blinked, looking at his daughter.

Caught off guard by the sudden topic shift, he leaned closer, lowering his voice.

The smile faded from his face, revealing the sharp, one-eyed master.

“…Whether it’s the Hao Clan, the Beggars’ Sect, or our own people… rumors spread far.”

“May I ask what made you think she has inner demons?”

“…Hm.”

Watching Tang Soran wave brightly to the crowd, he said:

“…She lacks vitality.”

The Moonless Master sensed it was more serious than it sounded.

Tang Jeokcheon’s eyes lingered on Soran, greeting people energetically.

“…She looks fine now, but I can’t remember the last time I saw her like this.”

“…”

“At home, she does nothing. No training, no meditation… no walks, not even meals. She stays in her room.”

“…Is that so?”

“Only around my youngest… oh, do you remember? I have a youngest, four years old now.”

“How could I forget the Poison King’s late-born child? Tang Yeop, was it?”

Tang Jeokcheon had five children: two daughters, three sons.

“Yes. She only smiles brightly around Yeop. With me, Jiwoon, or her other siblings, she barely speaks. Don’t misunderstand—despite my face, I’ve given her everything. She lacked nothing.”

“I don’t doubt it. Your love for your daughter is known across the Central Plains.”

“…Well, anyway. Sometimes, passing her room, I hear sobbing…”

“…She cries?”

“Yes. She always acted dignified as the eldest for her siblings… but she cries.”

He gave an awkward look.

“…For a long time. When I try to comfort her, she brushes it off, saying she’s fine… I don’t know what to do. It’s been a year. Since the Dragon-Phoenix Assembly, perhaps. It was a relief when she agreed to come to Emei. Maybe thanks to Lady Cheongwol.”

“…”

“But why do you ask…?”

As he watched his daughter, the Moonless Master looked at Cheongwol.

“…My Wol is suffering from inner demons too.”

His eyes widened.

“…What?”

“A violent kind. I saw it myself.”

He hesitated, then whispered:

“…Then the twenty bodies found in Emei’s South Ridge Valley…”

“You knew?”

“…The Hao Clan and Beggars’ Sect know. Emei’s location draws attention.”

She sighed heavily. Knowing rumors were spreading made her heart heavier.

Tang Jeokcheon tried to lighten the mood with his usual jest:

“…Why didn’t the Jangmunin clean it up immediately?”

She met his jest with a gentle smile.

“…The scene was too gruesome to clean up.”

“…Hm.”

He stopped joking.

“It’s a problem with no answer, which makes it harder. Physical injuries are easier. Inner demons can’t be treated… If there were a physician, I’d offer a fortune to help Soran.”

She chuckled.

“…The Poison King, begging?”

“What wouldn’t I do for my daughter? You feel the same, don’t you?”

Pondering, she nodded.

“…Of course.”


Indeed, what wouldn’t she do for Cheongwol?

She wouldn’t say it to other Emei disciples, but Cheongwol was special to her.

Not just for her skill or potential to elevate Emei’s status.

From their first meeting until now, despite her own shortcomings… she loved Cheongwol like a daughter.

“…They’ll both overcome it.”

Tang Jeokcheon said finally.

She nodded, praying it was true.

“Yes.”

Then, Cheongwol, taking a deep breath, looked at her.

‘…?’

The Moonless Master was startled by her expression.

Resolute, unwavering. Completely different from their talk days ago.

Cheongwol saluted firmly, saying:

“I’m ready.”

Tang Jeokcheon tilted his head.

“…She doesn’t look like someone with inner demons.”

No.

That wasn’t it.

The Moonless Master felt it.

She was almost embarrassed for complaining to the Poison King.

Like when Cheongwol’s swordsmanship improved before, something had happened.

A clear change was unfolding within her.

—

As Soyun signaled the spar’s start and stepped back, the opening stances began.

Cheongwol went first.

Her graceful, refined posture drew gasps from the crowd.

Even to my untrained eyes, it looked impressive.

“…As expected of Lady Cheongwol.”

Uncle Kwakdu muttered beside me.

“She’s not called Emei’s hope for nothing.”

To him, immersed in the martial world, her stance held clear points of awe.

Out of caution, I asked:

“…What sword technique is that?”

“Hm? What else? It’s the Soyang Sword Technique.”

…Right? Not the Extinction Sword?

Next was Tang Soran.

Her stance drew similar gasps from the crowd.

As someone watching a spar for the first time, it didn’t move me much.

If anything, it was just surprising that such a beautiful woman wielded hidden weapons and poison so well.

That was the extent of my impression.

“By the way, Seojin. I thought you hated this stuff, but you came.”

“…Just a whim.”

I hate it, but I need to know my future.

“Get hooked starting today. If you don’t watch stuff like this, how do you live without boredom?”

Uncle Guyeong chimed in.

“Leave him be, brother. Seojin prefers his basement. The guy’s a man, alright.”

Why bring up being a man now?

“Huh?”

“Nothing, kid. By the way, Lady Tang Soran doesn’t seem like she’s suffering from inner demons…”

“The Sichuan Branch swore it’s true, so we trust them.”

“I trust my eyes. Forget collapsing—she was so lively and kind to everyone yesterday, remember?”

“Shh. It’s starting.”

At that moment, Cheongwol looked our way.

“She’s looking at us!”

The crowd, like fangirls, relished her gaze.

I, however, was on edge.

Even if she collapses, please, just moderately.

Tang Soran spoke.

In the sudden silence of the stage, her voice rang loudly.

“I’ll make the first—”

“—Then.”

—Boom!

With a massive explosion, Cheongwol’s form vanished.

Tang Soran, mid-sentence, startled and assumed a stance.

Her form vanished before my eyes too.

I’d seen Cheongwol slaughter at Emei Mountain, but I mostly hid in a tree, eyes closed, ears covered.

The dark mountain obscured everything, but seeing it now, the shock was profound.

I only now realized a human body could move so fast it disappeared.

Their forms flickered in and out.

The uncles beside me, somehow seeing something, spouted “Ho,” “Waa,” and “Hiya.”

All I could catch were snippets of their dialogue.

“—Cowardly! I was—talking!”

“Cowardly is—requesting a spar—with intent to—win. Be serious—”

Even that was barely audible.

The crowd’s gasps, clanging collisions, and wind drowned their voices into fragments.

“Seojin, isn’t this fun?”

Uncle Kwakdu, unusually excited, shook me.

“…Sure.”

Nothing’s visible, so how’s it fun?

I reaffirmed my best choice was avoiding the martial world.

—

She couldn’t count how many exchanges had passed.

As the spar dragged on, the crowd’s silence deepened.

The desperation radiating from the two seemed to freeze them in place.

Cheongwol couldn’t believe it.

That she’d push herself this hard.

In a spar she couldn’t even find reason for… she was pouring out every ounce of effort.

She fought as if a single hit meant defeat.

She continuously enveloped herself in explosively awakened inner energy.

Though lacking lethal intent, the spar grew increasingly ferocious.

A poison needle grazed past her face.

Needles of various colors.

Each carried an ominous promise of different deaths.

Yet she couldn’t dodge them all.

One hit her shoulder, another her thigh.

A tingling sensation spread through her nerves.

She used her inner energy to slow the poison’s spread as best she could.

It felt stifling. Not the poison.

The Soyang Sword Technique—parrying and responding fluidly—felt like ill-fitting clothes.

She knew.

Soyang Sword wasn’t hers.

Despite years of training, she’d reached only the fifth level.

People praised even that as remarkable… but it remained stifling.

In contrast, the Extinction Sword suited her perfectly.

Dominating, cruel, focused solely on killing. Her secretly trained Extinction Sword was already at the sixth level.

…She was starting to feel certain that with the Extinction Sword, she could defeat Tang Soran.

Each time she used Soyang Sword, she felt the alien discomfort of restrictive clothing.

Like moving in ill-fitting garments.

…Ill-fitting garments?

“…Ha.”

A deeply shameful memory flashed through her mind, and she let out a small laugh.

“You’re still laughing?”

Tang Soran, catching her breath, said from across the stage.

“…Strange. You don’t look like you have the leeway.”

Pausing, Cheongwol felt her stomach churn.

She covered her mouth to hide the retch.

An unrefined sight she couldn’t show others.

Tang Soran shook her head slightly.

“…Odd. You feel so different today.”

“Is that so?”

“Countering by stepping into my techniques? Where’d you learn such recklessness? That’s not Soyang Sword’s basic stance.”

“Don’t I know Soyang Sword better than you?”

“…Wol-ah. Forgotten my title? I have some experience. Enough to know you’re lying.”

“…”

“Talk’s easy. Attacking through weapons that’d make you kneel with a touch? What happened to you?”

“…Guess you’re flustered things aren’t going as expected.”

Cheongwol said nothing. Instead, she lifted her head and met her eyes directly.

Tang Soran smiled.

“…How can I not be amazed when a junior shows such potential?”

Scanning Cheongwol, she said quietly:

“Wol-ah. It’s just a spar. Don’t push too hard. Surrender moderately. Poison builds up badly in the body.”

“If you thought that, you shouldn’t have requested the spar.”

“Still, you’re the only one I care about. Can’t you take it kindly? I wanted to see your change.”

“…Why care about me?”

Her words cut through the air, followed by a cold silence.

Tang Soran didn’t answer immediately.

The paused spar drew curious gazes from the crowd.

Cheongwol couldn’t understand.

How hard was the question?

But Tang Soran stood still, pondered, frowned…

Then finally looked at her softly.


She said:

“…Because we’re the same kind.”

It wasn’t the answer Cheongwol expected.

“What?”

“…That’s why I’m curious about your choice.”



 
  Chapter 34: The Phoenix’s Spar (3)






A spar is a profound means of communication.

A deep conversation, not with words, but with swords.

In the fleeting clash of blades, one can glimpse the opponent’s past, depending on their mastery.

The subtle interplay of feints and true strikes reveals their nature.

The more you understand your opponent, the deeper and truer this dialogue becomes.

As if silent glances alone convey meaning, something passes between them without crossing swords.

This wasn’t Tang Soran’s first spar with Cheongwol.

It was their first public spar, but Emei and the Sichuan Tang Clan’s proximity allowed frequent practice bouts.

Even those were never this serious, just brief exchanges of a few moves…

Yet, from the first clash in the distant past, Tang Soran knew.

Cheongwol was her kind.

A kindred spirit touched by inner demons.

Tang Soran sensed the seed planted in Cheongwol’s heart faster than anyone.

Perhaps even before Cheongwol herself.

Reading people is always difficult, but kindred spirits recognize each other first.

It was an inexplicable instinct, like that of a beast.

And in that moment, she had to admit.

…She felt immense relief knowing someone else suffered from inner demons like her.

Relief at another’s ruin.

She felt disgust discovering a small smile at another’s misfortune…

But emotions couldn’t be controlled like reason.

No matter how she tried to deny it, she couldn’t negate the relief.

For Tang Soran, burdened by unbearable solitude and unspeakable weight, a kindred spirit was a great comfort.

And with that kinship came deep pity.

You’re struggling there too.

You’re crying there too.

It must be so hard for you.

That pity grew, settling into a kind of familiarity.

It wasn’t about wanting to be friends with Cheongwol.

Her personality made closeness difficult.

She wore a gentle smile before commoners, but it was a mask.

Tang Soran knew.

Because she wore the same mask.

So it wasn’t that.

…She wanted Cheongwol to stay in that place.

An ugly heart she could confess to no one.

Just as she couldn’t escape her inner demons despite her struggles, she didn’t want Cheongwol to leave her behind.

She’d somewhat accepted it. Inner demons were inescapable.

So she feared being left alone even more.

Perhaps the nature of their demons was the issue.

If Cheongwol’s demons resembled deep rage…

Tang Soran’s were deep emptiness.

A heart nothing could fill. This loneliness.

The feeling her world didn’t exist.

Only the cheers of countless people could quench this thirst.

And when those cheers faded, only a kindred spirit could fill the void.

Not just Cheongwol, but based on rumors from the Hao Clan or Beggars’ Sect.

The more people suffered inner demons, the more her ugly heart found relief.

Knowing they existed made her less lonely.

They proved she wasn’t the only one broken.

…Now, she just wanted to confirm.

She’d heard of the bodies found at Emei Mountain.

Recently, her own inner demons had shattered her, making her heedless of others’ gazes.

She was curious.

“…Because we’re the same kind.”

Was your situation worse than mine?

Are you hurting more than me?

What choice did you make?

“…That’s why I’m curious about your choice.”

“…Kindred?”

At Cheongwol’s whisper, Tang Soran nodded.

“…Yes.”

Before she knew it, she’d poured countless emotions into this spar.

She sensed Cheongwol’s change faintly.

So she had to confirm.

You had to be plagued by demons. So I wouldn’t be alone.

So my struggles wouldn’t be meaningless.

She would prove it. By defeating her.

—

…Kindred?

Cheongwol understood the hidden meaning without Tang Soran’s explanation.

Inner demons.

She felt it was about their shared affliction.

Perhaps she’d known instinctively too.

As Tang Soran said, kindred.

She sensed the burden Tang Soran carried in her aura.

Whoosh.

Tang Soran’s form darted forward in an instant.

Before Cheongwol could react, a dagger sliced through the air toward her side.


“You’re as struggling as me, maybe more.”

A whisper meant only for her.

But Cheongwol shifted her center faster than the dagger, deflecting the attack.

Her neatly tied hair swayed in the momentary breeze.

“…Wol-ah, we know this pain.”

Her fingertips trembled slightly at those words.

But soon, with clear eyes, she met Tang Soran’s gaze and replied:

“…And?”

The next exchange.

When sword and dagger clashed, a massive boom shook the stage.

“As I said, I’m just curious about your choice. How you bear this inescapable pain.”

Cheongwol’s body spun, her sword tracing a crescent arc.

Tang Soran leapt lightly, escaping the sword’s path.

“If you want to know about me, shouldn’t you first reveal your choice, Senior Tang?”

Tang Soran’s lips twisted subtly.

Her smile now felt different.

A bit chilling.

Her long sleeve fluttered, and Cheongwol instantly turned her head, dodging a flying poison needle.

“…My choice… It’s not hard.”

Tang Soran’s movements struck again, sharp and swift.

As if attacking to continue her words.

“I heard a story about a hermit. Loved by all, deeply cultivated… but a vile monster lived in his heart.”

As Cheongwol stepped back to gain distance, Tang Soran followed without catching her breath.

“Endlessly chased by urges to kill, mocking those who revered him, wanting to throw clinging children into rivers.”

Cheongwol matched her pace to some extent.

She was partly curious about the story.

“But this hermit hid his demon until he died. What do you think? Should we call him evil or virtuous?”

A long silence mixed with heavy breaths.

Tang Soran stepped forward, concluding briefly:

“I’ll be that hermit.”

Cheongwol gritted her teeth at the unsettling tale.

Soyang Sword Technique, Third Form.

Moonlit Flowing Shadow.

Feigning retreat, she lowered her center.

Her sword sliced the air, its arc fluid and natural, like a dance.

Hundreds of practiced movements.

Arm reflexes, shoulder strength, knee elasticity—all meshed perfectly.

—Rip!

Tang Soran’s left sleeve tore, and several poison needles and weapons spilled, rolling on the ground.

Looking at the retreating Tang Soran, Cheongwol replied:

“…I can’t live like that.”

“I know. That’s not your nature. But you have to choose, don’t you? These demons will stay with us forever… So first, give up.”

Tang Soran pointed at Cheongwol’s arm.

A poison needle was embedded there.

A black needle.

“Soon, your vision will black out. Don’t worry too much. It’s temporary.”

Ah. I got hit.

“The spectators have seen enough, haven’t they? No need to struggle more.”

Her tone carried deep disdain for the crowd.

“Wol-ah, I told you my reason for this spar. I wanted a conversation with you… and to be that hermit, showing what everyone wants to see.”

Cheongwol blinked.

As Dokbong said, her vision darkened, like heading into a cave.

Frustration welled up as much as her desire to win.

“In contrast, why did you accept this spar?”

“…”

At that question, she scanned her surroundings.

Why?

The crowd’s cheers finally reached her ears.

“Dokbong!! Dokbong!!”

“Lady Tang Soran!! Push harder!!”

“Just a bit more!!”

“Don’t give up, Lady Cheongwol!! I bet thirty coins!!”

Through her fading vision, she saw their faces.

Those who’d cheered for her now shouted with excitement at the fierce spar.

Excitement and frenzied cheers on every face.

Only then did she realize. They didn’t want victory—just entertainment.

Even Emei’s villagers were chanting Dokbong’s name.

The same people who’d flattered her days ago.

Her buried inner demons stirred again.

Why did she spar? To be a spectacle?

Searching for any reason, she turned her head.

Countless first-generation disciples, their eyes full of disappointment.

They’d already predicted and accepted her loss.

Second-generation disciples. Her seniors. Some hid smiles, as if sneering at her plight.

She rubbed her eyes. Nothing changed.

Was this the Emei she’d devoted herself to?

No, she’d known… but realizing it again on the sparring stage doubled the pain.

Asked to name her reason, she wanted to speak… but found nothing to say.

Especially her seniors and the villagers.

…Does my loss make them that happy?

She wanted to wipe the smiles off their faces at once.

If she drew the Extinction Sword here… surely, she could flip their expressions.

Her limits weren’t here.

Tang Soran soothed her again.

“…Stop here, Wol-ah. I achieved my goal. If you hate further humiliation… give up. You can’t live with shame, can you?”

“…Ha.”

Her words drew a hollow laugh.

It felt like a jolt to her senses.

Cheongwol chuckled unwittingly.

Tang Soran tilted her head, not understanding.

Perhaps until recently, Tang Soran’s words were true.

But now, Cheongwol knew they weren’t entirely correct.

Memories of that chilling basement resurfaced.

…She was, in her own way, someone who could endure humiliation and shame.

“You don’t know me, Senior Tang.”

Just before her vision fully darkened, she turned toward Han Seojin.

Though far away, she found him instantly.

A deeply furrowed brow. A tightly clenched jaw.

…The worried expression she wanted to see.

With him as her last sight, her vision blacked out.

But a smile formed on her lips.

Her raging heart calmed.

She found her reason for the spar.

“We’re not kindred.”

“…What?”

She gathered her inner energy.

She felt explosive power coursing through her dantian.

Think of it as wearing a blindfold.

Sense the presence.

Like in Han Seojin’s basement.

—Whoosh!!

Her inner energy flowed over her skin.

At the same time, she began sensing her surroundings, even with closed eyes.

She charged at Tang Soran.

At a point she’d normally have given up, she pressed forward.

“Ah…! What…!”

Tang Soran fumbled through her sleeve, but the torn fabric yielded nothing.

—Thud!!

The sword’s handle struck Tang Soran’s solar plexus.

“—Urk!”

—Collapse!!

Dokbong’s legs gave out.

Cheongwol didn’t sheathe her sword. She kept its tip aimed at Tang Soran.

A result born of a momentary surprise and her opponent’s carelessness.

Though she couldn’t see Tang Soran’s face, her trembling, hushed breaths were clear.

“Che, Cheongwol! Victory!”

Her master’s voice rang out, followed by an eruption of cheers.

In the past, she might have rejoiced at their cheers.

Beating Dokbong might have felt good.

“…Haa… haa…”

But her focus was elsewhere.

She wanted to see. One person’s face. Just one expression.

“…Senior Tang, give me the antidote.”

“…”

“Senior Tang.”

“…”

No response.

“Master!”

She urgently called Soyun, and Soyun and the Tang Clan’s members rushed onto the stage.

Receiving the antidote, she swallowed it quickly, using her remaining inner energy to purge the poison from her body.

Her darkened vision slowly returned.

She blinked repeatedly.

“Alright!! Damn, that was awesome!! What was that!!”

Finally, she saw Han Seojin, jumping with joy.

“Fun, right, Seojin?”

Grabbing the beggars’ heads, he was uncontrollably elated.

His foolish joy, as if it were his own victory, brought a natural smile to her lips.

A genuine smile, the first in who-knows-how-long.

The crowd gasped at her smile.

Cheongwol swallowed the words she couldn’t say to Han Seojin.

…I tried for you.

Overwhelmed, she bit her lip slightly.

For you, who worried for me.

A thrill coursed through her mind.

She couldn’t recall the last time she’d been this happy.

—

Tang Soran sat on the ground, blinking blankly.

One question filled her mind.

…Why did I lose?

She slowly looked up at Cheongwol.

Her radiant smile.

Even as a woman, it was dazzlingly beautiful.


More than her skill, Tang Soran was shocked by her smile.

A smile no kindred spirit could wear.

“…You…”

In shock, she whispered:

“…Your inner demons…”



 
  Chapter 35: Tang Soran (1)





What the hell!!

When Cheongwol defeated Tang Soran, I jumped in place, overwhelmed with relief.

I accidentally grabbed and shook the uncles’ thinning hair.

Why did Cheongwol beat Tang Soran!

How did she win!!

This means I won’t get caught in the fallout!!

Her inner demons… ah!

“Uncle!”

“S-Seojin, let go of my hair first…”

“Oh, sorry. What sword technique did Lady Cheongwol use?”

“How many times do I have to say? Soyang Sword Technique.”

“Right…? Nothing else came up, right?”

“Like what?”

“You know, you mentioned something about an Extinction Sword last time.”

“Hey, kid, that was just for fun.”

Right? She won the spar without using the Extinction Sword?

I’m losing it.

It felt like winning a coin flip with my life on the line.

One thing was certain: no one in this place was happier than me.

Every time Cheongwol was pushed back, I clenched my teeth so hard.

Afraid the Extinction Sword would come out.

In the original story, that violent technique injured several spectators at close range.

It continued until Soyun subdued the rampaging Cheongwol.

What a relief it didn’t come to that.

That’s why I dragged the uncles, who wanted to watch up front, to the back.

“Didn’t know you’d be this thrilled. Should’ve come out sooner.”

Uncle Machildeuk, seeing my joy, chuckled and smiled himself.

I let out a sigh of relief, calming my shock, and looked at the stage.

I occasionally felt like Cheongwol’s eyes met mine, but it must’ve been my imagination.

She was saluting everyone watching, smiling.

Uncle Kwakdu said:

“A phoenix has descended on Emei. What’ll they call her? Sword Phoenix? Blue Phoenix?”

Uncle Guyeong added:

“Whatever it is, Shaolin won’t take long to give her a title. With news this big…”

The Tang Clan’s head, Tang Jeokcheon, walked onto the stage.

He wasn’t large, but seeing Tang Jeokcheon in person, his charisma was striking.

…Come to think of it, he dies painfully too.

…At Cheongwol’s hands.

Well, maybe the future’s changed a bit, so let’s not dwell on it.

“…”

…Suddenly, a thought hit me.

This won’t cause a butterfly effect, right…?

Now that I think about it, it’s hard for it not to. The Seven Heavens of the Demonic Cult’s appearance got delayed…

My brief joy at the unexpected outcome turned to sudden fear as I realized I couldn’t predict what this would bring.

…It’ll be fine, right?

No, Cheongwol, that bad girl, not becoming an even worse girl is a good thing, isn’t it?

When Tang Jeokcheon spoke to wrap up the spar, I heard nothing.

Once started, my worries rolled endlessly.

“…Oh.”

Then, Tang Soran caught my eye.

Where had that radiant smile gone?

…The protagonist’s greatest ally walked off the stage, her face grave.

Uncle Guyeong, seeing this, whispered:

“Tch. I’m worried about Lady Tang Soran. Hope her inner demons don’t worsen.”

I swallowed hard.

“…Huh?”

—-

Two days after the spar.

Cheongwol was spending time at Hyunbi Cliff, a secluded spot near Emei.

This cliff was her private sanctuary.

A place to escape Emei’s stifling atmosphere and her seniors’ jealousy… a place to feel the breeze.

She once practically lived here, but after her inner demons grew, she stopped coming.

A scenic view couldn’t untangle her knotted heart.

To quell her violent demons, she had to keep moving.

But lately, things were different.

She began spending time at Hyunbi Cliff again.

It wasn’t that the scenery changed or helped her demons.

From this small cliff, closest to Emei’s village, she could see the village clearly.

Sitting there, squinting slightly… far off, she could see his leather shop.

Han Seojin’s leather shop.

By lucky alignment, the shop’s front was visible.

Sometimes, she could see his movements.

He’s eating dinner.

…I should eat too.

She began nibbling on rice she’d brought from Emei.

“…”

She knew.

Watching him like this was a bit strange.

But what could she do?


Doing anything else felt more unnatural to her.

Should she stay among her seniors, pandering to them?

Hearing their gossip but pretending not to, enduring it?

Should she smile at the first-generation disciples’ envious or jealous encouragement?

Play with the third-generation disciples, whose masters—her seniors—clung to her annoyingly?

If she had her way, she wouldn’t be watching him so oddly. She’d go to his shop and spend time there.

Not for SM play. Even if they bickered, she wanted to talk honestly by his side.

But Han Seojin was the one who said to stay away.

Keeping the promise like this was something, at least.

Besides, it’s not like she was spying.

Just watching what he was doing. Not trying to invade his world.

Sitting at Hyunbi Cliff, feeling the pleasant breeze, she meditated.

Practiced her inner arts.

And watched what he was doing.

Doing this, she found a peace she’d never felt before.

Her inner demons still stirred in her heart, but their weakened grip was something to be grateful for.

Not long ago, she was slaughtering bandits near South Ridge Valley.

Fighting the Jangmunin, screaming mid-mountain.

Now, it all felt like a distant past.

She could predict tough times ahead.

She’d rejected the Phoenix title, so no nickname yet.

But the news would spread across the Central Plains, raising expectations on her.

That was okay.

Han Seojin… well…

“…”

…Friend. Yes, a friend. One friend made it bearable.

If he stayed by her side, nothing would be too hard.

…But seriously.

Why can’t I approach him for ten days?

He was so thrilled when she won the spar.

Worrying and thinking of her so much, why insist on pretending to be strangers?

He says he hates martial artists, but he’s close with the Beggars’ Sect.

“…Haa.”

It wasn’t entirely incomprehensible.

Their first meeting was at that slaughter scene.

She began to regret that moment.

If she’d held back a bit, would he have set such firm boundaries?

…No, without that day, they wouldn’t have crossed paths.

“…”

Still, she was dissatisfied.

She wanted to talk about the spar, even briefly, but couldn’t.

She kept watching his quiet leather shop.

He seemed bored, slouched in a chair out front, eating.

Occasionally, he scratched his head, as if deep in thought.

She scanned around his shop.

Located at the village’s edge, no one seemed likely to approach.

…Should I go for a bit?

After the big spar, he might welcome her this time.

—

“…Gah!”

Tang Soran woke from a nightmare.

Her heart raced, cold sweat dripping.

Gripped by overwhelming, inexplicable fear, she instinctively reached for a weapon.

—Thud!

“Soran-ah.”

A gentle voice flowed.

She turned to see Tang Jeokcheon beside her.

“…C-Clan Leader.”

“It’s okay. Calm down.”

“…”

“…We shouldn’t have done the spar. I thought you’d gain something from it…”

She shook her head.

“I wanted it. You… did nothing wrong. It’s all my fault.”

“…”

Her father’s presence briefly eased the nightmare’s fear.

But soon, a suffocating feeling crept in.

She always felt guilt before her kind father.

Perhaps fearing her ugly nature would be exposed.

“…I’ll get some air.”

“Soran-ah, if there’s anything I can—”

“—I’m fine.”

She stood and left the room, as if fleeing.

.

.

.

Tang Soran had never grown up in want.

The eldest daughter of the Sichuan Tang Clan. A cherished jewel.

Born precious, raised precious.

Never scolded.

From infancy, her cute looks charmed the elders, and her bold curiosity and cheerful nature won over the household.

No one ever frowned at her, scampering around on little feet.

Wherever she went, smiles bloomed.

Perhaps because of that.

Whatever she desired became hers.

“Father! Soran wants candy!”

“I want those earrings!”

“Clothes! I love those clothes!”

“Father, I want to raise a puppy.”

“I have a wish, Clan Leader. Will you grant it?”

Her words were never refused.

Just by wanting, the world fell into her hands.

In hindsight, her endless desires stemmed from her innate nature.

She’d known for a long time.

There was a small, deep hole in her heart, unfillable.

Even when she asked the clan and got what she wanted… she’d never truly felt joy.

It was all fleeting curiosity.

Would this make me happy? Would that bring joy?

But nothing lasted.

She was a child who didn’t know satisfaction.

She didn’t know where her desires came from.

Having never struggled for anything, she couldn’t assign value to anything.

It might sound privileged to others… but to her, it was a firm anguish.

Her world changed after the Dragon-Phoenix Assembly.

There, she found two things that could fill her emptiness.

One was the cheers of the Central Plains, earned by displaying her martial prowess.

She’d vaguely known this before the Assembly.

Defeating opponents brought applause and praise that tickled her heart.

In those brief moments, her empty heart felt full, an illusion.

Cheers weren’t something you could simply obtain by wanting.

That made them more compelling, perhaps why she immersed herself in martial arts.

That blind obsession earned her the title of Phoenix.

And the other…

…That day, she saw herself clearly.

The late-stage disciple of the Zhongnan Sect, the original Phoenix.

When Tang Soran defeated her and claimed the Phoenix title.

…When she took something from another and made it hers.

…She couldn’t believe the shocking satisfaction she felt.

So intense and vivid, her heart burned with fulfillment.

Before she knew it, she, who lacked her own standards, lived parasitically off others’.

She felt value only when possessing what others cherished.

It filled a piece of her empty heart.

Her world didn’t exist; she felt warmth in others’ worlds.

And with that satisfaction came inner demons.

Was I this ugly?

A monster who rejoices in taking from others?

Raised among kind elders, gentle parents, obedient siblings… why am I so twisted?

An ugliness she couldn’t reveal.

How disappointed would her father be?

How would the elders’ attitudes change if they knew?

Locked in her room, she repeated to herself.

This won’t do.

I must fix this ugly nature.

…That girl I saw, clinging to a hairpin for her sister. She looked at it so fondly.

Please, snap out of it.

This isn’t you.

Why take from others?

…That merchant in the city, working hard for red silk.

“Stop…!!”

A scream escaped.

She was sitting on the ground, clutching her head, trembling.

“Please… stop…”

Then, wondering if someone saw, she cautiously looked around.

Coming to, she was somewhere in Emei’s village.

Thankfully, no one was nearby.

She bit her lip, recalling the story.

The hermit, born ugly but hiding it until death.

She’d live like that.

She would.

No matter how hard, she would.

She was still okay. She’d realized this ugliness and hadn’t taken anything yet.

“…”

But… if possible… she wished someone could…

“…Huh?”

What happened next was pure coincidence.

Someone landed lightly on a shop’s roof ahead.

Tang Soran recognized her instantly.

Emei’s Millenium Flower, Cheongwol.

Instinctively, she concealed her presence and watched.

Cheongwol scanned her surroundings with a cautious expression.

A look Tang Soran had never seen.

Why are you here, at this hour…

A sensation stirred her.

So intense it overshadowed her recent anguish.

Cheongwol descended lightly from the roof.

A young man, slouched and sighing, jolted and fell backward.

“S-Startled me…!”

He scrambled up, looked around, and shouted angrily:

“How many times did I say not to come…!!”

“…Hmph.”

Cheongwol, as if not hearing, walked lightly into the shop.

The young man, hand on his forehead, followed.

—Thud.

The leather shop’s door closed.

“…”

Clearly a secretive meeting.

Watching, Tang Soran froze, thinking.

Who was that man?

…A lover?

…No way. Nothing suited Cheongwol less than a lover.

And she’d be mad to like that shabbily dressed man.

…Then…

“…”

…Tang Soran had felt Cheongwol’s greatest recent change up close.

During the spar, her inner demons felt faint.

Her frenzied swordsmanship had calmed, her overly forceful strikes now soft and fluid.

How did she do it?

How did Cheongwol bring about that change?


How did you do it? How did you escape?

—Rustle…

She stood.

Her eyes held not confusion or fear, but desperation.

With that desperation, she quietly stepped toward the leather shop.



 
  Chapter 36: Tang Soran (2)





Ignoring Han Seojin’s protests, Cheongwol forced her way into the leather shop.

The space was no longer unfamiliar.

She’d been here several times, and its layout was now familiar.

Yet, strangely, her heart raced more with each visit.

The musty smell of dust. The creaking floorboards.

Light streaming through gaps in the walls.

The chilly air. The basement door in the corner.

The distinct scent of leather… and, increasingly, Han Seojin’s own presence.

“…Don’t you ever air this place out?”

Cheongwol fanned her hand in front of her nose, frowning at the unfamiliar masculine scent, but she didn’t hold her breath.

Instead, she sharpened her senses, carefully distinguishing the fragrance.

The shop was divided into two areas.

A thin wooden partition separated the shopfront from the living space.

The shop area had a wide-open window and a small chair where Han Seojin could sit.

Behind the partition, the living space held a small bed, a small box, and the door to the basement.

As Cheongwol entered, Han Seojin closed the shop’s large window.

—Creak, thud.

The sound made the air in the room feel heavier.

“W-Which part of ‘don’t come here’ don’t you understand? There are still eyes watching! The Tang Clan hasn’t even left yet…!”

Han Seojin questioned her sharply.

Cheongwol, embarrassed, couldn’t respond.

She’d come on impulse, without planning what to say.

She wasn’t even sure what she wanted by coming here.

She vaguely hoped for a light conversation, but she knew her actions wouldn’t earn her kind words.

Still, she wanted to come. Her heart demanded it.

…No, if she were a bit more honest…

“…Emei feels stifling, so I came.”

“Haa…”

Hesitating, she cautiously looked at Han Seojin.

He stood closer than she’d expected.

Taller, he looked down at her.

She felt an odd sense of intimidation.

In a fight, he’d be no match… but it wasn’t that simple.

His gaze. His presence. His aura… all subtly eroded her defenses.

“Lady Cheongwol, isn’t Emei your home?”

“…But it’s still stifling. Maybe that’s why inner demons found me?”

“Well, then, why not leave Emei… no, that’s not right.”

Cheongwol took him in at close range.

A soft, indescribable sensation stirred near her heart.

She didn’t know what it was, but it wasn’t unpleasant.

It was unlike anything she felt after grueling training, resting at Hyunbi Cliff, or even winning a spar.

Perhaps she came to Han Seojin for this gentle sensation.

He was frowning.

But even that didn’t bother her.

Though he was troubled by the situation, she found herself smiling.

Seeing his distress, she let out a small laugh and whispered:

“…You’re ugly.”

“What?”

“When you frown like that, you’re really ugly, Owner.”

Han Seojin, exasperated, turned his head and sighed.

But, concerned, he carefully relaxed his expression.

Cheongwol found that even cuter—

“…!”

Realizing her thoughts, she shook her head.

Yet, seeing him tease her sparked an urge to tease him back.

Though unfamiliar with playfulness, she now understood why people teased in such moments.

“That’s why you’re a loner, Owner.”

She pressed on persistently.

For some reason, knowing he was a loner like her now felt good.

“It’s not my looks, it’s because I’m poor.”

“I think it’s definitely your looks.”

“…How is it that all Emei nuns say the same thing?”

“…”

Cheongwol blinked.

Her thoughts froze for a moment.

“…You know another Emei nun?”

“There’s that kid, right? Her name… I keep forgetting.”

Feeling faint relief, she answered brightly:

“Oh, you mean Honghwa. She said that too?”

He chuckled.

“She was worse.”

“See? Everyone thinks so.”

“All that talk about Emei disciples being refined seems like a lie now.”

She covered her mouth, letting out a soft smile.

His eyes quietly watched her smile.

“…”

In that moment, she felt it.

He thought she was beautiful just then.

Having received countless gazes, she could tell.


But this time was different—it felt a bit embarrassing.

Being seen as beautiful was nothing new, but this was strange.

He soon scratched his head and looked away.

Then he said:

“Anyway, if you keep breaking our agreement, it puts me in a tough spot. I clearly said I wouldn’t help if you—”

“—This time was special. There was the spar.”

She cut him off before he finished.

“What’s the spar got to do with it?”

He was swept along, as she intended.

“You gave me advice before…”

Rolling his eyes, he continued, confused:

“…You didn’t listen to a speck of what I said. You never listen to me, even normally. I’ve never met someone as stubborn as you. Coming here today, after I told you not to—”

“—It helped a little.”

She interrupted again.

“And, you were thrilled when I won. Why pretend otherwise now?”

“…”

This time, he was speechless.

She raised the corner of her mouth, as if waiting for this.

“Hm? You were really happy then, Owner.”

As he faltered, a provocative thrill surged in her chest.

She stepped closer, whispering:

“…Got nothing to say?”

She didn’t desperately want it… but if the chance came, she wanted to hear it. Outside the basement.

Not sticky praise, just… a simple word.

Words here might hit harder. Each one sinking deeper.

He hesitated, then muttered softly:

“…Well… you did well.”

Before he finished, her heart flared.

Oh. What do I do?

At his words, she thought:

…I want to go to the basement.

Her body heated up.

In the basement, she could hear his heart more honestly.

How long had it been since she felt this relaxed and positive around someone?

To her, people only deepened her worries.

Meeting expectations, hiding her true self, smiling, being stern…

Every interaction was exhausting.

Han Seojin was different.

With him, she felt at ease for no reason.

No need to conform or impress. It was… natural.

Hesitating, she cautiously spoke.

It should feel familiar by now, but proposing it always felt strangely embarrassing.

“…Owner, should we…”

“…?”

“…Go to the basement?”

He froze, then asked:

“…Why?”

It wasn’t unexpected.

She answered:

“Inner demons…”

For a moment, he seemed dumbfounded.

She was preparing an excuse, but he said:

“But, Lady Cheongwol… don’t you not need me anymore?”

“…What?”

He continued:

“Y-You smile more now. Your… demons don’t seem as bad as before. Do you still need to… resolve them?”

“…”

…Huh?

His words left her speechless.

It had started to resolve her inner demons.

She endured the humiliation and shame for that reason.

It had helped. She felt relief and freedom through it.

…So now? It helped, it’s resolved… but why do I need it now?

If her demons fully vanished, would her connection with Han Seojin end?

“…”

…Darkness swiftly invaded her heart.

Her fingertips trembled lightly.

She felt a precarious emptiness, as if something vital was slipping away.

“…It’s still not enough.”

Unconsciously, she whispered in a deeply subdued tone.

Seeing her, he hurriedly responded, flustered:

“R-Right, of course. Sorry. W-Well… our agreement was ten days, and I’m not prepared to do it now…”

Seeing him backtrack eased her heart.

Embarrassed by her incomprehensible reaction, she pressed her chest and answered:

“I… I was just saying. Today, it’s not about inner demons, just… a short talk—”

—Creak…

A sound that shouldn’t have rung out.

The door opening.

—Thud!

Before she could react, Han Seojin grabbed her and urgently pushed her behind the wooden partition.

His reaction speed was astonishing.

She stumbled, collapsing onto his bed.

“We’re closed for today.”

He spoke to the visitor from the other side of the partition.

She instinctively held her breath.

Her heart pounded again.

“…That’s an awkward reaction. People usually gape at my face.”

A familiar voice rang in her ears.

Her heart beat harder.

Why… is she here?

“H-Haha!! Well!! I-I’m surprised! G-Greetings, Lady Tang…! W-What brings you to this shabby shop…?”

Then, Tang Soran’s voice changed.

“…What’s your name?”

A whispering tone.

“I-I’m not someone worth naming—”

“—Your name.”

…Don’t tell her.

For some reason, Cheongwol thought that.

“…H-Han Seojin.”

—Creak, thud.

The door closed again.

Silence filled the room.

“…Wol-ah.”

Tang Soran continued.

Cheongwol’s breath caught.

“…If you had a way to resolve inner demons, you could’ve told me.”

—

Hao Clan’s Sichuan Branch deputy leader, Weichang.

He’d infiltrated Emei Mountain disguised as a merchant, following the Tang Clan’s entourage with his subordinates.

Carrying heavy bundles, he moved through the streets, monitoring Emei.

Especially Cheongwol and Soyun.

But it wasn’t easy.

Soyun and Cheongwol rarely left the temple.

He had to station his men around the village, gather rumors, and wait.

Then, he completely changed his plan.

After the spar between Tang Soran and Cheongwol.

What he thought would be mere entertainment was strangely extraordinary.

Especially Tang Soran.

A prominent figure in the Central Plains, one of the most anticipated late-stage disciples.

She lost.

And her expression afterward wasn’t mere disappointment or anger.

It was… dangerous.

Wasn’t she rumored to suffer from inner demons?

Perhaps that’s why he sensed something was about to erupt.

Monitoring Soyun and Cheongwol could be handled by his men.

His instincts told him more valuable information would come from Tang Soran.

And that moment arrived.

He spotted Tang Soran rushing out of the Tang Clan’s lodging.

He carefully tailed her.

Astonishingly, where she went… he found Cheongwol too.

Cheongwol even entered a strange leather shop.

His heart pounded heavily.

Inexplicable events unfolded one after another.

Cheongwol visiting a leather shop wasn’t a big deal.

…But her demeanor with the shop’s owner didn’t seem distant.

…A lover? Emei’s Millenium Flower?

…Probably not. Why him, of all people…

But it felt uneasy.

Tang Soran seemed to sense it too, approaching the shop with a strange expression.

She stood at the door for a long time.

As if eavesdropping.

The fact that Tang Soran, the Tang Clan’s cherished jewel, was eavesdropping was already valuable information, but Weichang knew an even greater treasure awaited.

He kept watching her, and after standing at the door for a while… she entered.

—Thud.

“…What’s going on?”


Weichang held his breath.

Tension gripped him.

He muttered.

And… who is that man?

Finally, Weichang slowly approached the leather shop.
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“Are you going to keep hiding?”

Tang Soran spoke to Cheongwol, who was likely concealed behind the wooden wall.

Her emotions were a tangled mess.

Was it anger, or perhaps excitement?

A faint jealousy that while she struggled with her inner demons, someone was gradually overcoming theirs.

And the thrill of discovering a possible way to escape her own demons shook her.

“L-Lady, there’s only me here…”

“…”

Tang Soran stared silently into Han Seojin’s eyes.

In turn, the leather shop’s owner shrank back.

Even she found it hard to accept.

This man… was the opportunity Cheongwol had found?

If he truly helped Cheongwol overcome her inner demons, the entire martial world would be in an uproar.

Both orthodox and unorthodox sects would covet him.

…But.

Him?

She was skeptical.

Such lowly attire. Slumped shoulders. No trace of inner energy, just the frightened eyes of a commoner.

He was somewhat tall, but nothing stood out.

His face… utterly ordinary.

Frankly, he looked like a grown-up beggar from the Beggars’ Sect.

If he hadn’t given the respectable name Han Seojin, a name like Dog Dung would’ve suited him better.

If he’d trained in the Beggars’ Sect’s Dog-Beating Staff Technique, maybe it’d be different, but he seemed completely detached from martial arts.

It was one of two things.

Either a master hiding his identity… or a truly powerless ordinary person.

Her instincts pointed to the latter.

His eyes told her.

Avoiding her gaze, constantly looking away.

If that was an act, he’d be a genius even in the Hao Clan.

—Creak…

Footsteps slid over the rough, weathered wood.

Cautiously, Cheongwol emerged.

Her expression was icy, but Tang Soran saw through it instantly.

That coldness was a defense mechanism.

Hidden in her eyes were embarrassment and anxiety.

A side she hadn’t shown even during the spar.

This novel demeanor drew Tang Soran’s interest toward the man even more.

…If you’re that anxious, it really feels like there’s something, Wol-ah.

“…Our Wol-ie, hiding like that.”

Tang Soran continued slowly, as if probing a wound.

“But isn’t that a bit much? Did you want to keep this secret that badly?”

She was partly sincere.

She understood that she and Cheongwol weren’t exactly close.

As late-stage disciples representing their sects, they’d always been conscious of each other as rivals.

But hadn’t they also shared the knowledge of their inner demons?

Cheongwol must’ve heard rumors about her own demons.

She’d know how great that pain and suffering were.

Yet she kept this method to herself, saying nothing?

Even as rivals, their sects were geographically close and had frequent exchanges. Couldn’t she have shared such valuable information?

They were both from orthodox sects.

The tear-filled nights of the past year felt a bit regrettable.

If she’d known sooner, she might not have despised her own ugliness so much.

“I would’ve told you.”

Tang Soran could say with certainty.

If this man was truly a physician for inner demons, she would’ve introduced him to Cheongwol.

She admitted her own ugliness, but she still had that much chivalry.

Ceasing her pursuit of Cheongwol, she turned to Han Seojin.

She saluted respectfully.

“…First, accept my greetings.”

Han Seojin visibly panicked.

“Pardon…?”

“I am Tang Soran of the Sichuan Tang Clan. I’m deeply sorry to make such a request upon first meeting… but I earnestly beseech you.”

Whether he was a physician or not, she bowed, clutching at straws.

“Could you help me overcome my inner demons as well?”

Silence fell over the leather shop.

Han Seojin hesitated for a long time before answering:

“Tch, there seems to be a misunderstanding. Inner demons? How could I…”

“I heard everything from outside, Young Master.”

“…Young Master?”

Tang Soran looked at him firmly.

And pleaded again:

“…If you pity me, please… please help me.”

—-

Where did it all go wrong…?

No matter how much I racked my brain, I couldn’t find an answer.

Honestly, I thought I’d shown insane survival skills so far.

Think about it.

Survived witnessing Cheongwol’s slaughter.

Survived her discovering my basement.


Survived lying about helping with inner demons, which led to actual SM play with Cheongwol.

Survived the spar where Cheongwol, expected to collapse under her demons, came through at the most vulnerable moment.

Wasn’t that Bear Grylls-level?

I was anxious and scared, but aside from witnessing her slaughter, I thought I hadn’t made a single mistake since.

Everything seemed to go so well…

…So why am I in this situation?

What more could I have done?

“…If you pity me, please… please help me.”

Tang Soran’s saluting hands trembled slightly.

Her desperation was palpable.

Understandably so.

If someone suffering from inner demons found a clue to overcoming them, they’d be desperate.

…But damn it, I don’t know anything about inner demons!

It was just a lie I told Cheongwol…!

And it only worked because she’s a masochist…!

No matter how Tang Soran phrased it, all I heard was:

“Do SM play with me too.”

I couldn’t even groan at the suffocating proposition.

And why wouldn’t I?

It’s Tang Soran.

The eldest daughter of the Sichuan Tang Clan!

The clan’s cherished jewel!

The protagonist’s key ally!

I got tangled with Cheongwol due to bad luck and proximity.

…But did I ever imagine getting involved with Tang Soran?

Ordinary people die without exchanging a word with her…!

Like most people never talk to a chaebol heiress.

…Okay, maybe they could exchange words.

But they’d never have her approach asking for SM.

“Young Master…?”

Tang Soran asked with large, pleading eyes.

“Uh… well…”

Mistaking my hesitation, she said:

“…I’ll ensure compensation. We’ll regard you as a benefactor of our clan. Even if the clan doesn’t, I, Tang Soran, will consider you my benefactor.”

Benefactor or not, the moment I do SM with you, I become an enemy!

Especially thinking of her father, Tang Jeokcheon.

To put it bluntly, he’s a daughter-obsessed maniac.

After Tang Soran is killed by Cheongwol, he burns with vengeance, facing her with tears of blood and dying.

He uses every poison, intending mutual destruction, and melts in his own toxins, as described.

…SM with that man’s daughter?

Am I insane?

I’d scream over a norovirus, and now face the poison-wielding Tang Clan?

Cheongwol whispered from behind:

“…Stop harassing the owner and leave. As he said, he knows nothing about inner demons.”

“Wol-ah, we both know that’s a lie.”

“…Why do you think it’s a lie—”

“—Then what about your inner demons?”

Cheongwol’s eyes twitched.

“We sparred. Don’t hide it from me.”

“…”

“Your demons weakened, and oddly, you got close to this man. All a coincidence?”

Tang Soran bit her lip, whispering her suppressed feelings.

“…I wouldn’t normally do this, but I’m truly desperate.”

“…”

I couldn’t find words to respond.

As if to persuade me, Tang Soran stepped closer, reaching for my wrist.

“Young Master…”

—Swish.

Cheongwol grabbed my nape, pulling me back.

Tang Soran’s hand grasped air.

Stepping forward, Cheongwol said:

“…Senior Tang. That’s enough.”

In that moment, I saw it.

A strange emotion flickered in Tang Soran’s eyes.

…Huh?

That incomprehensible, alien expression made me faintly glimpse her inner demons.

It was a look of desire, one the protagonist’s ally should never wear.

“…Wol-ah, you stop too.”

“…What?”

“…You’re making it harder for me to give up.”

—

A tingling sensation crawled up Tang Soran’s fingertips.

She knew she should suppress it, but her heart wouldn’t comply.

She knew Cheongwol was special.

Beyond being a rival, was there anyone she respected as much?

Tang Soran could have anything she wanted.

Yet Cheongwol, with her profound inner energy and stunning beauty… despite being someone who could have everything… lived ascetically.

Wearing no fancy ornaments.

Eating only the famously bland temple food.

Abstaining from all pleasures.

Living purely, guarding herself.

And she was hiding something.

Something she wouldn’t even share, no matter how difficult.

As far as Tang Soran knew, it was the only thing Cheongwol desired.

The one thing craved by someone who shunned desire.

It couldn’t be love.

No way, as an Emei nun.

Perhaps a friendly bond?

With so little time to gauge their relationship, she couldn’t tell.

Whatever it was, one thing was clear.

Cheongwol’s behavior made the man seem more special.

Tang Soran didn’t trust her own standards.

She trusted Cheongwol’s more.

If the ascetic Cheongwol valued something, there had to be a reason.

The more defensive Cheongwol became, the more she hoped inner demon relief was possible.

An unstoppable curiosity surged.

—-

Insane news.

Weichang doubted his ears.

His blood seemed to dry up.

Was this how it felt to face a gold mine?

Inner demon relief.

Inner demon relief…!!

Information more valuable than any treasure in the Central Plains.

In his decades with the Hao Clan, he’d gathered much, but nothing compared to this.

Was Cheongwol the one suffering inner demons at Emei? Was this leather shop owner the one who tamed them?

Hypotheses chained together.

If he brought this to the Hao Clan.

If this information proved true.

…Becoming a grand leader of the Hao Clan wouldn’t be a distant goal.

Its immense value made him forget to linger and listen.

This clue alone was a massive gain.

Greedily digging further and failing to deliver this to the Hao Clan would be a greater loss.

Trembling, he swiftly turned.

He forgot to bring his subordinates.

He dropped his peddler disguise.

His goal was one.

Back to the Sichuan Branch.

—-

“I’m suffering too, Wol-ah. You… know how painful inner demons are.”

“…”

“…Please. Why should I listen to you anyway? The Young Master’s opinion matters more.”

Cheongwol understood.

The loneliness and despair seeping into her bones. Dreams endlessly falling.

She’d endured the darkness of inner demons, which no one could bear for her.

Like walking an endless cave, each step deepening the suffocation, anxiety, fear…

Times when she couldn’t escape for a moment.

She knew how such pain made people desperate.

How a broken mind clung to any salvation.

And how that desperation easily drove people to extremes.

From that perspective, Tang Soran’s actions were understandable.

…And her words weren’t wrong.

What right did she have to interfere between Han Seojin and Tang Soran?

Yet an inexplicable resentment kept rising.

Something sharp writhed deep in her chest.

“Stop making strange accusations. Didn’t the owner say he doesn’t know…!”

“Really?”

Cheongwol nodded.

“Really, he knows nothing about inner demons?”

“How many times must I—”

“—Then is this a secret rendezvous?”

Tang Soran pressed.

Cheongwol and Han Seojin froze.

She continued:

“It makes sense if Emei’s Millenium Flower came to this shabby shop for inner demons… but if not, why are you here?”

“…To request rope and a leather canteen—”

“—That could be done in daylight, or outside the shop. Why come at night, inside, laughing and talking? Hiding from me?”

Her words revealed she’d been eavesdropping for a while.

Cheongwol hadn’t anticipated this.

She should’ve been more careful.

She’d been too focused on Han Seojin and let her guard down.

Tang Soran pressed on relentlessly:

“…Are you lovers?”

Cheongwol shouted:

“N-No way!!”

She was an Emei nun.

She didn’t love men.

She vowed lifelong purity when receiving her Dharma name.

The deep scar of the Water Palace Temple on her arm proved it.

And lovers?

Holding hands, kissing, sharing love… that relationship?

Unconsciously, she imagined kissing Han Seojin.

“…Ugh.”

A strange shiver ran down her spine.

The imagination, crossing her self-imposed boundaries, frightened her.

How could Tang Soran suggest something so absurd?

How… with Han Seojin…

Someone she hadn’t known long…

…But why did that absurd imagination shake her heart so much?

“…Why would I… with the owner…”

“…Then you have no reason to block me, right?”

Tang Soran asked.

“I’m asking Young Master Seojin, not you.”

…Young Master Seojin.

Why did that feel so unpleasant?

She couldn’t understand her own heart.

Why did this situation feel so unbearable?

But she had no grounds to stop it. She understood Tang Soran’s desperation.

Yet she didn’t want to do nothing and let it pass.

She had a premonition that things would spiral irreversibly.

“Young Master Seojin—”

“—Then…!”

After much deliberation, Cheongwol spoke.

It was a gamble. But it was the only rein she could grasp.

“Then…”

All eyes turned to her.

Hesitating, she exhaled and continued:

“…Just… try it once.”

Yes, anyway.

If Tang Soran tried it once, she’d flee in shame.

She was raised too preciously to endure it.


—-

“…Just… try it once.”

I felt my mind go blank.

Hey, you idiot.

Why are you deciding that!!



 
  Chapter 38: Tang Soran (4)





“…Just… try it once.”

My fists are crying.

My lowly fists can’t do anything, but they cry all the same.

So this is what it feels like to submit to violence.

She’s making choices as she pleases, and I can’t do a thing.

This miserable feeling of being unilaterally crushed.

I’m a sadist, so why am I experiencing a masochist’s emotions?

“…Hmm.”

Tang Soran, seemingly satisfied for now, bit her lip and continued pondering.

Cheongwol went on:

“I can say with certainty, it’s not what you think, Senior Tang. And I’ll be there too.”

“Why?”

“Because it could be dangerous.”

“Dangerous for me?”

Tang Soran let out a faint, incredulous laugh.

“…Young Master Seojin doesn’t seem that dangerous.”

“Not for you, but the owner could be in danger.”

…She’s not wrong. If I humiliate her and Tang Soran explodes, it could happen.

Is this how you treat someone you know?

…But honestly, Cheongwol, you’re the more dangerous one.

Tang Soran tilted her head.

“…I don’t understand. What kind of thing would…”

“If you feel repulsed, you can give up.”

“…”

Cheongwol was now speaking for me, standing in front.

Meanwhile, I was still trembling behind her.

Cheongwol, if you don’t get SM, get out.

Does this make sense?

It feels like my deep, private sexual preferences are being exposed and mocked by these martial artists.

This isn’t a game where you tell me to do it, and I just say, “Yes, sure”!

Who are you to decide who I do SM with?

If you think a sadist would like just any masochist, you’re gravely mistaken.

Just as people don’t love just anyone, I don’t like every masochist either.

Sure, meeting a masochist feels like a miracle.

Especially in this martial world, I know I’m not in a position to be picky.

But you two are too dangerous! I hate martial artists!

They’re people I can’t fully dominate!

It’s just pretending to dominate!

Sure, SM involves some roleplay, but with you, it’s entirely roleplay…!

What’s the point of a rope that’d tear like paper with a bit of inner energy?

By that standard, I don’t like Cheongwol or Tang Soran.

Their beauty is miraculous, beyond what I could hope for, but their flaws shatter those advantages.

A masochist who could kill me? I’d pass, even in death.

Plus, Tang Soran isn’t even a masochist, so what SM is this!

You think everyone’s a pervert like Cheongwol!

I’m going insane.

They’re both terrifying.

I know I’m out of my depth, but Cheongwol’s pushing everything forward.

Looking at it, Cheongwol’s the root of all this.

…And.

It’s a weird thought for this situation, but… I don’t look kindly on sadists who handle multiple masochists.

Everyone’s ideals differ. But I think SM’s essence is its intimacy.

Forcing and showing shameful acts, based on deep mutual trust.

Demanding and submitting. Dominating and being dominated.

Shouldn’t that sincerity be shown to one person?

Pure love feels more genuine than a harem.

Sure, I don’t have that kind of relationship with Cheongwol, but breaking that structure makes the SM scholar in me shake his head.

Tang Soran scanned me up and down.

The mention of danger seemed to pique her interest.

“…I’m curious. What does Young Master do to make Cheongwol act like this?”

…The danger’s not you, it’s me.

I couldn’t stay silent anymore.

I tried to refuse.

“W-Well… I never said I’d do—”

—Thud.

Cheongwol suddenly pressed against me.

She grabbed my shoulder, pulling me down.

She whispered in my ear:

“…Owner, just… do it once.”

“…What?”

This masochist girl. Ordering a sadist? Is she crazy?

“What do you…”

“It won’t end unless you do it once. That’s the kind of person Senior Tang is.”

She spoke to the core of the issue.

Her words left me speechless.

“…I know that desperation… she won’t give up.”

“…”

“So… just…”

Her eyes flickered dangerously.


She said:

“…Humiliate her intensely and drive her away.”

“What?”

“Just… make it so embarrassing she can’t come back.”

It took me a while to process her words.

I stared at Cheongwol.

“…”

“…”

…I really wanted to punch her.

You damn girl. It’s easy for you.

You’ve got martial arts, the orthodox sects, and fame.

You can handle grudges and still live, but one of Tang Soran’s poison needles would kill me.

What’s this ‘humiliate her so she can’t return’ nonsense?

If she tells her dad, I’ll face a horrific death.

You expect me to sexually harass a chaebol’s daughter, leaving her traumatized, and survive?

In this martial world where fists trump law?

Where killing someone doesn’t land you in jail?

Are you insane?

“…”

I felt I couldn’t escape this tightening situation.

I blinked.

Coming to, Cheongwol and Tang Soran stood before me.

Key supporting characters in this novel.

People I tried my hardest not to get involved with.

They’re pressuring me.

…Am I the only one who doesn’t want this?

I wanted to tell them honestly.

SM doesn’t help with inner demons. It’s unrelated.

But the moment I say that, Cheongwol would flip out, screaming, “Then what was all that you did to me?” and go berserk.

Seeing my sour expression, Tang Soran sighed and stepped back.

“Fine, Young Master. Do that.”

“…Huh?”

“You don’t know anything about inner demons, right? I’ll believe you.”

…Suddenly?

It was a temptation I couldn’t resist.

“…Really?”

“Yes.”

She gave a faint smile.

“But keep one thing in mind. If Cheongwol’s reason for coming here isn’t inner demons… then this was a rendezvous, wasn’t it?”

“…What?”

“The noble Millenium Flower of Emei having a secret meeting with a man… it might stir not just the Central Plains, but Emei too.”

“Senior Tang…! That’s not it…!”

“…”

I blinked.

…Did she just threaten me?

The protagonist’s ally?

I was at a loss for words.

I never imagined Tang Soran would resort to threats.

She never showed this side in the original story.

Suddenly, Uncle Kwakdu’s words after the spar echoed in my ears:

“Tch. I’m worried about Lady Tang Soran. Hope her inner demons don’t worsen.”

…Is this the result?

I knew Tang Soran had been suffering from inner demons for a while.

I heard it from the Beggars’ Sect uncles.

She’d probably suffer for a long time.

But when the Demonic Cult emerges and the Central Plains fall into chaos, Tang Soran stands at the forefront, protecting people as the protagonist’s ally.

Whatever happens, she overcomes her demons.

“…”

…Or does she? Maybe she just hides them?

Either way, it doesn’t matter.

What matters is that she suppresses her demons and becomes the protagonist’s ally.

Until she’s killed by Cheongwol, Tang Soran performs many feats.

Even if the Sichuan Tang Clan isn’t strong in spars, they’re formidable in war, aren’t they?

She’d send thousands of zealots to hell, at the least.

…And that Tang Soran is threatening me?

Cheongwol twisted the original story by winning the spar, and it’s hard to say my influence had no part.

You could say I made Tang Soran lose.

If that breaks her, sending her astray?

If she becomes the protagonist’s enemy instead of an ally?

If her poisons turn on the main characters…?

…Damn, wouldn’t that screw everything?

My reason for avoiding becoming a martial artist and keeping my head down wasn’t just about avoiding the hassle of swinging a sword or risking my life.

…It was also because this grim world ends happily.

If left alone, it resolves itself.

Why should I interfere?

…But what if this changes that?

If Tang Soran doesn’t become the protagonist’s ally… or worse, joins the Demonic Cult, destroying the ending I was satisfied with?

A bad ending?

The small lie that basement SM tools were for inner demons led to Tang Soran’s defeat in the spar.

If that deepens her demons, what impact will it have on this world?

“…Haa.”

I cursed hundreds of times inwardly.

Damn it, Cheongwol, you caused this!!

I told you not to come!!

My eyes must’ve shown my emotions, as even Cheongwol looked away.

I covered my face, staring at the ceiling.

The gravity of the situation weighed heavily on my shoulders.

I couldn’t entirely blame Cheongwol.

I, a foreign element in this world, am the problem.

The thought that I might’ve disrupted the happy ending sparked guilt.

Yet Cheongwol still annoyed me.

I told you not to do the spar!

After searching for words, I finally spoke.

I couldn’t keep dodging.

“…So, Lady Tang… this… this method might not work. It only worked for Lady Cheongwol because it was her.”

“I might be able to do it too.”

…There’s no way you’re a masochist…

I swallowed the rest.

How could the Sichuan Tang Clan’s eldest daughter be a masochist?

Loved by parents, respected by siblings, acknowledged by the clan… how could you be?

“Young Master Seojin.”

Tang Soran’s tone hardened.

“With a clue to resolving my inner demons, I can’t give up. If something you’ve endlessly longed for was within reach, could you let it go?”

“…”

“I… could become ugly. No, I’m already ugly. I don’t want you to see that side of me.”

…So, this is a threat. Like before.

“And remember one thing. I… was raised preciously, always getting what I wanted.”

I had no choice but to answer.


“…Two days.”

Cheongwol and Tang Soran’s expressions shifted in their own ways.

Resigned, I whispered:

“Give me… two days.”

Those two days were to find a play that would satisfy Tang Soran.
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“Argh!”

I slammed my head against the table.

Gently, of course.

One of the two promised days had already passed.

I’d been frantically thinking of plays for Tang Soran.

Plenty came to mind.

But whether I could pull them off was another matter.

How did things spiral this far?

Why do I have to do SM with Tang Soran?

If Tang Jeokcheon found out, he’d gouge my eyes and brew them into liquor.

I sat in the basement, inspecting the tools one by one.

…Nothing was usable.

For a beginner like Tang Soran, they were all too heavy.

But going too light would make her question if I’d done anything at all, accusing me of faking it.

This is all Cheongwol’s fault.

The more my heart raced, the angrier I grew at her.

How’s a novice like me supposed to handle two at once?

I’m at a loss.

I should’ve asked for more than two days.

“Haa…”

Still, I diligently racked my brain.

I sat quietly in the basement, sifting through my thoughts.

I’d been writing two books lately.

One was about SM knowledge.

A record of thoughts to keep SM fresh in my mind, written whenever something came up.

I hadn’t titled it.

The other was about this world, Blood Path.

A rough outline of future events.

…Also untitled.

Both were helpful.

Ten years in this world, writing jogged memories I’d forgotten, bringing them back vividly.

Now, I was recalling Tang Soran’s role.

She’s… crucial.

Indispensable in the Orthodox-Demonic War.

She can’t fall apart here.

“Haa…”

Another sigh.

Inner demons.

Like with Cheongwol, I had to start there.

I comforted Cheongwol based on her social pressures, so I’d need to do the same for Tang Soran.

SM doesn’t help with inner demons.

But giving up entirely would cost me my neck.

I had to weave my knowledge into this play somehow.

What caused Tang Soran’s inner demons?

Social pressure, like Cheongwol?

But that doting father wouldn’t have forced anything on her.

She must’ve pressured herself.

“…”

In my memory, Tang Soran was… very humble.

Always talking about her shortcomings, saying she wasn’t that good a person…

…But beyond that…

“Haa.”

In the original, Cheongwol at least hinted at why she broke.

…Since Tang Soran overcame her demons, I couldn’t grasp it.

My sighs deepened.

…Should I consider borrowing the uncles’ help to escape?

…Damn it! If I run, Tang Soran will break completely!

“…”

To sum up Tang Soran…

Self-sacrificing, like an eldest daughter… responsible… emotionally restrained… exemplary… humble… kind… but has inner demons… and threatens me…

Kind, but says she’s not… and suffers for it…

“…Hm?”

…Is there a way?

—-

Late at night.

Not a soul on the streets.

Cheongwol cautiously placed her hand on the leather shop’s door.

Soft candlelight seeped through the rickety wooden walls.

Her heart pounded loudly.

For the past two days, she hadn’t slept properly.

Irritation without reason plagued her.

Meditation failed, food wouldn’t go down, and training was impossible.

…She had no choice.

She told herself.

Tang Soran wouldn’t give up otherwise.

Still, she didn’t want Tang Soran close to Han Seojin.

Why?

“…”

…Because Tang Soran’s personality isn’t great.


That’s what she wanted to believe. That was the reason.

Besides, her friend Han Seojin would be uncomfortable with such a person.

Plus, didn’t Han Seojin dislike martial artists?

She and Han Seojin were on the same page.

They’d push Tang Soran away.

So, tonight was all that mattered.

As agreed, Han Seojin would humiliate Tang Soran deeply and drive her off.

At first, Cheongwol tried to stop her.

Tang Soran couldn’t possibly endure that humiliation and shame.

So, it’s her own fault.

She’d have no right to complain later.

“…”

And since they’d play together, Cheongwol’s resolve was different.

She vowed to obey Han Seojin’s words perfectly tonight.

To show who was the better, more obedient girl…

“…Am I crazy…?”

With that thought, she pushed the door.

“…You’re here.”

Inside, Tang Soran sat demurely.

It felt strange.

That she and Tang Soran were here to meet the owner for a play.

Sure, it was for inner demons, but it still felt like a forbidden act.

Tang Soran, unaware of the play, said:

“Did we really have to meet at night? I got scolded sneaking out.”

Cheongwol glanced around.

“…The owner…”

Tang Soran stood, saying:

“He said to come to the basement when we’re ready.”

—-

Tang Soran followed Cheongwol, her heart fluttering, down to the basement.

—Thud.

She closed the basement door herself.

A thrill coursed through her, as if doing something forbidden.

If her father knew she’d snuck out to meet a man at night, he’d lose it.

She could already see him raging.

But she had no choice.

She was half-skeptical.

She’d seen the possibility of inner demon relief through Cheongwol…

But she didn’t fully believe it would work for her.

She was betting on that chance.

It was worth it.

That’s how desperate she was to escape the pressure.

She could describe herself thus:

A person without her own standards.

Finding value only in others’ values.

She had no world of her own.

A bottomless hole of desire in her heart swallowed everything.

Sometimes, identity confusion hit. Sometimes, asserting herself was hard.

She grew depressed, lethargic. That’s why she locked herself away.

If she lost control, seeking to fill her lacking world, how ugly could she become?

Perhaps she’d take pleasure in seeing others’ pained expressions as she took from them.

The gap between her ugly self and the self she wanted to be tormented her.

…And yet, despite being like this.

She let out a wry laugh.

…She was never scolded.

The Sichuan Tang Clan gave her everything.

Wasn’t she known as the clan’s cherished jewel?

She increasingly couldn’t discern right from wrong.

She clung desperately to her thin thread of conscience.

“…Huh?”

The basement was unlike anything she’d imagined.

Lit by soft candlelight… it overflowed with torture devices.

Ropes. Whips. Shackles. Gags.

The violent scene took her breath away.

“…Wol-ah, this place…”

She cautiously called to Cheongwol, but Cheongwol walked silently to Han Seojin, who stood frozen, as if this place was normal to her.

Was this the same shabby man from days ago? He stood with hands behind his back, quietly waiting.

…The atmosphere was strange.

Cheongwol seemed oddly submissive, and Han Seojin oddly domineering.

Tang Soran’s eyes darted around.

Raised delicately in the Tang Clan, this raw atmosphere was utterly alien.

“…Wol-ah.”

She froze, one step from the bottom.

She called Cheongwol, as if seeking help.

But Cheongwol ignored her, focused only on Han Seojin, as if his voice was all that mattered.

His head turned toward her.

Seeing his eyes flicker in the dark, she instinctively grimaced.

“…Young Master, what’s this—”

“—Come if you’re coming.”

His tone had changed.

“…Leave if you’re leaving.”

“…”

She was speechless.

Shocked by his change, flustered by his rudeness, overwhelmed by the atmosphere.

She opened her mouth to protest, but no words came.

He was right.

If she didn’t like it, she could leave.

But she couldn’t.

The eerie feeling of the space.

Cheongwol’s strange submissiveness. And the man… she’d tried to hide.

Curiosity and stimulation kept her rooted.

—Step.

She took the final step down.

To not be cowed, she squared her shoulders and approached Han Seojin.

“…”

Now, the height difference was clear.

She was the shortest, followed by Cheongwol, then Han Seojin, a head taller.

It made her feel strangely small.

She still didn’t understand.

She’d expected learning to control inner energy or taking an elixir to resolve demons.

…What was this torture chamber? Why was Cheongwol staring at Han Seojin without flinching?

“Before we start… I’ll set one rule.”

Han Seojin spoke.

Irked by his rude tone, she protested:

“…Young Master, please show some courtesy—”

“—I said leave if you don’t like it.”

“…”

She shut her mouth.

He continued:

“As I said, leave if you don’t like it. I’m not forcing anything. You, Tang Soran, came here of your own will, and I clearly said I didn’t want to… right?”

“…”

She nodded faintly.

“You’re doing this because you want to, right?”

She nodded again. It wasn’t wrong.

“As such, the rule is this. Unless you want to leave… answer every command I give with ‘Like.’”

“…What?”

He shook his head briefly.

“Not ‘What?’…”

“…Like.”

Cheongwol cut in.

Tang Soran doubted her ears.

…Wol-ah?

The lofty flower who shunned men, following a man’s orders so obediently?

This wasn’t the Cheongwol she knew.

Not the Cheongwol she met through swordplay.

Just a stranger beside her.

“…Pretty.”

Han Seojin praised, and Cheongwol looked down curtly.

Amid her shock…

“…Tang Soran.”

The beggar-like shop owner called her name casually again.

…It felt novel. Who else could treat her so carelessly?

Only her parents and elders called her Tang Soran.

No commoner had ever addressed her so freely.

“Your answer?”

His pressure gave her a choice.

Leave or comply.

For the goal of inner demons… she spoke.

“…Like… yo.”

A faint sense of humiliation seeped into her heart.

“Pretty.”

His praise felt strange too.

—-

Cheongwol scanned the basement.

A chair, not there before, stood in the center.

Beside it, a large bucket… steaming, likely warmed.

“…”

Was he planning the same act he did to her the first day?

Dousing her with water to shame her?

…If so, she wanted to stop him.

She’d endured it somehow, but could Tang Soran handle it?

…Though she’d suggested the humiliation herself.

But whether a noble lady like Tang Soran could endure such shame…

She didn’t know what she wanted.

She wanted Han Seojin to humiliate Tang Soran, yet didn’t.

Her emotions were tangled.

Tang Soran’s presence in the basement was unpleasant.

Her being here felt like something was stolen.

Cheongwol already felt… attachment to this space.

Where she’d bared her heart and cried.

Where she’d shared secret acts with Han Seojin.

Where she’d shown her skin and been called pretty.

A personal world shared only with him.

And Tang Soran had intruded.

She wanted this to end quickly.

To restore things before this interloper disrupted them.

She looked at Han Seojin.

But his gaze was fixed on Tang Soran.

“Let’s start.”

He spoke.

“Tang Soran, sit in that chair.”

“…”

Pouting at his rude tone, she moved silently.

—Thud!

He grabbed her arm.

—Swat!

Startled, she shook him off.

“…Young Master, what—”

“—You didn’t answer.”

He cut her off firmly.

It was the domineering side she wanted to see, but now it didn’t feel as satisfying.

“…”

“Forgot the rule already?”

Tang Soran hesitated, then whispered as she sat:

“…Like.”

He nodded, satisfied.

“Good, you can do it.”

Watching, Cheongwol sensed her turn was coming.

Her eyes unconsciously scanned the room.

What’s the next command?

There’s no chair left for sitting…

She disliked Tang Soran’s presence, but… her heart also raced.

It was a play she’d waited for.

What submission would she face today?

A competitive spark flared.

If it was too humiliating, she might not do it…

…But at least, she’d do better than Tang Soran.

His gaze settled on her.

She didn’t look away.

“…Wol-ah.”

The familiar nickname, after so long.

Her chest tightened.

When he called her, it felt like she could set down her burdens.

A sense of closeness returned.

She answered:

“…Yes.”

He whispered:

“…You’ve been making things hard for me lately, haven’t you?”

“…Huh?”

“Coming here when I told you not to, getting us caught… suggesting this before I even spoke…”


“T-That’s…”

“You need to be punished, don’t you?”

Straightening, he commanded:

“…Go over there, kneel, and face the wall.”

“…What?”
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